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1. Introduction 

As I was casually reading threads on Baidu Tieba (百度贴吧), a popular community forum 

in China, I was impressed with the talkative atmosphere Tieba users created. The forum 

participants seemed to have a strong desire to share what they encountered in everyday 

life with each other. They talked about, for example, buying a new house to secure a school 

place, shared the frustration of breathing smog-filled air, and asked others about where to 

buy safe milk powder for babies. Although they went to the forum just to meet people and 

talk about their daily routines, public issues concerning political policies sometimes 

emerged during their everyday chat. For example, people living in Beijing complained on 

the forum about the city's license plate auctions, which were designed to reduce traffic 

congestion but now are even more strictly imposed to deal with air pollution. During their 

talk, they were discussing ways to express their opposition to the license-plate lottery 

system, which car buyers need to participate in. Some even proposed to organize collective 

action to show their discontent about this policy; others suggested to sue the Beijing 

government over the license-plate lottery system because they felt it violated citizens’ 

rights. In this commercial-lifestyle forum, people talked about their struggles in everyday 

life, shared their feelings, and thought about doing something. They were not apathetic 

citizens who did not care about public affairs. Instead, through the course of everyday talk 

on Tieba, their private issues and concerns led to discussions on the good of the broader 

community. The examples here show that ordinary citizens have their own way of 

discussing politics in everyday life beyond formal politics.  

Citizens’ active discussion about issues concerning their life on Tieba, which often 

mixed politics with private matters, extended my understanding of the role of the internet 

in expanding and developing the public sphere in China. This prompted me to explore 

citizen interactions in online spaces beyond explicitly political ones. I observed citizens’ 

everyday talk on the Yaolan forum, a popular, private forum dedicated to child-rearing and 

parenting issues, which is located at the very periphery of politics. After reading through 

discussion threads on the forum, I noticed that participants did not directly discuss 

political or policy issues, but rather ordinary conversations often turned political. They 

scaled-up from private to public matters and connected private concerns and experiences 

to issues facing the broader community.  

For instance, many parents shared their experience of buying school-zone houses. 

They talked about the hiking housing price, the limited educational resources for children 
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who are not covered by the childcare system, and also reflected on the inequality in 

educational choice between children from rich- and low-income families. I was not 

concerned with how such discussions impact the educational system or policy; rather, I 

was curious what online discussions in everyday spaces tell us about civic engagement in 

the Chinese public sphere. The taken-for-granted ordinary conversations about buying 

houses near a school on the Tieba and Yaolan forums do not touch upon grand issues about 

the political system, but they speak to the everyday needs, wants, and desires of ordinary 

Chinese citizens grounded in life realities. As everyday social spaces, Tieba and Yaolan 

provide chances for private individuals to gather and talk about everyday life experiences. 

They articulate their interests and make claims to rights by using vernacular language, 

sharing emotions, and thinking, discussing, and discovering new ideas about what they 

can do. The mundane political talk in such spaces enables people to connect their everyday 

experiences to issues of public concern. The political talk on these forums demonstrates 

that political engagement is likely to emerge in the private life of Chinese citizens via 

everyday conversations. This implies that everyday online spaces may be the new and 

alternative places where people can talk about politics and engage in it. Accordingly, this 

study wonders how Chinese citizens’ everyday political talk in such spaces impacts their 

practice of citizenship and whether they will contribute to an active online public sphere 

in China.  

1.1  Everyday political talk in minjian: alternative structures of citizen 

interactions in China   

The significance of everyday political talk in the political process has long been 

acknowledged in Western democracies; some even maintain that it represents the heart of 

a strong democracy (Barber, 1984). Everyday talk, as a form of minimal communicative 

action, has also been at the root of Habermas’s idea of the public sphere. According to 

Dahlgren (2002, 2006), talking about politics in an everyday life context is part of civic 

culture. It constitutes the “cultural origins of civic agency” which influences how the public 

sphere functions. Moreover, everyday political talk in the informal public sphere is an 

essential element that makes up the deliberative system. This incorporates talk-based 

mechanisms to deal with public issues and political conflicts (Mansbridge and Parkinson, 

2012, p.5). Deliberative democracy scholars argue that the soundness of the democratic 

system relies on a well-functioning deliberative system (Mansbridge, 1999; Chambers, 

2009; Parkinson, 2006; Mansbridge et al., 2012). This includes public opinion formation 

in the informal public sphere and decision-making in formal settings and connects the two 
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components as a whole. Through everyday political talk in informal settings, the political 

emerges from citizens’ lived realities and, consequently, public opinion is rooted in the 

perspectives of everyday citizens. Informal political talk is thus considered a channel for 

ordinary citizens to bring up everyday life issues, which they feel need to be discussed 

publicly. It thus plays a crucial role in the deliberative system.  

Everydayness has three layers of meaning here. It first refers to the mundaneness 

of communicative acts that citizens perform daily. These are often non-purposive, non-

conscious, unstructured, and taken-for-granted. Second, it implies that what people talk 

about are matters concerning their everyday life. Third, and this is the most important 

connotation, it emphasizes that everyday political talk is “a public-spirited way of talking”. 

It connects individuals’ personal life experiences with the larger community in the context 

of everyday life (Graham and Hajru, 2011, p. 20). To give an example, Yaolan users 

habitually gather on the forum to talk about their childrearing experiences. However, one 

family’s private concerns (buying a school-zone house) may turn to be a matter of common 

concern (unequal chances in education) through their talk. Put simply; informal political 

talk refers to a bottom-up manner of politicizing everyday life experiences and personal 

concerns, which implicitly involves power dynamics in the broader society.  

So, what does everyday political talk mean in the Chinese context? In China, there 

is still a lack of formal channels for citizens to engage in politics; e.g., the party-state does 

not fully grant citizens a chance to participate in political elections, nor are they fully 

guaranteed legal channels to hold authorities accountable. Everyday political talk may then 

serve as an alternative way to connect ordinary Chinese citizens to public matters and 

encourage them to think about and act upon politics. If everyday political talk can serve as 

an effective bottom-up form of political engagement based on people’s lived experiences, 

it may bring change that is good for the personal lives of individual people but does not 

directly target grand political aims such as freedom and democracy. Everyday political talk 

here is mainly critical about power relations at the micro level. Thus, it serves to expand 

our understanding of civic agency and interaction in an everyday life context, and sheds 

light upon the micro dynamics of politics in the informal public sphere. Furthermore, it 

may help to move the studies on citizen interactions in China forward by grounding it in 

the local lifeworld where people have everyday communications.  

Habermas and other political theorists argue that civil society is the central site of 

political talk in Western societies (Habermas, 1996; Cohen and Arato, 1992; Edwards, 

2004). In Habermas’ normative view of the public sphere, civil society is the realm where 
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free and equal citizens exercise public debate, form public opinion, and monitor the 

authorities’ administration of power, in order to serve the public interest. Ever since 

notions of the public sphere and civil society were introduced into Chinese academia in 

1986, scholars have been drawing from these Western-centric concepts as a means of 

understanding and imagining Chinese political society and politics. However, the 

application of these concepts in the Chinese case has in the scholarly debate been regarded 

as controversial. Because these were initially grounded in the historical circumstances of 

democratic development in early modern Europe, many scholars have argued that this 

conceptual framework cannot be adequately applied to theorize the public realm of China, 

which has a fundamentally different historical background (Wakeman, 1993; Brown, 2014; 

Huang, 1993).    

The study of political citizenship and civil society in modern China invites us to go 

back to recent Chinese sociopolitical history. A period of rapid modernization began in the 

1980s, when the National People’s Congress (NPC) began the process of making a ‘new 

China’ by further opening its doors to Western nations. The rapid development was 

accompanied by the ever-increasing promotion of Western civic values grounded in 

individual rights and civic awareness by the state among the people, aiming to transform 

the Chinese masses into modern citizens (Ma, 1994). China does not have a tradition of 

modern (liberal) democracy. In pre-modern China, Chinese people’s citizenship 

(membership in larger communities) was more socially oriented and rarely accompanied 

by a claim or a right to political participation (Wong, 1999). Not until late 20th century 

(1980s) were practices of political citizenship promoted by Chinese intellectuals and 

political elites who were influenced by Western connotations of citizenship (Goldman and 

Perry, 2002).  

However, diverging from the liberal democratic trajectory, Chinese citizens were 

usually encouraged to take part in politics along the lines promoted by the state. Since the 

1980s, it is the NPC that has been playing a crucial role in catalyzing citizenship, civil 

society, and political participation by the Chinese people (Goldman and Perry, 2002). It is 

noteworthy that, in the making of a modern citizenry, civil society and the state are 

considered to be mutually dependent and are supposed to develop in a harmonious 

relationship. The emphasis of harmony is different from how civil society works in Western 

democracies where it is separate from the state. By transplanting the idea of civil society 

into the Chinese context, intellectuals integrated it with the concept of shimin shehui 

(townspeople’s rights), which implies urban civil rights and claims greater popular 
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participation. Later the government gradually advocated citizen rights while it was in the 

process of constructing a civil society. By sharing the same focus of making a modern 

citizenry, civil society was co-opted with China's modernization plan, serving the aim of 

enhancing civic awareness, guaranteeing individual rights, and thus transforming Chinese 

individuals into modern citizens (Ma, 1994).  

Since the 1990s, with the growth of civic groups and NGOs, civil society has been 

established more firmly in China. It is not only associated with demands for civil rights, 

but also values civic duties and social obligations (Chan, 2010). Nowadays, civil society is 

narrowly defined as an autonomous social structure in China which consists of NGOs and 

other social organizations. The civil society organizations, on the one hand, work on 

providing social services; on the other, promote greater public participation, connecting 

the broader citizenry with the administration of political power. However, their operation 

is still not independent of the state’s control.  

What are the problems with Western notions of the public sphere and civil society 

as conceptual frameworks for understanding Chinese political society?  Firstly, Chinese 

civil society is, unlike its Western counterpart, positioned by the government in a 

partnership relation with the state. In Western liberal democracies, the organization of 

social life has a certain degree of autonomy from the state’s administrative power. 

However, as civic organizations are only allowed to operate when they follow the 

regulations of the state registration system, Chinese civil society does not have the capacity 

for social self-organization. Activities in the civil society presuppose active involvement of 

the state. Secondly, state-civil society dynamics are shaped as a form of pastoral 

governance in the Chinese political landscape. Until now, it has been the state that imposes 

meanings of citizenship upon people living under its rule (Goldman and Perry, 2002). The 

inclusion or exclusion of social actors in civil society, and thus who are and who are not 

allowed to articulate their political views in the public sphere, are still determined by the 

authoritarian state. Moreover, Chinese civil society shows exclusionary and class-biased 

characteristics in its outcry for liberal-civil rights and cooperation with the state. Zhao 

(2008) reveals that the mediated public sphere in China is oriented to exposing the 

demands of the middle- and upper-classes who advocate liberal-civil rights. It largely 

ignores the appeals of the poor and lower-class who do not possess the discursive resources 

in the emergent ‘Chinese bourgeois public sphere’. Because civil society in China lacks 

capacity in defending the autonomy of the social forces against the intervention of the 
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state, alternative voices tend to be excluded from the dominant public sphere when they 

are not in accordance with the state’s governance logic.  

As illustrated above, the formal political space, which is constituted by Chinese civil 

society, is guided by state-led ambitions of modernization. Moreover, it privileges middle-

class voices. Due to the conceptual limitations of civil society and the public sphere, a 

notion of political society that is more comprehensive, more inclusive, and more dynamic 

is needed to explain political activities among Chinese citizens. I, therefore, argue that 

despite the state and civil society’s desire to enhance modern citizenship, a large 

proportion of the Chinese population is still living according to traditional customs and 

beliefs within the social formation of minjian. Minjian could be regarded as the everyday 

sphere. It is composed of informal social relations, such as kinship, friendship, 

neighborhoods, and other guanxi (relation-based) networks. The everyday spaces situated 

in ‘minjian’ maintain a certain degree of autonomy as an autonomous social realm next to 

the state and civil society, and works as an alternative for ordinary citizens to the elite 

public sphere in civil society. This is where the political wills and struggles of ordinary 

citizen actors are articulated (Chen, 2010). Moreover, the informal sphere in minjian 

serves as the space for everyday political talk among citizens beyond strict deliberation in 

formal settings. It offers a more inclusive environment for citizens to practice deliberative 

interaction in their everyday lifeworld, which bears local social-cultural values. 

Deliberative ideals may conflict here with particular cultural and social norms or are 

integrated within it. Overall, I argue, that the notion of the everyday sphere – minjian – 

may offer new conceptual possibilities of thinking about politics and alternative ways of 

being political in the Chinese context.   

As the internet has grown rapidly, the everyday spaces in minjian have become 

increasingly intertwined with online communication networks. The digitally mediated 

social spheres are important aspects of Chinese citizens’ everyday lives. With the 

widespread use of the internet, scholars started to pay attention to new participatory 

opportunities it potentially offered. Dean (2010) and Papacharissi (2010) see various new 

forms of “being political” embodied in citizens’ online practices. Dahlgren (2015) argues 

that internet-enabled everyday practices form “a new social milieu for political agency” 

(p.28). Similarly, scholars also find that the blurring boundaries between the private and 

the public, the personal and the political, have been reinforced in the internet-based 

everyday sphere in China (Yu, 2007; Rosen, 2010; Zhang, 2014). In this dissertation, I 

explore the chances such spaces may provide to cultivate and sustain a relatively 
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autonomous sphere for political expression, not colonized by the governing power of the 

ruling state. Specifically, it focuses on citizen deliberation and other social-civic 

(communicative) activities that emerge via everyday online political talk, to investigate 

how such talk opens up opportunities for the rise of an alternative space for ordinary 

citizens to engage in politics in China.  

1.2  The internet and the public sphere in China 

Since the 1990s when the internet entered the Chinese market, digital technologies have 

developed very rapidly in China. According to the China Internet Network Information 

Center (CNNIC, 2017), internet use had reached 751 million people (more than half of the 

Chinese population) by June 2017. During the past decade, the internet has penetrated 

into almost every aspect of Chinese people’s daily lives. Chinese users go online every day 

for shopping, getting news and information, chatting, entertainment, or making donations 

(Kuo, 2014; Zheng & Yu, 2016). They are also increasingly involved in various types of e-

government programs, pushing the government to respond to the public. In 2015, ‘Internet 

plus’, which was proposed by the central government, became the buzzword in China. It 

encouraged all enterprises to integrate the internet into their conventional business. As 

internet usage has become more and more connected to citizens’ consumption behavior, 

cultural practices, and other daily routines, scholars have long debated the dynamics of the 

Chinese internet, politics, and culture in the current phase of social transformation, 

covering a broad range of issues including China's reform and development, social 

hierarchy change and social conflicts. The internet’s role in the development of the Chinese 

public sphere is one of the major topics among scholars who study the political 

implications of the internet in China.  

Overall, there are three strands of thinking in understanding the internet and its 

potentials in extending the public sphere and promoting political change in China. The 

first strand takes the perspective of deliberative democracy. The second strand 

understands the Chinese internet from the angle of civic activism and the third trend 

approaches it, by viewing the Chinese internet as a tool of authoritarian governance.  

First, the vision of deliberative communication emphasizes that the Chinese 

internet facilitates a deliberative public sphere. According to previous studies, internet use 

has indeed expanded the scope of public sphere in China. It has pluralized Chinese citizens’ 

information sources, and posed a bigger challenge for the government to control 

information, compared to traditional media (Zheng and Wu, 2005; Rosen, 2010). 
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Moreover, Chinese netizens have been actively expressing rational-critical views on 

important public issues (Tai, 2006), subtly conveying social criticisms about relevant 

policies in the online sphere (Esarey and Xiao, 2008), and generating public opinion from 

the perspective of citizens (Zhou, 2009). However, other scholars argue that Chinese 

internet has also had a negative impact on the deliberative prospect. Despite the emerging 

network of public opinion in Chinese cyberspace, uncivil discourse and apolitical 

involvement are very common among Chinese netizens. For instance, citizens go online for 

entertainment, and not for political expression (Damm, 2007; Leibold, 2011). In addition, 

Zhou et al. (2008) find in their study that political discussions in the Chinese online sphere 

are often not deliberative because netizens tend to talk with people who share similar views 

instead of responding to different ideas. With the coexistence of both deliberative 

potentials and non-deliberative features in cyberspace, we can see that the incipient online 

sphere is not yet strong enough to guarantee an improving deliberative public sphere in 

line with what Habermas anticipates. While some believe the internet brings hope to solve 

social issues via rational-critical debate as observed by Habermas in 17th or 18th Europe 

(Habermas, 1989), there is not much empirical evidence to support this theoretical ideal.  

The second strand of thinking argues that Chinese citizens’ online activities, though 

not necessarily deliberative, have promoted other forms of political engagement, vitalizing 

participatory ideals among the wider citizenry. From the perspective of participatory 

ideals, the internet is a hub of online activism. Scholars observe the rise of “participatory 

and contentious” culture in the Chinese online sphere (Yang, 2009). With the growth of 

the internet, weiguan (surrounding gaze) has become one of the popular forms of digital 

activism. Xu (2015) describes online weiguan as a series of radical communicative actions 

among virtually gathered participants. He says, participants usually attract people’s 

attention and produce discursive power by displaying eye-catching pictures or videos, 

using satirical words, and arousing strong emotions. It is a bottom-up way for citizens to 

discuss controversial issues, mobilize collective action and pressure the government to 

solve problems. Similarly, other empirical studies also find the internet’s potential in 

supporting alternative models of political participation, which sometimes enables the 

formation of alternative public spheres that are distinct from the Habermas-inspired 

model of the public sphere (Zhang, 2006; Pan, 2014). Despite the various forms of political 

participation and engagement, Chinese citizens are not mobilized for anti-regime goals 

(Han, 2015a). Most of the political criticism toward the government is issue-specific, 

concerning rights, corruptions or scandals, which do not promote regime-level changes in 

China.  
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Although there are disputes about the democratic impact of the internet on Chinese 

politics, it is difficult to deny the empowering capabilities of the internet and the state’s 

response to the internet-based challenges. Then, the third trend of research takes the state-

centered perspective and considers the Chinese internet as a tool of authoritarian 

governance, further revealing the complex relationship between state and society. On the 

one hand, the Chinese government has applied a variety of strategies to contain political 

expressions it does not want to be raised to the political agenda of the party-state. These 

include censorship measures (Kalathil and Boas, 2003), hiring online commentators 

(Morozov, 2011), and real-name registration. Yet, the censorship is often circumvented by 

Chinese netizens who have created coded language to speak online. In addition, the 

government leaves a certain space for citizens to express social criticism by only selectively 

oppressing regime-challenging collective actions or dissent activism (King et al. 2013). On 

the other hand, beyond censorship and propaganda, the government is encouraging public 

participation in societal issues and adapting itself to incorporate online public opinion into 

its policy agenda as long as it does not challenge the political system (Han, 2015a). The 

accommodation strategy, in turn, improves its governance ability and increases the 

resilience of the regime.  

Within these three strands of research, most studies have adopted a conventional 

notion of politics, focusing on the explicitly political, which usually involves formal politics 

of the state. This body of research on the Chinese internet tends to be constrained within 

dichotomous binaries such as control and resistance, state and society, and political and 

non-political. Although these studies have their merits, it is clear that less subversive 

online practices in everyday online spaces, which do not necessarily involve the state, are 

neglected. Jiang's (2010) center-periphery model of authoritarian online deliberation, for 

example, is the most systematic study which examines public discussions in a wide range 

of different Chinese online spaces from the core to the periphery of authoritarian rule. But 

still, I argue, her study has mainly focused on political communication in online spaces of 

conventional politics. It overlooks the actual periphery of the political spectrum, that is, 

the everyday online spaces that are not explicitly political. There is an insufficient uptake 

of ordinary citizens’ everyday political talk in online spaces that do not focus on politics.  

As this brief review of the literature reveals, which will be discussed in more detail 

in Chapter 3, there is a need to pay attention to mundane practices on the internet and 

critically examine everyday online political talk. I argue that this will provide a better 

understanding of the heterogeneity and the complexity of the internet and its role in 
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shaping the Chinese public sphere from bottom-up. Moreover, it will allow us to move 

beyond the division between deliberative and participatory ideals because communicative 

practices are analyzed more inclusively and grounded in empirical data. For instance, we 

can trace how everyday talk about life experiences, such as buying a house, is linked with 

the injustices involving children’s education. Or how everyday citizens debate educational 

problems in a way that bears the spontaneous features of casual chat and norms of social 

talk. Therefore, this dissertation shifts the focus to communicative practices in everyday 

online spaces beyond the focus of conventional politics.  

1.3  Research aims, questions, and contributions  

This dissertation aims to study Chinese citizens’ communicative practices in the 

heterogeneous internet and investigates whether such practices extend the public sphere 

in China. It focuses on political talk in everyday online spaces and thus, moves beyond the 

macro-interactions between state and society, the perspective applied in authoritarian 

online deliberation. For this purpose, I study forums mixing politics with lifestyle issues or 

non-political online forums. Here, everyday political talk does not only imply mundane 

communicative practices per se but also bears the social-civic culture where those 

communicative actions take place. In other words, everyday political talk is situated in the 

local social-cultural context. By studying this, it is possible to probe into how citizens’ 

everyday life is interwoven with politics and how citizens think about and engage in politics 

in their lifeworld at the micro-level.  

To achieve the research aims, I have developed a comprehensive analysis of 

everyday political talk, following the framework of deliberation and also considering the 

social-civic culture existing in citizens’ everyday lifeworld. First, I assess the deliberative 

quality of everyday political talk based on Habermas’s ideas of deliberation in the public 

sphere. The assessment based on deliberative norms is fundamental to reveal if and how 

Western ideals are applied in the Chinese local social-cultural context. It further enables 

the study to move beyond the confines of public sphere theory associated with (Western) 

deliberative norms to identify contextual categories which may be incorporated to 

construct a more grounded model of deliberation and of the (online) public sphere in 

China.   

The research also takes into account the informal characteristics of everyday talk 

including affective expressions and other social-civic communicative forms. Specifically, it 

focuses on how deliberative communications are intertwined with emotional engagement 



Introduction 

 

  11 

and other social-civic communicative practices. This inclusive approach enables us to 

investigate what communicative practices constitute the discursive power in Chinese 

online public spheres and study the multiple civic functions of everyday political talk. In 

doing so, I explore how citizens’ deliberative and social-civic communicative practices 

construct relatively autonomous discursive spaces in minjian as an alternative to the elite 

bourgeois public sphere in China. On this basis, the following two research questions are 

formulated in the study:  

RQ 1: To what extent does everyday political talk in Chinese online spaces meet the 

conditions of deliberation as outlined in public sphere theory?  

RQ2: What social-civic communicative forms and emotional expressions, beyond the 

framework of deliberation, emerge in the course of everyday online political talk?  

This dissertation compares the nature of political talk across three popular Chinese-

speaking forums that each have distinctive aims and characteristics. The selected forums 

include a government-run political forum, a commercial (social) forum where politics is 

mixed with lifestyle issues, and a seemingly non-political topical forum dedicated to 

parenting/childcare issues. Here, the comparative focus enables us to explore how forum 

aims and characteristics regarding moderation rules, topics and the nature of the forum 

influence citizen interactions in online spaces. The differences and similarities that emerge 

from the comparative analysis allows us to better understand and explain the (new) 

communicative practices taking place in everyday online spaces. Thus, I can explore how 

different types of online spaces show different potentials to create an alternative discursive 

sphere distinct from the Habermasian (elite) public sphere in China. This comparative 

focus raises the final research question:  

RQ3: How do the forum’s aims and characteristics impact the nature of everyday 

political talk?  

In addition to the above comparison, this study also compares online political talk 

across three topics: the environment, public health, and childcare and parenting. These 

topics are part and parcel of citizens’ personal lives but also involve larger-scale public 

concerns. Hence, they bridge the private-public divide; while they are often discussed in a 

way that is less explicitly political, they often are scaled-up to public concerns, resulting in 

public debate. Taking into account the characteristics of a specific topic allows us to study 

how specific topics and the potential publics they attract, contribute to shaping the nature 

of everyday political talk.  
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In order to address these questions, a content analysis with a three-part coding 

scheme was developed to comprehensively assess the nature of online political talk. First, 

I examine the deliberativeness of online political talk by operationalizing the following 

normative conditions: the process of rational-critical debate (rationality, continuity and 

convergence), dispositional requirements for achieving mutual understanding 

(reciprocity and sincerity), and the norms of debate (discursive equality). Second, I 

explore other social-civic communicative forms: complaining, questioning, advice 

giving/helping, storytelling, and social talk. Lastly, the third group of coding categories 

were developed to assess the expressive nature of such talk, including anger, sadness, fear 

and happiness. The content analysis was supplemented by an in-depth reading of the 

threads to help provide (more) context (i.e., socio-cultural meanings of communicative 

practices) and explain in more detail the findings.  

This comprehensive manner of analyzing online political talk, which keeps the 

normative focus, but also explores other communicative forms by considering the socio-

civic context in China, provides insight for future research on how to localize online 

deliberation studies in the Chinese context. Moreover, using a normative framework of 

public deliberation to analyze the nature of online political talk could help facilitate future 

research in comparative studies of online political talk in a variety of non-Western and 

Western contexts. Most importantly, this study explores how people living in the eastern-

Asian part of the global village use the internet and information technology to engage in 

politics. Thus, theoretically speaking, the findings obtained from the research here could 

offer practical and theoretical implications for new notions of the public sphere in China 

in the digital age. Consequently, it contributes an important critique of Western public 

sphere theory, which will help facilitate the revision and expansion of its conceptual and 

analytical orientations in the future.   

1.4  Structure of the thesis  

This dissertation consists of eight chapters which present the theoretical framework, 

methodologies, empirical case studies, and the conclusion. Chapter 2 builds an open-

ended framework for the evaluation of everyday political talk in Chinese digital spaces. It 

draws upon Habermas’s notion of communicative action and other theories of public 

deliberation but opens up the possibility of modifications by considering the particular 

political, cultural, and social factors in the Chinese context. Chapter 3 reviews the relevant 

literature on the internet and the public sphere in China. It not only provides an overview 

of previous studies but also shows a gap in research, revealing the significance of studying 
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everyday political talk for a more profound understanding of the potentials of the internet 

in transforming political society in China. Chapter 4 presents the research design and 

methodological approach. It explains case selection, sampling, and methods of analysis 

and also discusses the limitations of the research design and ethical considerations. Then, 

Chapter 5, 6 and 7 present three empirical case studies of environmental talk, political talk 

about public health issues, and political talk about childcare and parenting issues. To 

conclude, the last chapter of the dissertation, Chapter 8, summarizes the empirical 

findings, discusses the theoretical implications and societal impact of the study.  
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2. Deliberative Democracy, Political Talk, and 

the Everyday Sphere in Minjian 

In response to the deliberative turn in political theory and the focus on participatory 

democracy in Western scholarship, scholars have begun to research how the internet may 

facilitate deliberation and political participation in China. This dissertation focuses on 

everyday political talk among citizens in online spaces outside the sphere of formal politics. 

This raises questions about how political talk can be conceptualized, analyzed, and 

assessed in social, political, and cultural contexts that differ greatly from Western 

democratic states. Thus, this chapter aims to provide a conceptual framework that allows 

us to make sense of political talk in China by building an analytical framework for empirical 

evaluation. 

First, in Section 2.1, I begin by explaining the concept of deliberative democracy and 

discuss the deliberative system. Next, I discuss the concept of the (everyday) public sphere 

within the deliberative system. Then, I delve into the definition and characteristics of 

political talk, elaborating on its everydayness as a critique of formal deliberation.  

In Section 2.2, I turn to China, arguing that political talk has an important role in 

overcoming the deliberative deficit and extending the public sphere. I introduce the 

concept of minjian (the autonomous social space in Chinese society) and discuss how it 

offers an alternative to the concept of the public sphere in civil society.  

Based on the conceptualization of political talk I have mapped out in the previous 

sections, Sections 2.3 focus on how to analyze political talk in China. It proposes an 

inclusive analytical lens, which integrates the formal criteria of deliberation, while also 

taking into account the informal characteristics of everyday political talk rooted in the 

Chinese social-cultural context. Applying the analytical framework both within and beyond 

the conventional ideals of deliberation allows for a comprehensive examination of how 

social-civic culture rooted in the Chinese minjian shapes communicative practices, as well 

as comparing this to the formal standards of deliberation used in analyzing political talk in 

the context of Western liberal democracies. Finally, at the end of Section 2.3, I reflect on 

the benefits and limitations of the conceptual and analytical frameworks.  
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2.1 Deliberative democracy, the Public Sphere, and Political Talk 

2.1.1 Deliberative democracy and deliberative system 

The term ‘deliberative democracy’ highlights the importance of delibera-tion in collective 

decision-making. It refers to a participatory view of politics in which the communicative 

power of citizen interaction is connected with the real political power of the state. It argues 

that political decisions only achieve legitimacy when citizens have collectively debated 

them and have reached mutual understanding through a reflexive process of public 

reasoning (Elster, 1997, 1998; Cohen, 1989,1996; Gutmann 1996; Fishkin 1991). It thus 

moves away from the liberal view that collective decision-making is rooted in the 

individual rights of voting and compromising among private interests based on majority 

rule.  

 Deliberative politics argue that the political process should be more than merely an 

aggregation of individual preferences. In a culture of deliberation, citizens are encouraged 

to expose and contrast their opinions and preferences with those of others. Most political 

theorists agree that the quality of public deliberation is of crucial importance for the 

legitimacy of collective decision-making. Grounded in Habermas’s theory of communi-

cative theory of communicative action, Elster (1997) argues that citizens should engage in 

politics in a manner which goes beyond private expressions of self-interest. They should 

use rational arguments aimed at building consensus and the common good. Benhabib 

(1996) holds the belief that the legitimacy of decision-making is not determined by the 

number of votes but resides in plural spaces and networks of discursive deliberation. All 

citizens are allowed to articulate and exchange conflicting values and interests here, but in 

a reflexive way that is acceptable to all. Dryzek (2000), similarly, stresses the significance 

of the reflexive dimension of deliberation. He states that “deliberators are amenable to 

changing their judgements, preferences, and views during the course of their interactions, 

which involve persuasion rather than coercion, manipulation, or deception” (p.1).  

Deliberative democracy is primarily put into practice in formal institutional 

settings. Deliberative initiatives range from deliberative polling to public hearing s and 

citizen summits. It has a strong procedural (ideal) component and institutional 

arrangement in which rational discourse is systematically weighted. It focuses on topics of 

common good and aims to reach rational consensus (Cohen, 1989). Rather than focusing 

on single institutional sites for deliberation and only considering it as an instrument for 
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legitimate decision-making, scholars such as Mansbridge emphasize the broader goals of 

deliberation.  

Mansbridge (1999) introduces the “deliberative system”, which is defined as “a talk-

based approach to political conflict and problem-solving — through arguing, 

demonstrating, expressing, and persuading” (Mansbridge et al., 2012, p.5). She argues that 

public deliberation should not be restricted to structured settings and should not only 

serve formal decision-making, such as in parliaments and other democratic institutions. 

According to Mansbridge, deliberation also takes place beyond formal settings in a variety 

of public arenas such as informal networks, the media, schools, and private institutions. 

Citizens engage here in everyday political talk and, based upon this, organize political 

actions. This allows us to think about how the wider society, citizens, and the people 

deliberate together in the public sphere. In the deliberative system as a whole, formal 

institutional forums and informal social arenas function independently but are also 

interconnected. As Mansbridge argues: “the different parts of the deliberative system 

mutually influence one another in ways that are not easy to parse out” (1999, 213).  

The interconnections between these different domains can be traced back to 

Habermas’s two-track model of democracy. In his Between Facts and Norms (1996), he 

distinguishes between deliberation in the society-wide public sphere and institution-based 

formal settings. As envisioned by Habermas (1996), all the issues that impact citizens’ life 

should be talked about and deliberated among an engaged and active citizenry in the 

broader public sphere. This accumulates into public opinion formation about a certain 

social issue that lays the legitimate ground for authorities’ decision-making. In the west, 

elections, indepen-dent mass media, or autonomous civil society associations are usually 

the typical mechanisms to link the process of opinion-formation to the formal political 

institutions, transferring the communicative power from mass publics to the political 

power. Different from the case in Western countries, there is no independent mass media 

nor autonomous civil society in China; citizens do not have well-guaranteed channels to 

vote for elections. Thus, there are no formal or institutional mechanisms to link the public 

opinions formed in the Chinese public sphere with the formal political domain.  

2.1.2 The Public Sphere 

In the deliberative system, the place for informal deliberation among average citizens is 

the public sphere. Individual citizens here critically debate public affairs: “A portion of the 

public sphere comes into being in every conversation in which private individuals assemble 
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to form a public body” (Habermas et al., 1974, p.49). It is an autonomous sphere of rational 

deliberation and opinion formation among citizens (Habermas, 1989). The function of the 

public sphere is to identify societal problems and be the intermediate entity between the 

political system and citizens’ lifeworld (Habermas, 1996). By the power of public opinion, 

citizens can influence the exercise of power by public authorities. As the public sphere 

emerges, a civil society, independent from the state, comes into being. It comprises the 

formal and informal associations and networks in the society to transmit the opinions 

formed in the public sphere to state institutions, pressing the government to serve the 

public interest (Habermas, 1996). Through civil society networks, public communication 

is institutionalized within organizations, speaking for the shared interests of citizens.  

 Habermas’s public sphere theory stresses the singularity of the bourgeois model of 

the public sphere evolving from the 17th century through the mid-20th century. Critics 

argue that this concept is overly absolute and unitary, and it ignores the emergence of 

alternative public spheres (Fraser, 1990; Dahlgren, 1991). Fraser (1990), for example, 

challenges Habermas’s emphasis on the universal basis of the public sphere, including the 

universal accessibility to all, the excessive rationality, and his normative claim to the public 

good, which should be reached. First, she argues that the single public sphere, which 

brackets social inequality, is exclusive on the basis of class, gender, and ethnicity. Women, 

the poor, and ethnic minorities are deprived of chances to enter the public sphere because 

it requires participants to possess the right resources, knowledge, and proper 

communicative capacity. Meanwhile, by making excessive rationality the universal form of 

communication in discursive interaction, the ideal public sphere ignores contestation and 

differences. It thus hides the power dynamics of domination and subordination and 

reinforces social inequality (Fraser, 1990; Dahlgren, 2006).  

 Fraser (1990) stresses that alternative public spheres where subaltern groups, social 

movement actors, and community members engage in discursive exchanges and develop 

political consciousness can exist in parallel with the bourgeois public sphere. In these 

separate social spaces, where no domination from privileged groups exists, members of 

subordinate groups have a discursive arena among themselves. Here they can discuss what 

they need/want and develop strategies to achieve their goals. The existence of alternative 

public spheres would facilitate the expression of difference in that everyone is “able to 

speak in one’s own voice, and thereby simultaneously to construct and express one’s 

cultural identity through idiom and style” (Fraser, 1990, p.69). Replying to this critique, in 

his later work Habermas (1992) has also departed from the idea of a single public sphere. 
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He here argued that the public sphere should be seen “as a complex network of publics” 

(p.440) and admits the existence of multiple public spheres.  

 In line with Fraser’s idea of multiple public spheres, I argue that multiple everyday 

spheres exist. These are accessible and open to ordinary citizens, and thus offer 

alternatives to the dominant public sphere within civil society associations. The everyday 

public sphere is not a single realm in the literal sense, but an overarching concept that 

refers to the structural setting of multiple informal everyday (social) spaces. Unlike the 

elite public sphere, it represents a new structure for the interpretation of social reality and 

the organization of social experience. First, it serves as a discursive sphere for citizens to 

escape from the dominant public sphere to regroup, have internal discursive exchanges, 

and formulate interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs. In other words, it 

acknowledges the emergence of multiple publics with different group identities and allows 

the negotiation and contestation among a variety of publics. Second, the everyday public 

sphere is the place where citizens meet and talk about affairs impacting their life beyond 

the focus of formal politics. Here, connections are established between citizens’ personal 

life experiences and the power structure existing in the wider society. Thus, in the everyday 

sphere, tensions between the micro-lifeworld and the macro-political system are reflected, 

represented, and negotiated. Moreover, it plays an intermediating role in disseminating 

one’s discourse to larger communities and the wider society. The everyday sphere’s 

emancipatory potential is often enabled through its interaction with the dominant public 

sphere and civil society.  

2.1.3 Everyday political talk 

At the heart of the public sphere is everyday political talk. In normative approaches that 

focus on formal, instrumental deliberation, rational-critical arguments are favored over 

other speech acts. In line with Habermas’s (1984) ideas about the “ideal speech situation”, 

it is argued that public discussions should aim at the public good. Deliberation should be 

rational and geared towards reaching consensus or agreement to benefit institutional 

decision-making (Benhabib, 1996; Elster, 1998; Cohen, 1989,1997; Gutmann, 1996; 

Fishkin, 1991). Rational deliberation is therefore implemented in formal or 

institutionalized settings, such as parliaments, citizen juries, public hearing meetings, and 

deliberative polls. In these deliberations about public issues that ultimately aim at making 

decisions, participants have to justify their ideas via the use of argument and reason based 

in the public interest.  Critics point out that this ideal of public deliberation is biased and 

unrealistic because it narrows the topics of discussion to the common good (Mansbridge, 
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2010), excludes other forms of discursive practices (Dryzek, 2000), and overlooks affective 

dimensions of communication (Young, 1990b). As Dahlgren (2006) argues, “it banishes by 

definition that speech which may be on its way towards politics, speech which originates 

in the disjointed settings of everyday life and yet manages to join together experience and 

information, wisdom and reflection in ways that may lead to question, contestation, 

political conflict” (p.279).   

Contrary to instrumental (formal) deliberation, everyday political talk in the 

informal public sphere is a spontaneous process. Here the political emerges from citizens’ 

casual and random everyday talk that has no predefined political aims. Its aim is not to 

produce consensus to serve any decision-making procedure but to share experiences and 

opinions, learn about issues that matter to people’s needs, reach mutual understanding if 

possible, and discuss the public good of the wider community. As said by Kim and Kim 

(2008), “citizens freely interact with one another to understand mutually the self and 

others, resulting in the production and reproduction of rules, shared values, and public 

reasons for deliberation” (p. 53).  

Everyday political talk thus refers to a mundane talking activity in everyday social 

spaces, which has the potential to bridge citizens’ real-life experiences with the political 

process. It is an essential part of citizen involvement in the informal public sphere. 

Habermas (1984) argues that everyday political talk is “the archetype of communicative 

action”. He conceptualizes communicative action, as “the interaction of at least two 

subjects capable of speech and action who establish interpersonal relations” (Habermas 

1984, p. 85). These interpersonal relations, social interactions, and informal conversation 

such as “chatting, conversing, and arguing” (Habermas, 1984, p.327) provide a gateway to 

reaching mutual understanding and opinion-formation (Kim and Kim, 2008). More 

specifically, “it is through on-going participation in informal political talk whereby citizens 

become aware of other opinions, discover the important issues of the day, test new ideas, 

and develop and clarify their preferences” (Graham, 2015, p.2).  

Responding to the deliberative deficit in the Western context, Dahlgren (2002) 

suggests that we need to adopt an empirical and real-world approach to deliberative 

democracy and the public sphere. He argues that everyday political talk plays a vital role 

in producing civic culture. This provides the precondition for citizen engagement in the 

public sphere. During political talk, speech emerges “which may be on its way towards 

politics, speech which originates in the disjointed settings of everyday life and yet manages 

to join together experience and information, wisdom and reflection in ways that may lead 
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to question, contestation, political conflict” (Dahlgren, 2006, p.279). Drawing upon these 

ideas, I argue that everyday political talk rooted in the dynamics of people’s lifeworlds 

functions as a more inclusive model of citizen interaction. It brings the micro-interactional 

dynamics into force in the public sphere. In the following paragraphs, I elaborate on how 

the bottom-up approach to communicative action remedies the blind spots of the formal 

deliberation.  

First, norms about the equality and inclusiveness of deliberative democracy may be 

best met in the informal public sphere of everyday talk. Here citizens who did not gather 

to debate about political issues in the first place, have conversations for the sake of 

conversation. Moreover, here people are included who do not necessarily talk in an ‘ideally 

deliberative’ manner. In his theory of “discursive democracy”, Dryzek (2000) supports a 

more inclusive position, attempting to overcome the strict limits of formal deliberation. He 

argues that deliberation should also include non-rational forms of communication such as 

rhetoric, humor, testimony, emotions, storytelling, and gossip. These go together with 

arguments in political talk. Similarly, Young (1996) argues that speech acts like greeting, 

rhetoric, and storytelling are more suitable than rational arguments for the expression of 

difference. With regards to the blind spots of formal deliberation pointed out above, 

political talk embraces multiple communicative forms and informal characteristics of 

speech, such as storytelling, narratives, humor, rhetoric, and esthetic-affective 

expressions. In this sense, it is more inclusive and more open to all citizens, regardless of 

social inequality and disparity in communicative competence.  

Second, the dynamics between private matters and public issues become explicit in 

everyday political talk. Traditional concepts of deliberative democracy are constrained to 

discussions about matters of public concern or the common good. This position is 

questioned and criticized by democratic theorists, such as Fraser, Mouffe, Young, and 

Mansbridge. Rejecting that some illusory consensus on the common good exists, Fraser 

(1990) proposes that what is to be considered as a matter of common concern should be 

the outcome of a contestatory process and “no topics should be ruled off limits”. Mouffe 

(2000) argues that compromise among diverging interests and agonistic interaction 

between plural views are more compatible with the goal of deliberative democracy than 

consensus based on exclusion. Taking this one step further, Mansbridge et al. (2010) 

contend that self-interest, properly constrained, has a necessary role to play in the process 

of deliberation.  “Including self-interest in deliberative democracy reduces the possibility 

of exploitation and obfuscation, introduces information that facilitates reasonable 
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solutions and the identification of integrative outcomes, and also motivates vigorous and 

creative deliberation”, which will eventually enhance the diversity of opinions (p.72-73). 

Barber (1984) concludes that the political motives of citizens are not pre-given but are 

derived from private desires and needs. Moreover, “the I of private self-interest can be 

conceptualized and reconstituted as a we that makes possible activity and common 

political action” (Barber, 1984, p.190).  

By moving beyond the normative prerequisites of the concept of the public good, 

everyday political talk allows citizens to consider their self-interest and discover how their 

private concerns can be aligned (or not) with public issues and debates. The informal 

networks of everyday communication thus offer potential spaces for the emergence of 

political appeals based upon personal concerns. At the same time, these dispersed 

networks are accessible to a broad range of publics. Thus, the notion of an exclusionary 

deliberative public sphere is expanded into multiple public spheres in which the life 

experiences, interests, and conflicts concerning “subaltern counter-publics”, termed by 

Fraser (1990), can find their expression.  

Third, critiquing Habermas’s narrow framing of public debate regarding cognition 

and reason, scholars argue for the important roles emotions and feelings play in 

communication (Rosenberg, 2006; Hoggett and Thompson, 2002). As Young (1990a) 

claims, “there is no place in his [Habermas’s] conception of linguistic interaction for the 

feeling that accompanies and motivates all utterances” (p.73). However, everyday political 

talk includes the affective dimensions of these interactions instead of only focusing on the 

rational-critical exchange of validity claims. Rosenberg (2006, p.93) emphasizes that, 

apart from rational motivation and cognitive capacity, “deliberation also requires 

conditions that foster emotional engagement, mutual nurturing, and an affective tie to 

one’s community”. Hoggett and Thompson (2002, p.114) also argue that emotions cannot 

be removed from the rational dimension of citizen interactions. They believe that “reason 

without passion is reason without energy or dynamism; for example, if cut off from 

aggression, reason lacks bite and sharpness”. Moreover, Schlesinger (1997, p.387) points 

out that it is necessary to appreciate the affective dimension of political involvement and 

identification because it is this non-rational dimension of feelings and sentiments that 

“confers a wider, non-deliberative sense of solidarity and belonging”. In a word, political 

discussions in the public sphere cannot exclude the affective dimensions of citizen 

interaction.  



Deliberative Democracy, Political Talk, and the Everyday Sphere in Minjian 

 

 22 

2.2 Authoritarian deliberation and the Chinese minjian  

2.2.1 Public Deliberation and China  

Moving beyond liberal democracies, China has been experimenting with deliberation-led 

participation in the policy-making process over the past two decades. For instance, public 

hearings have become an increasingly important instrument that is included by the central 

and local governments in decision-making processes on policy issues. Through these 

hearings, Chinese citizens can express their views about issues and make their voice heard 

before decision making. It is worth noting that public deliberation has primarily been 

adapted to serve practical functions such as enhancing the effectiveness of problem-solving 

and providing legitimacy for administrative governance, without any promise of regime-

level democratization (e.g., multi-party competition or citizen empowerment). The 

emergence of deliberative practices in Chinese politics has been termed “authoritarian 

deliberation” (He and Warren, 2011): a deliberative approach to social conflicts without 

democratic empowerment.  

Such a take on deliberation is quite different from views promoted in Western 

countries. Rather than cultivating and upholding liberal values such as personal rights, 

individual autonomy, and thus equality, public deliberation in China is channeled into the 

governance-level domain under the lead of the CCP (Chinese Communist Party). Since the 

reformation and the opening-up of China, there has been an increase in social conflicts, 

such as the growing gap between the rich and the poor, corruption, and environmental 

problems. Now that China has made massive progress in the economic realm, the social 

issues resulting from this have made political leaders increasingly worried about the 

legitimacy of their authoritarian rule. The waves of social unrest that arise from time to 

time have made the Chinese government consider implementing public deliberation as an 

alternative strategy to solve social conflicts. By introducing the mechanisms for public 

deliberation, social groups with diverse interests are offered the opportunity to express 

their voices through free dialogue, argument, and deliberation. This could, potentially 

dampen conflicts between various interests, and simultaneously increase the legitimacy of 

policies and laws, and enhance (local) governance.       

The deliberative approach has been applied to conflicts about policy issues in a 

variety of discussion venues ranging from the National People’s Congress, to urban 

deliberative institutions, to village-level meetings in rural areas. Some deliberative 

experiments have had a direct influence on decision-making. For instance, a deliberative 
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polling experiment that focused on the budget allocation for infrastructure projects in the 

Zeguo township of Wenling city was a successful example of giving citizens a say in local 

policy-making (Fishkin, 2011; He, 2006a). In this experiment, citizens were selected via 

random polling to engage in deliberation about how to allocate the city budget. The 

meetings were held without any officials being present to prevent political power from 

influencing the opinions of citizens. The outcome was taken into account in the official 

decision-making process. Another deliberative initiative is the Residential or Village 

Representative Assembly. It is a participatory and deliberative institution, which has 

introduced deliberative values on community-related issues in rural and urban governance 

(He, 2006a). More specifically, it is a deliberative mechanism for citizens to discuss 

controversial community-related issues in rural regions. It has opened up a channel for 

citizens to engage in the decision-making process about local issues such as the town 

budget and the use of collective land. Similarly, through the Residential Representative 

Assembly, citizens are able to voice their opinions on decisions impacting their lives, such 

as population control, security issues, or other daily matters.  

The various deliberative and participatory experiments and practices in China have 

increased the local government’s capacity to deal with controversial issues and conflicts 

and also empowered citizens through the process of learning, debating, and exchanging 

ideas. It has equipped citizens with better communicative capacity (He, 2006). However, 

despite the positive changes deliberative practices have brought to administrative 

governance and citizen participation, there are limitations to the implementation of public 

deliberation in Chinese society. As pointed out by He and Warren (2011) in their 

characterization of authoritarian deliberation: there is “a high density of venues in which 

deliberation seems to exert influence, but within the context of government-defined 

agendas and formal government control of outcomes” (p.279). These modes of 

participation and deliberation do not lead to conditions that support the emergence of an 

autonomous public sphere, independent political organizations, independent oversight of 

power, or open-agenda meetings. The emerging deliberations here merely encourage the 

expression of differences in a limited way. As the deliberation agenda is set by the 

government, personal appeals and different interests not in line with the authoritative 

expectations will not be included. Thus, these types of deliberative initiatives exclude 

‘alternative voices’ from the process. 

As discussed above, state-organized deliberation in China adheres to the agenda, 

rules, and procedures predetermined by the state. If we only look at the institutional level, 



Deliberative Democracy, Political Talk, and the Everyday Sphere in Minjian 

 

 24 

the implementation of deliberative democracy has failed to realize its potential of engaging 

ordinary Chinese citizens to freely debate issues of the day impacting their lives. According 

to He (2006b), state-sponsored deliberation, for the most part, does not achieve a high 

level of authenticity. He suggests that to do so ordinary citizens actually need to be 

engaged. Because of the political constraints, a culture of deliberation will – at least in the 

short term – only emerge in the informal public sphere, the unofficial spaces in the social 

realm. In this study, the Western notion of deliberation is adapted to Chinese social-

cultural backgrounds, opening up opportunities for citizens to participate politically.  

Due to the limited scope of formal (authoritarian) deliberation in China, as 

demonstrated in the literature above, scholars have argued that, in order to obtain a 

comprehensive understanding of the development of deliberative democracy, we should 

look at the broader social-cultural sphere. Reflecting upon the current agenda of 

deliberation research on China, which puts emphasis on formal deliberation, Min (2014) 

further suggests that the current conceptualization of deliberation needs to be expanded 

to acknowledge more diverse forms of deliberation, being more sensitive to the local 

cultural system. Similarly, Sass and Dryzek (2014) acknowledge the influence of culture on 

deliberation. They consider political culture as “a residual category in deliberative theory” 

(p.6) and argue that the web of meanings, symbols, and norms in which communicative 

actions are exercised determine their significance and political effects. In other words, the 

political consequences of citizen interaction are closely related to the specific socio-

political context, the local culture, and political values.  

The openness of deliberative culture as a concept enables us to capture how 

empirical categories that would not be considered salient in the (Western) normative sense 

might lead to effective deliberation in non-Western liberal democratic countries. To 

examine deliberative practices in the Chinese context, it is thus necessary to take the local 

deliberative culture into account. Therefore, I argue for shifting our attention to political 

talk – informal deliberation – in the everyday sphere of ordinary Chinese citizens. This 

allows us to locate citizen deliberation and civic engagement at the micro-level and 

improve our understanding of the micro-dynamics of daily democracy. Moreover, it 

enables us to explore how the particularities of Chinese culture impact deliberation. This 

helps to overcome the Western bias that is embodied in the normative notions of 

deliberative democracy and the public sphere.  
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2.2.2 Everyday political talk and the everyday sphere in Minjian 

As Dryzek (2000, p.4) claims, civil society and the public sphere are the most important 

loci of deliberation through which citizens hold authorities accountable. The public 

opinion formed in the public sphere has the ultimate power to shape how civil society 

organizations monitor and even confront the state in serving the public good. In the 

Western model, informal public spheres tend to emerge through mass media and civil 

society networks. However, the informal (everyday) sphere in China does not necessarily 

guarantee publics the key to enter the formal public sphere, because there is no 

independent civil society or autonomous mass media which could link the everyday sphere 

to the sphere of formal politics in China. In the Western notion of the public sphere, civil 

society offers a counterweight to the state. Unlike the Western counterpart, a public sphere 

in between the state and society is not fully developed. The public realm existing in Chinese 

society is not composed of autonomous communicative structures as a separate space 

between state and society.  

The public realm in the traditional Chinese society (the Qing (1644-1912), the 

Republic (1912-1949), until contemporary China) was termed as “third realm”. It has been 

conceptualized as an intermediate space between the state and society where social groups 

and the state meet and cooperate (Huang, 1993). In terms of autonomy, this third realm 

differs from the Western notion of civil society, which is separate from the state. In the 

1980s, after the reformation and open-up policy, public intellectuals introduced the 

concept of civil society to China. Since then, Western sinologists and Chinese scholars have 

begun to study contemporary China through the lenses of civil society and the public 

sphere. In the initial phase, the concept of civil society stressed the creation of a modern 

Chinese citizenry. Turning the masses into citizens with civic awareness was one of the 

main goals of the state-imposed process of modernization. Emphasis was put on liberal 

values such as individual rights, freedom, and the rule of law (Ma, 1994). This civic 

transformation process was directed by the state and was aimed at creating a harmonious 

relationship between the state and civil society. But it also supported the official political 

ideology. In 1988, the party-state started a campaign to create a socialist citizenry, focusing 

on collectivism, the sacrifice of self-interest, and socialist civilization (Ma, 1994). Due to 

its dependence upon the state, civil society lost its neutral meaning when it got translated 

into the Chinese context.  

At present, civil society, in the broad sense, is interpreted as people claiming 

citizenship, which demands protection of civil rights and civic responsibilities such as 
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volunteering (Chan, 2010). Narrowly speaking, it usually refers to the associations of civic 

groups such as NGOs and social organizations, aiming to promote public participation and 

social change. But still, all the civil society organizations operate under the political control 

of the Chinese government. Chan and Qiu’s (1999) study shows that those registered social 

organizations have little autonomy due to their cooperationist relationship with the 

Chinese government. Moreover, the horizontal interconnections between associations 

have also been prohibited by the vertical control from the state, undermining the rise of a 

real civil society in China.  

Due to the lack of autonomy for civil society organizations, the associational 

networks of civil society are still not open to all subaltern political expressions. Therefore, 

not all voices are channeled through the networks of civil society into the communicative 

structure of the public sphere. Public discussion and political engagement are constrained 

in civil society and its public sphere. Moreover, the political views and activities of people 

who are not included in the state-led elite public sphere are ignored. This often happens to 

workers, peasants, and powerless citizens who constitute the majority of the Chinese 

population.  

Scholars have argued that the current structures in civil society tends to privilege 

the elites and closes its doors to subaltern publics. Xing (2012) bluntly points out that 

public claims for modern-liberal ideas such as constitutional governance, civil rights, and 

legal system are exclusive and class-biased. Similarly, Zhao (2008) argues that the 

mediated public sphere is mainly open to views which are in line with the liberal-minded 

civil claims in favor of middle- and upper-class elites. She states that the citizenship status 

imposed upon ordinary Chinese individuals by the state without considering its 

underpinning social and political traditions, in itself, does not guarantee the peasants, 

workers, and other disfranchised ordinary individuals entry into the public sphere. As 

Chen (2003) argues, in the state-imposed process of modernization, the notions of civil 

society and citizenship were translated from the West but have not been effectively 

grounded in the local political culture of Chinese society. Without an autonomous and 

effective civil society, the popular discourses voiced by citizens in the everyday sphere are 

not necessarily transmitted to the formal public sphere via contestatory interaction among 

different publics as it happens in Western countries.  

Because of the limitations of the public sphere in China, which is closely associated 

with the state-organized civil society, I argue that the everyday sphere offers an alternative. 

It fosters the emergence of “a form of public life in which multiple and unequal publics 
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could participate” (Fraser, 1990, p.70). The notion of minjian offers a more nuanced 

conceptualization of the everyday sphere in China. Minjian is not outdated as a historical 

legacy; it still exists in relation to the modern state and civil society. In traditional China, 

before 1949, there was no separate sphere between state and society. Instead, Minjian 

society offered a relatively autonomous social space intermediating between state and 

society. It was made up of informal social relationships such as kinship, friendship, and 

guanxi (relationship-based) networks, through which everyday citizens are self-organized.  

The everyday sphere in the Western deliberative system, offers a counterweight to 

the formal sphere of the state. In contrast, Minjian is not in binary opposition to the state 

but embodies the constant negotiation between the state and popular society. The everyday 

sphere in Chinese minjian plays an important role in connecting everyday citizens outside 

of civil society to public life, functioning as an agent of social change. Minjian is the 

unofficial social space, in which Chinese citizens talk about their everyday life experiences, 

express their political wills, and negotiate with civil society and the state. However, the 

discursive spaces that emerge from citizens’ communicative practices in minjian networks 

are not identical to the everyday sphere in the Western context. It implies a more 

harmonious relationship than the exchange of opposite views, which is promoted from a 

Western perspective. This dynamic has its roots in the imperial-feudal period when the 

state played a pastoral role. Here, the state is not to be confronted, but power citizens seek 

cooperation with, which leaves room for negotiatory relations. Therefore, the everyday 

practices in minjian go beyond the paradigm of hegemony and subversion.  

Despite the state’s efforts to modernize the traditional society and to promote 

liberal-civic ideals, the cultural values and traditions from minjian society still exist (Chen, 

2003). The mindsets nurtured in minjian are still part and parcel of the contemporary 

lifeworld of citizens and are guided by a logic different from the state’s modern-liberal 

pursuits. Taking the popular religious practice in local minjian society as an example, 

Nickerson (2001), for instance, suggests that popular religion tends to create a social place 

of its own, autonomous from the symbiotic relationship between the state and the civil 

society. Minjian is not organized by the state but has a fluid relation with civil society and 

the state. The minjian networks can be incorporated into formal organizations in civil 

society, but they may also remain informal. By being open to all publics, the informal 

sphere involving social forces situated in minjian is more inclusive than the conventional 

public sphere composed of elite civil society actors. That also means the everyday sphere 

in Chinese minjian is rather different from the public sphere in civil society. With all the 
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traditions inherited from ancient history and its close relation to citizens’ current everyday 

life, the everyday sphere in minjian has much significance in creating a more flexible, more 

dynamic, and more inclusive political society in China.  

2.3 Normative conditions for deliberation  

As described above, everyday political talk plays a crucial role in the broader deliberative 

system in Western countries. Moreover, it is even of greater significance in providing an 

autonomous sphere for Chinese citizens to practice citizen deliberation and engage in the 

political process. To study whether and how political talk lives up to deliberative and 

participatory ideals in the internet-based everyday sphere, we are in need of a critical 

analytical lens within and also beyond the classic deliberative framework to assess 

everyday political talk in China.  

Although instrumental deliberation at the decision-making center and informal 

deliberation in the networks of everyday talk differ from each other in terms of 

participants, venues, and communicative styles, this does not imply any difference in the 

criteria for judging the quality of deliberation. The standards of deliberativeness do not 

change for different types of deliberation, but they are likely to be practiced at different 

degrees. Therefore, it is necessary to build a set of normative criteria for the process of 

deliberation to evaluate the deliberative quality of communicative practices, no matter 

where they take place. However, due to scholars’ inconsistent conceptualization of 

deliberation, there are still no fully consistent criteria to assess the quality of deliberation 

for empirical research (see, e.g., Elster, 1998; Benhabib 1996; Dryzek, 2000; Gutman, 

1996; Mansbridge, 1999; Dahlberg, 2004; Graham 2008, 2009). Influenced by 

Habermas’s concept of communicative rationality and his notion of the public sphere, most 

deliberative theorists, however, do agree on the significance of open discussion, the 

importance of active citizen engagement, and the critical role of a vital public sphere 

(Gimmler, 2001). As argued by Dahlberg (2004), Habermas’s concept of communicative 

action and the general public sphere offer the most systematic critical theory addressing 

issues concerning mediatized society and modernity. Therefore, this section aims to build 

a set of normative criteria for the process of deliberation by drawing upon Habermas’s 

theory of communicative action and his notion of the public sphere.  

Although the normative criteria of deliberation are rooted in the Western ideals of 

equality, individual rights, and empowerment, they still offer analytical implications to 

study citizen deliberation in China. By applying the normative lens of deliberation to assess 
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everyday political talk in Chinese online spaces, it is possible to see how participants 

express their ideas, deal with disagreements and engage in exchanges of preferences in a 

local socio-cultural context. A normative evaluation based on deliberative ideals can 

contribute to our understanding of the underlying social-cultural context in China and how 

this aligns or conflicts with Western deliberative ideals. This might lead to an alternative 

model of deliberation beyond the Western norms of deliberative democracy and the public 

sphere. Moreover, the normative analytical framework could facilitate future research in 

comparing how the deliberative norms are practiced in Eastern and Western contexts.   

In addition to the normative assessment, it is necessary to take the local social-

cultural norms into account for the examination of political talk. For instance, social 

harmony and civility have been promoted by the Confucian traditions in China and have a 

long history until now. The communicative reasoning influenced by the social harmony 

tradition is quite different from the privileged reasoning culture in the West, which values 

individual speech and opinion expression exemplified in Habermas’s idea of the public 

sphere. This echoes Rosenberg’s (2006) argument that the social conditions of 

communicative practices and the structure of communication that participants are 

exposed to also have an impact on individuals’ capacity of reasoning. Thus, to empirically 

study this dialogic way of deliberation in the everyday sphere of Chinese minjian, it is 

necessary to develop an inclusive analytical framework which expands the normative 

dimensions of deliberation to the informal characteristics of ordinary conversations in the 

everyday living context of Chinese citizens. Therefore, I attempt to build a comprehensive 

analytical framework both within and beyond the deliberative norms in the following 

paragraphs. In the next section, I first set-out the normative criteria deduced directly from 

Habermas’s concept of the public sphere and theories of deliberative democracy.  

2.3.1 The normative conditions for the process of deliberation 

As criticized by Fraser (1990) in Section 2.4, the ideals of the bourgeois public sphere 

(Habermas, 1989) are inadequate to address problems in modern societies. To improve his 

theory of the public sphere, Habermas developed the concept of ‘communicative 

rationality’ in his theory of communicative action. Here, he shifted the emphasis from the 

mode of rationality relying on subjective consciousness to an intersubjective vision of 

reasoning. In other words, rationality is developed through communicative interactions 

rather than determined by the communicative capacity of individuals. Moving beyond the 

historical context of the bourgeois society, now it is communicative action (the process of 

deliberation) that plays a central role in the formation of a communicative space for the 



Deliberative Democracy, Political Talk, and the Everyday Sphere in Minjian 

 

 30 

emergence of shared understanding and public opinion. Based on Habermas’s theory of 

communicative action, the public sphere refers to a social space where citizens engage in 

the exchange of arguments about matters of common concern, aiming at a shared 

understanding of the discussed issues. As the guiding criteria of communicative action, the 

concept of communicative rationality consolidated the normative basis of his public sphere 

theory and laid the foundation for deliberative democracy.  

Communicative action was defined by Habermas (1984) as “the actions of the agents 

involved are coordinated not through egocentric calculations of success [instrumental or 

strategic action] but through acts of reaching understanding” (p. 285-286). Here, language 

use as a medium of coordination is intrinsically oriented towards reaching shared 

understandings between interlocutors. According to the theory of communicative action 

(Habermas, 1984), participants can reach mutual understanding about a certain situation 

by giving reasons to support what they say. The presumption is that their statements could 

be reasonably justified. Specifically, effective communicative action requires involved 

participants to orient themselves into “intersubjective recognition of validity claims” by 

means of providing reasons to make their arguments acceptable to others (Habermas, 

1984, p.14). This intersubjective give and take of validity claims then leads to progressive 

mutual modification of arguments, thus enabling participants to reach a common 

understanding of the situation.   

More precisely, speakers need to meet at least three types of validity claims 

implicitly or explicitly in their reason-giving. These are claims to truth of propositions, 

claims to the rightness of norms and action, and claims to subjective truthfulness or 

sincerity of expressions (Habermas, 1984, 17-24, 38-39). To put it simply, a validity claim 

means that a statement made by someone is true, right, and truthful. In the back-and-forth 

of exchanges, these validity claims can be accepted, criticized, or refuted, depending upon 

the extent to which the speaker is able to make his or her arguments justified. If the validity 

claims in one’s statement appear problematic to the audience, the speaker will be 

challenged to give reasons. This involves a process of argumentation, in Habermas’s terms 

(1984). He refers to rationality as the “intersubjective recognition of criticizable validity 

claims” in argumentation (p.17). In the process of argumentation, “participants thematize 

contested validity claims and attempt to vindicate or criticize them through arguments” to 

convince others in discourse (Habermas, 1984, p.18). In a nutshell, the achievement of 

mutual understanding or agreement rests on the exchange of reasons for or against claims, 

forming the basis of the coordination of their actions.  
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In addition to the use of reasons, the reaching of mutual understanding also relies 

upon people’s lifeworld background. Lifeworld refers to the network of individuals’ lives, 

covering a cultural reservoir and a shared knowledge base in which we live as members of 

society (Eriksen and Weigard, 2004). In Habermas’s concept of communicative 

rationality, the lifeworld is important because it points out the social and cultural 

conditions that inhibit or facilitate communicative actions in the public sphere. Moreover, 

it is the social arena where private people come together to communicate and deliberate 

matters. According to his theory of communicative action, communicative practices are 

intertwined with aspects and practices of everyday life. The reservoir of taken-for-granted 

norms, shared knowledge, and everyday routines in the lifeworld lay the basis for mutual 

understanding and agreement among participants. When people put forward validity 

claims or arguments about problematized issues, these are always related to pre-conceived 

interpretations that can find evidence in the everyday lifeworld (Habermas, 1987).  

As the theory suggests, it is through non-purposive and nonstrategic interpersonal 

conversations that communicative action unfolds while reasons are generated.  Thus, 

through communicative action in the spaces of everyday life, people figure out what is in 

their own interest, what concerns the common good and what political will they have. In 

addition, the approach of everyday political talk offers us, at the micro-level, a glimpse into 

the processes of cultural reproduction, social integration, and socialization, which 

corresponds to the spheres of culture, society, and personality (Habermas, 1987, pp.138–

139).  

Habermas (1996) maintains that whoever wants to arrive at shared understanding 

with his or her listeners via communicative action is required to undertake a set of 

presuppositions (such as open and equal participation, freedom of speech, and non-

coercion) that make communication possible. Drawing upon these pragmatic 

presuppositions (Habermas, 1984, 1987, 1996), democratic theories about deliberative 

politics (Cohen, 1989; Benhabib, 1996, Dryzek, 2000; Barber, 1984; Mansbridge 1996; 

Young 1996, 2002) and especially Graham’s (2008, 2009) theoretical framework for the 

empirical analysis of online political talk, I will in the following paragraphs delineate the 

normative requirements of deliberation. They are mainly composed of the three types of 

normative conditions: the process of discursive exchanges, which focuses on the 

communicative form and communicative process; the dispositional requirements for 

achieving mutual understanding; and norms of debate, which focus on discursive equality 

and freedom.  
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2.3.1.1 The normative conditions for the process of deliberation 

The process of discursive exchanges requires two necessary normative conditions: 

rationality and argumentative depth. One of the key criteria of deliberation is rationality. 

Rationality refers to participants’ use of reasoning to justify their claims in discussing 

matters of common concern, which is the core requirement of the deliberative public 

sphere. In Habermas’s work, public deliberation is realized by “the standards of ‘reason’” 

(1989, p.28) and the force of the better argument (1975, p. 108). In Cohen’s (1996) 

procedure of deliberation, reason giving is, too, viewed as the core aspect of deliberation; 

he stresses that providing reasons acceptable to others is required to justify one’s claims. 

This is not only to achieve effective deliberation but also to endorse the equality of all 

participants involved in the deliberative process. Similarly, Elster (1998) argues that it is 

through the process of finding flaws in other participants’ arguments, criticizing them, and 

defending their own arguments that the truth emerges as a set of claims that have been 

fully debated and understood in the end. As give-and-take of reasons is central to 

discursive exchanges, a certain degree of argumentative depth is required to arrive at a 

mutual understanding of a situation. Argumentative depth (Continuity) is important to 

deliberation: participants are required to engage in continued debate until a mutual 

understanding is achieved among previously disagreeing participants.  

2.3.1.2 The dispositional requirements for achieving mutual understanding 

In order to achieve shared understanding among participants, three dispositional 

conditions are demanded: reciprocity, reflexivity, and sincerity. Reciprocity means mutual 

social exchange. It requires that participants listen and respond to each other’s questions, 

arguments, opinions, and statements. In deliberative discussion, people must “always 

listen to the other side” when others are articulating their claims, reasons, or emotions 

which implicitly expresses opinions and claims (Tully, 2002, p.218). As argued by Graham 

and Witschge (2003), reciprocity can be seen as “an indicator of the degree to which 

participants are actually interacting with each other”, which involves “a giving and taking 

of perspectives and knowledge” (p.178). The reciprocal listening and responding, in turn, 

will help participants communicate across different stances and diverse opinions, serving 

the achievement of mutual understanding rather than the ignorance of difference.  

However, it is not enough to achieve mutual understanding by merely listening to 

others; participants still need to better understand and revise their own positions after 

considering others’ claims, arguments, or emotions. In other words, participants are 
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required to meet the dispositional condition of reflexivity1. Reflexivity refers to the internal 

process of reflecting upon another’s reasons and preferences against one’s claims and 

preferences (Graham, 2008, 2009). Specifically, the process of argumentation requires 

that “participants are willing to question and modify their own positions in the light of all 

other relevant claims and reasons”. It is necessary that participants “take the position of 

others” (Dahlberg, 2004, p.8). As Benhabib (1996) points in her idea of deliberative 

democracy, “When presenting their point of view and position to others, individuals must 

support them by articulating good reasons in a public context to their co-deliberators” 

(p.71). Putting oneself in others’ position plays a balancing and bridging role in seeking the 

common good between advisory opponents (Barber, 1984). To maintain reflexivity in 

argumentation, participants’ positions or reasons remain open to revision, which prepares 

for the transformation of private preferences into a common interest in Habermas’s 

concept of communicative rationality.   

The third dispositional requirement is sincerity. Sincerity requires participants to 

“mean what they say” (Habermas, 2001, p.34). Namely, all information about their 

identities, desires, intentions, and interests should be truthful. As emphasized by 

Habermas, the presupposition of rationality will not be achieved unless participants follow 

the principle of “sincere and unconstrained weighing of the arguments” (p.34). In a similar 

vein, Dryzek (2000) also points out that deliberation should involve no deception. No 

deception among participants is important for guaranteeing the equal rights of 

participants to express different preferences, and it is also necessary to create an 

environment in which deliberators show mutual respect to each other’s claims and 

reasons. Therefore, the speakers not only need to be cautious of self-deception but also 

have to pay attention to whether their arguments are understood or misunderstood by 

others.  

2.3.1.3 Norm of debate 

Discursive equality requires that participants respect each other as equals thereby 

prohibiting abusive and degrading communicative practices. The public process of 

deliberation is open to all participants who might be affected by its consequences 

                                                 

1 Due to the deficiency of using textual analysis to assess participants’ reflexive process, reflexivity is not 

operationalized in the coding scheme in Chapter 4.  
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(Habermas, 1996, 2001; Benhabib, 1996; Cohen, 1996; Dryzek, 1990). All citizens affected 

are equally recognized as capable of participating in deliberation. It requires participants 

to respect, recognize, and treat each other as equals in the process of deliberation. 

Specifically, they are regarded as possessing equal deliberative capacity and entitled with 

equal chance to initiate speech acts and questioning arguments. There should be no rules 

restricting their participation in deliberation as long as they are proved to be affected by 

the claims proposed in the debate. The dispositional condition of discursive equality will 

facilitate the adoption of diverse claims and reasons from different voices, which in turn is 

a guarantee of an inclusive deliberation. Discursive equality is closely related to social 

equality outside of discourse in the aspects of education, wealth, skills, and social status. 

Because it is difficult to insulate the process of discursive exchanges from social-economic 

inequality of the real world, this thesis merely focuses on whether the value of equality is 

exploited within the process of deliberation without exploring the tensions between the 

liberal value of equality and the deliberative concept.  

2.3.2 Beyond the framework of deliberation 

Compared to deliberative experiments organized by the government, everyday political 

talk in the sphere of Chinese minjian may get around control from the state. It could create 

an autonomous space in which citizens are empowered to increase their voice. The 

networks of everyday talk arise in the social realm of everyday life, in the absence of elite 

officials as leading actors. The informal sphere of minjian offers lower thresholds of public 

participation than formal institutions, which may better motivate Chinese mass publics in 

the political process. Moreover, through the mechanism of everyday talk, new political 

meanings may emerge from the private sphere into the public sphere. 

As Sass and Dryzek (2014) argue, the cultural and social context also plays a role in 

defining the nature of citizen interaction. Given that the civic culture rooted and sustained 

in the mundane routines of Chinese citizens shows distinct realities from that of Western 

societies, modifications to traditional deliberation standards are needed in the Chinese 

context. To examine the nature of citizen interaction in the informal sphere of Chinese 

minjian, it is necessary to broaden the theoretical and analytical lenses beyond the formal 

notion of deliberation. With these concerns in mind, an inclusive and open approach is 

proposed, which keeps the formal criteria of deliberation but also allows space for other 

exploratory indicators originating from the specific social-cultural context. This inclusive 

analytical perspective takes into account the informal characteristics of everyday political 

talk by embracing other forms of communication, such as humor, storytelling, and so on 
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in addition to the conventionally deliberative acts. Meanwhile, it also can include the 

emotional dimensions of everyday political talk. Using an open-ended analytical 

framework, this research not only aims to identify the extent to which political talk in the 

informal public sphere meet the normative deliberative criteria but also to explore how the 

social traditions and cultural values in local Chinese society may facilitate or prohibit the 

emergence of a participatory public sphere. 
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3. Everyday Political Talk in Online China 

Over the past two to three decades, decentered communication and interaction in virtual 

environments has become part of the daily routines of Chinese citizens. In both Chinese 

and Western scholarship, a great deal has been said about the potential of the internet for 

creating new forms of publicity and transforming the public sphere. There is an increasing 

amount of research that has focused on the impact of the internet on politics and society. 

Especially relevant to this study, some scholars have investigated the emerging online 

communicative practices in China from the perspective of deliberative democratic theory 

(Jiang, 2010; Leibold, 2011; Zhou et al., 2008; Lewis, 2013). They interpret it as a means 

of gauging the internet’s potential in expanding the public sphere. Others have rejected the 

framework of deliberation, focusing on online activism and other forms of political 

participation and civic engagement (Yang, 2009; Herold and Marolt, 2011; Wu, 2011; Pan, 

2014; Xing, 2012).  

This chapter reviews and summarizes previous research on the Chinese internet and 

its impact on politics and society in order to analyze whether and to what extent the use of 

the internet has expanded the public sphere. Due to the complexity and plurality of the 

Chinese internet in relation to the hierarchical power structures in China, the aim of this 

literature review is not merely to see whether Chinese citizens’ online communicative 

practices meet deliberative ideals and constitute a public sphere. Rather, I argue that 

Chinese cyberspace is a new empirical context which requires the researcher to move 

beyond the traditional research agenda of online deliberation and research how 

deliberative expectations relates to the Chinese situation. Whether the broad use of the 

internet creates peril or promise for the public sphere in China is addressed in Section 3.1. 

Section 3.2 reviews how the Chinese internet enables and supports other modes of political 

participation, beyond the framework of deliberation. Section 3.3 reflects upon the impact 

of the internet on authoritarian governance in China from a state-centered perspective. 

Critiquing the dichotomous approach (control versus resistance, state versus society, 

authoritarianism versus democracy), which is often applied in current research on the 

Chinese internet, Section 3.4 moves the ball forward by suggesting a new research agenda. 

I propose to look at other forms of power struggles and other ways of being political in the 

everyday life context. Then, Section 3.5 discusses the Chinese internet’s potential as a 

bridging sphere between the private and the public, which may offer a new social milieu 

for political participation in China. Based on this, I argue that by doing a comprehensive 

analysis of everyday political talk on the internet, researchers can explore how ordinary 

http://wonderopolis.org/wonder/where-is-cyberspace
http://wonderopolis.org/wonder/where-is-cyberspace
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citizens practice their political subjectivity in the context of everyday life. At the same time, 

I point to the lack of empirical research about citizens’ communication in everyday online 

spaces in China and show how this study fills the gap in current scholarship. Finally, 

Section 3.6 ends the chapter with reflections on the uniqueness of Chinese cyberspace and 

the significance of studying everyday online political talk in China. 

3.1 Chinese internet and the deliberative public sphere  

With the rapid growth of the internet, many aspects of Chinese people’ everyday life have 

changed. The medium has been adopted by an increasing number of people, providing 

them with a wide variety of online platforms and bringing them low cost and convenient 

access to information. Witnessing these vast technological changes, scholars have long 

been debating whether the broad penetration of the internet in China creates opportunities 

for the growth of the public sphere. This results in three strands of thinking. The first 

strand views internet developments from the perspective of deliberative democracy. The 

second trend studies the Chinese internet from the angle of civic activism (discussed in 

Section 3.2), and the third strand approaches it by considering the Chinese internet as a 

tool of authoritarian governance (discussed in Section 3.3).  

Taking a perspective of deliberative democracy, scholars see the internet enables 

the emergence of a nascent online public sphere, but meanwhile, they encounter a skeptical 

challenge.  Some scholars suggest that the wide use of the internet might result in a 

booming deliberative public sphere in China. They argue that the internet has extended 

citizens’ access to information, facilitated users to produce pluralist framing of issues, and 

created space for open debates. As a result, it has contributed to the diversification of 

discourses in public debate (Zheng and Wu, 2005; Tai, 2006; Yang, 2003; Yang, 2009; 

Jiang, 2010; Rosen, 2010; Lewis, 2013). Examining the societal impact of ICTs, scholars 

argue that the internet has decreased the centralized control of information by the state 

(Rosen, 2010) and democratized the “communication of information in Chinese society” 

(Tai, 2006, p. 289). Although Chinese citizens are not fully entitled to freedom of speech 

as envisioned in the Habermasian ideal public sphere, it has still triggered an “information 

revolution” when compared to the closed traditional media system (Lewis, 2013, p.12).  

In addition to the internet’s role in promoting the free flow of information, scholars 

see its potential for motivating citizens to engage in rational deliberation, i.e., the 

production of public discourse about issues of common concern. As there is a lack of formal 

access to politics in China, the internet offers citizens important spaces to express their 
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personal opinions and channel them to the broader citizenry (Yang, 2003). It is considered 

an important venue for open debates about societal issues (Rauchfleisch and Schäfer, 

2015), which is the core requirement of public deliberation. Through the public opinion 

formed online, citizens are enabled to criticize government policies in a collective way 

(Zheng and Wu, 2005). For instance, Zhou’s (2009) study on citizens’ discussion about the 

dismissal of a corrupt official in Shanghai on the blog site of NetEase (a popular news 

portal in China) found that NetEase bloggers created a discourse of their own by posting 

original messages rather than merely reproducing and discussing published news from 

mainstream media. Moreover, bloggers expressed a very diverse set of opinions related to 

sensitive political disputes and power struggles within the party. This case study 

demonstrates that netizens are voicing their personal views and expressing criticisms 

towards political power in public affairs, which are essential for the growth of a deliberative 

public sphere and the development of robust civil society in China.  

As revealed by Jiang (2010), public deliberation about issues of common concern 

is, to a certain extent, allowed on the internet by the central government in order to pacify 

social conflicts and improve authoritarian governance. It is worth noting that the 

emergence of these deliberative practices is not merely determined by technological 

progress but are co-evolving with Chinese citizens’ awareness of civic rights promoted in 

civil society and their will to participate in politics. The internet started to evolve in the 

mid-1990s, the time when civil society was already growing in China. Yang (2003) believes 

the emergence of civil society has also encouraged citizens to use the internet for public 

ends because the existing civic networks among social associations already laid an 

interactive and social basis for the use of the internet. Also, people’s demand for freedom 

of political expression has grown as they obtained more and more freedom of engagement 

in economic and cultural fields; their increasing integration in a participatory culture has 

been translated into their civic, political engagement online (Jiang, 2010).  

Rather than endorsing a virtual online public sphere as defined by Habermas, 

‘skeptics’ have paid attention to the political inactiveness of Chinese netizens, group 

polarization, the uncivil nature of online discourse, and censorship and control by the 

government. Some argue that Chinese citizens are not going online to pursue political or 

social change (Leibold, 2011; Damm, 2007). Damm (2007) claims that the Chinese 

internet users’ preference to consumerism, leisure, and lifestyle issues has rendered their 

online practices apolitical. While they avoid involvement in subversive politics, they gather 

online with people who share their narrow interest and identify with them and create 
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isolated niches online, leading to the fragmentation of Chinese society. Moreover, in 

Leibold (2011)’s study of the Chinese blogosphere, he argues most Chinese netizens are 

using the internet for shallow infotainment, misinformation, and interest-based isolated 

communities rather than communicating between different groups.  

The like-minded deliberations are also common when netizens discuss politics 

online.  Zhou et al.’s (2008) content analysis of the deliberativeness of online discussions 

on a Chinese newspaper website found that participants more often show agreement with 

like-minded people than interacting with people holding opposing views. Based on his 

study of the Chinese blogosphere, Leibold (2011) too warns that online discussions in 

Chinese cyberspace often lead to extremist views and turn into enclaves of lined-minded 

individuals in the absence of interactive exchanges across differences. This prohibits the 

achievement of shared understandings. Medaglia and Yang (2017) find a similar trend. 

According to them, in Chinese online discussion communities, public deliberation 

increasingly unfolds among people sharing similar views. It only occurs among different-

minded participants when their opinions are not apparently conflicting.  

Uncivility also disrupts the growth of deliberative culture in Chinese cyberspace. 

Anonymous internet users are often involved in flaming, personal attacks, degrading and 

other uncivil discourses, undermining the ideal of mutual respect and civility in 

deliberation (Leibold, 2011). Han (2018) shows that the uncivil denigration and 

stigmatization of Gongzhi (public intellectuals) happening online undermines the voice of 

intellectuals in public debates, consequently curbing the growth of civil society in China. 

Additionally, the censorship policy and other means of manipulation implemented on 

Chinese internet by the government such as the computer filtering system (Kalathil and 

Boas, 2003) and the hired opinion manipulators (Morozov, 2011), also impede the public 

and deliberative prospects of citizens’ use of new media.  

Based on the above research, the Chinese internet has indeed opened up 

deliberative possibilities such as a broader availability of diverse sources of information, 

pluralized discourse about controversial issues, and rational-critical discussions that are 

open to ordinary citizens. However, there is no sufficient evidence that Habermas’ ideal of 

solving societal problems through the power of deliberative communication or by the 

public use of reason is coming to life in Chinese cyberspace. The empirical evidence 

presents certain spaces for citizen deliberation about public affairs are opened up, while 

the development of deliberative democracy on Chinese internet still faces many obstacles.  

Scholars therefore often describe the current Chinese virtual space as an incipient 
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deliberative public sphere (Zhou et al., 2008; Lewis, 2013) because of the lack of reciprocal 

deliberative exchanges that happen in online spaces and the constraints caused by the 

censorship policy.  

What’s more, the nascent public sphere has been proven to privilege the discourse 

of elite and exclude subalterns. As Lewis (2013) states, “this truly deliberative public 

sphere remains largely confined to motivated citizens and elite circles” (p.20). Zhao (2008, 

p.262-280) also argues that the Chinese online sphere is of an exclusionary and pro-

capitalist nature. She compared two events that were covered by the influential urban 

Newspaper Nanfang Metropolitan News (NMN), which also became hot topics in online 

discussions. One story concerns Zhigang Sun, an urban college graduate who was detained 

and cruelly beaten to death by the police in a custody and repatriation center, which was 

established to deal with urban vagrants because he did not have a temporary resident 

permit. In NMN’s report and internet discourses, Sun’s story was discussed as a case of 

violation of human rights. This tragedy motivated urban citizens and liberal intellectuals 

to engage in a popular crusade for civil rights and individual freedom against the abusive 

administrative power of the state. By describing Sun as an ‘urban citizen’ whose civil rights 

were violated, the case gained popular support in civic-minded online discussions.  

The other story involves the death of Binyu Wang, a rural migrant worker. He was 

sentenced to death after he killed four people at his boss’s home in a conflict over wage 

debts and other sufferings caused by inequality and the lack of social security. Wang’s 

experiences were very typical of millions of other migrant workers. Afterward, sympathetic 

opinions arose from internet communities, questioning legal justice and the legitimacy of 

the death penalty. However, these were later challenged and suppressed by civic-minded 

internet discourses and media reports that supported the rule of law and criminal justice. 

Zhao’s analysis indicates that the virtual public sphere in China selectively articulates the 

wills and demands of urban middle- and upper-class and liberal-minded professionals 

such as public intellectuals and journalists. Both the online and offline public sphere 

exclude lower urban class workers and poor peasants whose discourses do not necessarily 

align with the rational discourses of elites. Similar to Zhao’s (2008) argument about the 

emergent ‘Chinese bourgeois public sphere’ as part of China’s modernization, Xing (2012, 

p.68) also finds evidence of “its exclusionary, class-biased nature in its outcry for 

constitutional governance, civil rights, and legal system by neglecting and even 

suppressing the subaltern publics’ interests”.    
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3.2 The Chinese internet and civic activism  

Although the growth of the Chinese internet has not brought a robust deliberative public 

sphere, it has played a significant role in the rise of civic and participatory culture. Even 

though the online discursive practices of Chinese citizens are not all deliberative, they are 

not necessarily without participatory and civic meaning. Sometimes, non-deliberative 

discursive practices carry particular civic values in the Chinese social, cultural, and 

political context. Yang (2009, p. 2) suggests that with the widespread use of the internet a 

“participatory and contentious” Chinese cyberculture has emerged, even under the 

government’s political control. He describes that various creative forms of online activism 

(symbols, imagery, rhetoric, and sounds) have developed, through which netizens are 

empowered to express complaints, discuss injustices, and mock political power. This 

contentious online activism stimulated the growth of unofficial democracy in Chinese 

society, Yang argues.  

Scholars argue that online activism, in particular, has the potential to support 

affective engagement (Papacharissi, 2015). For example, Pan (2014) reveals in a study of 

emotional expressions in Weibo discussions related to air pollution in Beijing, how 

emotionality frames citizens’ online discussions. He finds that Chinese netizens severely 

blame the authorities for their ineffective air pollution control and criticize the media’s 

selective reportage of the air pollution situation. The strong negative emotions they 

display, foster a critical discourse towards the government. According to Pan, the 

emotional criticism of Weibo users is not very likely to develop into rational-critical debate. 

Rather, netizens’ complaints about the government are shaped and intensified by their 

emotions of anger and sadness. Angry citizens tend to target specific officials or 

government agencies to pressure them to respond to their concerns. Sad comments, on the 

other hand, often lead to critical reflection on the social-economic causes of the pollution, 

such as China’s model of economic development. These commenters put less blame on the 

authorities, and voice their critique indirectly. In this case, these emotional expressions in 

online activism work as an alternative venue for public engagement in China. They 

contribute to the emergence of a Weibo sphere that bears participatory potentials that 

differ from Habermas’s ideals of the public sphere. Other studies add to that by pointing 

out how emotions are used in the making of agonistic publics (Tong, 2015) and building 

group identity (Song, et al., 2016), how aesthetic experiences function as triggers of 

political discussions (Wu, 2011), and how online carnivals are a forceful way to counter 

power hegemony (Herold and Marolt, 2011).  
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Online activism can facilitate the formation of counter publics. Sun (2012), for 

example, shows how migrant workers from rural China become cultural activists with the 

assistance of digital media. She finds that the widespread use of digital media technologies 

among China’s rural migrant workers has enabled migrant workers to narrate and 

document their lives and labor experiences. Their creative use of digital video and social 

media opens up new spaces for them to represent themselves and participate in debates 

about social inequality in the public arena. Through these subaltern discourses, they thus 

construct an alternative working class culture. Similarly, Xing (2012) illustrates how 

workers’ internet use and their communicative practices in online communities open up 

possibilities to constitute an autonomous space to safeguard workers’ rights and interests. 

He argues that, with the accessibility of digital technologies, worker activists have initiated 

alternative counter-publics. These grassroots internet communities serve Chinese 

workers, encourage solidarity among co-workers and raise their class-consciousness. They 

organize reading and learning activities related to rights protection and labor laws, invite 

scholars to help workers understand the socialist system and the political environment 

while they also establish forums for workers to discuss their life and working conditions. 

Xing argues that these internet communities and workers’ online activism build the 

foundation for the emergence of a counter-bourgeois public sphere which speaks for the 

working-class.  

With many examples of online civic activism, how do we understand them in 

relation to the public sphere? Differing from the conventional political-process of 

organized collective protest or social movement, Yang (2009) directs readers to 

understand civic activism in online China more from the cultural dimensions such as 

symbols, imagery, rhetoric, and sounds of activism. As the government often suppresses 

organized political actions and social protests, Chinese citizens often move to the allowed 

space on the internet to engage in cultural contentions, creatively negotiating with political 

power. All these civic activities that are practiced on the Chinese internet do not necessarily 

directly encourage citizens to engage in public deliberation and do not directly speak to a 

deliberative culture in the Chinese online sphere. Dahlgren (2006) points out, 

understanding the public sphere merely from the framework of deliberative ideals narrows 

our visions of citizen interaction. He turns to the cultural origins of the public sphere, what 

he calls “civic culture” (Dahlgren, 2002, p. 19) to understand citizens’ communicative 

interactions in the social-cultural world. Drawing upon Dahlgren’s (2006) idea of civic 

culture, I argue the various minimal forms of civic activism on Chinese internet accumulate 

into civic culture among citizens, constituting the social-civic preconditions of deliberation 



Everyday Political Talk in Online China 

 

  43 

and participation in China. Bearing in mind the dimensions of online activism is important 

for the construction of a model of an online public sphere that is more integrated with the 

Chinese social-civic culture.  

3.3 The Chinese internet as a tool of authoritarian governance  

The above review of research about the Chinese internet has demonstrated the political 

implications it may have for society both from the perspective of deliberative democracy 

and civic activism. According to these previous studies, it is difficult to ignore the 

empowering effect of the internet on Chinese society. However, there is a third group of 

scholars who are more skeptical about the transformative power of internet use under the 

authoritarian rule of Chinese party-sate. They view it as a tool for authoritarian governance 

by the state. As the development of the internet is linked with China’s liberal 

modernization program, the government has been adopting strategies such as e-

government programs to enhance its governance capacity. As in 2006, the former Prime 

Minister Wen Jiabao urged the government to be open up to online criticisms and listen 

to online public opinions (Zheng, 2008). However, this online strategy does not imply any 

relaxation of the political control over internet use.  

First, the new opportunities for citizens to participate in public debate and civic 

engagement are restricted under the pervasive surveillance and censorship from the 

government. Facing the challenges brought about by the digital world, the Chinese 

government has developed very sophisticated censorship systems to maintain a stable and 

harmonious society. The censorship strategies include applying automated computer 

filtering to censor sensitive topics, encouraging self-censorship by making regulations, and 

harshly cracking down on dissidents (Kalathil and Boas, 2003). In 2012, the government 

started to recentralize their control of the internet. In the Eighteenth Party Congress, 

Chinese authorities have stated that “we should strengthen social management of the 

internet and promote orderly network operations in accordance with laws and regulations” 

(Xinhua, 2012). In recent years, the government has made “The Great Firewall of China” 

to block information flow between Chinese citizens and foreign netizens from outside of 

China and built massive social media censorship organizations to selectively suppress 

online posts (King et al., 2013, 2014). To deal with the changing internet ecology, the 

government has also updated their propaganda strategies beyond censorship. Tactics 

which can be applied to shape online opinion in favor of the government are put in place, 

like hiring online commentators, the so-called ‘water army’ or ‘fifty-cent army’, to 

intervene in public discussions (Morozov, 2011; King et al., 2013). The 50c army represents 
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a new type of human censorship. They are hired by internet firms to post messages to 

distract public discussions and change the discussed topic by praising the party, the state, 

and the nation for the great achievements they made.   

New controlling policies have also been introduced to suppress new forms of digital 

activism, such as real-name registration, (Jiang, 2016) which is voluntary at the front-stage 

where users can use a pseudonym, but mandatory at the backstage where users need to 

provide their real name, which is bounded with ID info. This enables the government to 

easily find out which piece of information is posted by whom and get his or her personal 

information. Compared to the closed authoritarian period, individual netizens may feel 

that they gained more freedom of speech. However, they are still monitored and censored 

to the extent that any information or activities that threaten the stability of the state are 

not allowed on the internet. The findings of an empirical study done by King et al. (2013) 

echo this characteristic of the Chinese internet very well. It reveals that the expression of 

general social criticism is tolerated, but activities that mobilize collective action are 

oppressed by the government.  

Second, with new forms of political engagement emerging online, the authorities 

are simultaneously learning how to adapt policy-making to online public discourses to 

improve the state’s governance capability, thus maintaining the legitimacy of the regime. 

For example, local officials are pushed to interact online with netizens by establishing a 

range of e-government programs. Schlæger and Jiang’s (2014) study finds that 

microblogging by officials and institutions functions as a “reinforcer of the existing power 

arrangement to produce politics of usual” (p.203). This enhances the regime’s resilience in 

the short run, rather than bringing political or organizational change. Similarly, Esarey 

(2015) argues that governmental micro-bloggers’ interactions with netizens may help the 

government to maintain the ‘political status quo’, but that their effectiveness is limited if 

official bloggers do not really engage with critical citizens. To some extent, theses e-

government strategies have contributed to the government’s legitimacy, but only with 

limited effects. Moreover, the Chinese government has been applying opinion mining to 

monitor debate on Weibo. It uses it to turn public opinion formed on Weibo into a feedback 

mechanism for its policymaking or to identify potential social unrest. Nevertheless, these 

feedback and accountability mechanisms are still contingent upon authorities’ will to 

respond to online opinions or to ignore or suppress them (Sullivan, 2014).  

However, no matter if they are effective or not, with all these measures, the 

government tries to push Chinese officials to respond to public opinion. This has its 
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limitations though, as Sullivan (2014) warns because the government is governing online 

public communication to meet its own ends. It does not aim to empower the larger 

citizenry. Moreover, while there are signs of local governments’ responses to the concerns 

of citizens, the internet is used by governments to control, surveil, and manipulate public 

expressions (Han and Jia, 2018). The coevolution of the internet and state adaptation is, 

therefore, characterized as “networked authoritarianism” (Mackinnon, 2011, p.33).  

3.4 Advancing a new agenda  

So far, relevant literature on the political effects of the internet has been reviewed to show 

the dynamics of internet, politics, and society in China. Although these studies have 

provided us with valuable insights that foster our understanding of online practices, much 

of the research is framed in terms of the analytical dichotomy of control and resistance 

between state and society. Research mainly focuses on the online practices from the 

macro-perspective of state-society dynamics while ignoring less subversive communicative 

practices in the everyday sphere. Practices that do not have a political goal or do not 

necessarily involve the state but do contribute to the development of citizens’ subjectivity 

and civic agency. As Armstrong and Bernstein (2008) reveal, social actors mainly target 

state institutions in their resistance, if they regard the state as the single source of 

hegemonic dominance.  

By critiquing these narrow dichotomous perspectives to analyze mediated political 

communication, Yuan (2015) argues it is important to look at the emerging communicative 

practices in Chinese cyberspace that challenge non-state forms of power in the fragmented 

Chinese society such as gender suppression and marriage discrimination in the socio-

cultural realm. At the same time, she argues that researchers need to recognize the 

complicated role of the state in Chinese cyberspace rather than ignoring the influence of 

the state. It is important to see the state’s active involvement in many aspects of Chinese 

political life, such as the development of civil society, not to constrain our understanding 

of the state in the dichotomous logic. The state has been the project manager of the 

modernization process in China, initiating top-down political reforms on the one hand, 

such as the development of civil society in China. Civil society’s taking root in Chinese 

society relies on the inspiration of civic awareness and the creation of a modern citizenry 

by the state among the people. In this sense, the Chinese government encourages the 

general public to express political views and to participate in politics via the internet. On 

the other hand, the relationship between the state and civil society is complicated as they 

both cooperate and compete for communicative power and opportunities for engagement 
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that emerge in the Chinese online public sphere (Chen and Reese, 2015). For instance, the 

state sometimes suppresses and sometimes supports political activism. Accordingly, 

citizens sometimes target and resist the state while they, in other instances, align with it. 

Moreover, the state’s controlling policies are not implemented monolithically. Wright 

(2014) shows that the internet filtering system varies across different regions of China in 

terms of the specific implementation of censorship policies such as their target, 

application, and effect. In light of the complex and multiple roles the state is playing in 

Chinese cyberspace, Yuan (2015) suggests to understand mediated activism as being in a 

flexible relation with the state, as a constitutive power in both the establishment and 

reproduction of the social order in Chinese society, moving beyond the simplistic 

opposition between control and resistance.  

The binary approach mainly constrains its focus to the power relations embodied in 

the state and the political institutions. However, it does not pay sufficient attention to the 

complex and plural nature of the Chinese internet, which generates other forms of power 

struggles and alternative ways of being political. As Han (2015a, 2015b) argues, various 

social actors can influence the process of public opinion formation in Chinese cyberspace. 

For instance, the so-called ‘voluntary fifty-cent army’ consisted of ordinary citizens (Han, 

2015b) are not paid by the state but sustain a pro-regime discourse voluntarily. By doing 

so, they are a very influential force in the process of public deliberation. They are not 

intentionally supportive of state propaganda; they are very likely to hold critical opinions 

towards the government on a wide spectrum of societal issues, but they are firm defenders 

of the regime. Acknowledging the heterogeneous nature of the Chinese internet, Jiang 

(2016) also calls for a more sophisticated framework that pays attention to both the 

plurality of actors who may influence “the internet as a civic space” (Dahlgren, 2015) and 

the power relations at the micro-level. In sync with this, Yang (2014) proposes the 

analytical framework of “deep Internet studies”. Such an approach should focus on the 

emergence of new forms of political engagement in citizens’ mundane digital practices at 

the micro-level and their linkage to institutional politics. Based on these theoretical 

insights, this study attempts to move beyond the macro dichotomy of state and society to 

deepen our current understanding of online political participation in China. It challenges 

the binaries and boundaries of controlling policies and political expression, the non-

political and the political, the private and the public in the broader context of digitally 

mediatized everyday life.    
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3.5 Chinese internet as a hybrid sphere and everyday political talk  

In recent years, Western scholars have been worried about the disappearance of political 

engagement and the decline of social capital in democratic societies (Putnam, 1995; 

Skocpol, 2003). They believe that the use of communication technologies has caused the 

shrinking of traditional offline group memberships and social ties, and, as a result, is 

contributing to the demise of civic culture. These worries have provoked debates and 

reflections on how to define ‘civic’ and the ‘political’. Taking the context of the socio-

political transformation underpinned by the economic situation into account, scholars 

have re-analyzed the political implications of the uncivil and the non-political. They found 

that civic ideals were not dead; rather they were embodied in the rise of “lifestyle politics” 

(Bennett, 1998) and the mundane ad-hoc actions which are more individualistic and 

privatistic (Schudson, 2006). Coleman (2007) asserts there are “potential spaces of 

democracy” beyond the formally political in the setting of everyday life where ordinary 

individuals actively negotiate with power in more personal ways. More specifically, the 

personal becomes political when it draws the attention of the wider public to discuss issues. 

This process of politicization pays attention to the established structure of power but 

without necessarily involving the state (Mansbridge,1999). As these scholars suggest, 

political engagement and public discourses are not in decline, but they reside into the 

bridging sphere between the public and the private.  

Nowadays, the internet has become a preferred medium of everyday 

communication, creating online spaces for consumption, entertainment, and other social 

activities. Online networks are increasingly embedded within the mundane spaces of 

everyday life, showing their potential for opening up new social spaces. These everyday 

social spaces are not only places where people can gather, meet, and interact together; their 

emergence is also important for people’s public life. Papacharissi (2010) describes this 

social realm as “an alternative to the bipolar continuum of public and private”. It provides 

a fluid place where the boundaries of the private and the public are constantly blurred, 

bridged, and renegotiated. In these social spaces of everyday life, beyond the formally 

political, political practices also occur. For instance, discussions about public affairs are 

very likely to take place in personal conversations at home or at work (Wyatt, Katz and 

Kim, 2000). With the rise of the internet, personal activity can also become political, for 

example, when people are reading and commenting on political news on their personal 

blogs and web-pages. In the internet-era, the blurring boundaries between the private and 
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the public, and between the personal and the political, have been reinforced in the cyber-

social environment.  

The internet has intensified the blurring of the distinction between public and 

private because of the new types of socialization and new forms of communication it 

enables. Highfield (2016), in his book Social Media and Everyday Politics, provides many 

examples to show how personal practices in citizens’ everyday life become political in the 

age of the internet. He describes how sharing image memes, hashtags, replying, 

forwarding, and retweeting and other mundane Twitter behaviors are intersected with 

politics. For example, mothers posting photos of breastfeeding, which then becomes a 

public issue because it attracts public attention and stimulates discussions about whether 

mothers are allowed to feed their babies in public. Papacharissi (2015) also addresses how 

the personal is political in the online sphere in her study about trending Twitter 

conversations. This research reveals that performative gestures – play and affect – 

afforded via social media provide users with chances to both reproduce and reverse social 

norms.  

Both Highfield and Papacharissi’s work offers us a picture of how individuals can 

consciously or unconsciously use the internet to link the private with the public, the 

personal with the political. Papacharissi (2010) argues that citizens can be more 

autonomous and empowered when they negotiate their relationship with the existing 

power structures via their everyday networks situated in the private sphere. Along with the 

growth of the internet, online media have become the fabric of the new political society 

where new forms of public forces might emerge in the negotiation of the private and the 

public. Papacharissi (2010) thinks that the networked structure of online technologies, 

together with the hybrid spaces that both are private and public they shape, create “a new 

civic vernacular” for individual citizens to practice their citizenship flexibly and fluidly. In 

light of new forms of being political embodied in citizens’ online practices, Dahlgren (2015) 

also sees the internet as a “solo sphere” for “internet-based political participation” and “a 

new social milieu for political agency” (p.28). In other words, the internet constitutes a 

historically new social realm for the emergence of civic agency.  

Based on the research about new opportunities for civic engagement the internet 

may bring, or not, I suggest that net-based everyday spaces may be of more significance in 

China. Unlike in Western countries where public participation tends to be institutionalized 

in civic organizations, political participation for grassroots publics in China is unorganized 

and un-institutionalized. Because of the lack of formal channels for political participation 
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and the exclusionary nature of the existing public sphere in China, informal networks are 

considered important alternative structures through which political engagement can 

occur. In this situation, the most significant public value of the Chinese internet is that it 

allows for an alternative entry for the unorganized ordinary citizens, i.e., the majority of 

the Chinese population, to get together, socialize, and reflect upon their everyday life 

realities in relation to existing power relations. In these everyday online spaces, which 

developed with the widening of internet use, new forms of participation might emerge from 

citizens’ online practices. Afforded by the internet’s ability to disseminate information and 

connect to others, these new forms of political engagement and political views could be 

transmitted to the wider public and fuel into the broader political process.  

Along with the networked communication afforded by the Chinese internet, new 

forms of political socialization emerge among individuals who often participate in public 

matters with the self as a point of reference. Specifically, citizens’ way of being political 

online is increasingly embedded within their self-related life experiences or concerns. As 

Rosen (2010) argues, the political often gets personal when Chinese people join a forum 

where politics is discussed. Nowadays, Chinese youth often take part in politics through 

private channels such as chats with friends and family, and anonymous online activities. 

Moreover, Chinese people are more and more inclined to be involved politically via lifestyle 

issues. Taking backpacking communities consisting of like-minded people in a web-based 

travel club as an example, Zhang (2014) shows that citizens have developed a new form of 

online activism. The aim is not to confront or protest against state power, nor is it to 

provoke radical political change. Instead, they did not employ conventional activist 

strategies and tactics but brought up the social injustices and made efforts to solve concrete 

social problems by providing peer help and support. Moreover, they are involved in charity 

donations both online and offline.  

Zhang (2014) points out that an increasing number of Chinese youth are joining 

urban online communities, such as this travel club, and that their ideas change under the 

influence of the “relationships and practices they are engaged in on the internet” (p. 291). 

Alongside the rise of an urban lifestyle, consumer culture is emerging in contemporary 

Chinese society. Internet usage among ordinary consumers has led to “a nonpolitical kind 

of ‘cultural’ and ‘do-it-yourself’ citizenship that indicates adherence to identity politics” 

(Damm, 2007, p.286). For example, on BBS forums, there are often sub-forums focusing 

on topics such as culture and art, films and TV series, women, fashion, makeup, cars, real-

estate, finance, and so on. These topics are all about lifestyle and private life, which reflects 
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the preferences of urban middle-class consumers. These sub-forums are more a 

playground for leisure and entertainment than hotbeds of political activities that are 

geared towards social change. Although these commercial and lifestyle spaces do 

fragmentize Chinese society, they also provide Chinese citizens with the opportunities to 

gather and discuss issues beyond political spaces that are heavily controlled by the state.  

However, the civic culture rooted in lifestyle issues and consumption-based sociality 

on the internet has mainly contributed to the formation of middle-class consciousness and 

the practice of middle-class subjectivity. Yuan (2015) has revealed that Chinese internet’s 

making of ‘middle-stratum’ is accompanied by the various forms of online political 

expression and activism that are mostly tackling middle-class anxieties about social 

mobility. She claims that “the making of a new middle-class as a group with a distinct 

identity and consciousness is dialectically intertwined with the rise of collective 

sociopolitical actions on the Chinese Internet” (Yuan, 2015, p.222). In recent years, the 

internet has also been rapidly integrated into the life of people with lower social and 

economic standing. This demographic change in internet users suggest new patterns of 

political practices may soon emerge online. Studying online political talk can be revealing 

in that, as a low threshold form of political practice, it opens up opportunities for citizens 

from all walks of life to engage in politics. Through a nuanced analysis of political talk in 

the internet-based everyday sphere, we can see how ordinary Chinese citizens, including 

middle-class and also the underclass, develop and practice their civic subjectivity through 

mundane conversations of everyday life issues rooted in lived experiences. At the same 

time, it enables a better understanding of the conditions for ordinary citizens to engage in 

the public sphere. In doing so, research can explore whether citizen interactions on the 

Chinese internet promote grassroots democracy among the wider citizenry rather than 

cater to the specific claims of the middle-class.  

Empirical research on the internet’s potential to open up space for citizens to engage 

in politics has been growing in the last two decades in Western countries. Scholars have 

studied political discussions in a variety of online environments to explore whether the 

internet expands the public sphere. Early research has examined the deliberative quality 

of political conversations on various types of online forums, including online deliberative 

initiatives (Dahlberg, 2001), online forums associated with civil society organizations 

(Gimmler, 2001), partisan online group discussion forums (Davis, 1999) and Usenet 

political forums (Wilhelm, 2000). However, this does not represent the entire picture of 



Everyday Political Talk in Online China 

 

  51 

citizens’ online political discussions, as they ignore informal political talk in spaces that 

are not explicitly political.  

More recently, empirical studies have moved beyond ‘political spaces’ to broader 

civic discourses in spaces that are not obviously political. For instance, Graham (2010) 

looked at a reality TV discussion forums, exploring how politics mixes with popular 

culture. In his examination of everyday online political talk, he not only assesses the 

deliberativeness of such talk, but also examines the role of expressives in those day-to-day 

political discussions. In another study, Graham and Hajru (2011) found that citizens’ 

casual talk on reality TV fan forums can trigger the politicization of ordinary matters in 

people’s everyday lives. Another notable finding was that such forums have the potential 

to support and facilitate communicative practices that are oriented towards mutual 

understanding rather than to strategic communication, i.e., debating to win. In another 

empirical study, Graham (2012) found that the nature of everyday political talk in a non-

political forum dedicated to family and parenting issues was quite deliberative and 

achieved a high level of convergence (mutual understanding). Other studies have also 

found that everyday political talk in ‘online third spaces’ (i.e., non-political communicative 

spaces beyond the home and workplace) can lead to political actions when the culture of 

online spaces is oriented towards creating a friendly, helping and supportive environment 

(Graham, Jackson, and Wright, 2015, 2016).  

In a Western context, citizen interactions have been researched in a wide range of 

genres of the net-based public sphere. Although a certain amount of research has been 

conducted about online political discussions in China, there are still gaps in the research 

on online political talk in terms of the diversity of online platforms and online contexts. 

Especially, studies of political talk in communicative spaces, which are not explicitly 

political, are missing in scholarship on China. The most systematic study of public 

discussions in Chinese cyberspace is Jiang’s (2010) work on authoritarian online 

deliberation. She distinguishes between four types of online spaces where Chinese citizens 

can practice political deliberation about public issues, depending upon the varying extent 

in which the state controls these communicative spaces. They range from the center to the 

periphery of authoritarian rule: central propaganda spaces, government-regulated 

commercial spaces, emergent civic spaces, and international deliberative spaces. Her 

analysis of deliberative practices in these online spaces breaks with the unitary vision of 

the Chinese internet as a homogeneous entity by demonstrating the dialectics of state 

control and deliberation. However, Jiang’s model of authoritarian online deliberation still 
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confines the focus on political communication within the online spaces of conventional 

politics. It fails to expand the scope of research to online spaces which are not explicitly 

political – the real periphery of the political spectrum.  

3.6 Conclusion: everyday political talk on the complex Chinese internet  

With the fast development of digital technologies, scholars have started to explore the 

potentials of the internet for expanding the public sphere in China. Some approach this 

theme via the lenses of deliberative democracy and public sphere theory. According to the 

literature review in Section 3.1, online deliberation research shows that the internet has 

promoted the emergence of a deliberative public sphere in China. However, it is still in its 

infancies due to limited spaces of deliberation and the obstacles that hinder deliberative 

communication. Others reject the framework of deliberation and argue that the power of 

the internet lies in its role in enhancing a participatory and activist culture in China 

(Section 3.2). Another research strand attempts to explore the Chinese internet’s effect on 

authoritarian rule, concluding that the state uses the internet as a governance tool instead 

of posing a major challenge to the regime, as parts of Western scholarship expects (Section 

3.3).  

Based on the literature review conducted in this chapter, I argue that Chinese 

cyberspace is a complex entity with diverging features coexisting together. It does show 

deliberative potential, but it also supports activism and other forms of political 

engagement. At the same time, the state is playing a dominant role in the management of 

the internet in China, applying both controlling strategies and adaptation policies. Given 

the complexity of the context, I argue that this dichotomous approach is not sufficient 

because it overlooks the communicative practices that do not necessarily involve the state 

but relate to power relations at the micro-level. Therefore, moving forward with a new 

agenda, this dissertation looks at citizens’ mundane online communicative practices in the 

net-based everyday sphere, with a focus on citizen deliberation and social-civic practices 

at the micro-level in the everyday life context.  

I argue that the approach of everyday political talk offers researchers a more 

inclusive lens to understand citizen interactions in the Chinese online public sphere. First, 

it creates chances to explore the possible dynamics of deliberation and social-civic process 

in an everyday life context. The current literature related to online deliberation offers only 

limited empirical evidence to unveil the dialectical dynamics between deliberative 

discussions and social-civic communications. How does the social-civic process interact 
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with the process of deliberative exchanges on the internet? The question of whether the 

social-civic elements rooted in citizens’ affective-esthetic experiences in the Chinese online 

public sphere promote deliberative discussions, remains to be researched. As discussed in 

Chapter 2, everyday political talk is non-purposive. It doesn’t have a deliberative nor a civic 

goal. When deliberation and other social-civic activities emerge in the course of the online 

political talk, their boundaries are blurred, and the clear division disappears. Bringing the 

two dimensions into relation with each other is not to suggest that one is more 

advantageous over the other. Both of them play an important role in the political society. 

This dialectical perspective can help researchers to be aware of the complex nature of 

Chinese cyberspace and recognize the need to understand the process of public 

deliberation with reference to the civic culture. With the resistance and control dynamics 

at the macro-level, Chinese internet is an interesting case to see whether the online social-

civic practices in the context of everyday life can be incorporated into a culture of 

deliberation in the current Chinese online public sphere.  

Moving beyond the traditional framework of deliberation, the crucial move here is 

the micro investigation of informal citizen deliberation and political engagement in the 

digitally mediated spaces of everyday life. Compared to rational deliberation, unstructured 

everyday political talk is more open to the emergence of counter-publics and 

communication of difference in discursive practices. Also, everyday political talk also offers 

citizens opportunities to practice citizenship and enhance their civic subjectivities within 

a relatively ‘safe’ context. This might foster the growth of civic culture (Dahlgren, 2002). 

In this study, therefore, I explore how the public space is intertwined with and 

contextualized in the everyday lifeworld of ordinary individuals, how political 

deliberations emerge from everyday talk, and how individualistic, private, and social 

activities that originate from the everyday lifeworld of unorganized ordinary Chinese 

citizens accumulate into civic agency. What’s most important, online political talk as a part 

of civic culture provides researchers with a new empirical context to think about the 

dialectical relation between public deliberation and civic activism and other forms of 

political engagement, which could produce a more comprehensive understanding of the 

net-based everyday sphere as a whole. Investigating everyday political talk in Chinese 

digital spaces puts forward the particular Chinese socio-cultural context, which may 

contribute to enriching online deliberation research. Moreover, it provides possibilities to 

incorporate new aspects of reality into the operationalization and thematization of public 

deliberation theory.   
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4. Research Design and Methodology 

This study focuses on online political talk to explore how ordinary Chinese citizens engage 

in politics in the everyday life context. Specifically, the research aims to localize citizen 

deliberation and political engagement in the informal online networks of Chinese minjian. 

To answer the research question – does online political talk encourage a process of citizen 

deliberation – a normative approach was applied. After operationalizing the formal criteria 

of deliberation in the public sphere, the deliberative quality of online political talk is 

assessed.  

Moving beyond the conventional framework of deliberation, an explorative design 

was adopted to investigate how online political talk is interwoven with other modes of 

political engagement. It explores how other communicative practices, such as complaining 

and the expression of emotions, emerge from everyday talk online, and how they conflict 

or correspond with deliberative norms. Both the normative and explorative analyses were 

carried out via three empirical case studies, which focus on three topics respectively, 

including the environment, public health, and childcare and parenting. A comparative 

approach was adopted to analyze political talk across three distinct online forums for each 

topic. The selected forums include an explicitly political (government-run) forum, a 

commercial-lifestyle forum, and a commercial-topical forum. For the normative and 

explorative purposes, a multi-layered content analysis, which utilizes both manifest and 

latent coding categories, was applied.  

First, in Section 4.1, the research design is laid-out. In Section 4.2, the criteria for 

case section, followed by a brief description of the three forums/cases is discussed. I 

continue to delineate the data selection process in Section 4.3 by providing an account of 

how political talk was identify and how the sample was collected. Afterward, Section 4.4 

describes the primary method – content analysis, which was employed to evaluate the 

nature of online political talk. Here I discuss how the normative conditions were 

operationalized into empirical measures. The section ends with the reporting of validity 

and reliability measures. In Section 4.5, I discuss how the data was archived, organized, 

and managed during data collection and analysis. The chapter ends (Section 4.6) with 

some reflection on ethical issues for each stage of research.  
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4.1 Research Design 

In order to comprehensively analyze online political talk, a normative, descriptive, and 

comparative design were adopted. The normative analysis is applied to evaluate the 

deliberativeness of such talk based on deliberative democracy and public sphere theory. A 

descriptive analysis aimed at capturing other social-civic communicative forms beyond the 

normative model of deliberation. Finally, a comparative analysis of the nature of political 

talk across three distinct forums and topics allowed for an examination of how different 

features and characteristics, in relation to the forums and topics, affect the communicative 

process.  

4.1.1 Normative analysis 

In short, normative analysis evaluates/assesses real-world practices against a set of 

ideals/norms. As defined by Heery and Noon (2008), “a normative theory or model 

typically tells us how various concepts or ideas should be linked in order to produce certain 

desirable outcomes” (p.111). They explain that normative analysis is not developed based 

on empirical evidence, but it is composed of a set of ideals, standards, requirements, or 

rules that are derived from a logical process based on theories. The normative approach 

aims to improve how things ‘should be’ through an evaluation of the characteristics of the 

object of study. Only with normative analysis can researchers explain the discrepancies 

between ideals and real-world practices, allowing researchers to modify – prescribe 

changes to – the original object of study or improve the normative framework. In the field 

of online deliberation, a normative approach, based on deliberative democratic ideals and 

public sphere theory, has been the dominant approach empirically for examining online 

political discussions (Dahlberg, 2001, 2004).  

Although this study focuses on informal political talk situated in the Chinese 

minjian, it is still evaluated against the normative conditions of deliberation. Mansbridge 

(1999) argues that the criteria for judging the deliberative quality of political discussions, 

either in formal public assemblies or informal settings, not be fundamentally different. 

However, they may be applied at different degrees depending on the type of venue/forum. 

If people wonder what standards are necessary for effective deliberation in formal settings, 

people should also ask what motivates deliberative communication in informal places. 

Thus, the first research question is:  
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RQ1: To what extent does everyday political talk in Chinese online spaces meet the 

conditions of deliberation as outlined in public sphere theory?  

Applying the normative conditions of deliberation to online political talk helps us 

study how the (Western) ideals of deliberation and public sphere theory can be applied to 

the Chinese socio-political context. The normative analysis too addresses the question of 

whether what constitutes the public sphere envisioned by Habermas can be localized in 

the Chinese social-civic culture. It enables researchers to explore how the local social-

cultural background in Chinese society supports or conflicts with the deliberative ideals 

rooted in Western political culture. Such a comparison will allow for a better 

understanding of the particular socio-cultural norms and political culture, allowing us to 

create a more grounded notion of the public sphere that caters to the particular social 

norms, accustoms, and civic culture adopted in ordinary Chinese citizens’ everyday life.  

4.1.2 Descriptive analysis 

Descriptive analysis aims to find out the current status of affairs without any manipulation 

or control from the researcher. Its primary purpose is to describe what was observed 

accurately. “Descriptive research may be characterized as simply the attempt to determine, 

describe or identify what is” (Ethridge, 2004, p.24). Descriptive design is most useful to 

describe characteristics of a phenomenon or events (the object of study) to gather new 

knowledge about it or to identify new or emerging phenomenon. However, descriptive 

studies are not limited merely to a descriptive purpose. The results of descriptive studies 

usually provoke future research that investigates why the observed patterns exist and what 

they imply.  

In this study, in order to provide an accurate account of citizens’ online 

communicative practices, descriptive analysis, in addition to the normative evaluation, was 

conducted as a means of exploring the communicative forms used by Chinese netizens 

when talking politics online. The description is based on observations of social-civic 

communicative forms beyond the formal conditions of deliberation. As such, an 

interactional analysis of the deliberative process, social-civic practices, and emotional 

expressions was applied. The research question being addressed here is: 

 

RQ2: What social-civic communicative forms and emotional expressions, beyond the 

framework of deliberation, emerge in the course of everyday online political talk?  
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4.1.3 Comparative analysis 

Blumer and Gurevitch (1995) maintain that there are several arguments in favor of 

comparative research in political communication. One being that it serves against narrow-

mindedness and “render[s] the invisible visible” (p. 75-76); the differences and similarities 

that emerge through comparative analysis provide us with a better understanding of 

individual cases. The crucial value of a comparative study is that “it attempts to reach 

conclusions beyond single cases and explains differences and similarities between objects 

of analysis against the backdrop of their contextual conditions” (Esser, 2015, p.45). 

Comparative research in political communication aims to explore how the contextual 

environment shapes the phenomenon of communication (Blumler et al., 1992). It tries to 

highlight the characteristic features of the context to identify and explain similarities and 

differences with regard to communication displayed in different cases. Furthermore, the 

comparative approach requires a common theoretical framework to be applied, using the 

same concepts and methods for different cases (Esser, 2015). In the field of online 

deliberation, researchers have comparative political talk/deliberation across different 

political online forums (see, e.g., Dunne, 2009), between governmental and non-

governmental online platforms (see, e.g., Jensen, 2003a), and between political and non-

political online spaces (see, e.g., Graham, 2009).These studies have shown how different 

online contexts shape citizens’ communicative behaviors/practices.  

One of the aims of this study is to compare the nature of everyday political talk 

across three online platforms ranging from a political forum, a commercial-lifestyle forum 

to a commercial-topical forum. The three types of forums are associated with formal 

politics at different degrees, which generates different forum features and cultures. With 

the comparative analysis, this study explores how forum aims and characteristics 

regarding moderation rules, topics, and the nature of forum impact political talk. 

Comparing the (non-political) online forums with the explicitly political forum helps the 

researcher to better understand communicative practices rooted in everyday life, beyond 

the traditional framework of deliberation. Then, with the emergent communicative 

patterns, the study can further reveal how communicative acts are situated in the everyday 

lifeworld and how such communicative forms might promote a type of public sphere that 

differs from Habermas’s deliberative public sphere. Such an approach allows for a 

comprehensive understanding of how communicative practices in different online forums 

open up different spaces for citizens to engage in politics, further exploring the 

heterogeneity of Chinese cyberspace. Hence, the third research question is addressed: 
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RQ3: How do the forum’s aims and characteristics impact the nature of everyday 

political talk?  

 

Aside from the platform comparison, this study compares political talk across three 

topics: the environment, public health, and parenting and childcare. These topics all 

impact people’s everyday lives, but also concern public issues at different levels. 

Environmental issues are political in China. In the past two decades, the environment has 

become a major concern of the Chinese government. With deteriorating environmental 

conditions in recent years, environmental issues have been increasingly impacting Chinese 

people’s private lives. At present, environmental issues have transcended the public-

private divide, being both political and personal. Public health issues bring together social 

problems and personal experiences because political decisions in this field highly impact 

people’s lives. Parenting and childcare issues, on the other hand, are mostly considered as 

private concerns, though they involve and are connected to public issues such as child 

welfare. By comparing political talk on these three topics, which concern different levels of 

publicity, I can explore how the nature of specific topics influences the nature of everyday 

political talk.  

Moreover, by comparing political talk about the three topics, it is possible to bring 

the variable of ‘issue publics’, people who pay attention to a particular type of issue, into 

the equation of everyday online political talk. As Fishkin (2011) argues, all issue publics 

have their own interest and values that differ from other issue-related groups. Self-interest 

expression plays a crucial role in generating a version of the common good that takes 

participants’ interests into account, contrary to the version of common good promoted by 

the elites or the more powerful (Mansbridge et al., 2010). By taking into account issue-

specific political talk, it becomes possible to study how self-interests that are attached with 

certain issues impact the deliberative process.  

4.2 Cases 

There were three criteria for selecting the forums for this study. First, the language of the 

forum needed to be Chinese as the research targets internet use and the public sphere in 

China. The second criterion was based on the forum type: a clear distinction between 

explicitly political spaces and everyday spaces without a clear political focus. As discussed 

above, the three forums selected range from the center of politics to its periphery, from a 
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political (government-run) forum, a commercial-lifestyle forum, to a commercial-topical 

forum. The last criterion for forum selection was based on the popularity of the forums in 

terms of traffic and the ranking among similar forums of its kind. Following these 

principles, three Chinese online discussion forums were selected: People.cn’s Qiangguo 

Luntan (Strengthening the Nation Forum) as the political forum, Baidu Tieba as the mixed 

forum, Yaolan forum as the non-political one.  

People.cn’s Qiangguo Luntan (Strengthening the Nation Forum) is hosted by the 

official online media branch of People’s Daily, as a “central propaganda space” (Jiang, 

2010). It was established as the first Chinese online political forum by people.cn on May 9, 

1999, attempting to provide a space for nationalistic protest against NATO’s bombing of 

the Chinese Embassy in Yugoslavia. It has more than 2.3 million users, posting over 0.1 

million comments every day, according to the introduction on the website2 and a news 

report published on the website of People’s Daily3. In line with this tradition of patriotism 

and nationalistic spirit, the BBS forum was later called Qiangguo Luntan and became a 

platform where people talk about policy issues concerning the development of the country. 

Because it is affiliated with people.cn, this forum is perceived by internet users as a public 

space of authoritative influence where they can expose social problems to high officials and 

push controversial issues into local authorities’ policy agenda through higher-rank officials’ 

attention and pressure (Wang, 2011, p.238). Considering all these features, Qiangguo 

Luntan was selected as a political discussion forum.  

Baidu Tieba (called ‘Tieba’ below), literally a ‘post bar’ similar to a BBS forum, was 

started in 2003 by the Chinese search engine company, Baidu. Tieba became popular 

among grassroots users because of its entertainment-orientation. It is a place where people 

discuss games, playful and funny stuff, and private matters. Baidu users can choose to join 

specific bars (sub-forums) in accordance with their personal interests and hobbies. As 

reported by iFeng news, it has become the largest Chinese forum already in 2010, with 

more than 1 billion daily users4. Because of its popularity among grassroots and various 

non-mainstream subcultures, civic talk about societal issues, might emerge in this virtual 

                                                 

2 See the introduction of the website at http://www2.qglt.com.cn/fuwu/new.html 

3 See a piece of news report published in 2017 on the website of People’s Daily, titled A newspaper and its website. 

http://opinion.people.com.cn/n1/2017/0116/c391001-29025055.html 

4 See the news report at http://finance.ifeng.com/roll/20100928/2660578.shtml 

http://www2.qglt.com.cn/fuwu/new.html
http://opinion.people.com.cn/n1/2017/0116/c391001-29025055.html
http://finance.ifeng.com/roll/20100928/2660578.shtml
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space. In light of the entertaining and grassroots features of the forum, it was selected 

because it mixes politics with lifestyle and private matters. This commercial-lifestyle forum 

is open and accessible to every individual with access to the internet.  

Yaolan forum is a non-political forum that focuses on childcare and parenting in 

China. As embodied by its name ‘Yaolan’, which means cradle in Chinese, this commercial-

topical forum was established in 1999 to help parents deal with problems in different stages 

of parenthood. The Yaolan forum has over 9 million active users daily.5 Now, it is the 

biggest Chinese-speaking childcare and parenting forum. It covers topics related to 

pregnancy, health and nutrition, childcare, and education. With access to digital media, 

young mothers often turn to Yaolan when they want to discuss issues concerning parenting 

and child-care. Although these issues tend to be private, they are likely to become issues of 

public policy as well.  

4.3 Data Collection 

In this study, the postings and the discussion thread in which they were situated, were the 

units of analysis. For data collection, the selection unit was threads containing postings in 

which political discussions emerge.   

4.3.1 Keyword searches 

Given the vast number of threads (and postings within threads) on these three popular 

discussion forums, a keyword search was used to identify potential threads for analysis. 

The forums’ search engines were used to carry out the search. Again, the three topics under 

investigation were the environment, public health, and parenting and childcare. As such, 

a list of relevant keywords for each topic was created. The keyword lists are based on news 

reports about social and political problems and the researchers’ personal knowledge of 

Chinese society. For example, I identified political talk about parenting and childcare by 

using keywords associated with current societal problems such as child food safety, one-

child policy, child abuse, left-behind children in rural areas, and so on. The keyword lists 

used are presented in Tables 4.1–4.3.  

                                                 

5 See the media report at  http://www.prnasia.com/story/114856-1.shtml      

 

http://www.prnasia.com/story/114856-1.shtml
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Table 4.1: Keyword List for Environmental Talk 

Keywords  English translation 

雾霾 /空气污染 Smog/Air pollution 

气候变化/全球变暖 Climate change/Global warming 

沙尘暴 Sandstorm 

节能减排 

Energy conservation and pollution 

reduction 

低碳环保 Low-carbon lifestyle 

车辆限购/单双号限行 

Curbing the purchase of vehicles for 

private use/ Odd-even numbered car ban 

Apec 蓝 Apec Blue 

污染企业 Pollution industries 

环保热线/举报电话 Hot-lines for environmental protection 

生态环境/生态保护/环保 

Ecological environment/ Ecological 

protection/Environmental protection 

抗霾行动/抵制雾霾/对抗雾霾 Anti-smog movement/Smog protest 

绿色出行 Green travel 

环保法   Environmental Protection Law  

水污染 Water pollution 
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Table 4.2: Keyword List for Political Talk about Health Issues 

Keywords  English translation 

吸烟/禁烟/控烟 Smoking/anti-smoking/ban on smoking 

疫苗/防疫/卫生防疫 Vaccines/epidemic prevention 

公共卫生 Public health and people's livelihood 

医院/医生 Hospitals/doctors 

看病 Medical care  

医保 Health insurance  

医患矛盾 

The relationship between doctors and 

patients 

医闹 Violence against medical practitioners 

药品/医药店 Medicines/Drugstore 

医疗改革 Health reform  

 

Table 4.3: Keyword List for Political Talk about Childcare and Parenting  

Keywords  English translation 

出生证明/准生证/二胎 

Birth certificate/birth permission/second 

child 

奶粉/食品安全/儿童公共卫生安全 Milk powder/food safety/children health 

拐骗儿童/防拐教育 

Children trafficking/anti-trafficking 

efforts 
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儿童安全/自我保护/保护儿童 

Children safety/self-protection education 

for children/children protection 

单亲家庭 Single-parent family 

幼儿园/幼儿园入学/小学/小学入学/学区

房 

Kindergarten/ enrolling and starting 

kindergarten/enrolling and starting 

Primary school/buying houses in good 

school zones 

留守儿童 Left-behind children in Rural China 

户口/上户口/新生儿上户口/社会抚养费 

Household registration for new-born 

babies /social maintenance fees 

虐童 Child abuse 

家庭暴力 Domestic violence 

 

4.3.2 Identifying political talk  

After each potential thread was identified, it was necessary to determine whether the 

thread contained political talk. As described by Graham (2008), identifying political talk 

in non-political forums is like looking for ‘needles in a haystack’. The difficulty lies not only 

in defining what constitutes the ‘political’ in political talk, but also in the informal nature 

of such talk in everyday spaces tied to, for example, lifestyle issues. Thus, how do you 

identify political talk in non-political online spaces where politics is not the focus of 

discussion? To overcome this problem, Graham (2008) proposes an approach to identify 

political talk in non-political online forums. Drawing upon Mansbridge’s (1999, p.214) 

definition of what is political, he identifies a political discussion thread when “a (a) 

participant makes a connection from a particular experience, interest, issue or topic in 

general to society, which (b) stimulates reflection and a response by at least one other 

participant” (p.22). For this study, Graham’s criteria were adopted for identifying political 

talk in the selected Chinese forums. Below is an example of how the criteria worked: 

Participant A: “I did the household registration for my second child already. But I was announced 

a fine this morning. Shall I pay it or not?” 
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Participant B: “The government does not tell citizens that families will be fined for their second 

child before they make the decision. When people have their second kid, they say, no, we have to 

give you a fine. People were entrapped into the second-child birth!”  

Participant C: “Those county officials have entrapped a lot of innocent families within these years.”  

 

This political thread was identified in a sub-forum on Tieba. Participants were talking 

about environmental pollution in the Xixia county of the Henan province in Central China. 

In this example, Participant A was asking others for suggestions about household 

registration and financial punishment for a second-child, in which he or she related a 

personal experience to the societal issue concerning ‘second-child policy’. Participant A’s 

personal experience stimulated responses from others. Participants B and C joined the 

discussion, expressing their criticism against the local government, which has imposed 

fines for additional children. As shown in the example, the exchanges meet the criteria of 

political talk. On the explicitly political forum, it was not necessary to apply these criteria 

since most of the discussions were political in nature given the fact that it is a space devoted 

to politics/policy.  

4.3.3 Sampling  

I collected 75 threads per forum (25 threads per topic), which allowed for a data-set that 

was both manageable and meaningful. When applying the keyword searches, a time-frame 

was initially used, as the aim was to collect threads from the same period on all three 

forums. However, this approach proved unmanageable because it was too challenging to 

find 25 threads per topic across all three forums using a universal time-frame. Given the 

nature of the forums, the time-frames for Tieba and Yaolan were extended because 

political talk did not emerge as regularly in these forums as it did in the political forum. As 

a result, the time frames were as follows: Qiangguo Luntan was January-September 2015; 

Tieba was January 2013 to October 2015; Yaolan was January 2013 to September 2015. In 

addition to the time-frame, a cap was placed on thread size. First, political threads with 

fewer than 10 postings were excluded because they were too short to generate continued 

back-and-forth political discussions from casual talk.  Second, political threads with more 

than a 100 postings were excluded as a means of maintaining a manageable amount of data 

given that each posting was going to be hand-coded during the analysis. These sampling 

criteria and procedures resulted in the following sample: 
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- For Qiangguo Luntan, the sample consisted of 584 postings for environmental 

issues; 608 postings for public health issues; and 618 postings for parenting and 

childcare issues. The data was archived on 22nd of September, 2015.  

- For Tieba, the sample consisted of 846 postings for environmental issues; 1096 

postings for public health issues; 1128 postings for parenting and childcare issues. 

The data was archived on 27th of September, 2015.  

- For Yaolan, the sample consisted of 18 threads containing 467 postings for 

environmental issues; 20 threads with 472 postings for public health issues; and 37 

threads consisting of 691 postings for parenting and childcare issues. Due to the 

lack of political talk about the environment and public health, more threads on 

parenting and childcare were collected in order to reach 75 threads. The data was 

archived on 22nd of September, 2015.  

4.4 Methodology 

In order to answer the research questions above, a multi-layered content analysis was 

employed as the primary method for the investigation. Content analysis is an adaptive 

method for describing and exploring the general patterns and individual instances 

emerging in the phenomenon of communication (Reinard, 2007). Content analysis is an 

important method in the research field of political communication, widely applied to 

analyze the content of political messages, such as political news and political campaigns 

(Neuendorf and Kumar, 2015; Benoit, 2007). Benoit (2011) offers a comprehensive 

explanation of the role of content analysis in political communication, defining it as “a 

means of measuring and quantifying dimensions (variables) of the content of messages” 

(p.268). He argues that content analysis is an especially appropriate method to study the 

verbal elements of messages such as arguments, claims, and themes. As this research aims 

to investigate citizens’ communicative practices via the content of their messages, it 

particularly invites the use of a content analysis. Furthermore, in the field of online 

deliberation research, content analysis is considered the most versatile tool, which serves 

to answer questions concerning the nature of online political discussions such as the 

exchange of diverse opinions, and the level of homogeneity and rationality (Wilhelm, 

2000, p.57). Not surprisingly, it is a well-adopted approach to systematically examine the 

nature of online political discussion in empirical studies (see e.g. Graham, 2008; Zhang, 

2005; Jensen, 2003a). Finally, a key advantage of content analysis is that it allows for the 

analysis of both manifest and, more importantly for this study, latent content.  For 
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example, in this study, the communicative form of storytelling is typified as a latent 

category.  

4.4.1 Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted to test the initial coding scheme for the functionality of the 

categorical framework of deliberation. In addition to the categories, which were based on 

the normative indicators of deliberation, additional categories beyond the framework of 

deliberation were developed in the pilot study. Building off of the real-world approach for 

analyzing online political talk in non-political spaces (Graham et al., 2015), I applied 

qualitative content analysis, which used both deductive and inductive coding techniques 

(e.g. through the use of ‘feedback loops’), to capture other common ingredients of online 

political talk in China (Mayring, 2000). By closely reading and analyzing the texts, I 

developed new categories for forms of communication that emerge such as complaining 

and questioning. I noticed here too the use of emotions in postings, which seemed closely 

connected to the way Chinese netizens talked politics online. Consequently, I further 

delineated these formulated new categories by providing clear definitions for each of them 

and making coding rules.  These categories allowed me to capture the informal 

characteristics of everyday political talk in China. They were eventually added to the coding 

scheme for the final deductive content analysis. 

4.4.2 Coding Scheme 

The coding scheme allowed the researcher to examine communicative practices rooted in 

the particular socio-civic context of China aligning with and beyond the norms of 

deliberation. I developed a three-layered approach to comprehensively analyze the nature 

of online political talk. The first level of analysis investigated the deliberativeness of online 

political talk by operationalizing the normative conditions of deliberation: the process of 

rational-critical debate (rationality, continuity, and convergence), dispositional 

requirements for achieving mutual understanding (reciprocity and sincerity), and the 

norms of debate (discursive equality). The second level, which moves beyond the 

framework of deliberation, examined social-civic communicative forms: complaining, 

questioning, advice giving/helping, storytelling, and social talk. Lastly, the third level of 

the coding scheme examined the expressive nature of everyday online political talk by 

coding for emotions: anger, sadness, fear and happiness. The complete coding manual is 

available in Appendix 4.1.  



Research Design and Methodology 

 

  67 

Level 1 The process of deliberation 

Drawing upon Graham’s (2008, 2009) coding scheme, three groups of coding categories 

were operationalized: the process of rational-critical debate (rationality, continuity, and 

convergence), dispositional requirements for achieving mutual understanding (reciprocity 

and sincerity), and the norms of debate (discursive equality). The unit of analysis was a 

single posting, and the context unit of analysis was the thread in which a posting was 

situated.  

Rational-critical debate 

As stressed in Habermas’s theory of the public sphere, rational-critical debate is the most 

crucial communicative form guiding the process of deliberation. It requires citizens to 

apply the “public use of reason” to justify their claims via the exchange of arguments (1989, 

p.27). Such a process requires three vital elements: rationality, continuity, and 

convergence.   

Rationality refers to participants’ use of reasoning to justify their views and claims, 

a crucial element of the Habermasian public sphere. A basic way of assessing the level of 

rationality in previous content analysis research is coding for the absence or presence of 

arguments (Wilhelm 1999; Jankowski and van Os, 2002). However, this method only 

counts messages that contain explicit opinions or suggestions, while it overlooks implicit 

claims that are supported by internal evidence such as personal experiences and values. 

Other scholars have modified the coding rules to include not only arguments supported by 

external evidence such as facts or sources, but also arguments based on internal evidence 

such as personal experiences (Jensen 2003a, 2003b; Graham, 2008, 2009). In this study, 

rationality was measured based on the presence or absence of the following characteristics: 

posts that were on topic, which contained an explicit assertion supported by an expressed 

justification, which provided external evidence such as facts, sources, examples, or 

personal experiences, were coded as reasoned claims. The level of rationality was 

determined by the frequency of the arguments that participants used to back up what they 

wanted to say. It was defined by calculating the number of reasoned claims in relation to 

the total number of claims made (including reasoned claims and non-reasoned claims).  

The next two indicators of rational-critical debate were continuity and convergence. 

They require that participants engage in rational-critical debate until some form of 

agreement is achieved. Most online deliberation scholars do not only evaluate the 

justification of arguments or claims, but also trace how citizens negotiate between 
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differences via their (back-and-forth) exchange of arguments (Zhang, 2005; Einspänner, 

Thimm and Dang-Anh, 2014; Zhou, Chan and Peng, 2008; Stromer-Galley, 2007). 

However, most of these assessments ignore argument depth and focus mainly on the level 

of disagreement expressed. Furthermore, they do not track conversations for instances of 

convergence (the moments when agreement is achieved) with some exceptions (see, e.g. 

Jankowski and van Os, 2002). Graham (2008, 2009) has developed a coding scheme that 

operationalizes the continuity of debate by coding for what he calls ‘extended debate’ and 

‘convergence’. This study builds on Graham’s coding scheme to measure the level of 

continuity and convergence. Continuity (the level of extended debate) was measured via 

the presence of strong-strings. Strong-strings are defined as a minimum of three 

comments engaged in the exchange of claims (ideally in the form of a claim-rebuttal-refute 

exchange).  

 

 

Figure 4.1: An example of a strong-string. 

  

Below is an example of a strong-string exchange:  

 

Participant A: “Baoding (a city in Heibei Province) has been a heavily polluted city for years.”  

Participant B replied A: “How can the city develop without industries”!  

Participant A replied B: “Non sense. There are cities developing well with little pollution. It is the age to pursue 

green development.” 

 

As the example shows, participant A makes a claim about the pollution situation in the city 

of Baoding, north of China. Participant B then posts a counter argument (a rebuttal), 
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arguing that cities cannot develop without industries even though pollution occurs. 

Participant A refutes the counter argument by arguing that development and pollution are 

not mutually contradictory. Note that this is a simplified example of a strong-string 

exchange. Of course, the strong-string can also include other types and forms of arguments 

such as affirmations and the posting of evidence as listed in Figure 4.1. By calculating the 

number of postings involved in strong-strings, the level of extended debate was measured.  

Convergence was measured based on the presence or absence of the following 

characteristics: posts that (partially) conceded (or agreed-to-disagree with) to the ‘better’ 

argument during the exchange of claims. For instance, in the example below (see Figure 

4.2), two participants engaged in an extended debate about the Tiger Mother method of 

strict parenting after Participant A posted a message saying his or her neighbor has been 

scolding and physically punishing his/her child. After the discussion, they partially 

conceded that the other may be right, but still disagreed. This is an example of 

convergence, in which the two users arrived at an understanding but still disagreed with 

each other.  

 

Participant B: It is useless to post and talk about this here.   

Participant A: I think strict punishment for children does not work in family education. That’s child 

abuse.  

Participant B: No, what you say here does not make much sense. First, you don’t know the reason 

why the parent was punishing the child. You only see the scolding and beating. Physical 

punishment is useful but the parent may educate his or her child in a different way. Childhood 

trauma, not necessary!  

Participant A: Physical punishment may work, but I don’t like the idea.  

Participant B: I don’t like it either. We don’t know the story behind. Maybe, the parent just got too 

angry. 
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Figure 4.2 

 

Reciprocity and Sincerity 

The two dispositional conditions under empirical investigation here are reciprocity and 

sincerity6. As Dahlberg (2004) asserts, a fruitful process of argumentation becomes only 

possible when participants are willing to take the position of others into account. 

Reciprocal exchanges are necessary to help participants to reconsider their own validity 

claims in reference to others’ validity claims or arguments (Graham, 2002). Reciprocity 

requires participants to listen and respond to others’ questions, arguments, or statements 

in the discursive process. In past research, scholars have measured the level of reciprocity 

mainly by coding the number of reply messages – reply percentage indicator (Jensen, 

2003b; Schneider 1997). However, such an approach relies on the reply functions of the 

forums and ignores the more latent replies in participants’ messages. Thus, to assess the 

                                                 

6 The other dispositional condition, reflexivity, is not used in the empirical part of the study. 
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level of reciprocity, postings involving a reply to others were coded as reciprocal. 

Specifically, not only were the messages made directly through the reply function of the 

platform counted as replies; messages responding to the other participant’s comments 

without using the reply function were also coded as replies, if identifiable. For instance, a 

participant sometimes directs his or her reply to a specific user by using an @,  or simply 

calling that user symbolically as 楼上(upstairs, meaning people who comment above)  or 

楼主 (the original poster).  

Graham (2009), however, argues that the reply percentage indicator ignores how 

participants wihtin a thread are connected as a whole via their interactions. That is, he 

argues that the reply percentage indicator on its own tells us little about the social structure 

of a discussion thread. For example, a thread could have a high percentage of replies, but 

the replies come in the form of a many-to-one type of dicussion (a thread where, e.g., most 

participnats are replying to the openning post), which is not type of reciprocity delibertaive 

theories describe (see Chapter 2). As reciprocity also refers to the interactivity among all 

participants at a structural level, it is necessary to look at the interactive context situated 

within threads — how the replies are distributed among participants — in addition to the 

reply percentage indicator. Hence, in addition to the quantitative analysis, I also 

investigate qualitatively the social context situated in threads to assess the level of 

reciprocity more comprehensively.  

The next dispositional condition is sincerity. The requirement of sincerity implies 

that the presupposition of rationality will not be achieved unless participants follow the 

principle of “sincere and unconstrained weighing of the arguments” (Habermas, 2001, 

p.34). Sincerity requires that all claims, arguments, and information provided during the 

discussion are sincere and truthful. Recognizing the difficulty in assessing whether a 

participant is sincere in debates is difficult because sincerity is an internal mental activity. 

Graham (2008) therefore suggests identifying instances when participants question or 

challenge the sincerity of others during debates. He argues the perceived sincerity is the 

factor that influences the process of deliberation. Practically, this approach is very feasible 

for textual analysis. Therefore, sincerity was measured based on the presence or absence 

of the following characteristics: posts that challenged or expressed doubt concerning the 

truthfulness/sincerity of another participant’s posts–questionable sincerity.  
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Discursive equality  

Discursive equality, the sixth indicator, requires that participants respect and recognize 

each other as having an equal voice and standing within the deliberative process. This 

requires that every participant has an equal opportunity to speak, free from domination. It 

stresses that participants respect each other as equals thereby prohibiting abusive and 

degrading communicative practices. 

Discursive equality has been a popular indicator used by online deliberation 

researchers, but the operationalization of this requirement is complex. Previous empirical 

studies tend to measure discursive equality from the perspective of an ‘equal voice’ 

(Schneider, 1997; Jensen, 2003b). They calculate the distribution of postings among 

participants to see to what extent the conversation is quantitatively dominated by a small 

number of participants; what Graham and Wright (2014) call “super-participants”. The 

dominance of super-participants drowns out other participants’ voices, harming discursive 

equality. As Schneider (1997) believes, the conversation meets the condition of discursive 

equality when participants are given equal chances to contribute equal amount of 

messages.  

However, such an approach ignores the level of substantial equality (Graham, 2008).  

The distribution of voice itself does not indicate whether participants’ speech acts are 

equally respected and treated. In the past, researchers have analyzed online political talk 

by identifying instances of trolling, flaming, and other uncivil acts to assess whether there 

are practices of discursive inequality prohibiting deliberation (Streck, 1998; Barber, 1998). 

In this study, I focus on gauging the level of substantial equality to examine the level of 

discursive equality. Postings were coded for those instances of inequality when 

participants actively degrade – to lower in character, quality, esteem, or rank – another 

participant’s claim, argument or opinion in general (Graham, 2008). For instance, in the 

example below (see Figure 4.3), participant A accused patients of their abusive behavior 

towards doctors in a post; then participant B degraded A’s post as nonsense and blamed 

the hospital and doctors for the high cost of medical care, which led to increasing medical 

violence. Then the degrading message provoked a further response from participant A, 

who explained the expensive medical care resulted from government’s health policy, not 

the doctors’ fault.  
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Figure 4.3 

 

Level 2 Other social-civic communicative forms  

Past studies often confine their analytical scope to the normative framework of the public 

sphere (deliberation), while neglecting other forms of communication in their analysis of 

the nature of political discussions online (Stromer-Galley, 2007; Wilhelm, 2000; 

Dahlberg, 2004; Zhang, 2005; Zhou, Chan & Peng, 2008). In recent studies of political 

talk in the net-based public sphere, scholars have started to include communicative forms 

beyond deliberation when analyzing online forums. Graham and Wright (2014) and 

Graham et al. (2015) include informal or personal forms of communication such as Q&A, 

advice giving/support, chatting, banter, humor, and storytelling, in addition to arguing 

and debating, in their analysis of the nature of informal political talk in everyday life online 

spaces. Yan, Sivakumar, and Xenos (2017) also looked at multiple discursive forms beyond 

deliberation. In line with these more inclusive approaches to studying online political talk, 

a set of coding categories that identify social-civic communicative practices were 

developed. The categories were defined based on the researcher’s observations in the small 

pilot study discussed above and the coding schemes developed by Graham and Wright 

(2014) and Graham et al. (2015). Based on the latter, three categories were developed: 

advice giving/helping, storytelling, and social talk. Based on the former (pilot study), 

another two categories were developed: complaining and questioning. The inclusive 

approach adopted here allows for an examination of other social-civic communicative 

practices and their (interactional) relation with various elements of (the process of) 

deliberation in China.  
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Complaining and Questioning   

Due to the lack of opportunities to participate in collective action, Chinese citizens often 

employ the speech act of complaining to express their dissatisfaction with public issues 

that bother them. As a form of personal communication with authority, complaining 

creates a communicative space for citizens to enter into dialogue with state institutions. In 

this process, complaints function as an instrument to shed light on citizens’ subjectivities, 

civic practices, and power relations. Similar to complaining, questioning is another way for 

citizens to express critique to the powerful actors. It is used to pressure authorities to make 

changes.  

Complaining was measured based on the presence or absence of the following 

characteristics: posts that expressed unhappiness or discontent with an issue, policy, or 

state of affairs. Questioning was measured based on the presence or absence of the 

following characteristics: posts that posed questions concerning a particular issue or 

relevant policy (questions of accountability and legitimacy). As the following example 

(Figure 4.4) from Qiangguo Luntan shows, a participant is making a complaint about the 

incredible rise of house prices in a school zone in China; he is also complaining about the 

corruption in education: “Is there anything worse than corruption in education?!”  

 

 

Figure 4.4 

 

Advice giving and Storytelling   

Aside from complaining and questioning, advice giving and storytelling are also commonly 

used by citizens in their everyday political talk. On Yaolan, for example, participants often 

post messages asking for advice from others when encountering difficulties in everyday 

life. This (potentially) promotes the sense of belonging and community among forum 

participants. Participants often give advice and help others by sharing their experiences, 

attracting more people’s attention to the topic. With the joint effort to figure out a solution 

for a problem among participants, private troubles are brought into the public arena and 

gain public attention. Storytelling is also part of sharing experiences with others, 

expressing feelings and seeking solutions, especially in the two non-political forums. As a 

natural form of everyday talk, storytelling is a speech act for participants to reflect upon 

what they experience.  
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Advice giving/helping was measured based on the presence or absence of the 

following characteristics: posts aimed at helping or giving advice to other participants. 

Storytelling was measured based on the presence or absence of the following 

characteristics: posts that tell a story or share life experiences with others.  For instance, 

in the following thread from Tieba (see Figure 4.5), participants are talking about children 

trafficking in Chinese villages. One participant states he/she often keeps his/her child at 

home and advices others to call the police and report suspected trafficking. Another 

participant supports the advice given and then shares his/her concerns about the safety of 

his/her kid. This example illustrates both advice giving and storytelling (the sharing of 

personal concerns/experiences). 

 

 

Figure 4.5 

 

Social talk/chatting 

Participants in online forums like Yaolan and Tieba engage intimate conversations 

(without explicit political meanings), such as casual chatting to get acquainted with each 

other, or just communicating care and support to others. Although not explicitly dealing 

with the political issues, these social interactions generate social niches, creating a friendly 

and caring online environment. As a result, the friendly atmosphere helps to enhance 

mutual trust and bonding among participants, strengthening their sense of belonging in 

the online communities. Social talk was measured based on the presence or absence of the 

following characteristics: posts that contained chitchat (e.g. greetings, banter), which did 

not involve any of the other behaviors described above.   

Level 3 Expressive speech acts  

According to the literature, the emotions of citizens play an important role in politics 

(Dryzek, 2000; Rosenberg, 2004). Deliberative theorist John Dryzek (2000) reveals that 

emotional expressions are not necessarily impeding rational arguments, but may guide 

and aid the reasoning process as an accompanying variable. Similarly, Rosenberg (2004) 

assumes that good deliberation requires not only the conditions for cognitive reasoning 
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but also depends upon a certain degree of affective engagement. He argues that social 

bonds and emotional connection, such as the feeling of solidarity, are necessary conditions 

to motivate arguments in the discursive process. Mouffe (2005) too argues that passion in 

politics presents people’s real desire and their wishes, which could make up for the 

deficiencies of formal deliberation that has an exclusive orientation to the common good.  

To better understand the influence of emotions in political thinking, this level of 

analysis investigates emotions in political talk, attempting to explore the role of emotions 

in the political process. In the past, the role of emotions tended to be neglected in online 

deliberation research. Most online deliberation scholars still stick to the normative 

analysis of political talk, separating rational discourse from emotional engagement 

(Stromer-Galley, 2007; Wilhelm, 2000; Dahlberg, 2004; Zhang, 2005; Zhou, Chan & Peng, 

2008). Recognizing that expressives are inherent to political talk, Graham (2009, 2010b) 

argues that empirical research can only provide a partial understanding of how people talk 

politics if there is no consideration of the role of expressives. Based on Graham (2009, 

2010b)’s research, level 3 of the coding scheme examines the use of expressives in online 

political talk. According to Jack, Grrod, and Schyns (2014), there are four primary emotion 

categories: happiness, sadness, fear/surprise, and anger/disgust. Furthermore, each 

primary emotion type consists of secondary types of emotion. For instance, anger includes 

many forms of secondary emotions, such as frustration, hate, dislike, resentment and 

annoyance. In this study, the emotional comments were coded at the secondary level, but 

are reported in the findings chapters via the four primary emotion categories: anger, 

sadness, fear, and happiness.  

Messages conveying participants’ feelings such as frustration, hate, dislike, 

resentment, annoyance, irritation, rage, disgust, envy, jealousy were coded as anger. 

Messages conveying participants’ feelings such as suffering, agony, sorrow, grief, 

disappointment, displeasure, shame, regret, remorse, guilt, neglect, isolation, loneliness, 

insecurity, embarrassment, insult, humiliation were coded as sadness. Messages 

conveying participants’ feelings such as horror, terror, panic, nervousness, and anxiety 

were coded as fear. Messages conveying participants’ feelings such as cheerfulness, zest, 

enthrallment, pride, optimism, and relief were coded as happiness. In addition, humorous 

ways of expressing emotions and attitudes are also very commonly employed by Chinese 

online participants. For instance, they may purposely use humor to discuss sensitive issues 

to avoid censorship. Therefore, the use of humor was investigated as well through a 

qualitative reading of the threads.  
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4.4.3 Validity and reliability  

To improve the feasibility of the coding scheme, different correcting measures were 

adopted at different stages of development. As noted above in the methodology section, a 

pilot study was conducted to increase the functionality of the coding scheme. During the 

pilot study, the coding categories were revised, deduced, and checked with respect to their 

reliability. Due to financial reasons, the data was read through and coded by one 

researcher. Thus, an intra-coder reliability test was necessary to evaluate the coder’s 

internal consistency and stability across time. Roughly two months after developing the 

coding scheme, a test sample of 415 postings was re-coded by the researcher. After 

calculating the percentage of agreement, the results show the intra-coder reliability met an 

acceptable level, with Scott’s Pi of all the categories ranging from 0.70 to 0.90 (see Table 

4.4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.4   Intra-coder reliability test results (N=415) 

Variables  

Percentage 

Agreement Scott's Pi 

Reasoned claims  87.2% 0.802 

Reciprocity 94.5% 0.888 

Continuity 97.3% 0.903 

Convergence  99.8% 0.856 

Questionable Sincerity 1 undefined* 

Degrading  99.5% 0.886 

Complaint  90.8% 0.703 

Questioning  98.8% 0.842 

Storytelling 94.7% 0.815 

Advice giving  98.6% 0.889 

Other 97.6% 0.757 

Emotions  93.5% 0.796 
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After the intra-coder test, an inter-coder reliability test was carried-out to evaluate 

the reliability of the coding scheme. For this test, the researcher and a research assistant 

coded a test sample of 395 postings, which were collected by drawing every 9th of the 75 

threads from the sampled data. According to the inter-coder test results, two categories 

(humor and argumentative engagement) received a percentage of agreement and Scott’s 

Pi score lower than 0.7, which was not sufficient enough. As a result, the coding manual 

was modified after checking and analyzing the errors/disagreements made for  humor and 

argumentative engagement. To improve the codebook, the researcher decided to scale up 

the sub-categories (satire, irony, joke, banter, other) of Humor, and change it into a binary 

yes/no code. The category of argumentative engagement, which was aimed at assessing the 

continuity of debate, was changed into a new coded called “continuity”, and the coding 

rules for it were clarified accordingly. To make sure the reliability of the revised codebook 

was at an acceptable level, a second inter-coder test was conducted with a new test sample. 

This time, Scott’s Pi for continuity achieved 0.83, which showing sufficient reliability. 

However, the agreement range between the two coders for the category of Humor still did 

not reach an acceptable level, with a Scott’s Pi score of 0.50. Consequently, the coding 

category Humor was removed from the coding scheme. According to the results of the 

second inter-coder reliability test, the Scott’s Pi scores met appropriate levels, ranging 

from .70 to 0.92, with convergence and questionable sincerity achieving perfect scores. 

The Scott’s Pi shows ‘undefined’ for the two categories because all the postings were coded 

as ‘No’ in the test sample. See Table 4.5 for all the individual reliability scores.  
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4.5 Archiving, organizing, and managing the data 

In the initial stage of data collection, I experimented with crawling data by using a Chinese 

software package called “火车采集器”, which could export the data to a MySQL database. 

However, it turned out that the software could only grab limited postings within a thread, 

one page maximum. It did not work for threads having several pages of postings. In 

addition, the software only had the programming language for Qiangguo Luntan, which 

could not be applied to the other two forums. Moreover, it was very costly to hire 

professionals to create suitable software for my data collection on Tieba and Yaolan. 

Therefore, computer-assisted programs were not used for data collection and storage. 

Another reason was that identifying political talk in non-political online spaces was 

challenging. Even when data was gathered automatically, it had to be identified manually 

Table 4.5  Inter-coder reliability test (N=415) 

Variables  Percentage of Agreement Scott's Pi 

Reasoned claims  84.1% 0.756 

Reciprocity 96.1% 0.923 

Continuity 95.2% 0.826 

Convergence  1 undefined* 

Questionable Sincerity 1 undefined* 

Degrading  99% 0.795 

Complaint  92% 0.727 

Questioning  98.6% 0.816 

Storytelling 93.3% 0.759 

Advice giving  98.6% 0.862 

Other 96.6% 0.752 

Emotions  91.3% 0.706 
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through careful reading and checking. Computing software was still not able to recognize 

all of the rich meanings of the data.  

After the data was identified, it was manually archived in Word documents. 

Separate files were created for each forum and topic. For the Qiangguo Luntan sample, 

the URLs of all selected threads, the title, and content of the initial thread, and postings 

and the discussion process in the comment area were copied and saved in specific 

documents, including relevant information about authors and the birth time of all 

postings. All these were possible because of the special algorithm settings and structure of 

the Qiangguo Luntan website. Unlike Qiangguo Luntan, it was very difficult to manually 

copy the content of a thread in good order from Tieba and Yaolan forums due to forum 

settings. Therefore, only the URLs of threads were archived, which potentially could lead 

to missing the data if, for example, threads/posts were delete by forum management.  

During the coding process, it occasionally happened that a URL in the Tieba and 

Yaolan samples could not be retrieved and the data was lost. To assure a proper sample 

size, a new thread, which complied with the sampling criteria discussed above, was then 

collected, replacing the missing one. In the course of coding, I could directly get access to 

the postings from Qiangguo Luntan archived in the separate document. For Tieba and 

Yaolan postings, I had to retrieve the data again through the archived URLs and read them 

online, which was more time-consuming. Then, the SPSS software package was used to 

assist in data analysis and presentation. I coded the postings in a SPSS coding sheet 

developed on the basis of the coding scheme discussed above.  

4.6 Research ethics 

As scholarly attention is increasingly turning to online data, more and more data-driven 

research is conducted by scholars to explore the dynamics of digital technology, culture, 

and society. The digital development pushes not only new research agendas forward in the 

social sciences but also brings new ethical challenges for internet studies. Ethical 

regulations in traditional social science approaches seem inefficient to guide research 

practices in the online environment which affords access to vast amounts of (personal) 

data. Facing this new and complicated situation, media studies scholars suggest that 

internet researchers contextualize conventional ethical considerations and reflect upon 

possible ethical tensions in different stages of their research activity (van Schie, Westra 

and Schaefer, 2017; Markham & Buchanan, 2017).  
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In this research, ethical issues were taken into account during different stages of the 

research including research design, data collection, and the research process. During 

research design, potential ethical issues concerning the use of data involving users’ 

confidential information and the procedures for data collection were considered. During 

data collection, I carefully archived the data in Word documents on my office computer 

and research-related USB to make sure the data were collected only for research purposes. 

Since participants shared their personal experiences and sometimes disclosed their private 

information in online posts, protecting their personal information was taken into account 

in the process of data storage and usage. The access to the data sample was only allowed 

for people involved with the research.  

Generally speaking, research activities should be guided by the research ethics that 

are required in a particular research field and research institutes. For research in online 

settings, some argue that informed consent as a principal ethical norm concerning data 

usage in social science research is essential, particularly when the data come from private 

online spaces (Robert, 2015). Accordingly, scholars researching online data have been 

making efforts to obtain consent from their participants before using their quotes and 

postings. For instance, Marcus et al. (2012) has contacted bloggers and asked for consent 

before quoting their words published online and using their blogging websites. However, 

other scholars believe that informed consent is not necessary for research that uses 

publicly available data such as observations of participants in political rallies, public 

meetings, or other demonstrations which seeks public presence (Eysenbach and Till, 2011). 

Regarding internet research, Ess and Association of Internet Researchers ethics working 

committee (2002) has stated that the researcher is less obliged to get informed consent 

from internet users when the online platform is better known as a public venue.  

In this study, for practical reasons, it was not feasible to get informed consent from 

the participants in the selected three forums. First, a large amount of data, up to several 

thousands of postings in total, were collected for the study. It would have been too much 

manual work to contact all the authors of the sampled postings. Besides, there are a lot of 

inactive posters who do not log on to the forums very frequently or no longer join the online 

communities. Due to the practical difficulties with contacting participants and their 

unavailability, it was not feasible to obtain informed consent from them.   

Moreover, the selected forums are all open to the public, and no approvals are 

required to get access to the data. Registration and login are required only when people 

want to post something on the forums. Also, there is no harm or inconvenience to the 
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online communities involved in the study. In this situation, the requirement of informed 

consent can be waived according to the AoIR ethical codes mentioned above. In the 

reporting of the results, consideration was given to the exposure of sensitive data. To avoid 

any potential political troubles for participants, the likelihood of exposing participants’ 

information was reduced to a minimum. When it was really necessary to quote a 

participant’s post or comment, the user’s identity and profile information (their nickname) 

were anonymized in the publication of data. When the data contained sensitive political 

content, ways to disguise details about the person were considered.  
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Appendix 4.1: Coding scheme overview 

 

Part 1  

Normative 

condition 

Coding category and/or measurement  

Rationality  Rationality was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that were 

on topic, which contained an explicit assertion 

supported by an expressed justification, which provided 

external evidence such as facts, sources, examples, or 

personal experiences–reasoned claim.   

Continuity  Continuity was measured based on the presence or 

absence of strong-strings. A strong-string refers to a 

minimum of three posts involved in a reciprocal 

exchange of reasoned claims.  

Convergence Convergence was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that 

(partially) conceded (or agreed-to-disagree with) to the 

‘better’ argument during the exchange of claims. 

Reciprocity  Reciprocity was measured based on whether a post was 

a reply to another post. Posts were coded as replies if 

they responded to another post directly (via the 

platform’s reply function) or indirectly (latently 

responding to another post without using the reply 

function).   

 

Sincerity  Sincerity was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that 

challenged or expressed doubt concerning the 

truthfulness/sincerity of another participant’s posts–

questionable sincerity.  
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Discursive 

equality  

Discursive equality was measured based on the presence 

or absence of degrading comments: posts that degrade–

to lower in character, quality, esteem, or rank–another 

participant’s claim, opinion, or person–degrading. 

 

Part 2  

Other social-civic 

communicative 

practices 

Measurement  

Complaining 

 

Complaining was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that 

expressed unhappiness or discontent with an issue, 

policy, or state of affairs. 

 

Questioning 

 

Questioning was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that 

posed questions concerning a particular issue or 

relevant policy (questions of accountability and 

legitimacy). 

 

Advice 

giving/helping 

 

Advice giving/helping was measured based on the 

presence or absence of the following characteristics: 

posts aimed at helping/giving advice to other 

participants.  

 

Storytelling Storytelling was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that tell 

a story/share life experiences with others.  

 

Social talk Social talk was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that 

contained chitchat (e.g. greetings, banter), which did 

not involve any of the other behaviors described above.   

Part 3  
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Expressive 

speech acts 

Measurement 

Anger Anger was measured based on the presence or absence 

of messages conveying participants’ feelings of anger 

(including the various types of secondary emotions) 

were coded as anger.  

 

Sadness Sadness was measured based on the presence or 

absence of messages conveying participants’ feelings 

of sadness (including the various types of secondary 

emotions) were coded as sadness. 

Fear Fear was measured based on the presence or absence 

of messages conveying participants’ feelings of fear 

(including the various types of secondary emotions) 

were coded as fear.  

 

Happiness Happiness was measured based on the presence or 

absence of messages conveying participants’ feelings 

of happiness (including the various types of secondary 

emotions) were coded as happiness.   
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5. Environmental talk in the Chinese Green 

Public Sphere 

A Comparative Analysis of Daily Green Speak Across Three Chinese Online 

Forums  

 

5.1 Introduction7   

This chapter explores empirically how Chinese citizens engage in environmental politics in 

online discussion forums. Most of the current scholarship about the Chinese green public 

sphere focuses on specific environmental events/movements with NGOs (ENGOs) as the 

central public, while everyday talk about environmental issues by everyday citizens (i.e., 

the general public) is underexplored in the context of China. Therefore, this study 

investigates online environmental talk by ordinary Chinese citizens, outside elite circles, 

in what has been labeled as the “green public sphere” (Yang & Calhoun, 2007, p.212). By 

means of a comparative case study, Chinese citizens’ everyday talk about environmental 

issues on three distinct online forums are analyzed, attempting to understand how 

different forums (from explicitly political to non-political ones) influence citizens’ daily 

online green-speak (i.e., everyday discussions on the environment), and the opportunities 

they afford (new forms of) civic engagement.  

The public sphere is a discursive space where private people gather together to 

debate issues of public concern, and public opinion is formed (Habermas, 1989). In 

response to the Habermasian concept of the public sphere, which grew with the rise of 

modernity in European countries, it is argued that a public sphere has never been fostered 

in Chinese history (Brown, 2014). However, this does not mean that the concept of the 

public sphere is not important for Chinese society. In the Chinese context, the public 

sphere is similarly, but more broadly, conceptualized as “a space for public discourse and 

communication” (Yang & Calhoun, 2007, p. 4), which could be critically assessed based on 

                                                 

7 A version of this chapter is published in: Managing Democracy in the Digital Age: Internet Regulation, Social Media 

Use, and Online Civic Engagement, Chapter: 13, Publisher: Springer, Editors: Schwanholz J., Graham T., Stoll PT, 

pp.243-263  
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Habermas’s normative ideals to empirically capture and reflect the changing aspects of 

state-society relations and politics in transitional China. In the environmental arena, 

together with the burgeoning environmental movement, a “green public sphere” has 

emerged (Yang & Calhoun, 2007, p. 2). This refers to space where different publics gather 

to articulate environmental issues, produce and consume green discourses, and rely on 

media for dissemination. 

Environmental movements mushroomed in the 1990s, and, at the same time, the 

internet started to develop in China. The co-evolution of the internet and 

environmentalism has attracted scholarly attention on how the internet was used by 

environmental groups or ENGOs to contribute to green internet culture and social change 

(Yang, 2003a; Sima, 2011; Liu, 2011). As is shown in previous empirical studies, the 

internet has facilitated the growth of a counter-public sphere, which fosters green-speak 

as a counterweight against the discourse of rapid economic development (Yang & Calhoun, 

2007; Sima, 2011).  

In past years, the environmental crisis in China has reached an alarming level, 

signaled by severe air pollution across the country. The environmental problems have not 

only caused public health issues, economic loss, and social unrest but also have challenged 

Chinese leadership in terms of environmental governance. Environmental pollution is not 

only discussed online but has also become a major force in driving people to protest on the 

streets.  

By the end of 2016, the number of internet users had reached 731 million, more than 

half of Chinese population. The internet has become an important tool for ordinary 

Chinese people to seek information and produce public discourse (Zheng and Wu, 2005). 

In the context of the environmental crisis and environmental governance, how the internet 

is used by Chinese citizens to engage informally in environmental politics is a pressing 

research question because institutional mechanisms for citizens to formally participate in 

environmental issues are still inadequate in China (Grano and Zhang, 2016). This study 

attempts to address this question by exploring the way everyday citizens talk about 

environmental issues online, and how this is intertwined with aspects and practices of 

everyday life. It offers, at the micro level, a glimpse into the processes of cultural 

reproduction, social integration, and socialization (Habermas, 1987: 138–139).  
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5.2 Chinese Internet and the Public Sphere in China 

The liberating potential of the Chinese internet, which can potentially mobilize social 

actors to form a civil society online, has been the topic of much debate (Yang, 2003b; Zheng 

& Wu, 2005; Yang, 2009; Jiang, 2010; Lewis, 2013). Zheng and Wu (2005), for example, 

argue that “internet use by the mass public, civil society, the economy, and the 

international community” will foster a democratic transformation in China (p. 510). 

Similarly, Yang (2009) suggests that a “participatory and contentious” Chinese 

cyberculture has emerged with the widespread use of the internet, even under the 

government’s political control (p. 2). He argues that in the context of this cyberspace, 

various creative forms of online activism have developed through which netizens are 

empowered to watch, discuss, and mock political power. They occur in an interactive 

dynamic between ICTs and non-technological factors embedded in Chinese culture, 

society, and politics (Yang, 2009). Moreover, citizen journalists can nowadays use phones 

to record public events and then post the footage online, sometimes even working together 

with traditional media to overcome content control from the party (Xin, 2010). Under the 

censorship system, not every piece of information can be controlled and is controlled. 

According to a study by King et al. (2013), critiques of policy, political leaders, and the 

Chinese government are not strictly censored; heavy censorship is primarily geared 

towards content that aims to mobilize citizens for collective action, no matter whether they 

are supporting or opposing the party-state.  

The Chinese internet is characterized as “a more pluralistic public sphere” because 

of a variety of critical voices expressed by participants (Lewis, 2013, p.22). He (2000) 

suggests that “a private discourse universe” exists in China, which is made up of informal 

conversation within personal networks outside formal public arenas such as official 

meetings, the mass media, and the public forum. In this informal discursive space, 

individuals can express their opinions, which might be competing with the dominant 

official discourses in formal settings. With the rise of ICTs, such private discourse has 

flourished on the internet as citizens go online or use text messages on their mobiles to 

discuss moral controversies and express deviant ideas, thus challenging the hegemony of 

the dominant discourse (He, 2008). Furthermore, powerless groups are enabled to counter 

the power hierarchy in Chinese society by expressing their personal feelings about private 

issues online, bringing these private issues into the public realm in the evolution of 

collective sentiments (Tong, 2015).    
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In spite of the internet’s potential to strengthen civil society in China, some scholars  

doubt whether the internet has had a real political impact, as the Chinese government 

continuously adopts new strategies to deal with the changing internet ecology and direct 

public opinion (Kalathil & Boas, 2003; Morozov, 2011; Sullivan, 2014). When online 

activities evolve, a series of control measures are employed by the state to maintain a 

‘harmonious’ internet, damaging the incipient public sphere, such as computer filtering, 

which is not only a way to control content but also results in self-censorship (Kalathil & 

Boas, 2003). In addition, new censorship tactics are invented to shape online opinion in 

favor of the government such as hiring a ‘water army’ (amateur online commentators) to 

intervene in public discussions (Morozov, 2011).  

Despite various surveillance tactics, it is increasingly challenging for the 

government to censor and control online activities and the expression of opposing views, 

the growth of the number of netizens, and popular forms of participation. Now the majority 

of the Chinese population has access to the internet; small-scale public participation 

becomes common. Wangluo weiguan (网络围观), translated as a “surrounding gaze online” 

(Hu, 2011), enables Chinese citizens to discuss and disseminate political issues in their 

daily use of the internet. Thus, their minimal expressions of preferences and wishes are 

uttered and accumulate into public opinion. Recognizing the complex dynamics between 

open networks and closed regimes in transitional countries, Kalathil and Boas (2003) 

suggest it is necessary to explore further whether the internet will open up these closed 

regimes and if this changes the socio-political and socio-cultural realities, as well as, 

individuals’ everyday lives.  

5.3 Everyday Political Talk as an Agent of Change in Digital Age in China 

To grasp the complexity of Chinese internet culture in the grey areas beyond familiar 

dichotomies between state and citizens, and the political and the non-political, scholars 

argue that it is crucial to conduct in-depth analysis of users’ online activities in relation to 

their everyday life realities (Yang, 2014; Yuan, 2015; Marolt, 2015; Wright et al., 2016). In 

the fragmented Chinese society with economic, regional, and cultural (lifestyle) divides 

(Damm, 2007), individual citizens’ online activities and power struggles at micro levels 

rooted in their everyday life need to be studied to understand the Chinese internet and 

politics. Marolt (2015) points out that “little is known about the ways in which the ‘online’ 

and the ‘offline’ is related in everyday China” (p.5). They affirm individuals’ agency of 

power developed in their everyday life experiences could tell more about why and how they 
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act online, thus providing more empirical evidence to understand whether their 

participation will or will not bring changes to the Chinese society at large.  

To further explore the multi-dimensions of the Chinese internet, Yang (2014) has 

developed an analytical approach called “deep Internet studies”, emphasizing the 

significance of users’ everyday online experiences, including apolitical activities, in 

interpreting political contestation in Chinese digital spaces. Outside the formal political 

realm, popular cultural practices in everyday life have a multitude of political implications. 

The playful and humorous expression of e gao (online spoofs), for example, unlike rational 

debates, enables participants to mock the powerful and foster a sense of grassroots 

community, creating a new way of being political (Meng, 2011). Yu (2007a), therefore, 

argues that “the seemingly apolitical media practices of the consumer masses turned out 

to be political in the end as they influence the way people think about politics, culture and 

society” (p.424).  

Everyday political talk refers to mundane and casual conversations through which 

citizens discuss and negotiate “what the public ought to discuss” outside of the state 

(Mansbridge, 1999, p. 215). People talk about politics every day, which is not aimed at any 

particular goal, but rather merely for the talk itself. By talking about an issue regularly in 

daily life, citizens ultimately obtain opportunities to draw public attention to it. In this 

sense, the activity of talking becomes political in itself because (when discussed online) it 

brings issues worthy of discussion to the public realm. Citizens negotiate issues of concern 

with others at the micro level (through everyday talk) to identify and understand what the 

issues are, how they (the issues in question) might influence their lives, and what changes 

they want in response (from the state). As Kim and Kim (2008) conclude, “everyday 

political talk itself might not be ideally deliberative nor reasonable, but it is perhaps the 

only practical way through which citizens construct and reveal their identities, understand 

others, produce rules and resources for deliberation, enhance their opinions, transform 

the domestic spheres into the public sphere, and bridge their private lives to the political 

world” (p.66).   

These new ways of being political may be even more important in the context of 

China. Unlike Western countries where public participation is institutionalized in civic 

organizations, political participation for grassroots publics in China is unorganized (and 

not institutionalized). In addition, political events organized by citizens themselves are 

often oppressed in China; Chinese citizens turn to the internet to have a voice. Due to the 

lack of formal participatory channels for Chinese citizens, everyday political talk as an 
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effective way for citizens to participate in politics, has more political significance in China 

than in its Western counterparts. In current scholarship about Chinese internet studies, 

‘new media events’ or ‘online events’ (Qiu & Chan, 2011), in which marginalized groups are 

empowered by digital media technologies as counter-publics to challenge the dominant 

discourse, have been amply examined. Political discussions in Chinese digital spaces are 

normally ‘episodic’ (Yang, 2006) and event-specific. However, to understand the nature of 

Chinese citizens’ online political conversations, it is necessary to extend the focus beyond 

event-centric issues to less subversive everyday life politics. As argued by Wright et al. 

(2016), such pre/proto-political talk in everyday life can be considered as a political action 

in and of itself in the context of Chinese society. Recognizing the crucial role of informal 

political conversations in the public sphere and the complex Chinese context, this chapter 

argues that everyday political talk is of great significance as an agent of change for Chinese 

society in the digital age.  

5.4  Political talk about the environment in the Chinese green sphere  

Rapid urbanization has not only created an economic boom in China but has also brought 

numerous environmental problems. In response, the Chinese government has reformed 

its environmental governance strategies, highlighting the importance of public 

participation; i.e., it provides a supportive political atmosphere for public participation in 

Chinese environmental politics. Moreover, citizens’ private concerns for better living 

conditions drive them to participate more in environmental issues even though most of 

them are not motivated by the ambition of democratic participation (Chen et al., 2015).  

Being aware of the important role of the mass public in environmental justice and 

governance, the Chinese government proposed relevant laws and regulations, such as the 

Environmental Impact Assessment Law, to safeguard the publics’ participatory rights in 

environmental policy-making in the past two decades. This laid the foundation for the 

public’s right to effective and direct participation in environmental politics. Nevertheless, 

most of the laws are not implemented very well in reality due to the lack of detailed 

description about how to facilitate public participation and integrate public opinion in 

environmental policy-making (Chen et al., 2015). Furthermore, environmental 

participation is restricted by the top-down institutional structures in China, where the 

party-state is the main actor in making decisions. There are only limited channels for the 

public to voice their opinions in environmental policy-making.  
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A major force representing the public interest in environmental politics are 

Environmental NGOs, which emerged in the 1990s following the booming 

environmentalism in the world. Yang (2005) argues that ENGOs are active in leading the 

public in environmental participation and “open up channels (albeit limited) for citizens 

to participate directly in political processes” (p. 65). With the increasing participatory 

awareness, a “green public sphere” for citizens to debate and express different views has 

emerged in China (Yang & Calhoun, 2007). In the green public sphere, social organizations 

and citizens are the publics producing and consuming green discourse (Yang & Calhoun, 

2007).  

Albeit with the growth of green discourses, there are limitations to the green public 

sphere in China. Eberhardt (2015) finds, in his case study, little discourse about climate 

change by Chinese ordinary citizens in the green public sphere. Most of the green discourse 

is produced and constrained by government and elites such as experts, corporations, and 

ENGOs. Similarly, Sima (2011) argues that the green public sphere fails to involve the 

general public in everyday life, beyond ENGOs, activists, university intellectuals, and 

education sectors. Apparently, the green public sphere in China is not citizen-centric. At 

present, the dilemma of directly and effectively engaging ordinary citizens in debates on 

environmental issues and policies in the green public sphere still exists in China.  

Being popular among a large population in China, the internet may serve as a direct 

channel for citizens to express environmental concerns. In the current green public sphere, 

environmentalists are very aware of the internet’s power and have been using it to engage 

the public in the articulation and dissemination of green-speak, expanding the public 

sphere in relation to environmental problems (Sima, 2011). Considering the limited 

opportunities for individual citizens affected by environmental issues to articulate their 

concerns and produce their own discourse, this paper looks into the potentials of internet 

use to effectively and directly engage the general public in Chinese environmental politics.  

Environmental politics is embedded in multiple aspects of everyday life, such as 

water use, health, waste, energy consumption, air pollution, and other environmental 

impacts to daily life. These environmental issues have attracted a lot of public attention 

from the new middle class in urban China. Compared to other citizens, this relatively well-

educated group has more awareness of public issues and is more concerned about the 

political system in China (Linde and Ekman, 2003). In the setting of everyday life, citizens’ 

claim for environmental rights, mostly, are not directly challenging the political regime. 

They are first and foremost, oriented to solutions for the environmental situation in China. 
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Political talk online thus enables ordinary people to express their ideas about issues 

relevant to their private interest. Furthermore, continuous everyday political talk online 

“prepares citizens, the public sphere and the political system at large for political action” 

(Graham, 2015). In order to see if everyday talk online effectively involves publics in 

Chinese environmental politics, this chapter first investigates the nature of everyday 

environmental talk in three online forums and then explores how the daily green-speak 

made by ordinary citizens shapes the Chinese green public sphere.  

5.5  Methods     

A comparative study of everyday political talk across three different Chinese online forums 

was conducted to better understand how ordinary Chinese citizens talk about 

environmental issues in different digital spaces. The three forums were selected based on 

their distinct features, ranging from a government-run political forum, a mixed 

(commercial-lifestyle) forum to a non-political (a commercial-topical) forum. Such an 

approach allows for a comparison of environmental talk between and across political, non-

political, and mixed forums, providing more insight into the nature of political talk in 

China.  

People.cn’s Qiangguo Luntan (meaning improve China) is hosted by the official 

online media branch of People’s Daily, as a “central propaganda space” (Jiang, 2010). It 

was established by people.cn on May 9, 1999, attempting to provide a space for 

nationalistic protest against NATO’s bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Yugoslavia. In 

line with this tradition of patriotism and nationalistic spirit, the forum was later called 

Qiangguo Luntan and became a platform where people talk about policy issues concerning 

the development of the country. Because it is affiliated to people.cn, this forum is perceived 

by internet users as a public space of authoritative influence where they can expose social 

problems to high officials and push controversial issues into local authorities’ policy 

agenda through higher-rank officials’ attention and pressure (Wang, 2011, p.238). 

Considering all these features, the Qiangguo Luntan was selected as a political discussion 

forum.  

Baidu Tieba, literally a ‘post bar’, was started in 2003 by the Chinese search 

engine company, Baidu. This commercial-lifestyle forum became popular among 

grassroots users because of its entertainment-orientation as a place where people discuss 

games, comics, and other playful/funny stuff. With its popularity among grassroots, 

various non-mainstream subcultures and topics about societal issues emerge in this virtual 

space. In light of the entertaining and grassroots features of the forum, it was selected as a 
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mixed forum. Baidu users can choose to join specific bars (sub-forums) in accordance with 

their interests and hobbies. This commercial-lifestyle forum is open and accessible to every 

individual with internet access. For marginalized or less privileged people, they enjoy equal 

opportunity to make their concerns visible, regardless of their social status in reality. 

However, Baidu Tieba is not an independent space. Users’ practices on the platform are 

both shaped by the state, commercial forces, and the state-corporation dynamics.  

Yaolan is a non-political (commercial-topical) forum, focusing on childcare and 

parenting in China. As embodied by its name ‘Yaolan’, which means cradle in Chinese, the 

commercial-topical forum was established in 1999 to help parents deal with problems in 

different stages of parenthood. It covers topics related to pregnancy, health and nutrition, 

child-care, and education. With access to digital media, young mothers often turn to 

Yaolan when they want to discuss issues concerning parenting and child-care. Although 

these issues tend to be private, they are likely to become issues about public policy as well. 

For instance, discussions about environmental policies sometimes are triggered by family 

stories shared by parents.  

Identifying political talk in non-political spaces, and environmental talk in political 

ones, is in some ways like looking for ‘needles in a haystack’ (Graham, 2008). To overcome 

this problem, keyword searches were used to identify green-speak, which can be found in 

Table 5.1. Based on this set of keywords, threads where green-speak emerged were 

identified; after which, 25 threads per forum were selected. For bbs.people.cn, the sample 

consisted of 584 postings. Discussions on this government-run forum often begin with 

topics of explicit political nature, such as environmental policies, environmental news, 

policy proposals from citizens themselves, and stories told by citizens to complain about a 

particular policy. The Baidu Tieba sample consisted of 846 postings. Everyday 

environmental talk on Baidu Tieba mixed conventional environmental politics with 

people’s life experiences, such as how farmers in rural China deal with post-harvest crops-

burning under environmental regulations, whether it’s reasonable to constrain families to 

buy cars to control air pollution, and what people should do when they discover emission 

of pollutants by industries in their living areas. The sample of environmental talk for the 

Yaolan forum consisted of 467 postings, covering a variety of topics such as air pollution, 

environmental education, and low-carbon lifestyle. These environmental topics mostly 

originated from participants’ private concerns in relation to environmental problems, for 

example, no fireworks for Spring Festival, protecting children from dangers of smog, and 

people’s experience with vehicle restriction rules.  
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Table 5.1: Keyword List for Environmental Talk 

Keywords  English translation 

雾霾/空气污染 Smog/Air pollution 

气候变化/全球变暖 Climate change/Global warming 

沙尘暴 Sandstorm 

节能减排 

Energy conservation and pollution 

reduction 

低碳环保 Low-carbon lifestyle 

车辆限购/单双号限行 

Curbing the purchase of vehicles for 

private use/ Odd-even numbered car 

ban 

Apec 蓝 Apec Blue 

污染企业 Pollution industries 

环保热线/举报电话 Hot-lines for environmental protection 

生态环境/生态保护/环保 

Ecological environment/ Ecological 

protection/Environmental protection 

抗霾行动/抵制雾霾/对抗雾霾 Anti-smog movement/Smog protest 

绿色出行 Green travel 

环保法   Environmental Protection Law  

水污染 Water pollution 

 

To comprehensively capture the participatory characteristics of Chinese citizens in 

political discourses about the environment, a multilayered content analysis was conducted. 

A three-level coding scheme was developed to thoroughly assess the nature and quality of 

online political talk, focusing on the deliberativeness of such talk, other social-civic  speech 
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acts, as well as the use of emotions. The unit of analysis was an individual post, each of 

which was coded at all three levels.  

Drawing on Habermas’s theory of communicative action and the public sphere 

(1984, 1989), level one investigated the deliberativeness of political talk. Inspired by 

Graham’s (2008, 2009) coding scheme, the communicative process and form of discursive 

exchanges were assessed: rationality and continuity of debate; dispositional requirements 

for achieving mutual understanding: reciprocity and sincerity; and the norms of debate: 

discursive equality. Level two coding categories were developed inductively based on a 

pilot study. Moving beyond the normative framework of deliberation, this level focused on 

other communicative forms and speech acts, which include: attention, complaining, 

questioning, storytelling and advice giving/helping. Level three examined the use of 

emotions by participants: anger, sadness, fear, and happiness. To test the consistency of 

the coding scheme, an inter-coder reliability test was conducted. Calculating using Scott’s 

Pi, coefficients met appropriate acceptance levels ranging from .70 to .92 with convergence, 

attention, and questionable sincerity achieving perfect scores.  

5.6  Findings and Discussion  

Level 1 Process of Deliberation  

The first normative condition under investigation was the level of rationality. As Table 5.2 

shows, reasoned claims accounted for 28.8% of Qiangguo Luntan’s postings. while non-

reasoned claims (i.e. assertions) accounted for 47.8% of the sample. Users of this political 

forum often expressed their ideas or claims, but they did not back these with reasoning 

very frequently. On Baidu Tieba, 40% of the postings contained expressions of political 

opinions. Almost half of these were reason-based arguments. Although participants 

expressed opinions less frequently on Baidu Tieba, they were more likely to use reasoning 

to support their claims than Qiangguo Luntan participants. On Yaolan, the expression of 

opinions was not as prevalent as on the other two forums, accounting for only 17.3% of the 

postings. Moreover, using reasoning to support one’s claim was the exception rather than 

the norm, accounting for merely 16% of the postings expressing claims.  
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Table 5.2: Communicative forms across forums (%)   

Communication form Qiangguo Luntan 

(N=584) 

 BaiduTieba 

(N=846) 

Yaolan (N=467) 

Reasoned claims 28.8 20.9 2.8 

Non-reasoned claims 47.8 19.3 14.6 

Reciprocity (Replies) 25.5 40.8 68.3 

Continued debate 8.6 10.2 1.7 

Convergence 0.2 0.5 0 

Degrading 4.1 7.9 0 

Questionable Sincerity 0 0 0 

Note: The total percentages do not add up to 100 because the categories above are not mutually 

exclusive.  

 

Our second indicator was continuity, which requires participants to engage in 

debate until mutual understanding is achieved. This was assessed in two ways, by 

measuring the level of extended debate and convergence. The level of extended debate 

refers to the frequency of continued interaction between participants via the use of 

arguments. So-called strong-strings were identified within threads: a minimum of three 

comments engaged in the exchange of claims (argumentation). By calculating the number 

of postings involved in strong strings, the level of extended debate was measured. As Table 

5.2 reveals, on the Qiangguo Luntan, 8.6 % of the postings were engaged in extended 

debates. In the example below, an extended debate emerged on whether air pollution 

controlling plans impact employment in China.  

Seed Post:   

 

Comments: 
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English translation:  

(Initial argument) Seed post: Some people disagree with the idea of environmental 

protection because this policy forbids local governments to get profits by selling land 

illegally, not really because it slows down the growth of GDP or leads to unemployment…. 

(Opposing Opinion) Participant A: It’s necessary to take economic growth into account 

when working out plans for the environmental protection. All the plans to prevent 

pollutions are created in vain if it goes against economic development…Too much control 

to pollution impacts the economy, which, in turn, constrains environmental protection.  

(Degrading) Participant B: It’s complete nonsense. It’s not worth debating.  

(Rebuttal) Participant C: Why didn’t the government  control environmental pollution 

from the beginning! (Also an example of complaining and questioning) 

(Rebuttal) Participant D (Reply to A): The money allocated to industries to reduce 

pollution are all corrupted by officials in various names...That’s why industries discharge 

pollutants against regulations.  

 

Among all the postings involved in such exchanges, 72 % were reason-based 

arguments, indicating that extended debates were rational and critical. However, the low 

percentage of extended debate indicates that the level of interaction between 

disagreements is very limited on this government-run forum. Regarding convergence, as 

Table 5.2 shows, a very small proportion of the sample, only one thread, achieved 

convergence, with a partial assent expressed by a participant.  
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On Baidu Tieba, 10.2 % of the postings were involved in extended-debates. Such exchanges 

were rational, critical, and reflexive; 81.4 % of the postings involved contained reason-

based arguments. In comparison to Qiangguo Luntan, exchanges of views were more 

likely to develop into extended debates on Baidu Tieba. That said, in both cases, the 

frequency of extended debate was low. In terms of convergence, such debates rarely led to 

commissive speech acts  on Baidu Tieba, with only four postings coded as convergence. 

This is in line with Qiangguo Luntan.  

On Yaolan, very few discussions developed into extended debate and no postings 

were coded for convergence, which was due to the low level of argumentation and the 

infrequent expression of opinions. The Yaolan forum seems to be a space where people are 

more reluctant to express disagreements and debate with one another.  

Next, I looked at the level of reciprocity, which requires participants to listen and 

respond to what others are saying. As Table 5.2 reveals, only 25.5 % of the postings were 

coded as replies in the Qiangguo Luntan. Baidu Tieba participants were more reciprocal 

with 40.8% of the sample coded as replies. It was in Yaolan where there was a high level 

of reciprocity; 68.3% of postings were coded as replies. Yaolan participants were much 

more interactive, and it seems participants connected with each other more than in the 

other two forums. The results here indicate that the level of reciprocity was higher when 

the nature of platform was less political and more social. When people talk about 

environmental issues in a less political or more social space (closer to everyday life 

experience), they become more connected with each other, (potentially) fostering a sense 

of community.   

The fourth indicator was sincerity. Sincerity was examined by identifying acts of 

questionable discursive behavior, gauging the level of perceived sincerity – whether 

participants doubt/challenge the truthfulness/sincerity of other participants. As Table 5.2 

shows, there were no posts coded as questionable sincerity.    

Discursive equality, our fifth indicator, requires participants to respect, recognize, 

and treat each other as equals. Thus, postings were coded for those instances when 

participants actively degraded each other – to lower in character, quality, esteem, or rank. 

Overall, the level of degrading was low across all three forums. In Qiangguo Luntan, 

degrading accounted for only 4.1% of the sample. As the example above shows, User B was 

despising User A’s opinion, saying User A’ comment does not make any sense. The 

interesting thing is 18 of the 24 degrading posts came from one thread. In that thread, it 
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was argued that air quality in Shanghai was even worse in the days of Maoism than it is 

now, provoking a string of degrading exchanges among participants from opposing sides 

of the argument. As the example illustrates, this behavior originates from the severe 

ideological divide between the two camps. 

As Table 5.2 indicates, on Baidu Tieba about 8% of postings contained degrading 

comments. Unlike the governmental and grassroots forums, there were no degrading 

behaviors on Yaolan, suggesting that Yaolan participants respected each other. Indeed, 

based on our qualitative reading of the threads, participants tended to be friendly which in 

turn fostered a social atmosphere. People were encouraged to talk and join discussions on 

Yaolan. For instance, participants often replied: “thanks for joining the discussion”.  

Level 2 Civic Behaviors  

During level two of the analysis, threads were examined for other social-civic behaviors. 

As Table 5.3 shows, complaining and questioning were popular on Qiangguo Luntan, 

representing 21.1% and 8.0% of all postings respectively. Complaining happens when 

participants express dissatisfaction about issues or events related to the environment. 

Questioning is a speech act used by citizens to directly criticize the authorities and pressure 

them to deal with environmental problems. First, complaining was often mixed with 

reasoned arguments, which typically reflected participants’ deep thinking on 

environmental problems. For instance, in a thread about water use, a participant argued 

that it is good and effective to raise public awareness about saving water by charging the 

public for extra water use because Chinese citizens don’t want to spend more money on 

water use; but the user complained about the non-transparent financial management of 

the money the government collected and argued that the government should think about 

investing the money they collect from the public in improving the water quality to secure 

public health due to the severe water pollution. Second, complaining was used in 

combination with questioning the legitimacy of policies or calling for accountability of 

authorities. The joint speech act of complaining and questioning empowered Chinese 

citizens to foster a debate with officials and pressure them to respond to environmental 

issues. In this example, a participant was both complaining and questioning the 

government’s development policy, treatment after pollution, expressing his or her 

discontent with the policy.  

 

Table 5.3: Civic behaviors (via speech acts) across forums (%) 
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Civic behavior Qiangguo 

Luntan (N=584) 

 Baidu Tieba 

(N=846) 

Yaolan (N=467) 

    

Complaining 21.1 18.7 18.2 

Questioning  8.0 3.8 1.1 

Advice giving and help 1.0 4.3 12.2 

Storytelling 

Social talk 

0.5 
1.2 

 

3.3 
24.9 

23.3 
7.9 

 

Note: The total percentages do not add up to 100 because the categories above are not 

mutually exclusive.  

 

In line with Qiangguo Luntan, complaining represented 18.7% of Baidu Tieba’s 

posts. Different from the ‘so-called’ irrational populist voice which Chinese authorities 

tend use to describe complaints from grassroots Chinese citizens, complaints were 

frequently combined with reasoned arguments to criticize the governments’ 

environmental policies. Another type of speech act, questioning, also contributes to 

making public criticism about environmental injustice stronger. Less frequent than on 

Qiangguo Luntan, Baidu Tieba participants too monitored governments’ environmental 

policies (or lack thereof) through questioning, which represented 3.8% of postings.  

In addition to expressing criticism to the government, storytelling, providing 

advice/help, and social talk without political orientations occurred on Baidu Tieba as well. 

As Table 5.3 shows, participants were providing advice/help to each other in 4.3% of the 

sample. For instance, a participant felt puzzled about the accuracy of the city air quality 

index regarding the situation in far suburb rural areas with fewer industries; another 

participant helped him or her by explaining the situation and providing additional 

information. Through advice giving and helping, participants on Baidu Tieba could reach 

a deeper sense of trust for each other, contributing to a friendly atmosphere and a sense of 

community. Besides, storytelling accounted for 3.3% of the postings. In one thread, 

someone posted a photo of themselves in a sandstorm in Xinjiang Province (Northwest 

China). This was followed by more stories in which participants would compare the 
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environment in their hometown (Beijing) with that in Xinjiang. Others showed sympathy 

towards people living in Beijing or felt sad for them. These communicative acts of 

storytelling not only enriched the discussion by providing more background information 

but also created an environment conducive to bonding among participants.  

Conversations on Baidu Tieba sometimes diverged from environmental issues. 

Most of the off-topic postings are intimate conversations (social talk) which are too 

personal to have a political connotation, accounting for almost one-fourth of the sample. 

Intimate conversations happen more frequently on Baidu Tieba than on the other two 

platforms. For example, a participant posted his/her experience of cycling in a thread, 

calling for a low-carbon lifestyle. Participants subsequently engaged in discussion in de-

politicized and social ways such as warning them to cycle carefully and be safe or simply 

asking how much their bicycles cost. Although not explicitly political, these social 

conversations seemed to facilitate connections among participants, strengthening the 

community.  

Similar to Qiangguo Luntan and Baidu Tieba, dissatisfaction about the rapidly 

deteriorating environment and environmental regulations in China was frequently 

expressed through the speech act of complaining on Yaolan. Complaining occurred in 18.2 

% of the sample. Critical questioning about corruption or government policies also 

occurred, but less frequently, representing 1.1 % of all postings. For example, in one thread 

participants were complaining about vehicle registrations via a lottery system and were 

questioning authorities as to why they implemented the vehicle registration policy to 

restrict ordinary Chinese citizens’ right to buy cars and to curb traffic jams in Beijing.  

Advice giving and helping was more frequent on Yaolan than the other two forums, 

representing 12.2 % of the postings. Citizens provided advice and help to others on issues 

such as how to protect children from air pollution or how to save water in daily life, which 

was not only a way to practice their citizenship but also a way to form a sense of community 

among participants. As Table 5.3 indicates, storytelling too was much more prominent on 

Yaolan than on the other two forums, representing nearly a quarter of the sample. Much 

of this came in the form of replies, indicating that Yaolan participants were quite reciprocal 

when engaging in storytelling. As a way to make sense of the world, storytelling empowered 

citizens to form social connections with others. Moreover, as shown in discussions on 

Yaolan, the social connections formed in the process of sharing stories with others can be 

transferred into environmental associations established on the social basis of non-political 

activities. For instance, a participant proposed the idea of establishing an environmental 
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association for Moms after they shared stories about how to protect their children from 

environmental health risks. However, messages of this kind are often censored. Following 

this comment, participants stopped talking about this issue while several postings were 

censored by moderators. It is hard to say whether the censored postings were related to 

the issue of creating this environmental association or not, but postings about the 

formation of such associations/organizations are susceptible to censorship because they 

potentially provoke collective actions to fight against environmental pollution.  

Level 3 Expression of sentiments  

In this section, emotions were investigated to understand the affective dimension of the 

political talk about the environment across forums, attempting to explore the role of 

emotions in everyday environmental talk.  

As Table 5.4 reveals, on the Qiangguo Luntan, 6% of the postings expressed some 

form of negative emotions including anger, fear, and sadness; anger was expressed most 

frequently. According to the results of cross-tabbing emotions with the speech acts 

discussed above, 65 % of complaints were expressed via anger. Much of this was driven by 

public affairs such as government’s ineffectiveness in dealing with environmental 

problems and the implementation of a certain policy. Furthermore, based on closer 

analysis, satirical humor was used by participants and it, sometimes, prompted citizens to 

express negative emotions, like anger. The use of irony was popular among Qiangguo 

Luntan participants to ridicule government’s performance when it comes to protecting the 

environment by seemingly expressing their praise for, and agreement with, the official 

discourse. The satirical expressions helped to draw public’s attention to the issue and 

encouraged changes to deal with environmental problems.    
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Table 5.4 Emotions expressed across forums (%)   

Emotion  QiangguoLuntan 

(N=584) 

 BaiduTieba 

(N=846) 

Yaolan (N=467) 

    

Anger 3.1 12.4 3.2 

Sadness 0.9 2.2 1.3 

Fear  1.9 3.5 6.4 

Happiness 0.2 0.2 0.4 

    

Note: The total percentages do not add up to 100 because the categories above are not mutually 

exclusive.  

 

Emotional expressions were most prominent on Baidu Tieba, in comparison to the 

other two forums, representing 18.2% of the sample. Mostly, they were negative feelings 

such as anger, sadness, and fear. Emotions, typically anger, were often expressed when 

conveying one’s opinion. Furthermore, anger was sometimes expressed when users 

degraded others or when users complained about some issues. Compared to Qiangguo 

Luntan, the expression of fear was slightly more frequent on Baidu Tieba, but still 

representing a very tiny proportion of the sample. Baidu Tieba participants expressed 

anger mostly in response to public matters such as environmental policies, which is similar 

to the government-run forum. When it came to fear, Baidu Tieba participants tended to be 

worried about environmental issues in relation to their private life. For example, a 

participant saw air quality warnings in her hometown; she expressed her feeling of panic. 

Such fears differed from those expressed by Qiangguo Luntan participants, which were 

more connected to the implementation of certain policies. Similar to Qiangguo Luntan, 

satirical humor was used when discussing the environment on Baidu Tieba. Witty 

language and sarcastic jokes were used to make fun of the bad environmental situation and 

criticize officials’ corruption and the government’s policies. Besides, satirical words 

sometimes triggered the expression of anger. In addition to political satire, participants 
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used humor as a form of entertainment on Baidu Tieba by telling e.g. jokes, which seemed 

to foster and maintain their sense of community and shared identity as grassroots publics.  

On the Yaolan forum, emotions were expressed in 11.3 % of the postings, less 

frequent than on the grassroots forum, Baidu Tieba, but more frequent than on the 

political forum, Qiangguo Luntan. Unlike the other two forums, Yaolan participants 

expressed fear more than other emotions. Based on a closer examination, 18.8 % of the 

sentiment of fear was expressed when participants were complaining about the 

deteriorating environment in China. For example, participant A commented: This is too 

horrific. The air people breathe is not clean anymore. Participant B replied: “Alarming 

phenomenon! Will life disappear from earth someday”?  The second prominent emotion 

expressed on Yaolan was anger, 67 % of which was expressed via complaining. The feelings 

of fear and anger were, mostly, triggered by their concerns about their own life impacted 

by environmental problems. Yaolan participants too expressed their feelings and attitudes 

towards the environmental issues via humor. Instead of criticizing the government, humor 

was used to make fun of the poor environmental quality, creating a funny and friendly 

atmosphere, again connecting participants, fostering a sense of community.  

5.7  Conclusion 

Everyday environmental talk online expands the green public sphere to the very grassroots 

level, in which average citizens are the main actors to produce green discourses, instead of 

the authorities, elites, corporations, and/or social organizations. With the rise of internet 

use and the relatively loose political climate regarding environmental reform, ordinary 

Chinese citizens are provided with more freedom to voice their true opinions and passions 

about environmental issues in the public sphere. A type of environmentalism based on 

ordinary citizens’ voice is emerging in the online green sphere.  

Based on the findings of this empirical study, everyday political talk about 

environmental issues in Chinese digital spaces does not necessarily lead to ‘deliberative’ 

talk and mutual understanding among netizens, which is the ‘core’ of the ‘public sphere’. 

Rather, it gives rise to multiple forms of civic engagement and reveals a variety of 

grassroots forces from ordinary individuals in the everyday green public sphere. Citizens 

were active in voicing their opinions and showing their attitudes about environmental 

issues in China, although extended, rational-critical debate among netizens on the three 

forums was infrequent. Rather, average citizens tended to engage in environmental politics 

through other social-civic communicative forms in the green public sphere. For instance, 
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Chinese citizens were involved in everyday political contention, challenging the authorities 

through their daily expression of complaints and anger about environmental degradation 

and the government’s ineffective environmental policies, especially on the Qiangguo 

Luntan. More frequently, citizens did not confront the state power directly, but rather they 

shared their everyday life stories and feelings on the environmental crisis with others, 

bonding people together. On Baidu Tieba and Yaolan, participants circumvented 

censorship from forum moderators by discussing environmental issues in a latent and less 

confrontational way. These non-deliberative acts help to make personal issues into public 

issues, transform ordinary citizens into engaged publics, and fostering a sense of 

community among participants, as a new way of being political. The weak ties formed in 

these interpersonal exchanges might generate new associational spaces expanding the 

networked green public sphere and allowing for greater individual agency by citizens. In 

these digital spaces, Chinese citizens showed their willingness and desire to participate in 

the policy-making process about environmental issues. Moreover, it opens up spaces for 

ordinary Chinese people to develop their everyday citizenship via mundane online 

practices of providing advice/help on what to do to improve the environmental situation 

within the realm of their private everyday life, which was quite common on the mixed and 

the non-political forums.  

The three forums clearly provide different contexts for daily political talk about 

environmental issues due to their diverging affordances. Qiangguo Luntan, the 

government-supported online forum, provides a political space where citizens interested 

in policy and politics can go to discuss environmental issues on a daily basis. As observed, 

citizens complained a lot about environmental policies and corruption involving 

authorities in the field of environmental protection and expressed their worries about the 

implementation of environmental policies by local governments, without directly 

challenging the central party-state. In this political space closely connected to the state, 

citizens enjoy the freedom to discuss and criticize environmental policies and possibly 

influence policy interpretation and implementation. However, citizens do not have a 

chance to influence directly the process of environmental policymaking because they 

cannot interact with policy-makers on this government-run forum.  Therefore, Qiangguo 

Luntan, actually, helps the government to enhance their transparency, meanwhile opening 

up opportunities for everyday political talk about the environment, but it lacks direct 

channels for Chinese citizens to hold their government accountable.   
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Yaolan, a non-political forum, offers Chinese citizens a private context to discuss 

environmental issues encountered in their everyday life. In most cases, political talk about 

environmental issues emerged when citizens discussed issues concerning their personal 

interests. In this non-political space, private everyday talk about environmental issues is a 

mechanism for citizens to discuss concrete environmental problems and policies affecting 

their life. By doing so, these become public, and inspire citizens to think about what they 

can do themselves to improve the environment. Here, everyday political talk can help 

citizens find ways to hold authorities accountable, without provoking resistance against 

the regime. However, all the environmental issues citizens talked about were mainly what 

middle-class citizens face within the urban setting, such as air quality in cities, green 

lifestyle, and the purchase of a car. The green discourse formed in this non-political space 

remains exclusive to some extent because it failed to address the issues lower-class people 

like rural residents and the disadvantaged in cities face in their daily life.  

Baidu Tieba, a mixed forum, provides citizens both public and private context to 

practice everyday political talk about environmental issues. In this overlapping space 

between the political and non-political realm, citizens talked about environmental policy 

issues based on their life experiences and also discussed private issues concerning 

environmental problems. Participants not only criticized environmental policies , they also 

shared environmental problems they encountered in their personal lives and made them 

visible to the public via multiple civic behaviors. On this platform, everyday environmental 

talk is a mechanism to empower and vitalize bottom-up forces from ordinary citizens. 

Environmental talk, sometimes, developed into talk about flaws of the regime and calls for 

democratic change. In addition, this grassroots platform included the voice from lower-

class residents, talking about water pollution, pollutant factories, and certain policies 

which affect people’s lives in county-level cities and rural regions.  

Although the internet opens up an everyday and continuous space for political 

discourse and civic expression on environmental issues in China, the everyday green public 

*sphere is not independent. On the one hand, everyday environmental talk on the internet 

is subject to surveillance strategies implied by the state to limit the power of the internet 

in facilitating civic engagement in the Chinese green public sphere. For example, when 

citizens discuss forming an environmental protection association among individual 

parents, the relevant content was censored on Yaolan. On the other hand, commercial 

forces do not always play a helpful role in assisting the development of the everyday green 

public sphere in China. As found on the commercial forums, Yaolan and Baidu Tieba, 
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some of the users who joined the discussions on environmental issues, actually, aimed to 

promote their products, such as air purifiers or healthy food, for private profits. Moreover, 

the commercial interests of the platforms sometimes cause submission to the state power 

to avoid conflicts with the government, at the cost of public values. For example, politically 

mobilizing content was very strictly controlled on the non-political, commercial forum, 

Yaolan.  

Despite the intervention of state and commercial power into the everyday green 

public sphere, we still can see the changes of state-society relations in the context of 

environmental crisis and governance in China. In digital spaces, general Chinese publics 

are very active in expressing their ideas, views, emotions, and proposing suggestions to 

avoid environmental degradation, be it political space or non-political space. Their 

discussion about what should be considered and receive public attention in the green 

public sphere is not only a channel for the policy-makers to get feedback about public 

concern on environmental issues but also a way for average citizens to build and practice 

their participatory capacity in environmental politics. Everyday environmental talk online 

serves as an informal mechanism for citizens to directly participate in environmental 

politics in China. This informal mechanism potentially signals new ways to involve the 

public in the politics of other social arenas as well.  
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6. Informing the government or fostering 

public debate? 

How Chinese discussion forums open up new spaces of deliberation 

 

6.1 Introduction 

The internet has evolved fast in China in the last 25 years and is now widely used among 

more than half of the Chinese population (CNNIC, 2017), penetrating into many aspects of 

Chinese people’s everyday lives. Scholars have long debated the extent to which this has 

brought about political change in China. Net enthusiasts claim that the internet has 

facilitated the growth of civil society and the expansion of the public sphere, despite the 

government’s tight measures to control it (Yang, 2003b; Zheng & Wu, 2005; Yang, 2009; 

Jiang, 2010b). Pessimists argue that the government adopted the Chinese internet as a tool 

of authoritarian control and propaganda to win legitimacy and sustain the resilience of the 

regime (Kalathil & Boas, 2003; Mackinnon, 2011; Morozov, 2011; Schlæger & Jiang, 2014; 

Esarey, 2015). More recently, studies reflect upon the limitations of such narratives 

(resistance vs. control), paying attention to the multiple modes of communication and 

diverse actors within Chinese cyberspace (Jiang, 2016; Han, 2015b). This chapter builds 

upon this argument by moving research beyond the state-civil society dichotomy and 

paying attention to politically disorganized citizen actors in public health politics. It 

analyses how average Chinese citizens use the internet to get engaged in political issues 

and claim civic agency, as well as how they negotiate with established power structures at 

the micro-level thru their everyday talk about public health issues.   

Unlike Western democracies where citizens can participate in civic organizations, 

voting, and formal forums for engaging in politics, it is difficult for ordinary Chinese 

citizens to articulate their concerns about public issues through civic organizations or other 

formal means of political participation. However, if the state considers it in the public 

interest, it provokes and channels debate in a controlled manner. In 2009, the government 

invited citizens to participate in the policy-making process of healthcare reform through 

online portals established for this reason. However, these online consultation channels 

mainly provided access to privileged groups in society. Moreover, they gathered feedback 

rather than engaging citizens in broader processes of deliberation (Kornreich et al., 2012).  
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Due to the lack of physical spaces and limited online spaces for participation, 

Chinese citizens tend to participate in politics through informal networks of relations. In 

these unofficial spaces, citizens can circumvent heavy censorship of social protest in their 

everyday conversations (Liu, 2017). Given the lack of formal spaces to engage with and 

participate in healthcare policy-making, internet-based communications may create a 

public space for ordinary citizens to discuss this and to negotiate issues with the 

established order. In this chapter, such spaces are investigated by exploring how ordinary 

Chinese citizens engage in politics through everyday online political talk about public 

health issues. Does this serve as a way to strengthen the public’s position in (healthcare) 

governance? More specifically, how do average citizens talk about healthcare issues online, 

and how does this intertwine with aspects and practices of everyday life? Addressing such 

questions provides us a glimpse, at the micro-level, into the lifeworld: its interpersonal 

relations, social interactions, and cultural context (Habermas, 1987, p.138).    

6.2 The Position of the Public in Healthcare Governance  

As one of the important public issues in China, healthcare reform has been widely 

discussed in recent years. After market-led reform during the 1980s and 1990s, the 

rebuilding of the social insurance system in the late 1990s, and the New Healthcare Reform 

in 2009, which expanded people’s access to healthcare, the healthcare system still faces 

serious problems. Chinese citizens shoulder a large share of healthcare costs, and the 

financial burden varies widely among households with different socioeconomic status. The 

healthcare system privileges urban employees over unemployed urban residents, migrant 

workers, and the rural population. Besides, market incentives have led to rising medical 

fees, and even worse, unethical medical practices such as bribery and over-prescription. In 

recent years, disputes between patients and doctors have been escalating, sometimes even 

triggering violence in hospitals. In the end, to meet the healthcare needs of the broader 

population much remains to be improved with healthcare governance in China. 

According to the World Health Organization (2007), a sound healthcare system is 

composed of a set of regulations, institutions, and actors; the government is to direct the 

whole system and build a coalition among all actors. In the Chinese case, the relationships 

across healthcare providers, citizens (patients), and different levels of government (e.g., 

local governments) are important determinants of the governance structure (Ramesh, He 

& Wu, 2012). In the healthcare system, citizens/patients are the most vulnerable actor, in 

relation to both local governments and healthcare service providers, due to the limited 

channels available for mobilizing and organizing collective action (Ramesh, He & Wu, 
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2012). The government’s capacity to supervise and control has been weakened since it 

reduced the subsidies for healthcare providers and public hospitals were given autonomy 

to pursue their interests during the transition to a market economy. As a consequence, 

voice and participation from citizens are extremely important for the central government 

in holding local governments accountable for delivering healthcare services and 

supervising providers in the various regions, thus winning legitimacy for CCP’s rule. 

Therefore, public participation plays a crucial role in the complex governance structure of 

healthcare.  

In China, it is difficult for citizens to organize collective action in the public sphere, 

and there are no elective campaigns where parties or groups can raise and bring 

controversial issues into the public realm. Before the 2000s, public debate on healthcare 

policy was virtually nonexistent (Duckett & Langer, 2013). The outbreak of SARS, however, 

in 2003, exposed many flaws in the public health sector. In 2009, the public was invited to 

participate in the policy-making process of healthcare reform. Because the public 

discussion process involved the interests of various stakeholders, it was termed as 

“healthcare democracy” (Liu, 2009). During this process, the internet played a helpful role 

in engaging the general public. At the early stage, public criticism and grievances about the 

healthcare system on the internet pressured the government to take actions to reform 

(Korolev, 2014). Moreover, online platforms were established by the government to listen 

to ordinary people’s views on healthcare reform at different stages of policy-making (Balla, 

2014; Korolev, 2014; Kornreich et al., 2012). Chinese citizens were able to express their 

concerns to the government (Korolev, 2014), practice democratic values and articulate 

their preferences (Balla, 2014), and give feedback to healthcare policy (Kornreich et al., 

2012) through e-government platforms. Nevertheless, the online portals only offered 

citizens the chance to respond to the government’s policy; citizen deliberation on 

healthcare issues, in general, was not promoted (Kornreich et al., 2012). Moreover, the 

online consultation was a communication process between the government and selected 

citizens who tended to come from a well-educated urban middle class (Balla, 2014). 

With such a narrow space opened up for ordinary people to participate in healthcare 

policy-making, whether and how the internet can help to strengthen the public’s position 

in healthcare governance remains a question worthy of scholarly attention. This chapter 

moves beyond the government-initiated and -organized online consultation platforms, by 

instead focusing on informal online spaces where ordinary Chinese citizens conduct casual 
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conversations about their everyday life experiences and where political talk emerges. It 

investigates the civic and participatory opportunities that such spaces open up. 

6.3 The Chinese Internet and the Public Sphere  

In recent years, the unequal distribution of resources in China has resulted in social 

tensions and therefore poses great challenges to the legitimacy of the Chinese government. 

As Chinese citizens become more and more aware of their rights, their claims for social 

equality and justice grow. With the rapid expansion of ICTs, there has been growing 

scholarly debate about the internet’s implications for Chinese politics and society. Some 

view the internet as a tool for facilitating political change. They argue that the internet has 

not only provided users with access to the pluralist framing of issues (Tang & Huhe, 2014; 

Lewis, 2013) but it has also strengthened the connectedness of civic networks (Yang, 2003, 

2007). Moreover, it has nurtured a contentious and participatory cyber-culture (Yang, 

2009), opened up spaces for public deliberation (Jiang, 2010b), and promoted the growth 

of the public sphere and civil society (Zheng & Wu, 2005).  

However, others believe that the Chinese internet is merely a tool for authoritarian 

control. Facing the challenges brought about by the digital world, the Chinese government 

has developed controlling strategies such as applying computer filtering to censor sensitive 

topics, encouraging self-censorship, and harshly cracking down on dissidents (Kalathil & 

Boas, 2003) to maintain power and stability. Although netizens may feel that they are 

gaining more freedom of speech compared to the closed authoritarian period, they are still 

monitored and censored to the extent that any information or activity that is potentially 

threatening the stability of the state, is not allowed to exist on the internet. Mackinnon 

(2011) defines this as “networked authoritarianism” (p.33). Similarly, King et al. (2013) 

find that the government tolerates expressions of general social criticism online but 

oppresses activities aimed at mobilizing collective action. 

In response to the changing internet ecology, the government has updated their 

online strategies, moving beyond censorship by taking a proactive role. For instance, new 

tactics are used to shape online opinion in favor of the government by hiring online 

commentators–the ‘water army’ or ‘fifty-cent army’–to intervene in public discussions 

(Morozov, 2011; King et al., 2013). The government too has been taking more proactive 

measures to maintain social stability such as pushing local officials online to interact with 

netizens via e-government programs. Schlæger and Jiang (2014, p.18), for example, show 

that official microblogging functions more like a reinforcement of the existing power 
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arrangements in order to ‘produce politics as usual’. It enhances the regime’s resilience in 

the short run rather than bringing about any organizational changes. Likewise, Esarey 

(2015, p.95) suggests that governmental microbloggers’ interaction with netizens may help 

the government maintain the ‘political status quo’ but the effectiveness is limited if officials 

do not engage with critical publics. To some extent, these adaptive strategies have 

contributed to government legitimacy, but only with limited effects. Moreover, the Chinese 

government is accommodating public criticism into its policy agenda by responding to 

online public opinion, which indeed helps to improve governance and avoid social unrest 

(Hassid, 2015). All these accommodating measures contribute to maintaining social 

stability to some extent, winning legitimacy for the regime in the short run at least.   

So far, the literature on state-society relations in the digital age has demonstrated 

the empowerment effect of the internet while, at the same time, it has revealed internet 

adoption strategies aimed at enhancing the resilience of the state. Acknowledging this body 

of research on the internet, politics, and society in China, scholars have called for a new 

framework for rethinking the complex and plural nature of the Chinese internet. As Han’s 

(2015b) study shows, various social actors can influence the process of public opinion 

formation. For instance, the ‘voluntary fifty-cent army’, who are not enthusiastic about 

political contention nor supportive of state propaganda, are influential in the process of 

public deliberation. Discussing the heterogeneous components of the Chinese internet, 

Jiang (2016) similarly calls for a more sophisticated framework that pays closer attention 

to both the plurality of actors who influence “the internet as a civic space” (Dahlgren, 2015) 

and the political power that exerts its influence on society at the micro-level. To address 

these issues, this chapter moves beyond the state-civil society dichotomy by focusing on 

the everyday negotiations among citizens, commercial forces, and political power at the 

micro-level through everyday online political talk.  

6.4 Online Spaces and Everyday Political Talk in China  

Coleman (2007, p.57) asserts that beyond the formally political there are “potential spaces 

of democracy” in the setting of everyday life where ordinary individuals can actively 

negotiate with power in more personal ways. According to Coleman, media can open up 

temporary political spaces for citizens to meet strangers, encounter others, and understand 

one another. Nowadays, the internet has become a preferred medium of everyday 

communication. As it becomes an inextricable element of people’s everyday life, online 

networks create new social spaces for citizens to meet and encounter one another. 

Moreover, such spaces not only bring social opportunities for internet users but also, they 
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shape citizens’ public life. Papacharissi (2010) has suggested that internet-enabled 

everyday practices constitute a historically new social realm for citizens’ civic/political 

engagement.  

Such online networks and communicative spaces may be of more significance in the 

Chinese context than in Western countries. Unlike liberal democracies where public 

participation tends to be institutionalized by civic organizations, political participation for 

ordinary citizens in China is unorganized and un-institutionalized. In light of the lack of 

physical spaces of participation, everyday digital practices may open up more civic 

engagement opportunities for citizens. Drawing upon broader notions of politics, scholars 

have already observed new and innovative ways of being political in mundane online 

practices by Chinese netizens. For example, Weibo activists use depoliticized discourse to 

articulate their claims and contest the hegemony of official discourses (Gleiss, 2015). 

Additionally, popular cultural practices of online spoofs (Meng, 2011) and online carnivals 

(Herold, 2011) enable participants to express social criticism against the existing power 

structures and foster a grassroots civic culture.  

However, scholarship in Chinese internet studies ignores a popular form of civic 

practice: casual political talk that takes place in everyday online spaces that are not 

ostensibly political. As a low threshold form of political engagement, political talk opens 

up opportunities for everyday citizens to engage in politics. It is more accessible to lay 

citizens, including marginalized groups, than deliberation in formal settings (Zhang, 

2010). Moreover, ordinary political conversations bridge the personal sphere and the 

political sphere, creating a more integrated lifeworld (Wyatt, Katz & Kim, 2000) where 

citizens can develop their subjectivities and understand others (Kim & Kim, 2008). Also, 

everyday political talk prepares citizens to conduct formal deliberations by helping them 

to “work out their preferences, try out justifications for them, and develop confidence 

about performing in the public arena” (Conover & Searing, 2005, p.281). Thus, this chapter 

investigates how ordinary Chinese citizens develop and practice their civic subjectivity thru 

political talk in (everyday) online discussion forums.  

6.5 Research Focus and Methodology  

Damm (2007) points out that the Chinese internet is fragmented and localized and 

permeated by urban and consumerist lifestyles. This does not encourage citizens to pursue 

radical democratic change, but rather promotes the rise of personal and identity politics. 

This chapter moves away from such a dichotomous understanding of state-society 
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dynamics by exploring the less subversive communicative practices of the everyday sphere. 

These do not necessarily have any political goal nor do they involve the state, but yet they 

contribute to the development of citizens’ subjectivity and civic agency. Such an approach 

focuses on mundane political conversations about public health issues that occur online 

and bear the social-civic culture where those communicative practices take place.  

An inclusive approach for analyzing the nature of such talk was adopted, which 

involves both its deliberative qualities and its diverse informal, everyday characteristics. 

First  the deliberativeness of political talk was assessed by applying criteria developed from 

Habermas’s theory of communicative action and the public sphere (1984, 1989). By doing 

so, this chapter explores how the socio-cultural background in China supports or conflicts 

with Western deliberative ideals. Then, beyond the confines of a (Western) normative 

framework of deliberation, other social-civic communicative forms originating from the 

informal characteristics of everyday political talk in China are examined. Taking the social-

cultural dimensions that anchor practices of everyday political talk into account, enables 

us to construct a more grounded model of deliberation and the (online) public sphere in 

China. Consequently, the following research questions are addressed:  

RQ1. To what extent does political talk in Chinese online spaces meet the conditions of 

deliberation as outlined in Habermas’s public sphere theory?  

RQ2. What other social-civic and emotional communicative forms, beyond the framework 

of deliberation, emerge during political talk?  

 

Three Chinese-speaking discussion forums, each with distinctive characteristics, 

were selected: a government-run political forum, a commercial-lifestyle forum that mixes 

politics with lifestyle issues, and a seemingly non-political commercial-topical forum 

dedicated to giving advice about parenting. The comparative analysis of political talk thus 

ranges from the center to the periphery of politics. The latter two forums are not obviously 

political but are primarily concerned with lifestyle issues such as popular culture, 

parenting, and childcare. Sometimes, during the course of everyday talk, these spaces 

become political through the connections participants make between their everyday lives 

and the political and social issues of the day. The differences and similarities that emerge 

from our comparative analysis allow us to better understand and explain the (new) 

communicative practices emerging in everyday online spaces. With the comparative 

analysis, the final research question is addressed:  



Informing the government or fostering public debate? 

 

 116 

RQ3. How do the forum’s character and characteristics impact the nature of everyday 

political talk?   

Three Cases 

Qiangguo Luntan (Strengthening the Nation Forum), a political forum, is hosted by the 

official online media branch of People’s Daily, as a “central propaganda space” (Jiang, 

2010b). It was established by people.cn on May 9, 1999, attempting to provide a space for 

nationalistic protest against NATO’s bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Yugoslavia. In 

line with this tradition of patriotism and nationalistic spirit, the discussion forum was later 

called Qiangguo Luntan and became a platform where people talk about policy issues 

concerning the development of the country. It now functions as a feedback mechanism for 

the central government, collecting citizens’ opinions about public policies and local 

developments. As a state-run forum, it was perceived by citizens as a place where the 

government can hear their voice in politics.  

Baidu Tieba (called ‘Tieba’ below), literally a ‘post bar’, was started in 2003 by the 

Chinese search engine company, Baidu. This commercial-lifestyle forum, which is open 

and accessible to every individual, became popular among grassroots users because of its 

entertainment-orientation. It provides a social hub for citizens to come together, 

discussing playful/funny stuff (such as games and comics) and other lifestyle matters. With 

its popularity among grassroots and various non-mainstream subcultures, political talk 

about societal issues often emerges in this online space.  

Yaolan, a non-political forum established in 1999, focuses on childcare and 

parenting in China. As embodied by its name, which means cradle in Chinese, it is a 

commercial-topical forum, aiming to help parents deal with problems in different stages 

of parenthood. The website covers topics related to pregnancy, health and nutrition, 

childcare, education, and parenting in general.  

Sampling 

Identifying political talk about public health issues in non-political spaces is like looking 

for “needles in a haystack” (Graham, 2008). To overcome this problem, keyword searches 

were used to identify potential threads where political talk about public health issues may 

have emerged (see Appendix 6.1). Using established procedures for identifying political 

talk (Graham 2008, pp. 22-23), 25 threads per forum were randomly selected. For 

Qiangguo Luntan, the sample consisted of 610 posts. Discussions on this political forum 
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often begin with explicitly political topics such as public health policies, relevant policy 

proposals and news. Tieba’s sample consisted of 1096 posts. Everyday talk on Tieba tended 

to mix conventional public health politics with people’s personal experiences of public 

health issues. The sample of political talk about public health topics from Yaolan consisted 

of 472 posts, mostly originating from participants’ private concerns about public health 

issues.  

Content Analysis 

A content analysis was adopted as the primary method for examining the nature of online 

political talk. It consisted of a three-part coding scheme aimed at assessing the 

deliberativeness of political talk while capturing and examining other social-civic and 

emotional communicative practices (see Appendix 6.2 for an overview). The unit of 

analysis was an individual post, and the context unit of analysis was the discussion thread 

in which a post was situated.  

Drawing on Habermas’s theory of communicative action and the public sphere 

(1984, 1989), and inspired by Graham’s (2008) coding scheme developed for analyzing 

political talk online, the deliberativeness of political talk was evaluated by operationalizing 

the following normative conditions: the process of rational-critical debate (rationality, 

continuity, and convergence), dispositional requirements for achieving mutual 

understanding (reciprocity and sincerity), and the norms of debate (namely discursive 

equality). Subsequently, the coding scheme moved beyond the normative framework of 

deliberation by applying two more groups of coding categories, which are rooted in the 

results of a pilot study and a literature review. These include: social-civic communicative 

forms: (complaining, questioning, storytelling, advice giving/helping, and social talk) 

and emotions: (anger, sadness, fear, and happiness).  

To improve the reliability of the coding scheme, different correcting measures were 

adopted at different stages of development. As mentioned above, a pilot study was done to 

test the initial coding scheme for functionality, to see whether the normative indicators 

could be operationalized to code posts on Chinese forums, and to observe and identify new 

communicative practices. Subsequently, an inter-coder reliability test was conducted to 

test the consistency of the coding scheme. Calculated using Scott’s Pi, coefficients met 

appropriate acceptance levels ranging from .70 to .92 with convergence and questionable 

sincerity achieving perfect scores.  

6.6 Findings 
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Level 1: Normative conditions of deliberation 

The first indicator under investigation was the level of rationality – the extent to which 

opinion expressions were supported by reasoning and the use of external evidence. It was 

assessed by calculating the number of reasoned claims in relation to the total number of 

claims made. As Table 6.1 indicates, expressing a position or stating a claim accounted for 

roughly two-thirds of the posts in Qiangguo Luntan (66.1%). Providing reasoning and 

evidence (especially the use of facts and sources) to support one’s claim accounted for 

slightly more than half of these posts (34.1%), while assertions were slightly less frequent 

at 32%. In other words, Qiangguo Luntan participants often expressed their opinions 

about public health issues, which tended to be backed by reasoning and external evidence. 

On Tieba, users expressed viewpoints less frequently compared to Qiangguo Luntan, 

representing 45.1% of Tieba posts. When Tieba users expressed opinions, they were 

slightly less rational than Qiangguo Luntan users. On Yaolan, opinion expression was 

even less frequent, representing 42.8% of all posts. Unlike Qiangguo Luntan and Tieba 

participants, opinions were primarily expressed via the use of assertions, accounting for 

30.1% of all posts compared to 12.7% for reasoned claims.   

 

Table 6.1: Indicators of Deliberation (%)   

Indicator Qiangguo 

Luntan 

(N=610) 

Tieba 

(N=1096) 

Yaolan 

(N=472) 

Reasoned claims 34.1 21.4 12.7 

Non-reasoned claims 32.0 23.7 30.1 

Reciprocity (Replies) 12.8 57.6 69.9 

Continuity 6.7 19.7 0.0 

Convergence 0.0 0.8 0.0 

Questionable sincerity 

Degrading 

0.0 

1.5 

0.0 

4.7 

0.0 

0.0 
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Note: The total percentages do not add up to 100 because the categories above are not 

mutually exclusive.  

 

The second indicator was reciprocity, which requires participants to read and 

respond to each other’s posts. As Table 6.1 reveals, the level of replies was low in Qiangguo 

Luntan, accounting for 12.8% of posts. However, reciprocity was much higher in both the 

commercial-lifestyle and commercial-topical forums. On Tieba, replies represented 57.6% 

of the sample while on Yaolan roughly 70% of posts were replies. Overall, the results 

suggest that when people talk about healthcare issues in less ‘political’ spaces that 

primarily have a social purpose instead and are grounded in everyday life, they engage 

more with each other, (potentially) fostering an online community.   

The next indicators were continuity and convergence, which require that the 

exchange of claims continue until understanding or some form of agreement 

(convergence) is achieved. The level of extended debate refers to the frequency of 

continued interaction between participants via the use of arguments. Strong-strings, i.e. 

continued exchange of reasoned claims were identified (see Appendix 6.2). By calculating 

the number of posts involved in strong-strings, the level of extended debate was measured. 

As Table 6.1 shows, only 6.7% of the posts were part of extended political debates on 

Qiangguo Luntan. Moreover, none of these exchanges ended in any form of convergence. 

We found that extended debate among participants only occurred when it involved a 

controversial policy proposal or healthcare regulation. On Tieba, exchange of claims was 

relatively frequent, accounting for almost one-fifth of posts. Tieba participants actively 

engaged in public debates about healthcare reform, namely the unethical practices in 

hospitals and the severe tension between doctors and patients. However, extended debate 

rarely led to the convergence of opinions. Differing from Tieba, political talk on Yaolan 

rarely developed into extended debates and no posts were coded as convergence. 

The fifth indicator was sincerity. Sincerity was measured by identifying acts of 

questionable sincerity, gauging the level of perceived sincerity – whether participants 

doubt/challenge the truthfulness/sincerity of other participants. As Table 6.1 shows, no 

posts were coded as questionable sincerity, suggesting that participants were perceived as 

sincere in all three forums. However, it is essential to make the caveat that this analysis is 

not able to detect the potential presence of hired online commentators (water/fifty-cent 
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army). Such commentators are of course likely to speak in seemingly sincere ways to 

persuade common netizens to accept their pro-government ideas (Han, 2015c).  

Discursive equality, our sixth indicator, requires participants to respect, recognize, 

and treat each other as equals. Thus, posts were coded for those instances when 

participants actively degraded each other – to lower in character, quality, esteem, or rank. 

Overall, the level of degrading was low across all three forums. As Table 6.1 reveals, on 

Qiangguo Luntan, only 1.5% of posts were coded as degrading, suggesting a high-level of 

civility among participants. On Tieba, 4.7% of posts contained degrading comments, which 

were typically directed at people with opposing political views. However, degrading 

comments often led recipients to provide more reasoning and external evidence to support 

their claims, thus increasing the level of rationality and extended debate.  In other words, 

although uncivil behaviors were exhibited, they did not necessarily harm public debate on 

Tieba. Finally, there were no posts coded as degrading on Yaolan. Overall, acts of 

inequality by participants in all three forums were infrequent.   

Level 2: Other social-civic communicative practices  

Moving beyond the normative conditions of deliberation, the use of other social-civic 

communicative practices is also examined. Complaining is a way for citizens to express 

their public concerns, functioning as a form of the citizens’ dialogue with powerful 

institutions. It is a type of civic behavior through which citizens attempt to indirectly push 

people exerting power or authority to enact social changes. Due to the lack of direct 

channels for Chinese citizens to influence and participate in political decision-making, 

mass complaining online often functions as an indirect force for political change in the 

internet era. Questioning too is another speech act used by Chinese citizens to criticize 

authorities and pressure them into dealing with social problems.  

 

Table 6.2: Other Social-civic Communicative Practices (%)  

Civic behavior Qiangguo 

Luntan (N=610) 

 Tieba (N=1096) Yaolan (N=472) 

    

Complaining 32.1 16.1 15.9 
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Questioning  3.6 0.3 0.6 

Advice giving/helping 0.5 3.5 13.6 

Storytelling 

Social talk 

7.0 

4.4 

 

20.7 

6.7 

29.7 

10.2 

 

Note: The total percentages do not add up to 100 because the categories above are not 

mutually exclusive.  

 

As Table 6.2 indicates, complaining and questioning were most common on the 

political forum Qiangguo Luntan. These were present in 32.1% and 3.6% of the posts 

respectively. According to cross-tabulations, more than half of the posts coded as 

complaining were used in conjunction with reasoned claims or assertions as a means of 

expressing participants’ critical views on public health issues. By complaining, they voiced 

their grievances about the marketization of healthcare services, condemned hospitals’ 

unethical practices, and criticized flaws in public health policies such as corruption in the 

healthcare system and the unequal distribution of medical resources. Qiangguo Luntan 

participants engaged in day-to-day resistance against injustices in the public health system 

through claiming health rights via direct public grievances about the government’s 

inability to adequately address public health problems. However, at the same time, they 

expressed patriotic feelings towards the nation-state via their complaints. Their nationalist 

discourse here does not seem to undermine the state or citizens’ civic claims, but rather, it 

strengthens the idea for improving social welfare in public health as a means of enhancing 

national interests. For instance, a participant posted a message complaining about the lack 

of health insurance for older adults in rural China, while at the same time stating that he 

was praying for China.  

 

This example represents a new type of nationalism, based on a broader notion of 

the public interest, which has emerged on Qiangguo Luntan, a forum established to defend 

traditional national interests such as national security and territorial disputes. This new 

nationalist discourse, which emphasizes the well-being of the Chinese people, is being 
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employed to challenge the legitimacy of local authorities when their actions run counter to 

the (perceived) public interest, reinforcing the mechanism of resistance. Here, participants 

were seeking solutions from the state (central government) to address the injustices in 

healthcare policy at the local level, through which citizens’ appeals can be accommodated 

into the ruling legitimacy of the state.  

On Tieba, 16.1% of posts were coded as complaints. Nearly a quarter (22%) of them 

were expressed in combination with opinion expression (reasoned and non-reasoned 

claims). Unlike Qiangguo Luntan, complaints were often expressed via the speech act of 

storytelling, which represented 23.2% of posts coded as complaints. Aggrieved citizens 

used their personal experiences to complain about healthcare policies and the unethical 

practices of hospitals. This fostered more radical criticism and posed a direct challenge to 

the legitimacy of government policies. For example, a participant complained in a post, 

“Policies made by the government always confront people’s interests; when you feel life 

becoming better, some bad policy is implemented.”  

  

Similar to on Qiangguo Luntan, complaining citizens called on the central government on 

Tieba when expressing complaints at the local level. They asked for the involvement of the 

central government as a separate power from local authorities, thus contributing to the 

sustainment of regime legitimacy in China.  

According to Table 6.2, complaining accounted for 15.9% of Yaolan participants’ 

posts. They expressed dissatisfaction regarding doctors’ inappropriate treatment of 

patients, governments’ inaction when it came to monitoring vaccine safety, and patients’ 

mobility across healthcare regions. Similar to Tieba, participants often expressed such 

complaints via the use of (personal) narratives about the everyday injustices they 

encountered with public health issues. This accounted for nearly a third of the complaints 

(29.3%). For instance, participants in one thread discussed and complained about recent 

reports concerning unsafe vaccinations: “My son recently had a health check at school and 

was recommended by doctors the Hepatitis B vaccine. I’m afraid of the safeness of the 

vaccine now after what has happened. What’s wrong with the country now? Why can’t the 

quality of vaccines be guaranteed!”  
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As this example illustrates, Yaolan participants ‘scaled up’ by connecting their 

private interests to the public interest through mundane complaining. In a way, 

participants in these threads attempted to pressure the government to incorporate public 

opinion formed via online citizen-to-citizen communication into the process of health 

policy-making. As most of the complaints were based on participants’ personal experiences 

as opposed to particular government policies or actions, they were issue-specific. 

Therefore, they had little subversive resonance and posed no direct challenge to the 

legitimacy of the state. Besides, participants tended to appeal to the central government to 

solve public health problems, still trusting and relying on the power of state authorities, as 

the example below illustrates: “As Moms, we are very worried about the quality of vaccines, 

which our children need to prevent some diseases; we hope [central government] 

authorities can put more efforts into overseeing vaccine manufacturers.”  

 

Although participants on all three forums were actively involved in discussing 

healthcare politics thru complaining, participants employed diverse modes of discourse in 

their daily expression of grievances. This reflects the complexities of Chinese citizenship 

and how the tensions between state and society play out on different platforms.  

Aside from these contentious civic behaviors, other communicative practices of 

participatory and civic virtue also emerged during political talk about public health issues. 

In some circumstances, participants advised or helped others. As Table 6.2 shows, this 

happened more frequent on Yaolan than on the other two forums, representing 13.6% of 

its posts. In joining this interactive process, Yaolan participants turned personal troubles 

with the healthcare system into common problems facing the larger public. Such 

exchanges seemed to create a more informed citizenry/community because advice giving 

and helping spread (new) knowledge and information among participants. Thus, this 

accumulated to generate cooperative and collective forms of civic agency to solve common 



Informing the government or fostering public debate? 

 

 124 

problems. Moreover, the helping attitude of participants towards others seemed to 

facilitate the building of trust and friendly social relations among participants on Yaolan, 

which are important conditions for cooperative action.  

Storytelling, which is a very common way of making sense of the world, was another 

communicative behavior we identified. As Table 6.2 reveals, it was most prominent on 

Tieba (20.7%) and Yaolan (29.7%). In contrast, it was relatively scarce on Qiangguo 

Luntan. In Tieba and Yaolan, storytelling was a reciprocal affair; replies accounted for 

55.9% and 76.4% of these posts respectively. Such interpersonal conversations not only 

seemed to enable and encourage participants to discuss healthcare issues, but they also 

created a friendly atmosphere that helped to form and sustain social connections. The 

public sharing of personal experiences allowed for the construction of a ‘collective 

experience’ as participants linked up their personal experiences, which fostered political 

agency regarding the symbolic, social, and behavioral aspects of civic engagement. 

As discussed above, storytelling was used as a means of expressing complaints 

related to healthcare issues while personal experiences were used as a form of evidence to 

support such criticisms. For instance, a Tieba participant complained about the bad 

medical service he/she received at a community hospital by sharing his/her personal 

experience. In this situation, the joint speech acts of storytelling and complaining were 

used to reveal the injustices people encountered in their everyday lives.  

Finally, political talk on healthcare issues sometimes developed into social talk, 

which accounted for 6.7% and 10.2% of Tieba and Yaolan’s posts respectively. For 

example, in a thread about the tensions between doctors and patients, two participants 

shared their experiences as doctors, which eventually turned into chitchat. They later even 

befriended and followed each other on Tieba. Although not explicitly political, these types 

of social conversations facilitated connections and bonding among participants, 

strengthening their sense of belonging to the online community.   

Level 3: The expression of emotions 

According to the literature, the emotions of individuals play an important role in 

deliberative politics (Dryzek, 2000; Marcus, 2002; Papacharissi, 2015). To better 

understand the influence of emotions in online political talk, citizens’ emotional 

expressions on the three forums were analyzed in this section.  
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On Qiangguo Luntan, negative emotions were often expressed and anger was the 

most frequent, representing 12.5% of the sample. Feelings of sadness and fear also 

emerged, but less frequently (see Table 6.3). Based on observation, three modes of anger 

expression were identified on this forum. The primary mode is that anger was expressed 

as a safety-valve. Anger expression was the entrance to talking about health issues that 

participants were unhappy with. Thus, the conflicts involved in health issues were 

revealed, which may promote the exchange of ideas in the deliberative process. If citizens 

were not provided with a channel to express their anger about certain public issue, they 

may grow stronger and re-emerge in a more extreme way in similar situations.  

Anger facilitating the expression of disagreement is the second mode. The 

expression of anger sometimes promoted rational arguments, driving others to show their 

disagreements in deliberative exchanges on Qiangguo Luntan. As the following example 

shows, one participant expressed his or her anger towards the violence against doctors at 

hospitals and made a claim that law should punish those who had committed the harmful 

act. Then his anger and assertion promoted the expression of different views. Another 

participant responded to the anger of the former participant by debating; “the hospitals 

are reported serious wrongdoings, too. Why is the hospital protected by the armed 

police”!? This example demonstrates, anger expression is likely to be a force driving people 

to respond to and debate with other participants.  

 

The third mode is that anger was expressed in a very cynical way on Qiangguo 

Luntan, building walls of antagonism and prohibiting mutual dialogue. Although 

participants’ expression of helplessness, frustration and hatred functioned as ways to resist 

against injustices in public health issues, they also invoke cynical thinking. Many 

participants were very antagonistic towards medical service providers, especially when it 

came to conflicts between doctors and patients in China. The public’s antagonistic 

sentiment towards hospitals in medical disputes is rooted from the limited channels for 

patients to defend their rights due to the fact that local governments and hospitals may act 

together to uncover disputes to maintain social stability.  

Furthermore, political humor such as satire and jokes was used by participants. 

Qiangguo Luntan posters used many satirical sentences to strongly criticize unethical 

medical practices happening in hospitals and ridicule the failure of health-care reform in 
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China. The use of satirical humor was a way to empower citizens to monitor the 

performance of the government and actors in the medical sectors, pressuring the 

government to make better health policies. Similarly, joking was used as a tool to indirectly 

point out flaws of authorities’ job or problems of policies by participants, which, 

sometimes, contributed to softening citizens’ critical voice to avoid directly confronting the 

government. For example, a participant strongly criticized the medical reimbursement 

system in his region, revealing that people are actually paying more than they used to 

because of the healthcare reform. Another participant joked in his comment: “you know 

too much” to ridicule the healthcare system by reducing the confrontational atmosphere.  

 

Table 6.3 Emotions expressed across forums (%)   

Emotion  Qiangguo Luntan 

(N=610) 

 Baidu Tieba 

(N=1096) 

Yaolan (N=472) 

    

Anger 12.5 10.9 9.5 

Sadness 1.3 1.4 2.1 

Fear  1.1 0.5 6.6 

Happiness 0 0 0 

    

Note: The total percentages do not add up to 100 because the categories above are not 

mutually exclusive.  

 

Similar to Qiangguo Luntan, anger was intensely expressed by participants on 

Tieba, accounting for 10.9% of the postings (see Table 6.3). Whereas, sadness and fear 

were evoked much less. After closer analysis, similar patterns of anger expression were 

found on Tieba, compared to Qiangguo Luntan. First, anger expression was not only used 

as safety valve, as discussed above, but also a trigger of political talk about public health 

issues. Oftentimes, anger expression worked as a catalyst to encourage citizens to open up 

and share their personal experiences of specific issues that stimulate their feelings of anger. 
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Second, cynical expressions seemed to make conflicts intensified, leading to antagonism. 

On Tieba, some doctors expressed their antagonistic attitudes towards patients who tend 

to be aggressive or use violence in medical disputes, further escalating the tensions. The 

expression of anger was also used to promote and facilitate resistance against the dominant 

discourse in discursive interplay between the powerful and the weak. For example, a 

participant (a doctor) resisted against the official discourse that tended to downplay the 

legitimacy of doctors’ appeal of salary increase in his expression of anger. He angrily stated 

his unwillingness to talk with someone who speaks in favor of the government about the 

reasonable salary for physicians in public hospitals. What is different from Qiangguo 

Luntan is that on Tieba expressions of anger sometimes developed into flaming – hostile 

and insulting exchanges. Similar to Qiangguo Luntan, satire and joking was used by Tieba 

users to fervently complain about and critique healthcare policies in China; and at the same 

time, the users also attempted to minimize the critical tone, making a less confrontational 

atmosphere by telling political jokes.  

On Yaolan, anger was still the most frequently expressed emotion, representing 

nearly 10% of the postings (see Table 6.3). The emotion of fear was evoked much more 

frequently on Yaolan than the other two forums; messages conveying the feeling of sadness 

were infrequent. Compared to Qiangguo Luntan and Tieba, different characteristics 

emerged in the affective dimension of civic engagement on Yaolan. Both anger and fear 

were expressed in daily complaints and personal storytelling about public health issues, 

attracting the attention of the broader audience and triggering political discussions. 

However, anger expression did not lead to any antagonistic sentiments on Yaolan, even 

though it has emerged together with civic behaviors of complaining and questioning to 

resist against injustices impacting their life and pressure the government to solve health 

problems. Besides, participants showed fear about public health issues and the impacts to 

their personal life. In that case, participants were more expecting the powerful government 

to solve problems for them by emphasizing their weakness and obedience rather than 

highlighting their power and challenging the legitimacy of the government. Different from 

Qiangguo Luntan and Tieba, the use of political humor was infrequent on Yaolan. 

 6.7 Discussion and Conclusion 

The three online forums under investigation provided distinct settings for everyday 

political talk about public health issues. Casual conversations had different political 

meanings depending on the context of the online space under investigation. On the 

government-run Qiangguo Luntan, the debate was guided by explicitly political topics 
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such as public health-related policies and news. These were mostly posted by its staff to 

obtain input on official government policies. This constrained citizens’ discussions to the 

agenda set by administrators of the forum. In contrast, on Tieba and Yaolan, which 

facilitate social and non-political conversations, political talk about public health issues 

often emerged from posts about citizens’ everyday troubles. Citizens turned out to be more 

willing to address and discuss issues they felt needed to change with others. Here, the 

connections between everyday life experiences and political talk about public health issues 

opened up more space for individual citizens to set the public agenda and discuss the 

everyday injustices they face in public health.   

It was the commercial-lifestyle forum (our mixed space), and not the explicitly 

political nor the seemingly non-political forums, where deliberative practices were overall 

most common. Through its aims, commercial ambition, and social atmosphere, Tieba links 

the political with the personal, mixing politics with personal lifestyle matters and thus 

bridging the private-public divide. This opens up opportunities for deliberation, resulting 

in discursive exchanges between people holding different opinions. Tieba participants 

often used reasoning to express their opinions while remaining civil and respectful towards 

one another. Everyday talk about public health issues on Tieba was interactive and 

reciprocal as it was mingled with interpersonal conversations (i.e., social talk). Tieba 

participants also engaged in extended debate on topics such as healthcare reform and 

doctor-patient relations, though convergence of opinions remained extremely rare.  

In contrast, Qiangguo Luntan, as a top-down designed forum for gauging public 

opinion by the authorities, opened up very little space for personal experiences and 

concerns. As a semi-official meeting ground for citizens and the government, the forum 

organized citizens to discuss political issues in accordance with the government’s 

objectives but did not really empower citizens to practice rational-critical debate. Everyday 

talk about public health issues did not foster the exchange of different claims on Qiangguo 

Luntan, although the level of rationality was high when presenting claims. Except for 

discussions on controversial public health issues, participants mainly posted feedback to 

the state on healthcare policies rather than engaging with others. This unidirectional 

feedback by citizens demonstrates the ‘consultative’ nature of political talk on this forum. 

Citizens used the forum mostly to familiarize the state with issues they encountered and to 

suggest solutions.  

As a non-political (topical) forum, Yaolan offers ordinary Chinese citizens a space 

for more personal conversations about public health issues. Although the forum provides 
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opportunities for citizens to open up their private concerns and everyday life struggles via 

complaining and storytelling, it did not boost participants’ use of reason to argue and 

debate. Because it is devoted to self-help in all aspects of parenting, childcare, and related 

lifestyle issues, it was no surprise that the highest levels of advice giving, helping, 

storytelling, and social talk was found here. These are common communicative practices 

(when talking politics) in self-help based forums (Author, 2014; Author, 2016). However, 

participants were much less active in expressing reasoned claims than participants on the 

other two forums. Also, they seldom engaged in the exchange of claims, demonstrating 

scarce deliberative orientations in their everyday discussion about public health topics.  

Regarding RQ1, political talk in these online spaces in most cases did not meet the 

conditions of deliberation as outlined in Habermas’s public sphere theory. Along with what 

Jiang (2010) describes as “online authoritarian deliberation”, the findings from the 

political forum, show that citizens were provided some space to discuss policy issues under 

the government’s control of the domain and scope of deliberation. Surprisingly, public 

deliberation emerged more freely in the non-political online space (Tieba) where there was 

no direct centralized control of the agenda. Granting citizens’ freedom to put private issues 

into the political agenda, the everyday social space has further democratized 

“communication of information in Chinese society” (Tai, 2006, p.289) and created 

opportunities for open debate of public health issues. Based on this finding, we might 

assume everyday online spaces have more autonomous potentials to promote a 

deliberative online public sphere in China, though more research is needed to support this 

claim.  

With regard to RQ2, when citizens discussed public health issues, it triggered 

various civic behaviors beyond the framework of deliberation. Although Qiangguo Luntan 

did not support citizens’ deliberative practices, it acted as space where participants could 

engage in various informal forms of (indirect) resistance to the state through complaining 

and questioning specific issues. Citizens challenge the legitimacy of certain policies, but 

they do so by conforming to a nationalist discourse rooted in a broader notion of the public 

interest. In their critical political talk about public health issues on Qiangguo Luntan, they 

thus simultaneously downplay their criticism towards the state.  

On Tieba and Yaolan, participants engaged in the acts of advice giving, helping, 

storytelling, and social talk often, wherein they used their personal experiences to address 

broader political problems. They did not explicitly aim to influence government healthcare 

policies,  rather, they used the forums to talk about their personal problems with public 
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healthcare. Participants who engaged in these everyday civic practices thus, unconsciously 

and passively, became part of unprompted and informal civic communities. They seemed 

to form what Young (1994, p.722-733) calls “a serial collective”, in which members are 

unified as an unself-conscious collective by the action they take together. On the two 

forums, participants were brought together in relation to each other as a stand-by civic 

group, namely the weak collective, by their common practice of the (everyday) political 

activities. These weak collectives were open-ended and consisted of loose groupings of 

ordinary citizens who sometimes engage in civic action to protect public interests and in 

other cases remain passive after they have engaged in talking, advice giving, or sharing 

stories related to public health issues. As everyday forms of civic engagement and social 

involvement arose in the non-political and mixed online spaces, reciprocal behavior and 

interactive communication increased on Yaolan and Tieba. The social dimensions of these 

online practices and interpersonal conversations between participants helped to create a 

friendly atmosphere which resulted in mutual trust among participants. This strengthens 

the civic and political socialization (the civic communities), which may promote the 

effective process of deliberation (Marques and Maia, 2010). Previous studies suggest that 

everyday political talk does not merely offer chances for citizens to have dialogic exchanges 

but also serves many other functions (Conover and Searing, 2005). In this study, political 

conversations emerging in the everyday context of lifeworld are also fundamental acts of 

citizenship (Barber, 1984), playing a significant role for citizens to practice and develop 

civic subjectivity in a manner that is more open, fluid, and flexible.   

Regarding RQ3, each of our three forums opened up a distinct discursive space for 

the public to engage in politics which is rooted in the forum’s character and characteristics. 

The findings of this study confirm existing research, supporting that politics is often 

embedded in everyday talk (Author, 2010, 2012; Author 2015; Van Zoonen, 2007). The 

open and inclusive everyday talk on Tieba and Yaolan resulted in the incorporation of lay 

citizens, including the socially less advantaged, into the political process. Conversely, as 

the government-led Qiangguo Luntan organized citizens to discuss politics within a 

constrained agenda, it maintained the Maoist model of consultation with only limited 

sparks of deliberation. However, it did provide opportunities for citizens to make 

complaints and bring issues under the attention of the state. It thus created an online space 

in which everyday contention against local governments and policies was enabled while 

consensus with the state was achieved. On the commercial-lifestyle forum (Tieba), people 

discussed public health issues in both deliberative way and in the social context of everyday 

life. Such talk generated an everyday public sphere that not only sustained a virtual 
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community but also served as an incubator of deliberative and participatory practices. 

Finally, Yaolan, as a topical forum contributed to a personalized space in which 

participants were encouraged to get involved and develop their own ideas for civic 

activities, beyond the ideals of deliberation, by referencing to their personal life 

experiences.  

The findings of this comparative study challenge the conventional understanding of 

political engagement that is often situated in the sphere of politics. In the context of 

Chinese authoritarian rule, opportunities for formal political engagement and deliberation 

are limited, also on the internet. However, opportunities for public deliberation and 

participation are not limited to formal political spaces. Our analysis shows that ordinary 

Chinese citizens explore their communicative power, civic skills, and public agency via 

everyday political talk in non-political online spaces too. These informal discussions 

extend the formal public sphere in China and citizens thus find suitable ways to engage in 

public health politics. In line with Fraser’s (1990) idea of multiple public spheres which 

challenges Habermas’s conceptualization of a unitary public sphere, this study suggests 

there exist multiple everyday (non-political) online spheres accessible and open to 

ordinary citizens in China. As alternatives to the state-organized political spaces, they 

facilitate the expression of difference in that participants are more empowered to speak in 

one’s own voice.  

 

Appendix 6.1: Keyword List for Political Talk about Public Health Issues 

Keywords  English translation 

吸烟/禁烟/控烟 Smoking/anti-smoking/ban on smoking 

疫苗/防疫/卫生防疫 Vaccines/epidemic prevention 

公共卫生 Public health and people's livelihood 

医院/医生 Hospitals/doctors 

看病 Medical care  

医保 Health insurance  
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医患矛盾 Doctor-patient relations 

医闹 Violence against medical practitioners 

药品/医药店 Medicines/Drugstore 

医疗改革 Healthcare reform  

 

Appendix 6.2: Coding Scheme Overview 

Part 1  

Normative 

condition 

Coding category and/or measurement  

Rationality  Rationality was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that were on 

topic, which contained an explicit assertion supported by 

an expressed justification, which provided external 

evidence such as facts, sources, examples, or personal 

experiences–reasoned claim.   

Continuity  Continuity was measured based on the presence or 

absence of strong-strings. A strong-string refers to a 

minimum of three posts involved in a reciprocal exchange 

of reasoned claims.  

Convergence Convergence was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that 

(partially) conceded (or agreed-to-disagree with) to the 

‘better’ argument during the exchange of claims. 

Reciprocity  Reciprocity was measured based on whether a post was a 

reply to another post. Posts were coded as replies if they 

responded to another post directly (via the platform’s reply 

function) or indirectly (latently responding to another post 

without using the reply function).   
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Sincerity  Sincerity was measured based on the presence or absence 

of the following characteristics: posts that challenged or 

expressed doubt concerning the truthfulness/sincerity of 

another participant’s posts–questionable sincerity.  

 

Discursive 

equality  

Discursive equality was measured based on the presence 

or absence of degrading comments: posts that degrade–to 

lower in character, quality, esteem, or rank–another 

participant’s claim, opinion, or person–degrading. 

 

Part 2  

Other social-

civic 

communicative 

practices 

Measurement  

Complaining 

 

Complaining was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that 

expressed unhappiness or discontent with an issue, policy, 

or state of affairs. 

Questioning 

 

Questioning was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that posed 

questions concerning a particular issue or relevant policy 

(questions of accountability and legitimacy). 

 

Advice 

giving/helping 

 

Advice giving/helping was measured based on the 

presence or absence of the following characteristics: posts 

aimed at helping/giving advice to other participants.  

 

Storytelling Storytelling was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that tell a 

story/share life experiences with others.  

 

Social talk Social talk was measured based on the presence or absence 

of the following characteristics: posts that contained 
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chitchat (e.g. greetings, banter), which did not involve any 

of the other behaviors described above.   

Part 3 

Expressive 

speech acts 

Measurement 

Anger Anger was measured based on the presence or absence of 

messages conveying participants’ feelings of anger, 

including the various types of secondary emotions.  

Sadness Sadness was measured based on the presence or absence 

of messages conveying participants’ feelings of sadness, 

including the various types of secondary emotions.   

Fear  Fear was measure based on the presence or absence of 

messages conveying participants’ feelings of fear, 

including the various types of secondary emotions.  

Happiness  Happiness was measured based on the presence or 

absence of messages conveying participants’ feelings of 

happiness, including the various types of secondary 

emotions.  
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7. Complaining and sharing personal concerns 

as political acts  

How everyday talk about childcare and parenting on online forums 

increases civic engagement in China 

 

7.1 Introduction 

With the fundamental social and economic transformations that Chinese society has gone 

through in the past decade, childcare and parenting issues have become an important 

social and political topic. We argue that these increasingly bridge the everyday private life 

worlds of Chinese citizens and the public domain, and thus foster civic engagement. 

Although childcare is still perceived primarily as a private duty rather than the state’s 

responsibility, parents’ struggles to improve the well-being of their children also involve 

politics and public policies. Embodied in families’ mundane child-rearing experiences, 

there are a variety of structural problems in child welfare in China, which blur public-

private boundaries. For instance, children from different family backgrounds may 

experience social inequality regarding healthcare services and educational resources. Also, 

limited schooling choices and healthcare for rural children often discourage migrant 

workers from taking their children with them to the cities, generating issues around ‘left-

behind children’. In this context, the voice of ordinary citizens – making hidden family 

difficulties salient as public problems – are of significant importance for the 

transformation of Chinese society at large because they open up spaces for public 

deliberation and civic engagement.  

This chapter explores how the private and the public are connected in everyday 

online discussions about childcare concerns that Chinese families face. At present, China 

has a strict internet censorship system, which constrains citizens’ freedom to post things 

that may potentially lead to collective action or protest while tolerating a certain amount 

of public grievances towards the government and policy issues (King et al., 2013). As a 

consequence, the boundaries between the public and private sphere are constantly 

contested and (re-)negotiated in online exchanges. Sun (2012) has shown how migrant 

workers use digital devices to share their private life and laboring experiences, speak out 
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on social inequality they suffer, and develop alternative discourses in the public realm in 

China. This has important implications for the public sphere. On the one hand, this is a 

domain where the state calls upon citizens to argue in the country’s interest and place their 

personal troubles second to the public good. Yet, at the same time, a space has come into 

place where citizens, within certain limitations, can defend their private interests (Wong, 

1997). This constant maneuvering between control and a certain level of openness and 

critique is part and parcel of official government policy, which carefully tries to guide 

processes of modernization to safeguard stability in society.  

Against this backdrop, this paper investigates citizen deliberation, other social-civic 

communication and emotional expressions by examining everyday online political talk 

about childcare and parenting issues. This chapter explores the extent to which a civic 

sphere emerges when private concerns become public issues as a result of the family-state 

dynamics in everyday life. In current Chinese scholarship on the internet’s political impact 

on society, most studies have focused on the explicitly political which normally involves 

formal politics of the state: either liberal empowerment (Tai, 2006; Zheng and Wu, 2005) 

or government control (Morozov, 2011, Qiu,1999; Taubman, 1998). This body of research 

tends to be constrained within dichotomous binaries such as political versus non-political, 

state versus society, and control versus resistance. It is clear that everyday online practices, 

which do not necessarily involve the state, are neglected in these approaches. Therefore, 

this chapter moves beyond formally political spaces by studying Chinese citizens’ everyday 

communicative practices (i.e., informal political talk) in online spaces centered on lifestyle 

issues, examining how the political emerges outside of the formal political sphere.  

More specifically, it investigates political talk in three popular online discussion 

forums ranging from the center to the periphery of politics. First, it examines how the 

‘political’ emerges in everyday talk, beyond the formal political sphere, in online spaces 

dedicated to lifestyle issues such as popular culture and parenting. Then, the nature of such 

talk, focusing on both its deliberative qualities and informal characteristics, is examined. 

The chapter illustrates how the internet opens up new channels for ordinary Chinese 

citizens, who typically have no formal access to policy-makers, to articulate their needs, 

concerns, and experiences related to childcare issues. Shared spaces have emerged online 

where citizens can come together to talk about daily life issues such as raising children and 

other everyday activities. Rooted in these mundane conversations, counter-discourses 

emerge that challenge and engage with state power.  
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7.2 Bridging the private sphere and the civic sphere 

In political thought, the family is located at the center of private life, separate from the 

public realm of the state. While arguing that such divisions are socially constructed and 

contested, some scholars have maintained however that the public and the private are 

interconnected (see, e.g., Pitkin, 1981). In his book The Sociological Imagination, Mills 

(1959) dicusses how private troubles and public issues are intertwined. For Mills, personal 

troubles have to do with an individual, limited within ‘the social setting that is directly open 

to his personal experience and to some extent his willful activity’, while public issues 

transcend the everyday environment of individuals, dealing with the institutional 

structures of such social settings (p.8). Private troubles of milieu and public issues of social 

structures are connected because personal activities are often rooted in social and 

historical structures.  

The family – serving as the site of childcare and parenting – is located at a distance 

from state agencies responsible for providing child welfare in China. The government’s 

social welfare policy regarding childcare is currently targeted only at orphaned, 

abandoned, or disabled children (Ringen and Ngok, 2017). In all other cases, parents 

usually act as the agents to speak for children and themselves in articulating their needs to 

and making demands from the state. Everyday family problems concerning childcare and 

parenting cover a wide range of issues such as access to kindergarten and pre-school 

education; the women’s role as mother and professional in the job market; and domestic 

violence and child abuse. These problems are all linked to both private troubles and public 

issues, blurring the public-private boundaries. However, despite the links they have with 

child welfare policies, educational resources, and legislation on child protection, childcare 

and parenting are considered private issues, which fall short of state support in China 

today.  

Improving the livelihood of children in ordinary families is left to the family itself 

with little to no support from the state. For instance, low-income families face high 

financial barriers when wanting to send their children to quality pre-schools and 

kindergartens. Although the Chinese government continues to provide funding to public 

kindergartens run by the Ministry of Education, these educational resources merely benefit 

children of civil servants and high-income families. Children from medium- to low-income 

families are limited to community-organized or private kindergartens. Today, the number 

of community-organized kindergartens is steadily shrinking due to the lack of financial aid 

from the state; and private kindergartens are only accessible to children whose parents can 



Complaining and sharing personal concerns as political acts 

 

 138 

afford expensive pre-school fees. The state funding system has led to polarization among 

different types of kindergartens, which has exacerbated greater inequality in Chinese 

children’s opportunities to obtain quality pre-school services (Zhang and Maclean, 2012). 

As shown in families’ concerns about access to schools, children’s own well-being and the 

collective well-being of families closely rely on the state’s childcare policies.  

7.3 Everyday Political talk in Chinese online public sphere  

In Western democratic countries, structural, rational, and rule-based public deliberation 

in formal settings like courts, parliaments, and other institutional fora has been regarded 

as the core of the deliberative system (Elster,1998; Fishkin,1991). However, as Mansbridge 

(1999) argues, political discussions among political parties, elites, and experts in spaces 

close to the core, and everyday talk among citizens in informal spaces far from the center, 

are all vital components of the deliberative system. Similarly, Coleman (2007) asserts, that 

beyond the formally political, there are ‘potential spaces of democracy’ in the setting of 

everyday life where ordinary individuals can actively negotiate with power in more 

informal ways.  

As an important way for citizens to interact with other citizens in the public arena, 

everyday talk plays a crucial role in citizens’ political life. First, ordinary political 

conversations bridge the personal sphere and the political sphere, creating a more 

integrated lifeworld (Wyatt, Katz and Kim, 2000). Second, everyday political talk prepares 

citizens to conduct formal deliberations by helping them to be more informed about public 

affairs and formulate better arguments, encouraging citizens to develop their subjectivities 

and understand others, and promoting the exchange of preferences among citizens 

(Bennett, Flickinger and Rhine, 2000; Conover and Searing, 2005, Price and Cappella, 

2002; Kim and Kim, 2008). Third, and most importantly, everyday political talk is more 

accessible to ordinary citizens, including marginalized groups, than elite deliberation in 

formal settings (Zhang, 2010). 

As the internet and digital technologies have become more and more affordable and 

accessible, they are increasingly being integrated into the everyday lives of ordinary 

Chinese citizens. The internet-based everyday sphere may be of more significance in the 

Chinese context than in Western countries. Unlike Western states where public 

participation is institutionalized by civic organizations, state-registered organizations in 

China play a limited role in promoting civic engagement as they are dependent on the state 

(Chan and Qiu, 1999). Due to the lack of autonomy for civil organizations, not all voices 



Complaining and sharing personal concerns as political acts 

 

  139 

are channeled through the associational networks of civil society into a public sphere. In 

light of the lack of formal channels for political participation in China, informal and small-

scale discursive spaces are considered important alternative structures through which civic 

engagement potentially can occur (Zhang, 2006). In the current socio-political context of 

China, the most significant public value of the internet might be that it opens up alternative 

spaces for citizens to informally participate in politics (Yang, 2009; Yang and Calhoun, 

2007).  

Witnessing the rapid diffusion of the internet in Chinese society, scholars have long 

debated the potential impacts of such change for politics and civic engagement. Optimists 

believe that the wide use of the internet promises a booming public sphere; i.e., they argue 

that the internet has extended citizens’ access to information (Zheng and Wu, 2005), 

facilitated open debates and pluralist discussion of issues (Lewis, 2013), contributed to 

counter discourses in online deliberation (Yang and Calhoun 2007; Jiang, 2010c), and has 

become a hub for citizen activism (Yang, 2009). However, skeptics question the narratives 

of the digital revolution, pointing towards the political inactiveness of Chinese citizens and 

the uncivil nature of the Chinese internet, thus doubting the possibilities of the emergence 

of a deliberative public sphere in China through the internet (Leibold, 2011; Damm, 2007). 

Other scholars consider it a tool of authoritarian control, suppressing online political 

expressions by using various controlling tactics such as computer censorship systems, 

adaptive strategies, and real-name registration policies (Kalathil and Boas, 2003; 

Morozov, 2011; Mackinnon, 2011).  

Thus far, the literature on the political implications of the Chinese internet has 

demonstrated both the (dis)empowerment effect of online deliberation and activism, and 

the state’s control and adaptation of the internet into the logic of authoritarian governance. 

Although the dichotomous approach of studying the Chinese internet (empowerment 

versus control and state versus society) has contributed valuable insights in understanding 

the dynamics of information technology, politics, and society, this chapter argues that it 

overlooks the complexity and plurality of the Chinese internet in relation to the 

hierarchical power structures in China. Referring to Yang’s (2014) proposal for ‘deep 

Internet studies’, which aims to transcend these dichotomous binaries, this chapter moves 

beyond the interplay between state and society at the macro level, to instead focus on the 

less subversive everyday online political talk among unorganized citizens. This allows us 

to capture the complexity and plural nature of the Chinese online public sphere. 
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7.4 Research focus and methodology  

Online discussion forums (BBS forums) are very popular among the Chinese population. 

Because they are open to content as diverse as popular culture, lifestyle issues, or 

entertainment, they provide communicative spaces for Chinese citizens to get together and 

talk about family life, thus fostering an everyday social space in their lifeworld. The 

discussions on such forums not only bear the social-civic culture where communicative 

actions take place, but also reflect the informal characteristics of everyday talk. Therefore, 

the deliberativeness of online political talk as set-out by Habermas (1984, 1989), along 

with (other) social-civic communicative practices and emotional expressions anchored in 

civic culture, beyond the norms of deliberation (Dahlgren, 2002), are analyzed. This 

inclusive analysis enables us to focus on the social-cultural prerequisites of civic 

engagement, moving beyond the confines of Western (formal) frameworks of deliberation. 

It helps us to better understand the characteristics of citizen interactions in the Chinese 

online public sphere, allowing us to construct a grounded model of deliberation and a more 

integrated notion of the public sphere. Consequently, the following research questions are 

addressed in this article:  

 

RQ1.To what extent does political talk in Chinese online spaces meet the conditions of 

deliberation as outlined in public sphere theory?  

RQ2.What social-civic communicative practices and emotional expressions, beyond the 

framework of deliberation, emerge in everyday political talk? 

 

This chapter also compares the nature of political talk across three popular Chinese 

forums to improve our understanding of communication and participation in everyday 

online spaces. Our three forums include a government-run political forum; a commercial-

lifestyle (social) forum where politics is mixed with lifestyle issues; and a seemingly non-

political commercial-topical forum, which aims to help people deal with 

parenting/childcare issues. This leads to the final research question: 

 

RQ3: How do the forum’s aims and characteristics impact the nature of everyday political 

talk?  
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The Three Forums 

Qiangguo Luntan (Strengthening the Nation Forum) is hosted by the official online 

media branch of People’s Daily as a ‘central propaganda space’ (Jiang, 2010c). It was 

established by people.cn in 1999, attempting to provide a space for nationalistic protest 

against NATO’s bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Yugoslavia. In line with this tradition 

of patriotism and nationalistic spirit, the forum became a governmental platform where 

people talk about policy issues concerning the development of the country. The forum is 

perceived as an important political instrument of the party and state. It now functions as 

a feedback mechanism for the central government, collecting citizens’ opinions about 

public policies and local developments. As a state-run forum, it is perceived by citizens as 

a place where the government can hear their voice in politics. 

Baidu Tieba, literally meaning a ‘post bar’, was started in 2003 by the Chinese 

search engine company, Baidu. Tieba became popular among grassroots users because of 

its entertainment orientation. As one of the most popular lifestyle/hobby-based online 

communities, this commercial-lifestyle forum is open and accessible to every individual. 

With its popularity among grassroots, various non-mainstream subcultures and civic talk 

about societal issues emerge in this virtual space.  

The Yaolan forum was established in 1999 to help parents deal with problems in 

different stages of parenthood. As embodied by its name ‘Yaolan’, which means cradle in 

Chinese, the commercial-topical forum covers topics related to pregnancy, health and 

nutrition, childcare, and education. Yaolan is one of the top parenting forums in China, 

providing a social place for young parents to gather together and talk about parenting and 

childcare issues.  

On the three forums, posts are daily managed by forum moderators. First, all three 

forums are administered based on the general moderation rules created by the state to 

regulate internet usage in China (Qiu, 1999; Taubman, 1998). For instance, participants 

are not allowed to post content that violates constitutional law, tries to overthrow state 

power, and harms the national interest. Moreover, posts generating social unrest such as 

an illegal demonstration, other collective actions, or illegal associational activities are 

prohibited. Improper posts spreading ‘rumors’, involving defamatory comments, inciting 

violence and crime, creating discrimination against minorities are also heavily censored.  
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The forums are also managed in line with the aims and goals of each platform. On 

Qiangguo Luntan, posts are pre-moderated by staff, which serves the forum’s goal of 

collecting public opinion for policy making for the state. When the forum moderators 

censor participants’ messages, they receive no explanations. Tieba, a commercial-lifestyle 

platform, operates simultaneously under the influences of political power, commercial 

power, and the public interest. The moderation team may censor (content in) posts by 

finding the balance between commercial pursuits and the public interest (e.g., checking 

the content of advertisements to prevent harm to Tieba users), and also by following the 

internet regulations implemented by the Chinese government (see the Tieba terms and 

agreements at http://tieba.baidu.com/tb/eula.html). Normally, moderators directly block 

or delete messages if they violate moderation rules without explanation. On Yaolan, pre-

moderation is implemented based on the general internet moderation rules (as discussed 

above) and the forum’s main goal, which is to help parents with parenting and childcare 

issues. Yaolan participants are usually given the opportunity to interact and negotiate with 

moderators if they are not happy with moderation. In the non-political context, 

moderation seems to be more transparent and negotiable in comparison to the other two 

forums. 

 

Sampling 

Identifying political talk about parenting and childcare issues in non-political spaces is like 

looking for ‘needles in a haystack’ (Graham, 2008). In order to address this problem, 

keyword searches were used to identify threads where political talk about childcare and 

parenting emerged (see Appendix 7.1). Using established procedures for identifying 

political talk (Graham, 2008), 25 threads per forum were randomly selected. For 

Qiangguo Luntan, the sample consisted of 616 posts. Discussions on this government-run 

forum often began with topics of explicit political nature, such as child welfare policies and 

relevant news. The Tieba sample consisted of 1128 posts. Everyday talk on Tieba was 

mainly about families’ daily experiences regarding childcare and parenting. For Yaolan, 

the sample consisted of 691 posts, mostly originating from participants’ private family 

concerns. 
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Content Analysis 

A content analysis was adopted as the primary method for examining the nature of online 

political talk. A three-part coding scheme was developed to assess the deliberativeness of 

political talk while capturing and examining other social-civic communicative practices 

and the use of emotional expressions. The unit of analysis was the individual post, and all 

posts were coded within the context of the thread in which they were situated.  

Drawing on Habermas’s theory of communicative action and the public sphere 

(1984, 1989), the deliberativeness of political talk was investigated. Inspired by Graham’s 

(2008) coding scheme, the following normative conditions were operationalized: the 

process of rational-critical debate (rationality, continuity, and convergence), 

dispositional requirements for achieving mutual understanding (reciprocity and 

sincerity), and the norms of debate (discursive equality). Subsequently, beyond the 

normative framework of deliberation, a second group of coding categories, which are 

rooted in a literature review and an initial pilot study, were applied. The other social-civic 

communicative forms included: complaining, questioning, storytelling, advice 

giving/helping, and social talk. Finally, the third group of categories examine the use of 

emotions by participants: anger, sadness, fear, and happiness. The coding categories and 

measures are discussed in more detail below. 

To improve the reliability of the coding scheme, correcting measures were adopted 

at different stages of development. As mentioned above, a pilot study was done to test the 

initial coding scheme for functionality, to see whether the normative indicators could be 

operationalized to code posts on Chinese forums, and to observe and identify new 

communicative practices. Next, an inter-coder reliability test was conducted on a random 

sample of 12% of the collected threads, to test the consistency of the coding scheme. 

Calculating using Scott’s Pi, coefficients met appropriate acceptance levels ranging 

from .70 to .92 with convergence and questionable sincerity achieving perfect scores.  

7.5 Findings  

Level 1 Normative conditions of deliberation 

To examine the deliberativeness of everyday political talk, we first investigated the level of 

rationality. Rationality refers to participants’ use of reasoning to justify their 

views/claims, a crucial element of the Habermasian public sphere. It was measured based 

on the presence or absence of the following characteristics: posts that were on topic, which 
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contained an explicit assertion supported by an expressed justification, which provided 

external evidence such as facts, sources, examples, or personal experiences, were coded as 

reasoned claims.  

As Table 7.1 reveals, the exchange of claims accounted for 68.0% of Qiangguo 

Luntan’s posts. However, non-reasoned claims (assertions) represented nearly two-thirds 

of these. Although Qiangguo Luntan participants often expressed their views on childcare 

issues, assertions were the most prevalent speech act, accounting for 41.9% of posts while 

reasoned claims represented 26.1%. On Tieba, the exchange of claims was less frequent 

compared to Qiangguo Luntan, accounting for 35.6% of posts. However, Tieba 

participants tended to be more rational than Qiangguo Luntan participants with 

assertions accounting for substantially less of the total claims made (42% compared to 

62%). That said, the use of assertions was more common than reasoned claims among 

Tieba participants, representing 20.8% of posts compared to 14.8%. Finally, similar to 

Tieba, the exchange of claims accounted for 37.3% of Yaolan’s posts. Again, it was the use 

of non-reasoned claims that was most common in Yaolan, representing a fourth (25.3%) 

of all posts compared to 12.0% for reasoned claims.  

 

Table 7.1: Indicators of Deliberation (%)   

Indicator Qiangguo Luntan 

(N=616) 

 Tieba 

(N=1128) 

Yaolan 

(N=691) 

Reasoned claims 26.1 14.8 12.0 

Non-reasoned claims (assertions) 41.9 20.8 25.3 

Continuity 4.9 14 3.0 

Convergence 0.2 1.5 0.0 

Reciprocity (replies) 15.7 53.1 70.2 

Questionable sincerity 0 0 0 

Degrading 1.9 0.8 0 

Note: the categories above are not mutually exclusive.  
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The next two indicators under the process of rational-critical debate were continuity 

and convergence, which requires that participants engage in debate until some form of 

agreement is achieved.  First, the level of extended debate was measured via the presence 

of strong-strings (the depth of argument exchange). A strong-string refers to a minimum 

of a three-argument interaction. Convergence – the level of agreement achieved during 

political talk – was measured by identifying commissive speech acts. 

As Table 7.1 indicates, on Qiangguo Luntan, the level of continuity and convergence 

was low; extended debate accounted for only 4.9% of posts while acts of convergence were 

rare (0.2%). When extended debate did occur, it was on threads initiated by ordinary 

netizens (issues they raised) rather than threads on news/policy initiated by the forum 

staff. On Tieba, extend debate was much more common than on Qiangguo Luntan with 

14% of posts involved in strong-string interactions. For example, Tieba participants 

actively engaged in extended debate on the issue of whether parents should buy houses in 

‘good’ school zones as a means of gaining access to quality education for their children. 

However, even in these threads, acts of convergence were rare, accounting for 1.5% of all 

posts.  Similar to Qiangguo Luntan, the level of extended debate on Yaolan was low, 

representing 3.0% of posts; there were no acts of convergence.  

The second set of indicators – reciprocity and sincerity – refer to the dispositional 

requirements for achieving mutual understanding. Put simply; reciprocity requires that 

participants read and respond to each other’s posts. It was measured based on whether a 

post was a reply to another post. Posts were coded as replies if they responded to another 

post directly (via the platform’s reply function) or indirectly (latently responding to 

another post without using the reply function). Sincerity requires that all claims, 

arguments, and information provided during the discussion be sincere and truthful. 

However, since it is difficult to judge if posters are telling the truth, this condition was 

measured by identifying those instances when participants challenged or expressed doubt 

concerning the truthfulness/sincerity of another participant’s posts.  

As Table 7.1 shows, the level of replies on Qiangguo Luntan was low; replies 

accounted for 15.7% of posts. However, reciprocity was much higher in both the 

commercial-lifestyle and commercial-topical forums; 53.1% and 70.2% of Tieba and 

Yaolan’s posts were coded as replies. Overall, the results indicate that participants were 

more reciprocal in the forums that were more social than political in nature. On Tieba and 

Yaolan, it seems citizens were motivated to engage in mutual exchanges with fellow 

participants and encouraged to contribute to the building of an online community. Thus, 
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when political talk emerged, it was a more reciprocal affair on these forums than on 

Qiangguo Luntan.  

Regarding sincerity, in all three forums, our analysis identified no posts that 

challenged/questioned one’s sincerity. This does not mean that participants’ posts were 

necessarily a true reflection of their own opinions.  For instance, online commentators 

hired by the government, the ‘fifty-cent army’ (Han, 2015c: 111), may manipulate the 

process of public discussion to guide public opinion by employing purposeful framing and 

discursive strategies. As Han points out, netizens sometimes can detect such 

commentators based on their blatant pro-government tone. There was no reason to 

assume that this was the case, however. Moreover, these commentators are less likely to 

engage in debates on non-contentious (thought to be private) issues like childcare and 

parenting, especially in social orientated forums such as Tieba and Yaolan.  

The final condition was discursive equality, which deals with the norms and rules 

of debate. It requires that participants respect and recognize each other as having an equal 

voice/standing within the deliberative process. It was measured based on the presence or 

absence of degrading comments: posts that degrade – to lower in character, quality, 

esteem, or rank – another participant’s claim, opinion, or person.  

On all three forums, participants talked about childcare issues respectfully and 

civilly. As Table 7.1 indicates, acts of degrading were rare, accounting for less than 2% of 

posts in all three cases. Though this cannot be confirmed, these findings may partly be 

explained by the (pre)moderation strategies, as discussed above, employed by the forums. 

As one might expect, when uncivil behavior did occur, it was typically directed at 

participants with opposing political views. It is worth noting that such behavior led 

recipients to provide more reasoning and external evidence to support their claims, thus 

increasing the level of rationality and extended debate.  

 

Level 2 Other social-civic communicative practices 

Moving beyond the normative conditions of deliberation, other social-civic communicative 

forms were examined to explore their potential political implications. Due to the lack of 

opportunities to participate in collective action, Chinese citizens often employ the speech 

act of complaining to express their dissatisfactions with the state regarding particular 

public issues. As a form of personal communication with authority, complaining functions 
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as a form of citizen dialogue with state institutions. Complaints shed light on citizens’ 

subjectivities, civic practices, and power relations. Moreover, mass complaining online 

often functions as an indirect force for political change in the internet era. Similar to 

complaining, questioning is another way for citizens to critique the state and pressure 

authorities to make changes in indirect ways. 

As Table 7.2 shows, on Qiangguo Luntan, complaining and questioning 

represented 26.3% and 5.8% of posts respectively. Childcare issues raised by participants 

were mostly framed as public policy issues in this explicitly political space as opposed to 

being defined as common concerns of the private sphere. The grievances expressed 

concerned issues such as children protection policies, unequal educational opportunities, 

grandparents and childcare concerning migrant workers in rural China, divorce policies, 

and so on. These issue-specific complaints usually targeted relevant authorities, often 

turning into hardened resistance against the state’s current child welfare policies and, on 

occasions, even turning into cynical criticism of the political system. However, the tone of 

complaining and questioning was sometimes softened by humorous expressions or 

citizens’ ironical use of nationalistic discourses. In the example below, a participant 

commented on a thread revealing the poverty problems in remote villages in China, 

stating: ‘Nonsense. How should you have denied “the great achievement” of the reform and 

opening-up policy! Things like this only happen in Africa’. To critique the party-state its 

nationalist discourse was hold against it. In another thread about school bullying, a 

participant confronted the party-state in a joking tone with the lack of anti-bully policies 

at schools: ‘Oh my Party (CCP), my dear Mom (CCP), how to protect your underage 

children from violence?’  

Qiangguo Luntan thus acts as a barometer of public concern. By allowing the online 

expression of public grievances, the government can gauge citizens’ concerns about 

childcare policies, accommodate these complaints into their policy-making, improve 

governance, and win legitimacy. In this way, social conflicts around specific child welfare 

issues are resolved, and, at the same time, the dichotomous relationship between the state 

and citizens is diluted. Making forceful complaints to policy-makers and communicating 

discontent to pressure the state into offering more support to families and children with 

social services, education, and safety protection shows how Qiangguo Luntan users deal 

with authorities and solve problems they are confronted with. Complaining is considered 

more than a civic behavior and part of a broader political process. If individual complaints 

about child welfare are not dealt with effectively by authorities, discontent may resurface, 
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leading to continued grievances and generating further contention. Thus, sustained 

tensions may be resolved by authorities or can lead to gradual changes overtime. In this 

sense, civic complaining online is an important way for ordinary Chinese citizens to get 

involved in the political process and practice their civic agency.  

 

Table 7.2: Other Social-Civic Communicative Practices (%)  

Civic behavior Qiangguo 

Luntan  

(N=616) 

 Tieba  

(N=112

8) 

Yaolan  

(N=691) 

 

Complaining 26.3 18.3 14.2  

Questioning  5.8 0.7 1.2  

Advice 

giving/helping 

0.5 12.8 23.2  

Storytelling 

Social talk 

4.1 

1.6 

27.0 

5.4 

25.8 

7.4 

 

Note: the categories above are not mutually exclusive.  

 

On Tieba and Yaolan, fewer posts involved complaining, representing 18.3% and 

14.2% of their posts respectively, while the act of questioning was uncommon. Complaints 

about childcare issues were mainly discussed as private concerns as opposed to public 

policy-related issues. Both Tieba and Yaolan participants tended to raise issue-specific 

complaints based on their personal experiences and self-interest, such as how to protect 

their child from children trafficking, looking for ‘good’ school districts, domestic violence, 

and stories told by migrant parents regarding leaving their children behind in rural 

villages. Moreover, unlike Qiangguo Luntan participants, whose complaints were 

primarily directed at (state) authorities, Tieba and Yaolan participants took their everyday 

troubles to other citizens for support, help, and advice. However, these issue-specific 

complaints seemed to escalate (throughout the two forums) into strong critique targeting, 

for example, corruption in the educational system, unequal distribution of school 
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resources, the lack of welfare support for migrant workers, and, on occasion, hardened 

resistance against the political system more broadly.  

Although many participants engaged in the civic behavior of complaining on the 

three forums, Tieba and Yaolan participants did not engage in direct contention against 

the state as much as Qiangguo Luntan participants did. However, they were more involved 

in other social-civic communicative practices, which emerged during everyday political 

talk. Advice giving and helping others was much more common among Tieba and Yaolan 

participants. As Table 7.2 shows, these categories represented 23.2% and 12.8% of Yaolan 

and Tieba’s posts. It was fairly common for participants here to turn to fellow users for 

advice or help when they encountered personal childcare problems.They often shared their 

personal experiences, which pushed personal issues to the public arena, turning them into 

public issues. That is, as similar experiences accumulated in these threads, participants 

talked less about personal problems and more about public concerns. Participants worked 

together to help solve these problems collaboratively and collectively, which seemed to 

foster civic agency.  

This process is illustrated in the following example. In one thread, a Tieba 

participant (a migrant mother) was expressing her sorrow for leaving her two children 

behind in her rural hometown. Another participant, then, responded by sharing her own 

experience of growing up without parents and advised the migrant mother to try her best 

to live with her children to protect them from suffering psychological harm such distance 

may cause. A third participant asked the migrant mother about the reasons why she could 

not take her children to the city (Guangzhou). She replied that there were no childcare 

services (education and entertainment) available for her children and that she could not 

take good care of them due to long working hours at the factory. This provoked more posts, 

where participants shared similar dilemmas that migrant parents face in China today and 

tried to figure out the best they could do to their children. 

Storytelling is a natural form of everyday talk by which people reflect upon their 

experiences, express values, and consider doing something (Fisher, 1989). As Table 7.2 

indicates, storytelling was the most prominent social-civic communicative practice on 

Tieba and Yaolan, representing 27.0% and 25.8% of their posts respectively. As alluded to 

above, participants shared their stories about, for example, finding suitable schools for 

children, domestic violence, and issues around childcare and migrant workers. It allowed 

citizens to define their lived realities and directly speak for their self-interests. Storytelling 

too was a reciprocal affair; participants would share, compare, and discuss their stories 
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with one another. Such interpersonal communication encouraged citizens to actively 

articulate their personal experiences. This, along with the atmosphere of support, seemed 

to help foster mutual understanding among participants and the formation of group 

consciousness. The expressions of sympathy, good wishes, and social support more 

broadly – other common reactions storytelling tended to elicit – created a friendly and 

social atmosphere which fostered the exchange of ideas.  

Sometimes sharing stories about childcare issues turned into social talk (or intimate 

conversations); i.e., talk that has no explicit political meaning, such as chitchat, banter, 

and greetings. Although such conversations lack the ‘political’ in political talk, they did 

facilitate social bonding among participants, strengthening their sense of belonging to the 

online communities. Furthermore, these online social interactions can foster new social 

networks, bringing people closer together, potentially developing citizens’ social 

empowerment and civic engagement. For instance, in a thread focusing on domestic 

violence on Yaolan, a participant introduced a Tencent QQ (another popular social media 

in China) group chat account for sharing stories and supporting each other. This new social 

network provided participants with another entry into a variety of activities, including 

helping, supporting, and other civic activities linked to social associations and institutions.  

 

Level 3 Emotional expressions 

More than merely talk, participants were also involved in strong expressions of emotion 

and feelings when discussing childcare and parenting issues. In this section, the passions 

of citizens were investigated to understand the affective dimension of everyday political 

talk, attempting to explore the role of emotions in the political process.  In addition to the 

content analysis, a closer reading of the threads was carried out to acquire an in-depth 

understanding  of emotions in political talk.  

The level of expressive postings in Qiangguo Luntan was substantially lower 

compared to the Tieba and Yaolan forums. On Qiangguo Luntan, negative feelings, which 

included anger, sadness, and fear, were expressed in 14.6% of the sampled postings (see 

Table 7.3). Anger was the most prominent emotional type, while sadness and fear were less 

common. Based on a closer reading of the threads, three patterns of anger expression on 

Qiangguo Luntan were identified. First, anger expression seemed to facilitate the 

deliberative process. Participants’ expressions of anger about certain childcare and family 

policies sometimes were used to strengthen their claims. In turn, this seemed to foster and 
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deepen the reasoning process, further revealing the injustices and negative effects of the 

policy in question. Meanwhile, the expression of anger also helped strengthen the tone of 

one’s argument, enhancing the chances of being heard.  

Second, anger served as an emotional catalyst for social change. The feeling of anger 

catalyzes citizens’ behavior of complaining childcare and family related matters as public 

issues. Thus, citizens were emotionally empowered to challenge injustices related to child 

welfare issues, express criticism towards certain policies or authorities and pressure the 

government to act on matters concerning children’s safety and welfare. Although the action 

of complaining does not guarantee any consensus between the public grievances and 

government’s policy changes, the angry sentiments were likely to be heard when they grew 

strong enough and entered the wider public sphere, in service of the just ends.  

Third, anger, sometimes, was expressed as a mode of cynical engagement in 

citizens’ everyday life. The cynical expression of frustration and anger about the state’s 

limited progress in improving welfare for children and families was not caused by a single 

welfare issue.  However, citizens’ continued dissatisfaction about the growing gap between 

their perception about social realities and the socialist ideals that accumulated into a 

cynical attitude. The neglected and unresolved frustration emerged again in citizens’ 

everyday talk about childcare and family related issues, involved with the critique about 

the political system and CCP.  

In addition to these patterns of anger expression, Qiangguo Luntan participants 

used humor as a vehicle for emotional expression, too. As citizens complained and 

criticized the state’s limited support for childcare services, the inequalities and government 

bureaucracy in providing these services through satirical humor and irony, humor also 

functioned as an useful device for citizens to distance themselves from their statement of 

discontent, facilitating them lightly bringing up a serious social issue from their informal 

political talk about family issues. Therefore, humor, for citizens, acted as an empowerment 

tool but also as a method to dilute very strong criticism, softening the confrontation with 

the state. 
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Table7.3 Emotions expressed across forums (%)   

Emotion  Qiangguo Luntan 

(N=616) 

 BaiduTieba 

(N=1128) 

Yaolan (N=691) 

    

Anger 12.5 9.3 14.8 

Sadness 1.1 3.6 5.2 

Fear  1.0 4.2 9.6 

Happiness 0 0.3 0.7 

    

Note: The total percentages do not add up to 100 because the categories above are not 

mutually exclusive.  

 

The expression of emotions were more prominent on Tieba, representing 17.4% of 

Tieba postings. Tieba participants tended to express anger, sadness, and fear over more 

positive feelings (see Table 7.3). Anger was the most popular expressed emotion and it 

served as a self-empowerment tool. The expression of anger was often embedded in speech 

acts of storytelling and complaining about their private life difficulties concerning 

childcare and parenting or everyday experience of oppression from local authority. For 

instance, a participant expressed his or her strong emotion of anger when he or she was 

complaining about the lack of chances for children from non-elite families to study at good-

quality schools. His feeling of anger and frustration drove him to open up and share his 

personal experiences that contributed to that feeling of anger, playing a crucial role in 

transforming the private troubles into public issues Moreover, the feeling of anger also 

promoted assertiveness of Tieba participants as they talked and complained about an 

issue. At the same time, anger also functioned as a “glue”, improving the social bonding 

among participants. Induced by someone’s anger embedded in his/her experience, other 

participants also recalled their similar personal experiences. In this way, the interpersonal 

bonding bridged by the anger emotion provided participants the social basis to bring their 

private trouble to the wider public, promoting more discussions and chances of changing 

their personal situation.  



Complaining and sharing personal concerns as political acts 

 

  153 

With regard to the personal emotions of fear and sadness, though less prominent 

on Tieba, they contributed to the building of a (potential) community. When Tieba 

participants exposed their fear or worry about their children’s safety at schools or the 

injustices in education system which may deprive their children of chances to go to quality 

schools, it signaled potential problems for other parents as well. In this way, the shared 

feeling of fear was helping the bigger community to become aware of these issues. 

Meanwhile, the collective feeling of fear also increased intimacy and mutual trust among 

participants in the community. Similarly, citizens became intimate and sympathetic to 

each other, in their sharing of sad stories. These emotional involvement helped produce 

trusting, sympathetic and caring relations among participants, which were not only 

beneficial for mutual exchanges of ideas in the deliberative process but also facilitated 

individual or group civic behaviors.  

Similar to Qiangguo Luntan, Tieba users, on the one hand, used humor and satire 

to critique the injustices involved in current childcare and family issues, and on the other 

hand, attempted to avoid forceful confrontation with the authority via humorous 

expressions. Moreover, some of the humorous expressions on Tieba like joking and banter 

also contributed to creating a friendly atmosphere.  

On Yaolan, expressions of emotion were much more prominent than on the other 

two forums, accounting for 30.3% of postings. In line with Qiangguo Luntan and Tieba, 

Yaolan participants expressed a lot of negative feelings. Anger and fear were the most 

common emotions expressed (see Table 7.3). The expression of anger played both positive 

and negative roles in the political talk on Yaolan. On one hand, it served as a tool of 

personal empowerment. For instance, a woman suffering from domestic abuse expressed 

her fury in telling her story on Yaolan, which attracted a lot of attention from others and 

motivated many people to provide advice and help for her. In this example, anger was a 

tool for her to transform her private trouble into the public, encouraging group discussion 

and collective problem-solving. Meanwhile, anger also worked as a ‘glue’, increasing the 

closeness of relationship among participants. This occurs, because it’s human nature to 

listen when someone expresses feelings which make them vulnerable to others (Larsson, 

2012). Therefore, anger expression was a channel to invite others to talk about the issue 

that triggered the feeling of anger, and then contributing to the building of trust and 

intimacy. On the other hand, anger was, sometimes, expressed in unproductive ways on 

Yaolan. The strong emotion of anger was often evoked by issues such as children 

trafficking and children’s safety at school which would severely threaten their children’s 
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safety. Since the participants were mostly parents on Yaolan, they normally reacted very 

angrily to issues of this kind and their anger often escalated into a hostile and cynical 

attitude to the human trafficking criminals who hurt children or abusive teachers, which 

hampered their ability to think rationally or constructively about what they could ‘do’ with 

the situation.  

In addition to anger, Yaolan participants tended to express fear in their political 

talk about childcare and parenting issues. Fear was often expressed as a form of latent 

complaint by Yaolan participants in their sharing worries with others. The latent form of 

complaining often occurs among close friends and intimate acquaintances. Because of the 

helping and sharing atmosphere on Yaolan, participants were more willing to share their 

worries or anxiety with others. According to Marcus and Mackuen (1993), fear or anxiety 

works as “an alerting system, gaining citizens’ attention and ultimately facilitating their 

thinking”. Thus, the expression of fear could help Yaolan participants to direct citizens’ 

focus into the issue that was worrying them. At the same time, sadness was occasionally 

expressed when participants told stories to others on Yaolan. Different from anger and 

fear, sadness did not often incite actions. Nevertheless, it played an important role with 

other emotions to promote sympathy and interpersonal bonds because people were 

inclined to bond when they sympathized with others’ sad feelings. Finally, on Yaolan, the 

use of humor was not that popular as on Qiangguo Luntan and Tieba.  

7.6 Discussion and Conclusion 

This study shows that political talk about mundane issues that emerges across Chinese 

online forums opens up spaces for citizens to engage in deliberative and civic practices. 

Discussing issues that relate to people’s everyday lives such as childcare and parenting are 

not considered controversial by the state upfront. This creates opportunities for political 

talk to emerge, especially in online forums that are not political per se. We have shown that 

compared to the authoritarian discursive space with constrained freedom of speech on the 

government-run forum Qiangguo Luntan, the commercial-lifestyle and the commercial-

topical forums Tieba and Yaolan created more open and inclusive spaces for citizens to 

engage in child welfare politics. Especially communicative forms that are traditionally not 

considered central to deliberative reasoning, such as complaining, sharing experiences 

through storytelling, and giving advice, open up opportunities for promoting and 

sustaining the public life of Chinese citizens, thus enhancing the Chinese public sphere.  



Complaining and sharing personal concerns as political acts 

 

  155 

On Qiangguo Luntan posters rarely raised childcare issues related to their private 

lives. These were directly discussed as political issues. Although making claims (expressing 

an opinion) was the dominant communicative form, the level of rationality and reciprocity, 

two key elements of deliberation, was noticeably low when compared to government 

sponsored forums in Western countries (see, e.g., Jensen, 2003a; Graham, 2003). This is 

partly because the goal of the forum is to collect citizens’ opinions about government 

policies to facilitate authoritarian decision-making rather than to stimulate in-depth 

discussion among citizens, and partly because the participants had limited freedom in 

setting the agenda of discussion.  

Apart from deliberative reasoning, complaining and questioning emerged as 

important communicative forms during the course of everyday political talk. These speech 

acts were often employed by citizens as a method for shaping public discourse and 

pressuring state agencies to change aspects of child welfare policy. Since these grievances 

were expressed within the agenda already approved by the state, discussions on Qiangguo 

Luntan mainly contributed to the political objectives of the government. This is in line with 

Schlæger and Jiang (2014) findings on governmental microblogs in China which suggest 

that these do not promote any institutional changes within (local) governments, but rather 

serve as ‘reinforcer of the existing power structure’ (p. 203). Although citizens on 

Qiangguo Luntan were allowed to critically engage with childcare policies, which might 

even be used in actual policy-making by the state, they were limited to the policies and 

issues set-out by the government. This means they are disconnected from the real policy-

making process. 

On Tieba and Yaolan, our commercial-lifestyle and commercial-topical forums, 

political talk about childcare issues usually began with discussions about private concerns. 

During the course of everyday talk, these conversations would turn ‘political’ as 

participants crossed over from their individual interests to wider public concerns by 

connecting their family troubles with broader social issues. Here, the finding shows that 

non-political online spaces facilitate citizens in transforming personal concerns into 

political acts in China, similar to what Graham et al. (2015, 2016) found in everyday online 

spaces in Western countries. Compared to Qiangguo Luntan, Tieba and Yaolan 

participants enjoyed more freedom to raise their own issues. Moreover, in online spaces 

that are not political by nature, such as Yaolan, moderation practices are more open and 

transparent.  
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Regarding the deliberativeness of political talk, it was Tieba (the commercial-

lifestyle forum), and not the explicitly political nor the seemingly non-political forums, 

where deliberative practices were overall most common. Although the level of claims made 

was lower than in Qiangguo Luntan and Yaolan, Tieba participants were more rational 

and reciprocal. Unlike Qiangguo Luntan and Yaolan participants, Tieba participants, on 

occasions, engaged in extended debate, though convergence of opinions remained 

extremely rare.  

Social-civic communicative practices such as storytelling and advice giving were 

important means for citizens to express themselves on Yaolan and Tieba. Yaolan is a 

topical forum aimed at helping and supporting families regarding childcare and parenting 

issues. This explains why storytelling and advice giving were more prevalent than 

deliberative communicative practices. These personal forms of communication seemed to 

strengthen a sense of community and solidarity, encouraging the learning and 

internalizing of civic values rooted in everyday life. As citizens were socialized into the 

political process via these social-civic communicative practices, they became ‘active agents 

in their own socialization’ (Amnå et al., 2009: 27) rather than remaining passive, waiting 

to be organized by the state. Thus, these online spaces facilitate civic engagement and 

create online ‘third spaces’ (Wright, 2012b) where citizens’ patterns of participation 

capture the informal nature of everyday life. The findings here support the claim that 

political talk can have positive effects on political participation and civic engagement, no 

matter whether they were conducted in a deliberative way or not (Wyatt et al., 2000; 

Pearce and Pearce, 2000).   

Building upon these findings, one could conclude that the distinctive goals and 

characteristics of the forums indeed opened up different types of spaces for citizens to 

negotiate child welfare issues with state agencies. The government-run political forum 

mainly functioned as a restrained ‘feedback mechanism’ to the state. Although citizens 

were allowed to interpret policies with critical and contentious attitudes, the government 

controlled the deliberation process. Conversely, the commercial-lifestyle and topical 

forums outside of conventional politics created more open and inclusive spaces for citizens 

to engage in child welfare politics. Without predefined goals to organize citizens to 

participate in politics, everyday political talk in such spaces opened up more diverse 

opportunities for citizens to be self-empowered and self-energized in their lifeworld, thus 

acquiring civic competence to engage in the political process.  



Complaining and sharing personal concerns as political acts 

 

  157 

With both deliberative and civic practices emerging, a vibrant civic space integrated 

with the informal characteristics of everyday life came into being on Tieba. On the Yaolan 

forum a close community has emerged in which citizens share personal experiences and 

provide each other with advice about life issues. These conversations occasionally turned 

political and fostered civic engagement. In the everyday (non-political) spaces, the reason, 

rule-based deliberation is not the dominant communicative practice, as expected by 

Habermas (1989). There are political (narrative) acts of complaining and sharing personal 

concerns grounded in citizens’ lived life experiences, via which people find their ways to 

discuss what are the matters of common concern surrounding the everyday issues. I argue 

political talk generates a more grounded model of public discourse in everyday public 

sphere, which links social issues with the lifeworld and widens the scope of what counts as 

the political in the formal political sphere in China.  

The findings here support Rauchfleisch and Schäfer’s (2015) argument that there 

are multiple online public spheres existing on the Chinese internet, exhibiting different 

participatory characteristics. They show that the expression of experiences, incorporation 

of social-civic norms, and formation of a civic community in the setting of everyday life are 

essential for the emergence of a well-functioning discursive space in which Chinese citizens 

can articulate their concerns and political opinions. First, expression of experiences and 

concerns regarding their everyday life plays an important role in bridging the personal and 

the political, connecting Chinese citizens to public life. Citizens are more motivated to talk 

and engage in issues related to their personal concerns, which help them to open up the 

otherwise closed private life experience, and then subject it to public scrutiny. This was 

especially true when everyday talk about childcare issues turned political via the 

communicative practices of complaining and storytelling on Tieba and Yaolan. The 

political agency constituted through the political (narrative) act of raising personal 

experiences into relevant politics empowers citizens for civic engagement and social 

changes.  

Second, citizens’ mundane social-civic communicative practices by applying the 

values and norms rooted in their lifeworld are important for the emergence of an active 

public sphere. As Dahlgren (2006) argues, the civic values and civic competence originated 

from the informal spaces of everyday life provide the cultural origins for overt political 

participation in the public sphere. The social-civic norms of helping and supporting 

developed in the Chinese tradition of surviving life difficulties through support networks 

in the lifeworld shape the forms of discourse in social online spaces. Chinese citizens who 
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have encountered difficulties regarding childcare and parenting tasks tended to look out 

for help and support on Tieba and Yaolan.  

Third, the formation of a potential online communities and the “civic affinity”, 

which could blur into civic trust (Dahlgren, 2002), are inherent for a well-functioning 

public sphere. Chinese citizens’ everyday dialogues, facilitated by the interactivity of BBS 

forums, tend to be more reciprocal when the forum is more contextualized within social 

life and less explicitly political. Not being political enthusiasts, users of Tieba and Yaolan 

frequently engaged in reciprocal exchanges when they were telling stories, giving advice 

regarding childcare and parenting, as well as, having casual chats. Interpersonal 

communication played a major role in bounding participants together and linking 

individual family troubles with public welfare issues at the collective level. Similar to the 

logic of self-empowerment in the lifeworld addressed above, the key to the formation of 

connective bonding and social ties are the spirits of sharing, helping, and support when 

people see others suffer from life difficulties, which are civic norms cultivated in citizens’ 

(private) everyday life. The informal social connections formed among strangers in the 

online forums differed from ‘guanxi’ or relation networks, which mainly refers to personal 

ties that existed within kinship, relative and friend networks Chinese individuals tend to 

rely on (Pye, 1992). The general civic trust emerged in reciprocal discursive exchanges 

among strangers on the BBS forums went beyond the specific trust established among 

familiar people within the guanxi network.  

This study has offered an understanding of everyday political talk’s role in 

facilitating citizen deliberation, increasing civic engagement and steering the political life 

of Chinese citizens. Compared to the political online space, everyday political talk leads to 

a more inclusive discursive space via political acts of complaining and sharing personal 

concerns in non-political spaces. It captures and recognizes the everyday life politics in the 

private sphere through deliberative or social-civic communication grounded in citizens’ 

lived experiences. In everyday online spaces, parents’ sharing of their personal experiences 

and feelings in the political talk about childcare and parenting reduced communicative 

isolation and supported civic affinity. Moreover, it strengthened citizens’ sense of 

belonging to a community where their everyday life could be reflected upon, and their life 

struggles could be articulated.   
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8. Conclusions 

Political talk in the internet-based everyday sphere in China  

 

The extent to which the Chinese internet creates new dynamics of social change has been 

a central topic of debate over the past two decades. Previous studies have investigated the 

political implications of the rise of the internet in China mainly from the macro level, 

focusing on the dynamics between the state and society. However, the microdynamics of 

technology, politics, and society in the context of everyday life have obtained far less 

attention. This dissertation contributes to filling this gap by exploring the potential spaces 

of daily life beyond the formal political sphere in China. More specifically, it focuses on 

everyday online political talk. This allows us to explore how citizens on a day-to-day basis 

interact with political issues at the micro-level and how they engage in public deliberation.  

Due to the limited possibilities of political participation in formal settings, everyday 

political talk is a significant alternative channel for Chinese citizens to engage in politics. 

The internet-based everyday sphere opens up new social spaces where citizens discuss 

political issues grounded in their views and experiences. Studying online political talk thus 

serves as an effective approach to empirically examine how loosely organized ordinary 

citizens engage in the political process. It is both challenging and interesting to study the 

Chinese internet, which can cultivate liberating power but may also strengthen the existing 

social and political hierarchies, because of the mix of politics, commercial forces and local 

culture in China (Chen and Reese, 2015). This study provides new perspectives for 

understanding the complexity of the dynamics of online politics in China, thus 

contributing a non-Western lens for viewing and grasping communication, politics, and 

society.  

This dissertation showed how politics emerges from everyday talk about various 

personal matters and lifestyle issues such as concerns about the environment, seeing 

doctors at hospitals, buying medicine, and child-rearing. I conducted a comparative 

analysis of political talk on three forums that have different styles, aims, and affordances. 

They range from an explicitly political forum to a forum where the mixing of politics with 

lifestyle and private matters occurs, to a non-political forum. This enabled me to study the 

nature of citizen interactions in the spaces of everyday life without an explicitly political 

focus (Tieba and Yaolan) and compare this with political talk in the space of conventional 

politics (Qiangguo Luntan). The comparison showed that deliberative political talk was 
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uncommon on the political forum. It was on the mixed forum, where political talk was the 

most deliberative. Furthermore, closely related to deliberative ideals, a variety of civic 

engagement activities, such as complaining and storytelling, emerged during citizens’ 

mundane communicative practices. This, I argue, transforms participants from lay people 

into engaged citizens, connecting the personal to the political, especially in non-political 

spaces.  

8.1 Research findings  

This study examined the nature of online political talk across three popular forums by 

addressing three central research questions, which have been discussed in the empirical 

Chapters 5-7. The first research question (RQ1) asked to what extent everyday political talk 

in Chinese digital spaces meets the normative conditions of deliberation. This RQ 

investigates the deliberativeness of politicial talk. The second research question (RQ2) 

focused on other communication forms such as social-civic communicative practices 

(RQ2a) and emotional expressions (RQ2b). The third research question (RQ3) asked if the 

different forums’ styles, aims, and affordances had an impact on discursive practices.  

8.1.1 The deliberative process 

The results of the empirical study showed that participants were more capable of 

influencing the agenda of political discussions on non-political forums (Tieba and Yaolan) 

than on the explicitly political forum (Qiangguo Luntan). Citizens had more freedom here 

to engage in political talk that was rooted in their personal experiences without being 

curbed by the clear political orientation of the political space. It showed that the variable 

of topic does not impact the nature of the political talk that much because similar results 

were found in every case study. It was the difference between forums that mattered most.  

To explore the functions of citizens’ everyday political talk, this dissertation  first 

analyzed the level of deliberativeness. The process of deliberation was examined through 

the lenses of public sphere theory and deliberative democracy. To conduct good 

deliberation, citizens are required to have well-considered and rational-critical 

conversations. Meanwhile, it is important that participants respectfully listen and respond 

to others' statements. In this study, the norms of deliberation were operationalized for 

empirical analysis based on the following criteria: rationality, continuity, reciprocity, 

sincerity, and discursive equality. In this chapter, I will present the findings of the 

empirical analysis of political talk per topic (see Figures 8.1 — 8.3). I then highlight the 
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criteria of rational-critical debate – the level of rationality, reciprocity, and continuity of 

debate – in reporting the comparative results.  

 

Figure 8.1 Comparative analysis of the deliberativeness of political talk about 

environmental issues  

 

 

 

Figure 8.2  Comparative analysis of the deliberativeness of political talk about public 

health issues  
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Figure 8.3  Comparative analysis of the deliberativeness of political talk about childcare 

and parenting issues  
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in critical debates. Although the Chinese government opened up some official spaces 

online for public discourse, participants were led to engage in a consultative process, not a 

deliberative process. The nature of the government-led Qiangguo Luntan thus had a 

strong influence in shaping the users’ communicative patterns.  

The comparison between the forums showed that the topic of political talk (the 

environment, public health, and childcare and parenting) did not fundamentally impact 

the nature of the deliberation on a forum. However, there were slight differences regarding 

the indicator of continuity. Specifically, the topic had an impact on the frequency of 

continued debate on Tieba. This emerged more often when people were talking about 

public health issues than when they discussed the environment and childcare and 

parenting. Public health was one of the most controversial issues in China, as it concerned 

the well-being of every Chinese citizen, the investment from the government, and the 

interest of hospitals and other sectors. The controversial topic stimulated disagreements 

among participants. It seems that the argumentative exchanges on Tieba went deeper 

when the issue participants talked about was more controversial.  

The results show that the characteristics of a forum and its capacity of affording 

communicative practices that bridge the public and the private jointly determined the 

deliberative quality of political talk. The effective link between personal experiences and 

matters of common concern – “issues the public ought to discuss” (Mansbridge, 1999) – 

paved the way for the emergence of a social space in which proper deliberation can occur. 

Participants were more active in exchanging opinions and negotiating different ideas when 

their personal experiences could be incorporated into the agenda of discussion and could 

be transformed in such a way that the private matters were understood as public issues.  

Tieba which combines a public space with a lifestyle focus offered the best chance 

for citizens to translate self-experiences and personal considerations into public concerns. 

Citizens on Tieba were enabled to develop an opinion and consider diverse views rather 

than merely express one’s individual directional preferences. In contrast to the open 

agenda and the possibilities to bring personal concerns into the public on Tieba, Qiangguo 

Luntan did not support the connection between the public and the private by constraining 

the agenda of political talk in compliance with the political agenda of the government. 

Under the control of government agencies, Qiangguo Luntan did not really facilitate 

citizen deliberation but treated citizens as objects of persuasion. Posting only isolated 

comments and opinions geared towards officials, citizens were not engaged in deliberative 

exchanges. The simple aggregation of loose assertions and opinions withheld citizens from 
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effectively practicing their deliberative capacity, learning diverse views, and becoming 

empowered citizens. Without a clear political context, the agenda of discussion was open 

to citizens’ articulation of personal concerns and desires on Yaolan. Personal 

considerations of everyday issues were linked with the common good concerning the wider 

society via diverse personal forms of communication, rather than political debate, on this 

topical forum.  

8.1.2 Social-civic communicative practices 

To answer the second research question (RQ2a), other communicative forms that promote 

social-civic practices were examined. Everyday political talk in Chinese digital spaces gave 

rise to multiple communicative forms beyond the framework of deliberation, which serve 

as alternative channels to foster political engagement. Figures 8.4 — 8.6 show the 

comparative analysis of social-civic forms of communication used per topic.   

  

Figure 8.4: Comparative analysis of social-civic forms of communication in 

political talk about environmental issues 

 

 

Figure 8.5: Comparative analysis of social-civic forms of communication in 

political talk about public health issues  
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Figure 8.6: Comparative analysis of social-civic forms of communication in 

political talk about childcare & parenting issues  
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the government, striving for social change. Complaining happened most frequently on 

Qiangguo Luntan, less frequently on Tieba and the least on Yaolan. It was mixed with 

rational arguments and assertions on both Qiangguo Luntan and Tieba, but not on Yaolan 

where citizens were not very engaged in political deliberation.  

A closer qualitative analysis of political talk showed that Qiangguo Luntan 

participants complained about the environment, public health, and childcare and 

parenting issues as public policy issues, directly targeting official agencies for better policy-
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relevant policies, the government, and the political system in general. However, these 

complaints were often softened by citizens’ (ironic) use of nationalist discourse and 

humorous expressions. On Tieba and Yaolan, in contrast, participants usually raised issue-

specific complaints based on their personal experiences in their everyday life. Tieba 

participants mostly sought help or suggestions from the wider society but they sometimes 

also expressed very radical complaints about policies and the government. On Yaolan, the 

non-political forum, complaints mostly remained issue-specific and personal. There was 

less subversive criticism voiced towards the government than on Qiangguo Luntan and 

Tieba.  

The findings here show different characteristics when it comes to political talk about 

environmental issues. The complaints on Tieba and Yaolan, not only expressed citizens’ 

discontent about environmental problems they encountered in everyday life but also 

involved a great deal of policy-oriented criticism. This indicates how the political emerged 

from everyday conversations and how complaints about a certain issue were not only 

influenced by the forum style but also shaped by the specific topic of online discussions. 

Environmental problems that have a major impact on individuals’ health and ways of life 

have already been politicized as social issues in China due to the deterioration of the 

environment. That is why citizens sometimes talked about environmental issues as 

political issues even in the spaces of everyday life.      

In addition to the contentious act of complaining, other social-civic engagement 

activities such as storytelling, advice giving, and social talk also emerged in the online 

political talk about the three topics. These individual communicative practices contribute 

little to processes of persuasion or reasoned exchange of differences that are required in 

the deliberative process. However, they do provide citizens with a lower threshold to 

express political preferences based on personal experiences and self-interest. Through 

these social-civic processes, citizens render everyday issues visible in the broader public 

realm, practice their everyday citizenship, and form informal social connections. The 

personal communicative forms of storytelling and advice giving/helping were frequently 

practiced by Tieba and Yaolan participants, with Qiangguo Luntan as an exception. 

Storytelling and advice giving/helping occurred more frequently on Yaolan than Tieba. 

Yaolan, as a non-political forum, created a space for citizens to share everyday life issues 

with others, seeking help and providing support to each other. The topic did not have a 

major impact on the frequency of storytelling and advice giving on Yaolan, but it did on 

Tieba. Tieba participants employed the communicative form of storytelling and advice 

giving/helping very often in political talk about public health and childcare and parenting 
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issues. This can be explained by the close connections that public health and childcare and 

parenting issues share with everyday life matters than environmental issues.  

8.1.3 The expression of emotions 

To answer the research question about the affective dimension of political talk (RQ2b), the 

expression of emotions was investigated. This allows us to explore the affective power of 

online talk and the dynamics between rational debate and emotions. Participants of the 

three forums mostly expressed negative emotions such as anger, fear, and sadness. 

Occasionally they used humorous expressions.  

The results show that on Qiangguo Luntan and Tieba anger was the most 

prominent type of emotion expressed when discussing environmental issues. On the latter 

forum, citizens expressed the strongest feeling of anger and paired this with opinion 

expressions, mostly in response to the government’s ineffectiveness in dealing with 

environmental problems and the implementation of policy. Since environmental issues are 

already on the policy agenda of the government, political talk about it did not promote 

strong feelings of anger on Qiangguo Luntan, which partly functioned as a governmental 

forum collecting public support for policy-making. On Tieba, however, users expressed 

much anger when they discussed how environmental issues impacted their personal life. 

Their day-to-day experiences with severe pollution and other environmental issues caused 

by factories motivated citizens to strongly criticize the ineffectiveness of environmental 

policies. Unlike Tieba, Yaolan participants expressed feelings of anger far less, but instead 

they expressed worries about the health impact on their children. Because the Yaolan 

forum aims to help parents with taking care of children, the agenda of environmental talk 

was more oriented to the protection of children from pollution and what families could do 

themselves to protect the environment.  
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Figure 8.7  Comparative analysis of emotions expressed in political talk about 

environmental issues 

 

 

Figure 8.8  Comparative analysis of emotions expressed in political talk about 

public health issues  

 

 

Figure 8.9  Comparative analysis of emotions expressed in political talk about 

childcare & parenting issues 
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During political talk about public health issues, as well as childcare and parenting 

issues (see Figures 8.8 and 8.9), anger was expressed prominently on all three forums. As 

these issues are very closely connected to citizens’ everyday life, the affective dimension of 

political talk was strong, even on Yaolan. On Qiangguo Luntan, anger was a catalyst of 

criticism against certain policies and often expressed when different ideas and 

disagreements were exchanged, leading to deliberative practices. On Yaolan, the 

expression of anger mainly served as a tool of personal empowerment, facilitating the 

expression of personal concerns rooted in citizens’ everyday life context and transforming 

them into public issues. On Tieba, the expression of anger was embedded within both the 

social-civic process and deliberative moments.  

In addition to anger, participants also expressed less politically subversive feelings 

like fear and sadness. These were more frequently expressed on Tieba and Yaolan, and 

very rarely on Qiangguo Luntan. The emotive expression of fear and sadness was not to 

directly resist against injustices citizens encounter, but to express implicit complaints as 

an almost hidden form of resistance. Meanwhile, sharing these emotions often provoked 

sympathy from others, creating social bonds among participants.  

Finally, humor was used differently on the forums. Qiangguo Luntan participants 

used satire to mock and criticize government performance and their policies but also 

employed humorous expressions to soften their critique of the state. Different from 

Qiangguo Luntan users’ strategic and flexible use of humor in their expression of political 

contention, Tieba and Yaolan users mostly employed humorous expressions such as joking 
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and banter to create a funny, entertaining, and friendly atmosphere, which seemed to 

promote a sense of community among participants.  

 

8.2 Theoretical implications  

To figure out the subtlety of Chinese practices of deliberation, the social structure of 

deliberation which is rooted in forum-specific circumstances and the larger socio-cultural 

context, should not be taken for granted. As Rosenberg (2004) suggests, the quality of 

communication is influenced by the social structure in which communicative practices are 

constructed, and in turn, these also shape the social context. In his view, deliberation 

cannot be simplified as a process of free and equal exchange of opinions. Instead, it has a 

structure which considers the social aspects of communication such as emotional 

engagement, the dynamics of communicative exchanges, identity, and community 

building. Everyday talk as an important part of civic culture that anchors emotions, values, 

civic trust, affinities, and identities, plays a big role in generating the social structure of 

communication. The approach to study deliberation in the networks of everyday political 

talk is, therefore, a good way to reveal how the social structure emerged in the course of 

everyday communication in Chinese digital spaces realized the ideals of deliberation.  

Rosenberg has emphasized that different social contexts and structural settings 

construct different forms of communication and encourage different forms of rationality. 

“Insofar as social environments are structured differently, they create different forms of 

‘social co-operation’ and thereby lead individuals to ‘operate’ and thus reason in 

fundamentally different ways” (Rosenberg, 2004, p.13). The structure of communicative 

spaces and communities can facilitate or limit certain communicative practices which 

promote new forms of reasoning and understanding. This research shows that this is 

especially true with regard to political talk in Chinese cyberspace. The different structures 

of communication formed on the three different forums shape the nature of political talk 

differently. 

8.2.1 Government-run online political space: authoritarian deliberation 

Qiangguo Luntan was established by the state governed news website People’s Net as a 

political forum for citizens to talk about policies, environmental problems, social welfare, 

and issues involving social equality. On the forum, the environment, public health, and 

childcare and parenting were directly discussed as political issues. Barber (1984) stresses, 

it is talk itself that should maintain its function of agenda-setting in a healthy democracy. 



Conclusions 

 

  171 

However, the agenda of political talk was mostly determined by forum staff who both 

moderated and censored political discussions according to strict pre-moderation rules. 

Qiangguo Luntan did not open up opportunities for participants to put other issues they 

wanted to raise on the agenda. It meant that mundane political talk on the political forum 

was decontextualized from citizens’ everyday life realities, consequently losing the 

potentials of empowering everyday citizens. These seemingly soft forms of social control 

constrained the freedom of Qiangguo Luntan participants in articulating the problems 

they encounter in everyday life and expressing their self-interest and true political wills, 

which in the end discouraged citizens to talk, deliberate, and engage in the political process 

via the forum. They consequently manipulated the process and outcome of political 

deliberation.  

Although the government severely influenced the deliberative process via agenda-

setting, information control, and the forum structure, users figured out alternative forms 

of civic participation on Qiangguo Luntan. A certain amount of public dissent was 

displayed on the governmental forum through the speech acts of complaining and 

questioning, the expression of anger, and the use of satire and irony. However, the 

resistance against relevant environmental policies and social inequalities involved in 

public health and child welfare policies was much weaker than the type of popular 

resistance in Western countries, which is normally characterized by direct opposition 

against any form of power domination, including the highest authority of the state. The 

contestation evolving from political talk on Qiangguo Luntan did not support 

confrontation with the state or the central government’s rule; they were mostly softened 

by nationalist discourse or humorous speech acts when it involved strong criticism against 

the state.  

Based on the normative assessment of deliberation as well as the analysis of other 

social-civic communicative practices, the nature of political talk enabled by the 

governmental forum differed quite substantially from the ideals of Western deliberation. 

Rather than empowering citizens by giving them a say in decision-making, deliberation 

aimed to enhance the governance of the state. This was given priority above holding 

authorities accountable to public opinion as envisioned in Habermas's ideals of the public 

sphere. This was termed as “authoritarian deliberation” (He and Warren, 2011). The goal 

is to enhance the rule of the CCP (Chinese Communist Party) and to avoid the direct 

challenge of the legitimacy of its authority. As the results show, the authoritarian 

environment and the structure of the forum constructed under the leadership of the 
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government shape the forms of communication on the forum. Political talk here became 

consultation of the people, controlling the public discourse in this political space. 

Consequently, the allowed political expression on Qiangguo Luntan could be 

accommodated into policy-making to win more legitimacy for the government but without 

effectively empowering Chinese citizens. The governmental forum reinforces the current 

distribution of power and interests, maintaining politics as usual in the socio-political 

context of China. This confirms previous research on Chinese e-government programs 

(Schlæger and Jiang, 2014; Jiang, 2009; Damn, 2003).  

8.2.2 Online spaces outside of the realm of conventional politics: a transition 

to democratic deliberation and a new political society?  

Most theories of formal deliberation privilege a narrow idea of public interest and the 

common good in which personal experiences and private interests are excluded and 

discredited (Young, 1990; Sanders, 1997). Other political theorists argue, however, that 

self-interest rooted in private concerns does (need to) have an important role in 

deliberation and strong democracy (Mansbridge, 2010; Young, 1996; Barber, 1984). This 

study has shown that the expression of personal experiences and interests can bridge the 

private and the public in the agenda of online political talk. In the casual political 

conversations among everyday citizens, the expression of troubles and difficulties that 

citizens encountered in their everyday life fostered deliberative exchanges. 

On Tieba and Yaolan, the forums without a clear political focus, users discussed 

how they struggled with environmental, public health, and childcare and parenting issues. 

By talking about their personal experiences, in relation to the topic, citizens had the 

opportunity to include what was important in their everyday life in the agenda of political 

talk. This is important because it is crucial to include the interests of those whose lives have 

been impacted by certain issues in the process of deliberation. Mansbridge (2010), for 

example, argues that the exploration and clarification of private interests can prevent the 

politically powerful from dominating the construction of the common good, even when 

they do not intend to manipulate the process of deliberation. Moreover, Fung (2003) 

argues that the articulation of self-interests promotes better deliberation because 

“participants will invest more of their psychic energy and resources into the process and 

so make it more thorough and creative” (p.345). Particularly on Tieba, political talk about 

the three topics accommodated participants’ personal concerns, embraced the expression 

of individual views, which actually encouraged vigorous rational-critical debate. As Tieba 

is a commercial-lifestyle forum, it facilitated the development of lifestyle (identity) politics 
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and a subculture oriented around commercialism. Young people consider it as a place for 

entertain, as well as a place to express themselves. On this forum, participants were 

encouraged to claim their individual rights and interests, express their perspectives and 

views in the liberal sense. Because of participants’ strong personal concerns and values, it 

was common for disputes and different points of view to emerge on Tieba, generating 

deliberative exchanges among participants.  

On Yaolan, in contrast, self-expression of particular experiences and interests did 

not result in rational-critical debate as frequently. The findings revealed that rational 

arguments were rare, even though Yaolan users regularly talked about what was really at 

stake in their daily life and stood up for their personal concerns. The question then is why 

did a deliberative process not emerge out of the articulation of personal experiences and 

private interest on Yaolan? A closer analysis revealed that the self-expression of personal 

experiences and interests did not lead to value conflicts among Yaolan participants. 

Instead, they were more willing to help, listen, and talk about the issues aligned with the 

shared concerns of others. Yaolan participants were mostly parents who joined the online 

conversation for personal aims but did not care that much about how this relates to public 

policies. They merely discussed personal concerns, such as whether to buy school-zone 

houses for their children's education, worries about children vaccine safety, and hidden 

dissent about environmental pollution. However, the expressions of personal concerns and 

interests was not considered as confrontational by others. As the collective aim of the 

forum was to help and support people to solve everyday life problems, participants were 

very open to the concerns of others and appeal to the collective interest shared by 

participants.  

He (2014) argues in his work about deliberative culture and politics in China, that 

communitarian norms rooted in the neo-Confucian culture advocate “combined and 

balanced interests” between the private and the public during public discussions (p.64). 

Citizens are not expected here to pursue their ultimate individual interests, unlike in the 

Western liberal traditions where individuals are encouraged to compete for their interests. 

Personal concerns and views were often expressed, in line with the shared interest or 

values on the Yaolan forum. The ways people interacted with each other in the Yaolan 

community were impacted by the communitarian norms developed on the basis of 

traditional Confucian values. They did not fit into the liberal traditions, which encourage 

individuals to stand up for their own interests. This indicates the Western style of 

deliberation is not a proper way to listen and respond to the personal concerns and 
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particular interests of everyday citizens in the close (interpersonal) communities formed 

on Yaolan. The following part of the Chapter will illustrate how Yaolan participants 

retreated from the deliberative norms, while managed to express their particular 

complaints and interests via other communicative forms, succeeding in the articulation of 

differences. 

In addition to the normative analysis of deliberative practices, this study pays 

attention to social-civic forms of communication in everyday online spaces. It thus 

explores the dynamics between social-civic process and deliberative process on both Tieba 

and Yaolan. Except arguing and debating, citizens were also involved in communicative 

practices such as complaining, storytelling, advice giving/helping, social talk and 

emotional expressions as social agents. These social-civic communicative practices not 

only offered alternative ways to bring issues to the conversation but also created a social 

structure which situates communicative acts in a particular socio-civic context. The 

deliberative effect of communicative action is determined by the specific social-cultural 

context it is embedded in, rather than by the act of exchanging views itself (Sass and 

Dryzek, 2014). The different social-cultural context facilitated citizens’ talk and debate via 

a different package of communicative forms. 

The multiple social-civic communicative practices emerging in citizens’ everyday 

living environment enabled the expression of differences in the public arena, extending 

the elite-dominated public sphere to the grassroots level in China. At present, a large 

number of under-organized ordinary citizens do not have formal access to politics, nor are 

they agents of the elitist civil society, which shares a cooperative relationship with the state. 

Their everyday life struggles are not taken seriously in the emergent Chinese public sphere, 

which is more oriented to the liberal-civil ideals popular with the middle-upper class in 

China. Thus, it ignores the appeals of the lower class. For a large population of non-elite 

and ordinary citizens, the internet is an accessible channel for political expression and 

participation. As the results showed, the civic agencies involved in online communicative 

acts, such as complaining, storytelling, advice giving/helping, social talk, and emotional 

expressions, played an important  role in linking the injustices in citizens’ personal life 

experiences to political issues, accommodating the desires of everyday citizens into the 

agenda of discussion. The communicative capacity in participants’ social-civic practices 

was nurtured by the communicative traditions, habitual norms, and cultural values 

originating from Chinese citizens' mundane practices in their social lives.   
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These personalized communicative forms facilitating the expression of personal 

desires, grievances, and feelings do not demand the involvement of rational-critical debate 

and persuasion in bringing personal claims to the public agenda on a specific issue. 

According to Bennett and Segerberg (2012), personalized communicative practices open 

to diverse personal forms of reasoning can preserve some space for ordinary citizens to 

articulate their particular experiences and concerns. In this study, we saw those forms of 

self-expression via storytelling, asking or giving advice/help, complaints, satire, and 

emotions on Tieba and Yaolan.  They served as new communicative strategies to frame 

social reality and transform personal troubles into public issues, challenging the 

hierarchies in the emphasis of universal rationality. The multiple social-civic 

communicative forms, beyond the framework of deliberation, empowered citizens to 

create communicative space for discussing their life experiences and reflecting on the 

unequal power structure in the public realm, which led to more productive disagreements 

and, in the end, promoted equality and empowerment, the ultimate end of deliberative 

ideals. This study suggests, being inclusive of alternative forms of communication 

emerging from the real-life context, the talk-centric everyday online sphere could account 

for the popular political struggles happening within Chinese citizens’ everyday life realities, 

accommodating the political wills of subalterns into the Chinese public sphere.  

Political talk in non-political online spaces provides a site for the construction and 

transformation of citizenship, overcoming the ideological fragmentations that 

increasingly polarize Chinese society nowadays. As revealed in the study, citizens talked 

about certain issues or did something mostly out of their personal concerns in everyday 

(non-political) spaces, not for political aims, such as promoting grand political ideals of 

freedom and democracy in China. Being non-political, the Tieba and Yaolan forums were 

inclusive of issues that are linked with private matters or lifestyle values, which entails 

more personal expressions (coded as the social-civic communicative practices in the 

study). Through those personal forms of communication, everyday citizens talked about 

public issues out of self-concerns/interest or self-related norms and values rather than on 

the basis of deliberative citizenship or priori-given civic identity. By talking politics via the 

diverse forms of personal expression, participants got the entry ticket to the construction 

of citizenship, in which their sense of civic self is fluid rather than fixed. The personal 

behaviors on Tieba and Yaolan (storytelling, providing help and advice, complaining, 

interpersonal conversation, emotions) produced serial civic groups in latent forms. They 

were open to stronger forms of participation but also the possible retreat from the 

temporary social-civic activities, different from the organized political actions based on 
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strong group identity. As pointed out by Bennett and Segerberg (2012), people’s political 

identification is not based on their common group membership or their same ideological 

orientation in the personalized actions that are connected with everyday politics. 

In the current Chinese political life, the ideological fragmentation between “leftist-

Confucian” and “Western-liberal” has become more apparent than any ideological tensions 

since the 1989 democracy movement in Beijing (Zhang, 2016). The trend of ideological 

division also appeared in Chinese cyberspace, shaping the online political discussions, 

from major political disputes concerning national interests to specific societal events or 

scandals (Pan and Xu, 2015). However, shifting the attention to the potential spaces of 

everyday life, this study found ordinary Chinese citizens were mostly expressing their 

personal concerns/interest or telling stories about their personal experiences about a 

specific issue rather than making empty ideological debates. This dissertation suggests 

citizens’ political engagement via everyday political talk in the non-political online spaces 

were able to avoid influences from the reviving ideological divisions in current Chinese 

socio-political landscape, facilitating the achievement of mutual understanding and citizen 

empowerment. Of course, it is still not possible to completely prevent the ideological divide 

as new values and diverse norms are emerging from Chinese people’s way of thinking at 

the phase of societal transformation. What’s important here is the fact that everyday 

political talk creates a space for people to not simply to throw away their pre-formed 

political orientations but to express ideas by using their everyday life experiences as a valid 

source of politics. In the everyday spaces, participants sharing the same cultural and social 

lifeworld are more able to have a common understanding of how things are, rather than 

disagree just for the sake of disagreeing due to ideological conflicts.   

Through participating in the political talk on the non-political online forums, a 

sense of community among citizens, in the minimal sense, was built. The highly reciprocal 

and interactive conversations on Tieba and Yaolan served as a good way for citizens to 

create mutual trust and explore the daily structure of common life. On the two non-

political forums, Chinese citizens were frequently involved in the activity of sharing 

personal experiences with each other and giving advice to those in trouble, generating civic 

trust and social bonds. These activities went against the reasoning and debating culture or 

the manifest resistant spirit towards the domination of power but originated from the 

cultural traditions of networking in their everyday life. In Chinese society, people tend to 

deal with their life troubles by turning to informal social relations, forming self-help groups 

and providing mutual support, influenced by the cultural norms of collectivism. The 
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connective bonding and social ties appearing in the course of political talk on the two 

forums arose out of the helping and supporting culture nurtured in the unofficial lifeworld.  

Meanwhile, the affective dimensions of political talk also played a role in building a 

potential online community. By communicating their personal stories and sharing one’s 

emotions, such as sadness, fear, and anger with others in political talk, participants became 

familiar and intimate with one another. Emotions tended to be less appreciated in formal 

deliberation, but they were not to be denied, especially in citizens’ practice of everyday 

political talk. Sharing emotions with others often generate a sympathetic and caring 

atmosphere, forming strong social bonds. Sympathy is not only a key element to motivate 

people to get to know and understand others, listen to their stories, and respect their views, 

which deliberative exchanges depend upon (Rosenberg, 2004). It also has a political 

function; that is, to facilitate the establishment of a community transcending the networks 

of acquaintances. Citizens were transformed into members of a loose civic community of 

strangers by sympathy and common concern, different from ‘Guanxi’, the personal ties 

among kin, friends, and acquaintances, which constitute the social network in Chinese 

society. The civic ties here were weak ties formed on the basis of (artificial) friendship 

developed among strangers who were bonded by a sympathetic attitude toward each other 

and their collaborative participation in the search for problem solutions. The civic bond 

went beyond the social networks aiming to obtain social resources for private interest. 

Everyday online political talk in non-political spaces created a new form of community in 

Chinese society, which connected strangers in an artificial space of civic consciousness, 

practicing the dynamics of citizenship. It is argued that, grounded on (artificial) bonds and 

civic affinity, an active social-civic space was enabled where ordinary Chinese citizens can 

talk about their life struggles, express feelings of discontents, and transform their personal 

experiences into public discussion.  

8.3 Final conclusion  

Jiang (2010) has emphasized the diversity of online spaces for public discussion in China. 

She thus challenges the unitary vision in which the Chinese internet is considered a 

censored and controlled arena. Her center-periphery model of authoritarian deliberation 

taking place on the Chinese internet demonstrates the existing dialectics of control and 

participation, and the interplay between state and society at the macro-level. However, it 

does inadequately address citizens’ online practices in the context of everyday life, which 

do not necessarily involve the state. By shifting the attention to the potential spaces of 

everyday life, which engage ordinary Chinese citizens in politics, this research emphasized 
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the multiplicity of Chinese cyberspace and showed a more nuanced picture of the dynamics 

of politics, culture, and technology at the micro-level.  

Political talk on the three forums showed different forms of communication and 

ways of engaging in the political process. Although a certain level of political discussion 

and contentious participation was afforded on the government-sponsored Qiangguo 

Luntan, the forum did not empower citizens. Moreover, it even eroded their civic agency 

by constraining the agenda-setting function of political talk and limiting citizens’ capacity 

in bringing issues they really care about onto the political agenda. It effectively, 

decontextualized political talk from citizens’ everyday life realities. The politicized 

discussions that were allowed on the forum were to achieve input and support for 

authoritarian policy-making. This form of authoritarian deliberation permitted on 

Qiangguo Luntan, marrying power and technology, enhanced the authorities and power-

elite. The already constrained space citizens had to discuss public issues was often reduced 

to a forum for consultation without a substantial exchange of claims and reasons. 

Considering the limited participatory potentials created by political talk on Qiangguo 

Luntan, this study suggests that this forum continued the Maoist model of consultation, 

although limited deliberation was promoted to improve the government’s ability of dealing 

with social conflicts. However, the consultations were merely aimed at collecting 

information from the public rather than at fostering deliberative exchanges.  

Different from the government-supported forum, political talk on Tieba showed 

new participatory potentials. A more inclusive space of deliberation with more reasoned 

communicative exchanges has taken shape on this forum that mixes politics with daily life 

issues. Citizens, including the subalterns, were motivated to join political talk on Tieba. 

They incorporated affective participation and social-civic engagement, nurtured in their 

life experiences, daily culture, beliefs, and values, into their communicative practices. The 

multiplicity of communicative forms and the dynamic interplay between deliberative 

practices and civic activities created a space which facilitated a constructive process of 

deliberation and citizen empowerment. With the reduced coercion upon agenda-setting, 

ordinary citizens’ political struggles in everyday life can be brought to public discussion. 

Because of the openness and inclusiveness of Tieba, more deliberative exchanges emerged 

in the course of political talk.  

What’s more, it is noteworthy that an alternative space of autonomy was arising 

from the unofficial lifeworld of Chinese society. Through a series of personal actions, the 

life experiences and personal perspectives were transformed into the bottom-up sources 
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of politics on Tieba, opening up an everyday space for the autonomous social forces to take 

part in daily politics. The relatively autonomous space offered ordinary Chinese citizens 

chances to empower themselves from the bottom up, practice civic identity, and form civic 

bonds. Here, the relatively autonomous social space does not equal the political entity of 

the autonomous public sphere in the Western sense, where citizens argue and debate to 

produce consensus to hold the state power accountable. On this commercial-lifestyle 

forum, deliberation has the space and inclusiveness to generate influence, and meanwhile, 

citizens got chances to empower themselves. Although deliberation on Tieba is still 

controlled by the government via strategies of censorship, the study shows it also enabled 

citizens to empower themselves, which is the ultimate goal of (Western) democratic 

deliberation.  

Among the three forums, Yaolan was the most inactive platform in engaging 

participants in deliberative dialogue and in-depth discussion. Yaolan participants did not 

develop enough deliberative capacity when joining political talk on the forum. They were 

encouraged to align their values and concerns with the shared values and collective interest 

rather than challenging the perspectives of others. It seemed that the deliberative ideals 

had not been smoothly absorbed into the social-cultural context of the personal 

community, operating according to the (Confucian) communitarian norms of interaction.  

However, the everyday communicative practices on Yaolan opened up an 

alternative space, away from the center of politics, where citizens could render their hidden 

and privately felt discontents about their daily life visible. This online space with citizens’ 

unofficial lifeworld as an indispensable zone of social formations operated according to its 

own logic based on the everyday ethics and folk customs. It created a new political space 

in China outside the domains of civil society and the state, open to subaltern people to 

articulate their concerns and interest. Being excluded from the process of both the state 

and civil society, a certain degree of autonomy was obtained. Moreover, not focusing on 

issues at the center of politics, this new site of social transformation went beyond the 

political agenda from the state and also avoided ideological debates between liberal-

civilists and the leftists. Being away from and transcending conventional politics, the 

Yaolan forum provided ordinary Chinese citizens a social context where they could 

collaborate to figure out problem solutions, explore subjectivity grounded on everybody’s 

life reality, and practice self-governance without the involvement of political forces.  

In the new political realm, citizens did not necessarily have an opposing relation 

with the state. Instead, this resembles the pastoral social relations between the state and 
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ordinary people in traditional Chinese politics. As shown in the study, Yaolan participants 

mostly employed latent forms of discontent expressions without directly confronting the 

government. Although a new political space was emerging in the bridging sphere between 

the private and the public, those latent forms of civic engagement needed to be linked with 

stronger forms of democracy to effectively represent ordinary citizens’ pre-political stage 

of life in the public sphere.  

As the conclusion indicates, political talk on the government-sponsored political 

forum was constrained within the agenda controlled by the government. It contributes to 

the politics as usual, maintaining the existing power structure in China. However, moving 

away from the center of politics, the mixed forum and the non-political forum, were more 

inclusive in terms of the forms of communication that were used and more open to the 

expression of differences. They showed potentials in developing an everyday sphere from 

the bottom-up, addressing the injustices and discontents felt by ordinary citizens in their 

everyday life. This new political realm that emerges from mundane communicative 

practices in the informal everyday sphere is necessary in China. It responds to the political 

wishes and desires of poorly organized ordinary citizens, which often get marginalized in 

the party-dominated civil society and formal politics.  

8.4 Limitations  

Although this research has brought new insights on public deliberation and civic 

engagement in the socio-cultural context of Chinese cyberspace, there are still questions 

that remain incompletely addressed. Much effort has been made in the research to explore 

the historical, cultural, and political background of Chinese citizens’ mundane 

communicative practices, but the contextual reality of Chinese citizens’ communicative 

practices still needs to be better defined. Since the opening up policy, Chinese society has 

become more and more fragmented as a result of a series of social changes in the 

modernization process. It is very misleading to understand Chinese society as a coherent 

and unitary entity because different parts of China are not at the same level of social 

development. The social forces emerging from different contexts and backgrounds bear 

different values, cultural norms, and historical traditions. Therefore, a more detailed 

articulation of the contextual indicators remains to be conducted by taking into account 

the social-cultural, political, and historical environments of specific groups of actors in 

specific online contexts.  
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While this study has covered a conventional political space, a space mixing politics 

with lifestyle and private matters, and a non-political space, as well as three issues, more 

research could be done to have a more comprehensive understanding of how deliberative 

and civic norms fit into the different lifeworlds of citizens. First, future research should 

study political talk among more diverse types of publics, such as farmers in villages, 

migrant workers, everyday consumers, religious citizens, fans of popular culture, and so 

on. Second, more types of online platforms should be explored, especially platforms that 

are not explicitly political. This would provide us with more knowledge about how platform 

designs and technological affordances influence the democratic potential of everyday 

political talk on the Chinese internet.  

Another limitation of the research is related to methodology. By doing content 

analysis of postings, it was possible to assess the nature of citizens’ political talk and to 

analyze what communicative forms participants applied to discuss an issue and link it to 

politics. However, content analysis is not the most suitable method to evaluate indicators 

such as reflexivity and sincerity because they involve cognitive and affective psychological 

processes. Mixed methods research that combines content analysis with interviews, 

experiments, or surveys may help to overcome this problem. Through these methods, the 

researcher can study psychological processes and transformations in the attitudes of 

participants, gauge their experiences of talking politics in online forums, and understand 

their expectations and motivations in everyday online political talk.  

The third limitation concerns missing data. Because of the editing practices or 

moderation rules of the forums, some thread URLs became unretrievable when the 

researcher went back to check and analyze postings. This happened on both the Tieba and 

Yaolan forums. It is possible that a discussion thread touched upon sensitive political 

issues as it went on and was removed by the forum moderators in accordance with 

censorship rules. This is a complicated problem beyond the researcher’s control. But, if 

possible, it would be interesting to research the censored data to get a glimpse of how 

sensitive political talk emerges in citizens’ everyday conversations.  

8.5 Societal impact  

This dissertation examined everyday political talk on the Chinese internet, exploring its 

potential for extending the public sphere in China. What does political talk in the internet-

based everyday sphere mean for politics in contemporary China? The analysis of citizens’ 

communicative practices shows that there are communicative spaces for politics emerging 
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on non-political discussion forums, such as Tieba and Yaolan. In current China, the 

political structure is very constrained. Although citizens are encouraged to participate in 

politics by the government and public opinion can be accommodated into the governance 

agenda, this top-down approach has a very state-elitist nature. Only the upper-middle 

class’s liberal-civil claims, which are in line with the modernization goals promoted by the 

state, are included in the dominant civil society and public sphere. The large number of 

citizens from the lower and working classes do not have an adequate political voice in the 

political structure and are subject to the rule of the state. Political talk and mundane 

communicative practices emerging from such talk in non-political forums opened up 

chances for ordinary citizens to directly articulate their experiences and perspectives about 

issues that have an impact on their daily life.  

These alternative spaces offered Chinese citizens the opportunity to connect to the 

political via communication structures that do not necessarily fit into the normative 

requirements of the public sphere envisioned by Habermas. Moreover, the bottom-up 

approach of political engagement, via political talk in the internet-based everyday sphere, 

offers citizens the chance to speak from the “self”, share their personal experiences, and 

situate themselves in the political process. This orientation to the “self” in political talk 

goes beyond narrow self-interest but does promote the autonomy of individual wills. This 

is important for the cultivation of civic subjectivity and citizenship.  

Furthermore, the diverse forms of self-expressions in political talk in the internet-

based everyday sphere induce a new notion of politics that arises from the perspective of 

citizens and from the wider context of society. This new notion of politics obtains 

legitimacy because it is bottom up and incorporates ordinary citizens’ experiences, 

demands, and interests rooted in their everyday life. In the Chinese political landscape, the 

bottom-up expression of politics supplements the top-down approach of political 

arrangement, in which mainly elite citizens are invited to participate in a constrained 

political agenda within the political system. Through everyday online political talk, the 

political wills of ordinary Chinese citizens can be voiced while no voice is privileged 

because of social-political status. This is a major difference from the top-down hierarchical 

structure. Within this new notion of politics, all speech is valuable, whether participants 

engage in formal rational debate or express self-related experiences and feelings. In this 

sense, it is a politics of the people, in which the grassroots individuals are the main actors. 

This study therefore suggests that one of the most significant roles of everyday political 

talk on the Chinese internet could be that it may serve as an alternative path to engage 
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Chinese citizens in the broader political process. It could foster positive dynamics between 

society and the state in the grey area between control and resistance in China.  

This study reveals the importance of keeping the autonomy of the everyday spaces 

in minjian (the unofficial) society, which provides a space for citizens to think about and 

act upon politics based on their life experiences. Thus, citizens could be empowered to 

explore their subjectivities, as well as practice intersubjectivity beyond the self in their day-

to-day communications. This study implies that the top-down process of politicization 

does not necessarily live up to the ideals of engaging citizens in the political process. It 

might rather constrain citizens to develop their political agency in their lifeworld.  
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Alledaagse online ruimtes zouden nieuwe en alternatieve plaatsen kunnen zijn waar 

mensen kunnen discussiëren over en deelnemen aan de politiek. Om die reden stelt deze 

studie de vraag hoe alledaagse politieke gesprekken van Chinese burgers in zulke ruimtes 

hun beoefening van burgerschap beïnvloeden en of ze bijdragen aan een actieve online 

publieke sfeer in China. 

Dit proefschrift bestudeert die kleinschalige interacties tussen gewone burgers op 

het Chinese internet in een alledaagse context. Het verschuift de focus naar de 

communicatie van burgers in ruimtes die geworteld zijn in het internet, en kijkt hiermee 

verder dan de traditionele politieke online ruimtes. Dit proefschrift analyseert fora die 

politieke onderwerpen vermengen met lifestyle, evenals non-politieke fora. Meer specifiek 

gesteld betreft dit onderzoek alledaagse politieke gesprekken die zouden kunnen dienen 

als alternatieve manier om de persoonlijke kwesties van Chinese burgers te koppelen aan 

politiek. Hierbij wordt wat alledaagse politieke discussie aangaat niet alleen gekeken naar 

de communicatieve praktijk op zich, maar ook naar de sociale burgercultuur waarbinnen 

deze communicatieve handelingen plaatsvinden. Met andere woorden, alledaagse 

politieke discussie is gesitueerd in de lokale sociaal-culturele context. Door dit te 

bestuderen is het mogelijk om na te gaan hoe het alledaagse leven van burgers is verweven 

met politiek, en hoe, op een microniveau, burgers over politiek denken en zich daarin 

mengen. Dit biedt mogelijkheden om te onderzoeken of alledaagse politieke discussie zich 

openstelt voor de opkomst van een publieke ruimte die een relatieve autonome omgeving 

cultiveert waarbinnen nieuwe Chinese politieke formaties kunnen ontstaan. 

Door de focus te verschuiven naar de informele, non-politieke ruimtes naast de 

omgevingen die een duidelijke politieke insteek hebben wordt een inclusieve aanpak 

gebruikt om de aard van alledaagse politieke discussies te analyseren, waarbij 

verschillende communicatievormen aan bod kunnen komen. Allereerst wordt het 

deliberatieve karakter van politieke gesprekken beoordeeld op basis van Habermas’ ideaal 

van de publieke sfeer. Vervolgens bestudeert dit proefschrift andere vormen van 

communicatie, zoals affectieve uitingen en sociaal-civiele praktijken. Deze aanpak maakt 

het mogelijk om de diverse functies van alledaagse politieke discussies te verkennen en 

vast te stellen hoe de sociaal-civiele cultuur die is geworteld in de praktijk van alledaagse 
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gesprekken geïncorporeerd zou kunnen worden in het proces van deliberatie. Om die 

reden worden de volgende twee onderzoeksvragen gesteld in deze studie: 

Onderzoeksvraag 1: in hoeverre komt alledaagse politieke discussie in Chinese online 

ruimtes tegemoet aan de normatieve voorwaarden van deliberatie in de publieke ruimte? 

Onderzoeksvraag 2: welke sociaal-civiele communicatievormen en emotionele uitingen, 

voorbijgaand aan het normatieve kader van deliberatie, komen naar voren in alledaagse 

politieke gesprekken? 

Aangezien deze studie tot doel heeft om verder te kijken dan de formele politieke 

ruimtes, belicht dit proefschrift online fora die niet expliciet politiek van aard zijn vanuit 

een vergelijkend perspectief ten opzichte van conventionele politieke fora. Dit proefschrift 

vergelijkt de aard van politieke discussies binnen drie populaire Chineestalige fora die elk 

hun eigen onderscheidende doelen en kenmerken hebben. De geselecteerde fora omvatten 

een politiek forum dat door de overheid wordt beheerd, een commercieel (sociaal) forum 

waarbinnen politiek vermengd wordt met lifestyle-onderwerpen, en een op het eerste 

gezicht niet-politiek forum dat is gewijd aan het thema ouderschap en opvoeding. Hierbij 

maakt de vergelijkende focus het mogelijk om te onderzoeken hoe de doelen en 

eigenschappen van de fora wat betreft de regels van beheer, de onderwerpen en de aard 

van het forum de interacties van burgers in online ruimtes beïnvloeden. De verschillen en 

overeenkomsten die naar voren komen uit de comparatieve analyse geven een verbeterd 

inzicht in en een verklaring voor de communicatieve praktijken die plaatsvinden in 

alledaagse online ruimtes. Deze comparatieve focus doet de derde en laatste 

onderzoeksvraag rijzen: 

Onderzoeksvraag 3: hoe beïnvloeden de doelen en eigenschappen van het forum de aard 

van de alledaagse politieke gesprekken? 

Naast de bovengenoemde vergelijking maakt deze studie ook een vergelijking 

tussen online politieke discussies rond drie kernonderwerpen: het milieu, de 

gezondheidszorg en tot slot opvoeding en ouderschap. Deze onderwerpen maken integraal 

onderdeel uit van het privéleven van burgers, maar raken ook aan maatschappelijke 

thema’s op een grotere schaal. Hierdoor overbruggen ze de scheiding tussen het publieke 

domein en de privésfeer; hoewel ze vaak worden besproken op een minder expliciet 

politieke manier worden ze in veel gevallen opgeschaald naar maatschappij-niveau, wat 

resulteert in publiek debat. Door de eigenschappen van een bepaald onderwerp in 

overweging te nemen is het mogelijk om te bestuderen hoe specifieke onderwerpen, en het 
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potentiële publiek dat ze aantrekken, bijdragen aan het vormen van de aard van alledaags 

politiek debat. 

Om informal deliberation binnen de netwerken van alledaagse gesprekken te 

bestuderen wordt in Hoofdstuk 2 een theoretisch kader vastgesteld waarmee politieke 

discussies kunnen worden geëvalueerd. Door voort te bouwen op de theorie van de 

normatieve publieke sfeer en andere theorieën over publiek debat wordt een lijst van 

criteria opgesteld waaraan deliberatie voldoet. Ze omvatten met name drie soorten 

normatieve voorwaarden: het proces van discursieve uitwisselingen, geconcentreerd op 

de communicatievorm en het communicatieproces; de dispositionele voorwaarden voor 

het bereiken van wederzijds begrip; en de normen van debat, gericht op discursieve 

gelijkwaardigheid en vrijheid. Tegelijkertijd wordt de potentiële revisie van het analytische 

kader mogelijk gemaakt door bij de normatieve standaard van deliberatie ruimte open te 

laten voor andere vormen van communicatiepraktijken die stammen uit de sociaal-civiele 

tradities in de alledaagse belevingswereld en de specifieke omgeving van de conversatie in 

de Chinese context. In Hoofdstuk 4 wordt een drieledig codeerschema voor inhoudelijke 

analyse opgesteld die een normatieve focus behoudt, maar ook opengesteld blijft voor 

andere categorieën buiten de normatieve criteria van deliberatie. Op basis van het 

theoretische kader worden de normatieve criteria geoperationaliseerd in drie groepen 

codeercategorieën. Het eerste deel omvat: het communicatieproces en de vorm die de 

discursieve uitwisselingen aannemen (rationaliteit en continuïteit van het debat), 

dispositionele voorwaarden voor het bereiken van wederzijds begrip (reciprociteit en 

oprechtheid) en de normen van het debat (discursieve gelijkwaardigheid en discursieve 

vrijheid). De tweede groep codeercategorieën gaat verder dan de normatieve beoordeling 

van online politieke discussies en besteedt aandacht aan andere sociaal-civiele 

communicatievormen die worden gebruikt in de alledaagse digitale praktijken van 

burgers. De taalhandelingen die in dit gedeelte worden onderzocht zijn: beklag, 

bevraging, het geven van advies/aanbieden van hulp, het vertellen van verhalen en 

sociale gesprekken. Om de rol van emotie in politieke discussies beter te kunnen begrijpen 

richt het derde onderdeel van de analyse zich op het onderzoeken van de uiting van 

emoties. Vier soorten primaire emoties zijn gecodeerd, te weten: boosheid, verdriet, angst 

en geluk. Bovendien wordt het gebruik van humor onderzocht door middel van 

kwalitatieve interpretatie en analyse.  
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Hoofdstuk 3 evalueert eerdere studies naar de Chinese online publieke sfeer en zet 

de begrenzingen uiteen van het bestuderen van het Chinese internet door middel van de 

theorie van de normatieve publieke sfeer. Dit hoofdstuk benadrukt het belang van de op 

internet gebaseerde alledaagse ruimte in de Chinese context. Om alledaagse online 

omgevingen te onderzoeken bekijkt Hoofdstuk 5 de alledaagse gesprekken over 

milieugerelateerde onderwerpen in Chinese online ruimtes op empirische wijze. Het 

onderzoekt milieudiscussies door gewone Chinese burgers op verschillende online fora die 

zich bewegen buiten de elitegroep die is bestempeld als de “groene publieke sfeer” (Yang 

& Calhoun, 2007, p. 212). Het poogt de vraag te beantwoorden of online discussies over 

het milieu een medium vormen om op effectieve wijze het bredere publiek te betrekken bij 

de Chinese milieupolitiek. Uit de toepassing van een comparatieve analyse op alledaagse 

politieke gesprekken over milieugerelateerde onderwerpen op fora die variëren van een 

expliciet politiek (door de overheid geleid) forum en een gemengd (commercieel-lifestyle) 

forum tot een apolitiek (commercieel-topisch) forum blijkt dat dergelijke discussies in 

Chinese digitale ruimtes niet noodzakelijkerwijs leiden tot het ontstaan van een publieke 

sfeer zoals Habermas die bedoelde. In plaats daarvan geeft het aanleiding tot het ontstaan 

van bepaalde manieren van burgerlijk engagement in verschillende contexten en 

openbaart het een verscheidenheid aan politieke handelingen door gewone individuen in 

de alledaagse groene publieke sfeer. Om die reden betoogt Hoofdstuk 5 dat alledaagse 

online milieugerelateerde gesprekken dienen als informeel mechanisme waarmee gewone 

burgers in China direct deel kunnen nemen aan milieupolitiek. 

Hoofdstuk 6 onderzoekt op empirische wijze hoe gewone Chinese burgers zich 

mengen in de politiek rondom de gezondheidszorg door middel van alledaagse politieke 

discussies op drie populaire online discussiefora. Het bestudeert hoe een door de overheid 

beheerd forum (Qiangguo Luntan), een commercieel lifestyleforum (Tieba) en een 

commercieel topisch forum gewijd aan het bieden van advies aan ouders over opvoeding 

(Yaolan) ruimtes openen voor debat en deliberatie over de gezondheidszorg. De resultaten 

tonen aan dat ze dit op verschillende manieren doen. De context of het doel van de fora en 

hun rol in het overbruggen van het politieke domein en het privédomein bepaalden samen 

de aard van de politieke discussies op elk van de fora. Het door de overheid beheerde 

Qiangguo Luntan hield vast aan het model van consultatie, hoewel deliberatie en 

argumentatieve participatie in beperkte maten ondersteund werden. Op Tieba is een 

virtuele gemeenschap ontstaan die dient als een broedplaats voor deliberatie en 

participatie. Yaolan draagt bij aan een gepersonaliseerde ruimte waarbinnen deelnemers 

aangemoedigd worden om het heft in eigen handen te nemen door te verwijzen naar hun 
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eigen levenservaringen, de idealen van deliberatie voorbijstrevend. Dit toont aan dat 

politieke discussies niet beperkt zijn tot de expliciete politieke sfeer in China; ze kunnen 

eveneens ontstaan binnen non-politieke online ruimtes. 

Hoofdstuk 7 verkent hoe privéthema’s en maatschappelijke onderwerpen zijn 

verbonden, waarbij specifiek ingezoomd wordt op de meest voorkomende problemen 

rondom opvoeding en ouderschap in Chinese families. Er wordt een vergelijkende 

inhoudelijke analyse uitgevoerd van alledaagse politieke gesprekken over opvoeding en 

ouderschap op drie verschillende Chinese online fora. Dit wijst uit dat de aard van politieke 

gesprekken een meer deliberatief karakter heeft als de alledaagse ervaring op efficiënte 

wijze getransformeerd wordt tot een publieke ervaring en wanneer de politieke ruimte 

vervat is in persoonlijke connecties. Vergeleken bij het door de overheid beheerde forum 

zijn alledaagse online ruimtes die zich bevinden buiten de conventionele politiek meer 

open en inclusief. Alledaagse politieke gesprekken in dergelijke ruimtes creëerden 

verschillende mogelijkheden voor burgers die niet geëngageerd waren om zelfredzaam en 

actief te zijn in hun belevingswereld, waardoor ze burgerlijke competenties verkregen om 

zich te mengen in het politieke proces in de Chinese context.  

De vergelijkende studie naar alledaagse politieke gesprekken op drie verschillende 

online fora impliceert dat alledaagse online ruimtes veel meer potentie hebben om Chinese 

burgers te mobiliseren om met hun individuele capaciteiten en passies actief deel te nemen 

aan de politiek dan de expliciet politieke fora met een top-down opzet. De uitkomsten van 

dit onderzoek wijzen erop dat alledaagse politieke gesprekken op het door de overheid 

gesubsidieerde politieke forum er niet in slaagden om burgers te kans te bieden om zich 

diepgaand te mengen in deliberatie, hoewel het als doel heeft publieke discussie over 

maatschappelijke onderwerpen te stimuleren. Alledaagse politieke discussies op Qiangguo 

Luntan dragen immers op de gebruikelijke wijze bij aan de politiek zonder de positie van 

het bredere publiek binnen de machtsdynamiek te versterken. De alledaagse online 

ruimtes bieden normale burgers echter meer kansen om hun stem te doen gelden door het 

ontstaan van een alternatieve vorm van rationaliteit mogelijk te maken die de triviale, 

onbewuste en onbelangrijke details van het alledaagse leven discursieve macht geeft. Ze 

laten de potentie zien van het bottom-up bouwen van een alledaagse ruimte die de 

onrechtvaardigheden en gevoelens van onvrede die worden ervaren door gewone burgers 

in hun alledaagse leven aan de kaak kan stellen. In het huidige China functioneert de 

nieuwe politieke samenleving die ontstaat uit de alledaagse publieke sfeer als een 

belangrijk alternatief kanaal waarop de slecht georganiseerde gewone burgers hun 
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politieke wensen kunnen uiten. De participerende mogelijkheden die worden geboden in 

de op internet gebaseerde alledaagse ruimte complementeren de beperkingen van de 

formele politiek die door de partij wordt gedomineerd.  

Deze studie toont het belang aan van het behouden van autonomie voor de 

alledaagse ruimtes om zo kansen vrij te laten voor burgers om na te denken over en te 

reageren op de politiek op basis van de ervaringen uit hun eigen leven. Hierdoor kunnen 

burgers de kans krijgen om hun subjectiviteit te verkennen en ook intersubjectiviteit te 

beoefenen buiten het zelf in de alledaagse burgerlijke communicatie. Wat de kant van de 

overheid betreft impliceert deze studie dat het top-down opgelegde proces van politisering 

niet noodzakelijkerwijs voldoet aan het ideaal van het betrekken van burgers bij het 

politieke proces, maar burgers juist inperkt in het ontwikkelen van hun politieke invloed 

in hun belevingswereld.  
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