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Preface

On 24 March 2006, I was attending the International Studies Association’s (ISA) annual conference in San Diego. The topic of my poster presentation was “A Chronicle of Chinese Cyber Nationalism (1994–2005),” a brief summary of the first part of this book. During the free discussion session, a scholar stopped by my stand, stared at my posters for quite a while, and said something that has constantly popped up in my mind while writing this book. He said, “China, Internet, and Nationalism, these are three red hot topics right now. And you put them altogether into one concept. What a smart idea, and what a challenging topic.” Smart, maybe. But, challenging, I can’t agree more.

The origin of my interest in studying Chinese nationalism-related issues can be traced back to the Tiananmen Square Incident in 1989, Beijing. As a freshman majoring in Journalism, I was half-confused and half-ignited by the historical events dramatically unfolding in front of my eyes. From the first-night’s march to the Tiananmen Square on 16 April 1989, to the final showdown on 4 June 1989, I was but one tiny drop in that gigantic boiling blood stream. That night, the burning flame and the freezing chill melted every individual’s fate and memory into the grand historical backdrop. On 13 September 1993, when Juan A. Samaranch, Chairman of International Olympic Committee, announced that Sydney had defeated Beijing to win the 2000 Olympic host city bid, I was an on-duty assistant editor at Xinhua (New China) News Agency’s pencil-shaped headquarters in Beijing. Outraged and deeply humiliated, the Chinese government immediately issued a strongly worded nationalistic editorial to one billion disappointed Chinese people, and to the whole world. I was one of the four editors who witnessed on the spot this historical event. On 10 March 1996 when then U.S. Secretary of Defense William Perry announced the deployment of nuclear-powered aircraft carrier Nimitz to the Taiwan Strait amidst escalating tensions in the region, I was a media consultant traveling between Hong Kong and Shenzhen, just several hundred miles away from that choppy water. On 8 May 1999 when American missiles hit Chinese Embassy in Belgrade, killing three Chinese journalists, I was working in an office building not far from the American Embassy in Beijing. In the days following that incident, the American Embassy in Beijing had been besieged by angry Chinese protesters. In my mind, juxtaposed to then United States Ambassador James Sasser’s shocked face behind a shattered window, Shao Yunhuan, a former colleague of mine at Xinhua News Agency who died in the bombings, was smiling at me. On 1 April 2001, when I was pondering about the topic of my thesis as a first year graduate student in the United States, the breaking news of a collision between an American spy-plane and a Chinese fighter jet flooded American mass media. Chinese media and American media applied similar news framing techniques, while presenting to their audiences dramatically different pictures. The observation and thinking of this phenomenon led to my thesis, “Another Collision: How Mainstream Chinese and American Media Framed the Spy-plane Collision.” According to social psychologist, people cannot not communicate. However, communication doesn’t always lead to understanding. The advent of Internet further complicates this communication process, especially regarding foreign policy issues. What happens in the world seems not “the clash of civilizations,” but “the clash of perceptions,” or more accurately, “the clash of misperceptions.” Chinese cyber nationalism, which has evolved in China’s fast growing cyber sphere over the past decade, is both a result of and a catalyst for misperceptions.

Writing a book is like giving birth to a baby (thanks for the input from my wife and my mom). The initial conception may be miraculous, but the pregnancy and delivery process is anything but an easy journey. To somehow lessen the burden, I applied a “divide and conquer” strategy to this book. In brief, I divided this large project into three separate but highly related parts, each dealing with one set of questions. For example, the first part basically tried to answer the questions of “who,” “when,” “where,” and “how.” It chronicled the historical evolution of Chinese cyber nationalism over the past decade. The second part looked into the theoretical orientations of those major concepts, such as Chineseness, public sphere, and nationalism. These literature reviews focused on the research questions of “what” and “why.” The third part reported the results of a dozen or so in-depth interviews with key players of Chinese cyber nationalism movement, leading scholars on this topic, and foreign policy decision makers. This approach intended to explore the questions of “so what” and “who cares.” Overall, this book introduced a new concept, documented a segment of short yet far-reaching history, compiled a profile at both individual and collective level, and most importantly, presented a framework for scholars to digest China’s historic return onto the world stage.

Over the past five years, many people contributed directly or indirectly to the final publication of this book. It is impossible to list them all here. But I do want to express my heartfelt gratitude to the following people. First of all, my thinking on this topic has benefited greatly from the insight and wisdom of my doctoral committee members and professors in the College of Journalism and Communications at University of Florida. Among them, Dr. Marilyn Roberts, my committee chair, has been the person I felt most indebted to. She has been my mentor, editor, cheerleader, and friend in my exploratory journey. When I felt lost, she was always there to offer me guidance. When I needed support, she was always available to give me the much-needed encouragement and assistance. Dr. Dennis Jett, in spite of his busy teaching and administrative schedule, shed invaluable light on the conceptualization of this project through his humorous and insightful instruction. Dr. Lynda L. Kaid has been my role model and motivational source throughout the research process. Her comments and criticisms brought my understanding of social science research to a higher level. Dr. Spiro Kiousis offered me from time to time indispensable suggestions on the research design and data analysis. Our discussions and cooperation have been pleasant, inspiring, and fruitful. Dr. Mary Ann Ferguson was my first mentor who directed and supported my first voyages in the realm of mass communication research. Her generous assistance, both spiritually and financially, helped me overcome the obstacles in the early stage of my graduate study.

I also want to thank my colleagues in the Walter Cronkite School of Journalism and Mass Communication at Arizona State University. Over the past year, they provided the best collegial environment and research support that made my writing both productive and pleasant. Also, Dean Christopher Callahan and Associate Dean Marianne Barrett granted me a summer research fund that covered my follow-up interview trip to China in 2006. During that trip, Wan Tao, Wu Zukang, Wang Xiaodong, Lu Yunfei, Min Dahong, among other interviewees, provided insightful and important information on the evolution and implications of Chinese cyber nationalism. My friends in Beijing, Zhou Dayong, Chen Xin, and Li Yan, assisted me in their own special ways. To them, I owe so much.

My parents and my other family members in Beijing provided the support that I can always count on but I can never fully write it out on paper. My wife, Liu Xingyu, accompanied me throughout all the ups and downs over this laborious and often painful process. If this book is a baby, it is a baby for two of us.

The editors at Rowman & Littlefield Publishers are the most professional and respectable group of people in this increasingly competitive market. From the first e-mail contact, my acquisition editor Joseph C. Parry made me feel that I finally found a lovely home for my new-born baby. Although we never had a chance to meet face-to-face over this whole process, I know he has been as dedicated and excited about this project as me. My production editor Lynda Phung also contributed greatly to the smooth and on-schedule completion of this book. I am immensely grateful to them for their professional work in bringing this book into being and making it much better than it would have been otherwise. The remaining errors and deficiencies are my responsibility.

Last but not the least, I want to thank the readers of this book. Thank you for being interested in China, and for buying this book, and hopefully, for reading it.

Xu Wu
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Tempe, Arizona
8 October 2006


Introduction

Historically speaking, China is not a rising power, but a returning power. Knowing the difference between a rising power and a returning power is of great importance in understanding China’s behavior in general, and the core concept of this book—Chinese cyber nationalism—in particular. A rising power status is a title normally assigned by the sitting powers. It implies ambition, instability, and uncertainty. Like a new comer to a well-settled gambling table, the rising power seeks any opportunity to show its prowess, control the game, or rewrite the rule to its favor. Its inexperience emboldens its appetite and ambition, and its amorphous state encourages its unorthodox approach. The United States in the late nineteenth century was a rising power. The Wilhelmine Germany before the World War I and the Japanese Empire in the early twentieth century may also belong to this “rising power” category, but China does not.

As far back as to the time when Julius Caesar ruled his vast Roman Empire some two thousand years ago, China’s Han Dynasty rivaled the much-respected Western contemporary in its size, scope, culture, and glory. Ever since, although several major interruptions did occur in its long course of unparalleled journey, China as a mature civilization has never fallen out of the world stage, as did most of other peer civilizations that once prospered in certain period of human history. During World War II, China was one of the five major allied forces (United States, Great Britain, France, Soviet Union, and China) that defeated Hitler’s Third Reich and Japanese militarist expansions. Throughout the Cold War era, China was a heavyweight player on the world stage on many fronts. From the Korean War and the Vietnam War, to the Sino-Soviet conflict and the Sino-U.S. strategic alliance in the earlier 1970s, China actively played a major role in shaping the world order. China’s economic success in the last two decades has been miraculous, but it does not suggest anything abnormal, especially if we compare today’s China with its series of preceding dynasties in its long history. Overemphasizing China’s “rising” status does more harm than good to our adequate understanding of this historic event.

Now, China is back, both physically and psychologically. It is not rising from nowhere. Instead, it has come out of the shadow of isolation, either forced upon by others or imposed upon by itself, and come back to the center stage. Psychologically, it has also returned to its cultural roots and traditional track. Like an old champion coming back to the familiar arena after several years’ of disappointing lapse, it is resolute, it is reserved, but most of all, it is respectable. This return is not only important in the history book, but also significant in Chinese people’s collective mind-set and national psychology, which predetermines their common character and behavioral pattern.

However, world history is tragically filled with abundant evidence of people’s misunderstanding with each other, countries’ miscommunicating with each other, and decision-maker’s miscalculating on vital issues as the result of misperceptions. In the past decade or so, to liken China’s stunning economic success to the catastrophic ascendance of Nazi Germany before WWII, and the rise of Wilhelmine Germany or Japan before the World War I became a fashionable analogy among both American policy makers and China experts in the West.1 To forget history is bad, but to look into a wrong part of the history and come up with a wrong conclusion is even worse. The return of China to the world round table is an unprecedented event in human history. Its combination of the large geographic size, one-fifth of world population, a well developed culture and a dutifully documented history make any such convenient comparison either misplaced, or superficial—if not ill intended. Just like the rise of the United States as a world super power in the last two centuries was an anomaly, China’s returning journey is also a historic exception. Its unique nature rejects any shallow comparisons.

Given China’s distinct profile in terms of its history, culture, language, political structure, and communication pattern, the clash of perceptions is bound to happen. This is due to the fact that, on the one hand, people know more about themselves and less about others; and on the other hand, people tend to assume that their own pattern, however unique, should apply to the rest of the universe. Among those fundamental knowledge-gaps, perceived or real, lying between the East and the West, the emerging trend of Chinese cyber nationalism developed in the past decade has been a widely covered, hotly debated, but nonetheless, largely misperceived phenomenon. This book is the result of decade-long thinking and a series of scholarly research on this very subject. It is an attempt to introduce a brand new concept, document a short yet far-reaching history, compile a comprehensive archive at both individual and collective levels, and present a unique framework for observers to digest China’s multifaceted transition.

The Concept

What is Chinese cyber nationalism? While the following chapters will examine in great details its social, cultural and political origins, Chinese cyber nationalism can be summarized as follow: It is a non-government sponsored ideology and movement that has originated, existed, and developed in China’s online sphere over the past decade (1994–present). It is a natural extension from China’s century-long nationalism movement, but it is different from both the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) official version of patriotism, and the traditional Chinese nationalism movement. Taking advantages of the online communication technology (Internet media, online chat rooms, online forums, bulletin board systems, personal blogs, etc.), Chinese cyber nationalists have been utilizing the Internet as a communication center, organizational platform, and execution channel to promote the nationalistic causes among Chinese people around the world. They focus primarily on those international issues involving China and strive to retain China’s historical status as a respectable power. The combination of the waning Communism doctrine, the reach and power of online technology, and nationalism’s inherent grassroots appeal, made Chinese cyber nationalism a new and powerful factor in China’s overall policy decision-making process.

The research on this topic is both important and urgent.

First, Chinese cyber nationalism is a new phenomenon in China’s political arena and ideological spectrum. It is different from the CCP’s state-sponsored patriotism, and certainly is more powerful than the outmoded Communism ideology. It may be supportive of the government at times, but it may also be in direct conflict with the government’s stance or strategy. The downfall of the Marxism orthodoxy and the yet-to-be-accomplished renaissance of traditional Chinese doctrine made a type of Web-age nationalism ever more appealing among young generations and, thus more precarious in the eyes of the authority. This is a tiger unleashed by China’s destined path toward modernity, and the online technology has added two powerful wings to this tiger. Both the government and the Chinese people have to ride it, or to tame it. The final winner out of China’s ideological battleground is everybody’s guess, but the advent of Chinese cyber nationalism certainly adds drama, if not danger, to China’s historical return.

Second, the evolution of Chinese cyber nationalism has been nurtured and facilitated by online technology. Within a politically Communist and culturally Confucian country, online media in China to some extent revived German philosopher Jürgen Habermas’s “public sphere” model. Forty years ago, Habermas first introduced the concept of “public sphere” as a necessary means for democratic communications.2 As the nation that claims two principal communication inventions (paper and printing) in human civilization history, China has continued its tradition by enthusiastically embracing the digital age. More than 110 million Chinese people can now access to the virtual space for information, entertainment, and even buying or selling their stocks. It needs to note here that the majority of them only set up their first home telephone in fewer than ten years. As a result of this communication technology “Great Leap Forward,” the government no longer has a strict monopoly over people’s mouth, mind, and behavior, especially in the borderless, boundariless, and timeless online sphere. How the newest network technology reintegrates and renovates one of the oldest civilizations is an important, and certainly interesting, topic.

Third, Chinese cyber nationalism was ignited and reinforced by a series of international events, including 1996 Taiwan Strait crisis, 1998 Indonesia anti-Chinese riot, 1999 U.S. bombing of Chinese Embassy, 2000 Taiwan presidential election, 2001 U.S.-China spy plane collision, and 2005 nationwide anti-Japan demonstrations, to name a few. From a foreign policy perspective, Chinese cyber nationalism is not an abstract concept, but an influential force, as documented in the evolution and the reflections chapters in this book. The East China Sea, the choppy water surrounding Taiwan and Diaoyu Island, has been the breeding field and the ultimate testing ground for Chinese cyber nationalism. If not for the Taiwan problem, and not for Sino-Japan’s disputes over history and territorial issues, Chinese cyber nationalism may not materialize at such a fast pace, solidify in such a coherent manner, and erupt in such a formidable magnitude. By the same token, if not for the above mentioned issues, the research on Chinese cyber nationalism may not be as urgent and necessary.

The Questions

Although a wide variety of scholars’ works has inspired and enlightened me in thinking and writing about this topic, the following scholars’ theses or findings have guided, or more accurately, stimulated this scholarly exploration.

Some forty years ago, Canadian social scientist Marshall McLuhan presented a theory that rocked the communication academia. According to his theory, the medium is not the carrier of message; instead, “the medium is the message.”3 In other words, what is carried through by the medium is secondary to the form that the message is packaged and presented by the medium. For example, the printing technology, because of its way of arranging thoughts, made linear and logical thinking possible. Similarly, the television, with its visual images and live coverage, brought about the “global village” to the world. If this is the case, then what is the message brought to China by the online medium?

About the same time when McLunhan lectured on his new thinking about mass media, a German philosopher developed a concept to illustrate media’s function in a democratic society. “Public sphere,” according to Jürgen Habermas, is the “ideal” and “stylized” model of democratic communication.4 In such a freely accessible public domain, the informed citizens can engage in rational-critical deliberation on common-concerned issues. As a result, public opinion is formed, political institution is established, and eventually, public interest is served. The advent of another round of communication technology revolution in the late twentieth century has not only rekindled Habermas’s ideal model of public sphere, but also extended its domain to a virtual public sphere. Never before can so many people communicate with each other in such fast time, across such far distance, and at such cheap cost. Inevitably, the interactive nature of online communication, the decentralized structure of cyberspace, and the growing accessibility of online technology have prompted scholars from various disciplines to proclaim the arrival of a new era of political communication. As a front-runner in this round of communication revolution, how China will react to and evolve around this new technology? Or more precisely, how the emerging online public sphere is going to foment a new generation of Chinese citizens, most of whom have neither the historical burden, nor the recent bloody memory?

Harvard professor and a highly respectable expert on China, John K. Fair-bank once named Chinese civilization “the most successful of all systems of conservatism.”5 China earned this title not because of its longevity, but because of its continuity and consistency, especially from a historical perspective. Another Harvard political scientist, Samuel Huntington, in his bestseller (both in English and in Chinese) The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, put Chinese civilization on a possible clashing course with the Western counterpart.6 The most frequent adjective used by Professor Huntington while characterizing China was “assertiveness.” China is increasingly assertive about its role, its power, and its positions, according to him. Be it conservatism or assertiveness, China is rolling ahead, passing multiple “coming collapse” points in its path. How will online technology interact with this type of Chinese conservatism and Chinese assertiveness? Believe it or not, the Internet is the first communication technology that enables Chinese people, from the freezing north to the tropical south, from the mountainous west to the eastern coast, to communicate with each other on a massive scale and on a daily basis. It must have some significant impacts on China’s national character. What are they?

Chinese cyber nationalism is a lightening rod that connects these dots in my mind. It may not be the only answer, but it is too salient to overlook, and too important to underestimate. In this book, three grand research questions will govern and lead the overall exploration. First, what is the evolutional path of Chinese cyber nationalism from 1994 to 2006? Although existed barely for ten years, China’s online sphere and the cyber nationalism movement have been phenomenal. It has gone through several distinct phases and is still changing. Nonetheless, the unbelievable upgrading pace of online technology in the past decade makes any “historical” review of China’s cyber sphere development a difficult task. Many key Web sites and chat rooms no longer exist. Many key players changed their focuses, interest, or beliefs. Many raw data were lost during these transitions. Moreover, fluctuations in China’s political atmosphere over the past ten years also left their marks on those contents stored online. Many original accounts were shredded, filtered, or altered. To recount some of the signature events or defining moments was not an easy task, but surely a worthwhile one.

Second, what are the social, cultural, and political origins of this online movement? The literature on Chinese culture, cyber sphere, and nationalism, respectively, is rich and robust. But, no comprehensive effort has been made to look into these three constructs through an intertwined and interdisciplinary lens. In other words, Chinese cyber nationalism is not a simple addition of “Chinese,” “cyber sphere,” and “nationalism.” It is a nascent social and political phenomenon. It is different from any form of nationalism that had thrust onto China’s national stage in the past two centuries. However, it is still rooted in and shaped by the fabrics of Chinese culture, online technology, and ideological traditions. Without knowing the original meaning and current thesis on these components, the conceptualization process is incomplete, if not impossible. Also, a review of the relevant literature will validate the introduction of a totally new concept—Chinese cyber nationalism—to the scholarship.

Third, what are the characteristics and implications of this online movement? Chinese cyber nationalism is not an abstract concept; instead, it is a powerful force. It has distinct characteristics and political implications. It demonstrated its shape and manner through individual comments, collective behaviors, and policy changes. After all, who are those Chinese cyber nationalists? Who are those online organizers? Who are those Honkers who made headlines with their massive online attacks? What about their beliefs, objectives, strategies, and personal lives? How do Chinese policy makers evaluate these activities? The answer to these questions will shed lights on some highly practical and important issues in China’s overall policy making process.

The Structure

Given the inherent complexity of social science research in general and the ever-changing mass communication technology in particular, no single research method would be sufficient in defining a multifaceted concept such as Chinese cyber nationalism. In this study, multiple research methods, including historical analysis, case study, online Web-page-based survey, online content analysis, and person-to-person in-depth interview, were used in accordance with the research questions. The rest of this book is divided into three parts, each tackling one grand research question, respectively. The part one (Chapter 1–5) is devoted to the evolution of Chinese cyber nationalism. The part two (Chapter 6–12) focuses on the theoretical definition of this core concept. The part three (Chapter 13–15) reports the personal interviews with key figures in this movement and the results of an online survey among Chinese cyber nationalists. The last chapter, which is titled “Inconclusion,” offers some predictions about the future development of Chinese cyber nationalism, and some suggestions to the policy makers in the United States, Japan, and Taiwan.

Part 1: Evolution

The first research question concerned about the evolution of Chinese cyber nationalism. Since China’s online sphere has existed only for a decade and Chinese cyber nationalism is a nascent concept, the literature on this topic is rare and sporadic. To trace back its origin and evolutionary path, the methods of historical analysis and case studies are used.

Historical analysis is one of the most frequently used research methods for social and political scientists to trace the historical progression of social phenomena over time.7 Official government documents, media publications, and personal sources can all be used as raw data for historical analysis. In this study, the time span was set from 1994, when China first connected to the World Wide Web, to August 2006, when Japanese Prime Minister Koizumi paid his sixth visit to the highly controversial Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo. The historical records were searched and gathered from Chinese government’s public records stored online, Chinese online surfers’ stories, foreign media’s coverage of online events in China, the researcher’s personal observations and numerous interviews with key players. One of the best known full-text online databases—Lexis-Nexis service—was referred to as the major source for English print media publications. A list of Chinese official and private Web sites was also consulted for relevant information. Special attention was paid to those leading Chinese Web portals, earlier Chinese Bulletin Board Systems (BBS), and key online debates on China-related international events.

To safeguard the accuracy and to increase the validity of the historical analysis, a method of corroboration, or cross-check, was applied to ensure an objective description and interpretation of the event. In the end, five different historical phases were classified within the time span of the twelve-year period (1994–2006). They are (1), the period of “Enlightenment in the Ivory Tower” (1994.4–1996.12); (2), the period of “Say No to Indonesia’s Anti-Chinese Riot” (1997.1–1999.3); (3), the period of “Sino-U.S. Cyber Wars” (1999.4–2001.8); (4), the period of “Post-9/11 Transition of Priority” (2001.9–2003.8); and (5), the period of “Direct Confrontations with Japan” (2003.9–2006.8). Each of the five periods was examined in terms of its distinctive characteristics, major online events, overall political background, and representative people or arguments.

Here is a brief overview of the five evolutional periods listed above.

Period I: “Enlightenment in the Ivory Towers” (1994.4–1996.12). In summary, Chinese online sphere was still in its infancy during this period of time. Correspondingly, the Chinese cyber nationalism was mainly restricted in the ivory towers both at home and abroad. The online discussions of political issues, especially for those mainland-based online BBS, were sporadic, superficial, and mostly reflective of what had been promoted by the government (see Chapter 1).

Period II: “Say No to Indonesia’s Anti-Chinese Riot” (1997.1–1999.3). The “Great Leap Forward” in China’s information technology between 1997 and 1998 made it much easier for general public to surf online, communicate with each other, and form different interest groups. As the events surrounding Indonesia’s anti-Chinese riot had showed, the Internet a), broke through the information barrier established by the government; b), helped organize Chinese people in different part of the world for a common campaign; and c), enabled those who wanted to express their personal opinion to accomplish it in an unconventional manner (see Chapter 2).

Period III: “Sino-U.S. Cyber Wars” (1999.3–2001.9). In two and a half years, Chinese online population experienced a twelve-fold expansion, growing from 2.1 million users in January 1999 to 26.5 million users in July 2001. During this time, a rain of irritating events between the United States and China set a confrontational tone for the bilateral relationship. The news of the embassy bombing on May 7, 1999 was the spark that touched off an online prairie fire. The cyber conflicts between the U.S. hacker groups and Chinese “honkers” reached the climax after the collision of an America’s spy plane with a China’s fighter jet in the South China Sea in 2001 (see Chapter 3).

Period IX: “Post 9/11 Transition of Priority” (2001.9–2003.6). In July 2003, China became the second largest online nation in the world, only after the United States. As far as Sino-U.S. relation was concerned, the 9/11 terrorist attacks helped divert a head-on collision between China and U.S. Among those cyber nationalists, the mania of “cyber wars” had retreated. Meanwhile, the merging of elite nationalism and grassroots nationalism online led to the marginalization of the pro-Western intellectuals and the rejuvenation of the anti-Western nationalist intellectuals (see Chapter 4).

Period X: “Direct Confrontations with Japan” (2003.6–2006.8). By the end of 2006, China’s online population grew to over 100 million, and nearly half of them used broadband to surf online. Online nationalists were not satisfied with merely talking, chatting, or petitioning; instead, they were utilizing the online network to inject influence into the real world. The growing influence of Chinese cyber nationalism complicated China’s foreign policy making in general and the Sino-Japan bilateral relationship in particular (see Chapter 5).

To exemplify and supplement the general pattern of each development period, the research method of case study was employed. Case study is an empirical inquiry that uses multiple sources of evidence to investigate a phenomenon in its real-life context.8 It is particularistic, descriptive, heuristic, and inductive. Since case study usually provides tremendous detail and background information about individual issues, it is specifically useful in inducing and generating patterns. A special event occurred in each historical period was studied on its origin, development, and influence. Each case study serves as a supplemental example to the general themes. For example, the 1999 Chinese Embassy bombing and the subsequent online conflicts between American hackers and Chinese honkers were case-studied for the period of “Sino-U.S. Cyber Wars” (1999.4–2001.9).

The following criteria were applied while choosing each of the five cases. First, the studied case must have been widely covered by both online media and traditional media. In other words, the case must be in the public domain. For example, in the fourth period, a comparison between two famous and controversial Chinese intellectuals—Ma Licheng and Wang Xiaodong—was conducted to illustrate the fervent nationalism atmosphere online. The debates between Wang’s nationalist group and Ma’s liberal group had been covered considerably not only by China’s media, but also by foreign media as well. Second, the studied case must be an influential event or figure. The event or figure should impact China’s overall public opinion or China’s decision making process at the time of its occurring and have a lasting impact thereafter. For example, in the second period, the event of Indonesia’s anti-Chinese riot and the subsequent reactions from China’s online hackers were reviewed. This series of events largely altered Chinese government’s existing foreign policy and forced it to change course. Third, the studied case must have occurred within the designated period, and most importantly, it must exemplify the major characteristics of that period. For example, in the fifth period, the nationwide anti-Japanese demonstrations were reviewed and analyzed. This event was the pinnacle of a series of anti-Japanese movements online that had been cumulated in this period.

Overall, although historical analysis and case study may lack external validity, the exploratory nature of the first research question warranted the use of two descriptive and qualitative research methods.

Part 2: Definitions

Chinese cyber nationalism is a distinctive phenomenon derived from the intermixing and interacting of multiple factors including history, culture, politics, technology, and ideologies. It is certainly not the simple addition of three individual concepts: “Chinese,” “cyber public sphere,” and “nationalism”. However, without proper understanding of these basic concepts separately, “Chinese cyber nationalism” seems more like an appealing jargon, than like a meaningful construct. Therefore, the researcher examined the relevant literature in the following sequence. First, the three principal components (i.e., Chineseness, cyber public sphere, and nationalism) of this core concept were briefly reviewed. Second, the second-level derivative concepts, namely, Chinese nationalism, Chinese cyber sphere, and cyber nationalism, were also discussed in light of current social and political contexts. Third, the definition of Chinese cyber nationalism was presented and explained.

Chineseness (Chapter 6)

“Chineseness” is a concept used by anthropologists, historians, sociologists, and political scientists while discussing China. It illustrates the uniqueness of Chinese as a people, a culture, a society, and a political entity. Meanwhile, such an all-encompassing concept, though convenient, implies the difficulties and ambiguities in comprehending China. What is Chineseness? For different scholars, it represents different things. In Chapter 6, the author reviewed several major theoretical thinking by political scientist, sociologist, and anthropologist who are also China experts on this subject. For most foreigners, China, with its long history, indigenous culture, mysterious language, and huge population, seems more like an abstract concept than a concrete country. China’s achievements in the past two millenniums stood in sharp contrast to its humiliating downfall in the past two centuries. The complex feeling of victims and victors has dominated and torn apart the national memory, and certainly added to the collective character of this oldest “young” nation.

Cyber Public Sphere (Chapter 7)

What makes Jürgen Habermas’s construct of “public sphere” so persistently attractive, yet controversial, among historians, sociologists, philosophers and communication scholars lies in the simplicity of the concept and the complexity of the context. Although he built up the theoretical construct of bourgeois public sphere mainly on the basis of capitalism development in Western Europe, Habermas’s major envisions about politics, communication, and the role of civil society have resonated worldwide and triggered growing debates among varying academic disciplines. Just like printing technology triggered the nuclear fission of knowledge in Europe some 500 years ago, online technology elevated people’s communication capability to a timeless, boundariless, and almost limitless realm. How will the online technology fit into this well established philosophical structure? In Chapter 7, some thoughts on this topic were outlined and explained.

Nationalism (Chapter 8)

Although nationalism scholars have contested on almost every component of this important concept, most tend to agree that either as a mature ideology or as a conscious movement, nationalism’s first appearance in West Europe coincided with a series of historical occurrences, including the collapse of the political dominance by theocratic and monarchic entity, the Enlightenment Movement and the spread of the idea of public sovereignty, the formation of modern industrial society, the cyclical interstate wars, and the advent of printing technology. It is hard to tell, though, whether nationalism was the by-product of those parallel developments or it was the catalyst for them. Nationalism helps people to establish collective identity, cultural cohesion, social solidarity, and political autonomy. It is a strong common consciousness, and it is also a powerful political movement. Some scholar argued that nationalism is a reaction to a problem, an explanation to a situation, and a program to solve the questions. A thorough overview of the nationalism literature was conducted in Chapter 8.

Cyber Nationalism (Chapter 9)

How will online technology interact with nationalism? Different groups of researchers came up with drastically different conclusions. In Chapter 9, this author presented a new thesis arguing that the online technology has the potential to be the nationalism amplifier, rather than the nationalism muffler. First of all, online technology can be used as an information center for gathering and disseminating nationalism-related material, especially in those countries where the traditional mass media can not be accessed by the nationalist groups. Second, the Internet can be used as an organizational platform for those nationalistic movements that otherwise have no means and options to exist, survive, and expand. Third, it can be used as an execution channel to fulfill nationalistic groups’ short-term objectives.

Chinese Nationalism (Chapter 10)

The present scholarship on Chinese nationalism is as diverse as it is disarrayed. The author made three major arguments in this Chapter. First, the state-led patriotism and the grass-roots cyber nationalism in China are two movements. Although they shared some common characters, they differ in origin, tactics, and objectives. Second, Taiwan problem has been the paramount and defining issue on China’s nationalism-related sentiments and activities. No other issue in China has aroused so much emotion among so many people for so long time. It is hard to comprehend Chinese nationalism without knowing China’s “Taiwan Complex.” Third, nationalism is a result of collective self-identification formed in the process of one people interacting with other peoples. China is an old civilization, but it is also a new member to the world community. China’s final identity as a people, a nation, and a civilization depends not only on what China thinks it is, but also on what China thinks other countries think China is.

Chinese Cyber Sphere (Chapter 11)

China’s Internet development has become one of the most salient topics on the global communication research arena. The fact that China has leapfrogged in ten years from a pre-telephone country to the world’s second largest online nation with a 100-million online population is both an intriguing and an important topic. Moreover, this soon-to-be world’s largest online country is governed, and in the foreseeable future will still be governed, by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), the largest political party and the largest ruling communist party in the world. How a highly centralized political party deals with a so-called “inherently decentralized” communication technology certainly has drawn much attention from the researchers around the world. The newly established China’s online media was discussed in Chapter 11.

Chinese Cyber Nationalism (Chapter 12)

What is Chinese cyber nationalism? Should it be considered a legitimate concept? Based on the review of its evolutional path and the relevant literature, this author provided a rationale for the adoption of this useful and valid concept.

Part 3: Reflections

What are the major characteristics of Chinese cyber-nationalism? Is it still affirmative, defensive, and aggrieved, like the old version of Chinese nationalism? Or is it more aggressive, self-righteous, and hence more dangerous? Who are those so-called cyber nationalists? Did their online chats and online petitions matter to the decision making process? How did high level Chinese foreign policy officials evaluate their presence and their influence? How did the general public react to cyber nationalists’ behaviors and appeals?

Jürgen Habermas established the “public sphere” model as the ideal type of communicative environment for rational and critical discussions in a society. Will the online sphere constitute a virtual public sphere for the formation of China’s public opinion? Moreover, will rationality and the power of reasoning be possible on the virtual public sphere? Can rational discussions counterbalance nationalists’ irrational appeal? How will the cyber-nationalism impact China’s modernization and the democratization process?

In Part Three, the above listed questions were addressed through dozens of personal interviews with key players of China’s cyber nationalism movement and online surveys conducted among active Chinese online surfers.

In-depth Interview

The third grand research question intended to explore the characteristics and political implications of Chinese cyber nationalism. As discussed earlier, this question can be approached through two levels: the individual level and the collective level.

One-on-one in-depth interview was used to obtain the first-hand information, impression, and understanding from those who had direct experiences in this movement. This research method is “most beneficial as a research tool when the topic being explored involves change, novelty, or uniqueness and the people being interviewed play influential or unique roles.”9 Because the interviewees usually possess special position, background, or information, a conversational exchange can yield meaningful insights that otherwise would not be attainable.

Those interviewees could be categorized into two groups. The first group included several leading figures in China’s cyber nationalism movement. Among them, Wan Tao, also known as “China Eagle” in China’s online sphere, talked about why he organized and led the effort in the famous “China-U.S. Cyber War” in 2001 and how he viewed these events afterwards. Wu Zukang, the founder of China’s major nationalist Web site—www.china918.net—talked about his understanding of the cyber nationalism movement and his unusual online journey. Also, Wang Xiaodong, the most vocal advocate of Chinese nationalism movement revealed his philosophy and personal Web-surfing experiences (see Chapter 13).

The second group of interviewees included some insiders working in China’s foreign policy decision making establishment. A former spokesperson (Mr. Z) of China’s Foreign Ministry who had more than 20 years of work experience agreed to talk with the researcher on the condition of anonymity. Similarly, a minister-level official (Mr. G) in the CCP’s cultural exchange institute answered the researcher’s questions in a detailed e-mail. Their insider views provided a much-needed perspective for evaluating the political implications of Chinese cyber nationalism (see Chapter 14).

One-on-one interview is not a way to obtain precise measures of a concept, but a good means of gaining in-depth understanding of a phenomenon and, most importantly, uncovering some aspects not anticipated by the researcher. There was no standardized question list for these one-on-one in-depth interviews. Except for one occasion, all the interviews with the first two groups of people were conducted face-to-face by the researcher in China from March 2005 to June 2006. In general, each session of the interview lasted from one hour to three hours.

Online Survey

The characteristics of Chinese cyber nationalism rest on both the collective characteristics of its participants and the results of their communicative actions. In order to obtain information on Chinese online users and their online communicative activities, a newly developed online research methods—online survey—was used in this research.

Survey research is one of the fully developed and extensively used research methods in social sciences. It is most suitable for gathering those factual information, public opinion, attitude change, people’s perceptions, and some behavioral reports. Taking advantages of online technology’s borderless and instantaneous nature, the online survey tremendously extends the benefits of the traditional survey method. For example, it breaks through the restrictions of space, time, and cost. It can reach virtually any corner of the world as long as the respondents have access to the Internet. Therefore, it enables researchers to reach those social groups that can not be reached through traditional means. In China, it is difficult, if not impossible, to conduct a paper-and-pencil public opinion poll on politically sensitive issues. However, a Web-page based questionnaire with a single URL address line posted in a chat room can bypass the restriction and political censorship. One online survey was conducted among Chinese chat room discussants in early 2005. The respondents were asked to answer a list of questions on their nationalism sentiment, political ideology, leadership evaluation, media use habit, and demographic data. The survey results and data analyses were reported in Chapter 15.

To evaluate a social phenomenon as complex as Chinese cyber nationalism, no single research method seems perfect and sufficient. Both qualitative and quantitative research methods have merits and flaws. For example, those social science researchers who believe in qualitative research methods argue that people can never fully capture the comprehensive picture of human activities by reducing the complex reality to numeric representations. Similarly, those quantitatively oriented scholars criticize that qualitative methods are too issue-sensitive and subjective to be applicable. To guard against those validity and reliability problems imbedded in every research method, a triangulation approach, which combines both qualitative and quantitative research methods, was purposely adopted in this study.

The “Wired” Dragon

Dragon is an interesting symbol, especially when you compare the different appearance and meaning transpired in Chinese culture and Western culture. Simply put, Chinese dragon is benevolent, whereas Western dragon is malevolent. Western dragon spreads anger and calamity, whereas Chinese dragon brings hope and happiness. Chinese people respect dragon so much that they call themselves the “descendants of dragon” (long de chuan ren). It symbolizes all the good virtues, such as vitality, authority, versatility, and dedication. Well, in the Western tradition, dragon is hardly a likable figure. It is an angry, envious, treacherous, and fire-puffing monster. The perception-gap of this mystified symbol is so huge that any reference to dragon was heavily coated and inevitably led to misperceptions, depending on where you stand.

Well, how about a “wired” dragon?

This book is an exploratory journey to find out whether the Chinese cyber nationalism is the burning fire puffed out of the “wired” dragon, or it is the rolling thunder preceding a magical transformation.

In the coming decades, issues involving China will be shaped and determined not only by how well China integrates into the existing world system, but also by how well the world understands China and copes with China’s historic return. Chinese cyber nationalism, as demonstrated in the following chapters, is one of the most challenging, crucial, and complicated topics.


Part One

Evolution


Chapter 1

Enlightenment in the Ivory Towers (1994.4–1996.12)


In 1995, I sent an e-mail to the official website of both the Taiwan’s Kuomintang Party and Taiwan’s Democratic Progressive Party. According to them, this was the first e-mail ever sent from mainland China.

—Wan Tao (“China Eagle”), one of the organizers of the 2001
Sino-US cyber war. In an interview 30 May 2006



“Across the Great Wall, we can reach every corner in the world.” On 14 September 1987, when several scholars in China’s Computer Application Technology Institute anxiously typed into this short sentence and tapped the “enter” button, they knew they were doing something historic.1 In this first e-mail ever sent out from mainland China, they used a symbol that all Chinese people are so proud of—the Great Wall—to signify their identity and the importance of this step. Surely, the history did take note of the message.

When the authors of this e-mail referred to the most recognized Chinese symbol to express their happiness and pride, they must have no idea that this very symbol later became a widely used satirical term to label China’s highly controlled Internet.2 Most Westerners know very well the function of the Great Wall as a defensive infrastructure to fence off those nomadic tribes in the north, a strategy that was both commendable and questionable. However, few foreigners seem to understand the Great Wall’s another major purpose: to communicate with people in far distance via the different types of smoke emit from the tower. By changing the color of the smoke and the number of column, the soldiers in the defense garrison can send out the message about the type and strength of incoming enemy. The guards stationed in the next tower will pick up the message, copy it, and resend it again. By estimate, a message can travel along the Great Wall to the capital several thousand miles away within a day. It was the ancient-version of Internet, the fastest communication technology for a vast empire to protect its security some two thousand years ago. By the end of the twentieth century, another fastest communication technology, the World Wide Web (WWW), landed once again on China, the home of the Great Wall. What message did it bring this time?

Education Tool?

Unlike those techno-determinists, most notably M.I.T. professor Nicholas Negroponte, who in early 1990s proclaimed that the Internet as the revolutionary technology will reshape all areas of society and impact all walks of life,3 most political leaders in the world underestimated or misunderstood the potential role that can be played by the Internet. Chinese decision makers were no exception. The Internet was viewed first and foremost as an education tool for scholars to exchange information and was constructed as such.

The first computer networks in China were established in 1987 in Beijing’s best research institutes, the China Science Academy (the “China Academic Network,” or CANET), and the Institute of High Energy Physics (IHEP network).4 In October 1989, a large project which was funded by the World Bank and supported by the central government started in Beijing’s Zhongguancun region, later known as “China’s Silicon Valley.” It was named “National Computing and Networking Facility of China (NCFC),” a national project intended to connect China’s major academic institutes and research universities. Peking University, Tshinghua University, and China Academy of Science were chosen by the government to lead the charge in establishing and testing this new network.5 This decision, in retrospect, set the birth place of China’s new form of nationalism in those networked ivory towers.

One year later, Professor Qian Tianbai registered “cn” as the top level domain name for China at Stanford Research Institute’s Network Information Center. By the end of 1992, the three backbone networks, Beijing University’s “PUNET,” Tshinghua University’s “TUNET” and China Academy of Science’s “CASNET,” were completed and ready to go. On 20 April 1994, the NCFC project was connected to the world Internet through a 64K cable line provided by the American company Sprint. This event marked the formal recognition of China as a full-function “Internet” country. A tiny smoke sent out from an ivory tower in Beijing was quickly picked up, decoded, and understood by their excited partners in another ivory tower across the Pacific Ocean. This scene became common occurrences in the years to come, and it changed forever the information structure and communication pattern of those people involved.

When the NCFC, the cradle of China’s Internet development, was in its blueprint stage, most Chinese people, and literally the whole world, was still in great shock by what had unfolded on the Tiananmen Square in the spring of 1989. A carnival-like movement quickly turned into a bloody showdown right in front of the world press cameras. The catastrophic result not only sent the ruling CCP senior leaders into a deep corner both domestically and globally, but also wiped out most of the ideological beliefs indoctrinated into those students’ minds. The ruler lost their direction, and the ruled lost their faith.6 The whole country seemed adrift after this huge trauma. For CCP leaders, this was more of a political problem, or legitimacy problem; whereas for Chinese intellectuals, this was more of a social-psychological problem, or an identity problem. Most China experts at that time saw no way that these two forces could ever work together again, until they witnessed China’s new round of nationalism movement on the horizon.

In China, people who hit the Web before 1997 have been labeled the “first generation of Chinese Internet users.” However, it is hard to come up with an accurate number of how many this first generation of online users might have. By the later half of 1994, some suggested that no more than 2,000 people, most of them scientists in China’s research institutes and major universities, had access to the Internet.7 When China’s first commercial Internet service was offered to the general public in early 1995, things changed dramatically. By the end of 1996, China’s registered Internet accounts quickly rose to about 80,000.8 Since many of these accounts were shared by multiple users, the actual online population may be much larger.

The early Internet services were primitive and slow-paced. Most people went online for the purposes of checking e-mail, searching scientific publications, or sharing software. Accordingly, the online sphere was still in its embryonic form. In May 1994, the first Bulletin Board System (BBS)—shu guang (the Dawn Light)—was set up by China’s National Computer Research Center. This new found land on the Internet triggered a nuclear reaction among fellow networks and Internet users. Unlike Western academic tradition which emphasizes public debates and verbal speeches, Chinese intellectuals have a long tradition of voicing their opinions through the written posters. The so-called “Big Character Posters” (da zi bao) that flooded and literally carried on the Cultural Revolution is a not-so-distant example. Even during the June Fourth Movement in 1989, most debates and political announcements were posted on the wall. After 1989, however, this type of wall-posters had been prohibited by the government. The emerging online BBS, where people can communicate with an unknown number of audience in written form, undoubtedly rejuvenated people’s, especially those young students’, energy and interests. Within one year, this form of online communication was adopted by most campus networks and commercial Internet Service Providers (ISPs). The online BBS service soon became the most attractive spot of the newborn online sphere. Among those early attractions were Peking University’s Yang Guang Chuang Yi (Sunny Creative) and Tshinghua University’s Shui Mu Tshing Hua (SMTH). They played an instrumental role in shaping the campus public opinion during the Taiwan Strait Crisis and Diaoyu Islands dispute in 1996.

Chinese Community “In Exile”

A parallel Chinese cyber sphere was established at the same time by tens of thousands of Chinese students and scholars studying abroad. Since the adoption of “opening to the outside world” policy in late 1970s, China witnessed a strong wave of going-abroad fever among the college graduates in those elite universities. By the end of 1995, according to a figure released by China’s Xinhua News Agency, a total of 250,000 Chinese students went to over 103 countries to pursue either master or doctoral degree. Among them, however, only about one-fourth had returned to China after their study. The rest of them, most with Ph.D. degrees, kept on their academic career in those host countries, especially in the United States, Great Britain, Australia, Canada, and other Western or developed countries.9

This was an unprecedented phenomenon in China’s history—a large number of highly educated young students, the majority of whom came from few Chinese elite universities, had to leave their family, friends, and native culture at a young age. They immigrated from a poor and developing country, struggled on their own as a foreigner, tried to be the best in their classes or labs, and constantly worried about their future. They cared about their homeland, but they also hesitated to return because of the economic gap and political restrictions. If not for the Internet, such a collective emotion could never be expressed, shared, and transformed. Taking advantages of the online technology, Chinese students abroad rebuilt a virtual hometown in the cyber sphere. Through those online journals, Internet listservs, BBS, and community websites, they talked about China, wrote in Chinese, communicated with friends back in China, and left a huge mark on China’s political transition during the mid-1990s.

Compared with China’s mainland-based online sphere, the online community established by Chinese students abroad was transparent, advanced and free of external interventions. The first Internet-based publication was China News Digest (CND), a small journal founded by a group of Chinese students in the United States on 6 March 1989.10 At first, it provided news and articles about China via e-mail to those Chinese students living abroad. Within two years, its readership rose to over 10,000, across more than twenty countries in the world. Based on this system, on 5 April 1991, CND launched its online edition, which published news, essays, poems, and political articles in Chinese every Friday.11 On its No. 300th issue published on 27 December 1996, CND editor summarized the number and distribution of its subscribers. According to the report, about 340,000 subscribers received the latest issue of China News Digest either through e-mail or via the online retrieval function. The subscribers spread over forty-eight countries, with 137,597 in the United States, 16,974 in Canada, 9,460 in Great Britain, 5,771 in Germany, 5,704 in Japan, 2,645 in Sweden, 2,055 in Australia, 1,617 in France, etc.12 In 1996, the Internet was still an inner-circle fantasy even in the United States and, there were not so many annoying spam e-mails at that time. Therefore, this figure is stunningly high and this journal’s influence can not be underestimated.

The first ever Chinese online newsgroup (alt.chinese.text, or ACT) was set up on 28 June 1992 by Wei Yagui, a graduate student studying at Indiana University.13 Since there was no Chinese processing software at that time, the early organizers had to create a new system—the Hanzi Code—to guarantee the input and decode of Chinese characters on computer. At the beginning, the posters were sporadic, averaging about ten items per day, but at the peak of its development in late 1994, it published more than 1,000 posters from its subscribers every day. Almost at the same time, overseas Chinese students founded Chinese online journal Feng Hua Yuan and Chuang Kou (Window) in Canada, Bei Ji Guang (Northern Light) in Sweden, Hua De Tong Xun (China-Germany Correspondence) in Germany, Glasgow Chinese Student Association Letters in Scotland, Leeds Journal in Great Britain, and Mei Ren Yu (the Mermaid) in Denmark, Tulip in Holland, etc.14 These online bulletin boards or online journals quickly became the virtual hometown for tens of thousands of Chinese students studying abroad. Normally, they were managed and operated by a group of elected editors or volunteers. They published a wide range of topics, including Chinese literature, poems, memoirs, research, and political commentaries. Among them, the most famous and still in operation online journals include Feng Hua Yuan (www.fhy.net), Chinese News Digest (CND or HXWZ) (www.cnd.org), and Xin Yu Si (or New Threads magazine) (www.xys.org).15

A Virtual Bridge

Besides those “culture-shock” or “home-sick” story themes, the topic about China’s politics accounted for a large chunk of the online publications and online discussions. For example, the China News Digest purposely chose 5 April 1991 as the founding date for its online journal, to commemorate the fifteenth anniversary of the April Fifth Movement in 1976 which directly led to the collapse of the “Gang of Four.” The very first article of the founding issue was an investigative report that revealed how an anti-Li Peng poem got published by CCP’s mouthpiece People’s Daily earlier that year.16

Of course, the review and reflections on the June Fourth Movement in 1989 were another focus of these online publications. Since the overseas students had free access to many foreign publications and uncensored materials, they were in a better position to review the success and failure, the origin and consequences of this historic event. Most of these after-thoughts, first-hand experiences, and actual photos were constantly fed back to China through personal e-mails and Internet connections. Although Chinese government could control and censor most foreign websites deemed harmful or subversive and it did begin to strictly enforce that policy in early 1996,17 it could never examine and falter all those incoming e-mails. This virtual bridge actually linked two groups of people who were at same age, with same interest and memory, and most of them even from same university. It was a new development that changed the old formula of China’s public opinion formation. Believe or not, this factor eventually helped form not a pro-Western democratic sentiment, but a strong nationalistic resurgence in China.

Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping’s well-timed tour of southern China in early 1992 paved way for China’s fast and gigantic economic boom. This change of policy, or more precisely, the change of thinking pattern, released one billion Chinese people’s creativity and energy that had been curbed for more than a century. Fifteen years later, there is still no sign of slowdown in China’s red hot economic locomotive. In sharp contrast, in early 1990s, the newly “liberated” or “democratized” Russia and former East Europe bloc countries were struggling miserably for survival and stability. The chaotic situation in those former communist countries added more contrasting images to China’s unexpected success. Against this grand backdrop, even the most uncompromising critics of Chinese government had to rethink the wisdom and intention of those parties involved in the 1989 Tiananmen Square movement.

Two external factors pushed this rethinking process more in line with the CCP government’s official interpretation and political stance. First, the United States’ post-1989 China policy was a series of counter-productive reactions derived more from outrage, disillusionment, frustration, and miscalculation.18 It was hard to criticize U.S. government for its moral obligation and political integrity when it stopped China’s ship in the international sea for suspicion of chemical weapon smuggling, or when it maneuvered to vote out Beijing to be the 2000 Olympic host city, or when it sold high-tech weapons to Taiwan despite the Sino-U.S. agreement to gradually scale back the arms sales, or when it obstructed China’s admission to the World Trade Organization as a founding member. Nonetheless, these policies threw out the bathtub with the baby in it. They hurt Chinese people’s feeling more than they undermined Chinese government’s legitimacy. Ironically, to some extent, it was U.S.’s containing China policy saved CCP’s life in time of the severe domestic crises. The second factor was the nationwide patriotism education orchestrated by the central government since 1992.19 This campaign was a direct response to the outside hostility toward China, and an indirect response to CCP’s legitimacy problem after the collapse of Communism doctrine. It needs to be noted here that it was not the patriotism education that gives birth to the nationalism movement, as claimed by many China experts; rather, it was what happened inside and outside China that made nationalism-related rhetoric more appealing and persuasive (for an in-depth discussion on this topic, please see Chapter 9). Of course, the iron-fist measures taken by the CCP government to prohibit the discussions about the Tiananmen incident certainly magnified this central patriotism theme across the country.

The large group of Chinese students studying abroad contributed to the revival of nationalism movement in a unique and somewhat unexpected way. On one hand, their personal “cultural shocks” disillusioned many idealized impressions about the West which were imposed by Chinese mainstream media before 1989. Prior to the Tiananmen Square Incident, China’s mainstream media and public discourse were filled with almost one-sided admiring expressions about Western culture, Western value, Western life style, and of course, Western political system. Several failed anti-spiritual pollution campaigns organized by the CCP conservatives at that time were strong evidence of the widespread presence of pro-Western feeling. This sentiment was strengthened by the shocking economic gap and was mystified by China’s long-time isolation. A decade later, however, when China quickly caught up with the rest of the world and narrowed down the material gap, the disillusionment of the West began to feed back to the increasingly confident home base. The most popular TV series during this time was titled “A Beijinger in New York,” in which a Beijing-born musician made his way to become the top-tier New Yorker, and then found himself totally lost in an alien culture. Zhang Chengzhi, a renowned Chinese writer, after traveling to several Western countries, wrote a paper titled “The God Is Not in the Foreign Lands” (shen bu zai yi guo). These were the good examples of those once pro-Western intellectuals going through a self-criticism and soul-searching process. Their final thinking results inevitably trickled down to the nation’s collective memory.

On the other hand, the living experiences in a foreign culture forced all young students to search and scrutinize their cultural identity, a process that is neither necessary nor urgent for a Chinese student staying at home. Some chose to soften their cultural marks, and assimilate into the host society. Some, however, sharpened their national and cultural identity, and became more nationalism-oriented. These transformation and adjustment were reflected on many online publications overseas, and certainly showed up in the networked Chinese cyber sphere.

On 20 July 1996, the online journal Feng Hua Yuan co-hosted with Toronto University’s China Students and Scholars Association a colloquium on “Internet and Chinese Culture.”20 During the conference, editors from a dozen or so Chinese online publications in North America shared their thoughts and experiences with cohorts. The common theme of the conference centered on how the Internet technology revolutionized Chinese students’ capability to search for their special social and cultural identity. Fang Zhouzi, the founder of online journal New Threads, used the concept of “exile literature” to capture the shared features of those online publications. According to Fang,


the most active group in Chinese cyber sphere is those Chinese students studying abroad, especially those from mainland China. Only when you are living in a foreign-language country, you have the desire and necessity to communicate with your countrymen via your home language. Chinese language is the powerful link binding us together with our homeland. We are a group of self-exiled people.21



“Third identity” is another concept raised in Chinese online community. According to Shi Donglu, a Chinese graduate student in the United States, “You are what you have experienced. We came to the United States in our twenties, and lived here for five or ten years. Realistically speaking, we are no longer a pure Chinese. . . . However, since we couldn’t identify with American culture either; we had to return to our home roots to find our strength and identity.”22

These types of “self-exiled” feeling and “third identity” syndrome dominated overseas Chinese online community, and in the end, cultivated a special form of Chinese nationalism. Emotionally, it was more personalized, more natural and stronger than the domestic-born nationalism. Technically, it was well-informed, advanced, and well-organized, thanks mainly to the Internet technology and online community. Unlike previous communication technology, the Internet could carry this heart-pumping nationalism back home in a heartbeat.

Taiwan and Diaoyu Islands

Outside the virtual sphere, China, Taiwan, and United States were on a dangerous course toward a potential military conflict.23 In the words of China specialist David Lampton, the July 1995 to March 1996 crisis in the Taiwan Strait between the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and the U.S. Navy was “the third turning point in the post-cold war evolution of Sino-American ties.”24

The Clinton Administration’s China policy started with a miscalculation of political priority and policy feasibility. On 28 May 1993, President Clinton announced that the annual extension of China’s Most Favorite Nation (MFN) trade status should be determined by whether China had made “overall, significant progress” in several human rights conditions explicitly outlined by the White House. “By publicly articulating the threat and setting a deadline,” as pointed out by Lampton, “Clinton made the standard of his success the public humiliation of the PRC’s leaders and the alteration of patterns of internal PRC governance—a price of few nations would pay for market access, let alone one as proud as China.”25 Two days before the stated deadline, President Clinton withdrew the executive order and declared instead a new policy of “comprehensive engagement” with China. However, the seed of distrust and resentment had been sown in the political fields on both sides.

To reap the political benefit from the rift between China and the United States, Taiwan’s president Lee Teng-hui applied for a visa to go to Cornell University—where he received a Ph.D.—for an alumni reunion. In the face of strong pressure from the Senate and Congress, the White House granted Lee the visa, a decision not only stood against the administration’s repeated promise to Beijing, but also reversed a policy of no-contact with Taiwan’s officials adopted by U.S. government since the normalization of China-U.S. relationship in 1979. The last straw finally came when Lee delivered a provocative and inflammatory speech in the Cornell gathering, in which several U.S. Congress members were present. In response, China suspended all high-level military exchanges and non-proliferation negotiation with the U.S., recalled its ambassador in Washington, and declared two rounds of massive military exercises surrounding Taiwan (for an in-depth review of the Taiwan issue, see Chapter 9).

When the news came that the United Stated had dispatched two aircraft carrier battle groups to the waters off Taiwan in March 1996, China’s campus BBSs were filled with hundreds of belligerent rhetoric, calling for “a bloody showdown with the U.S. forces” or “an immediate reunification with Taiwan.”26 This outburst of extreme nationalism sentiment among college students was the result of a host of factors, including China’s economic success, the U.S.’s containing China policy, China’s patriotism education campaign, and most notably, the establishment of a gigantic Chinese online community.

Ever since their founding more than a century ago, China’s Peking University and Tshinghua University, for better or for worse, have been instrumental in China’s political transformations. In many historical turning points, the students in these universities played the vanguard role as both critical thinkers and fervent practitioners. In China’s pro-Western or pro-democracy movements, such as the June Fourth Movement in 1989, they were the leading force. In China’s nationalistic or anti-Western movements, such as the May Fourth Movement in 1919, the “12/9” anti-Japan Movement in 1935, and the anti-American demonstration in 1999, they were also the pioneers. Even in the destructive Cultural Revolution, the first starting points also located in the campuses of these two universities. When the most advanced communication technology found their homes here, a new form of connecting and thinking was being fermented in the ivory towers.

Still in the shadow of the 1989 June Fourth incident, the CCP leaders and the university administrators were highly sensitive to anything “political.” For example, at the home page of Tshinghua University’s Shui Mu Tshing Hua BBS, there was a welcome page reminding all the visitors that “This site prohibits any political or obscene articles! The offender will be kicked out!”27 That said, each special topic chat room in this website was managed and monitored by student volunteers, who had no obligation or desire to observe the party line. One episode which occurred during the Taiwan Strait crisis was particularly noteworthy.

On 8 March 1996, when three test-fired missiles roared over Taiwan Island and landed in the water near Taiwan’s two big city ports, both the Taiwan military and American navy forces watched vigilantly but without making any move. However, on the virtual sphere, one group of Taiwan college students who claimed themselves as the “Web Volunteer Army” launched a wave of counter verbal-attacks on mainland China’s web “headquarters.” Their target was Tshinghua University’s BBS with a web address at “166.111.1.11” (IP address) and hundreds of so-called “Web red guards” positioned there.28 Of course, this online debate involving several hundred college students was anything but a rational-critical political discourse, the ideal model envisioned by Habermas. Chinese students, armed with government storylines, historical accounts, and youthful enthusiasm, clashed directly with their Taiwan counterparts who were equally emotional, passionate, and energetic.

What’s really significant and far-reaching was not the content of their debate, but the format of communication. First of all, they both wrote in Chinese, a language that is intelligible for Chinese on both sides of the Strait. Second, for most of them, this was the first time ever communicating directly with a real person on the other side. More than half a century of segregation and hostility fortified people’s misperception and misunderstanding on both parties. The virtual cyber sphere encompassed the once unsurpassable political and technological gap. Third, perhaps this was the first across-strait public diplomacy campaign conducted by common citizens without government intervention. Diplomacy was no longer the privileged turf occupied only by professional diplomats. All these were made possible by the Internet, and all these will inevitably shape their understanding about culture, identity, and nationalism.

For those Chinese students, the campus BBS was not only an accessible venue to discuss common concerned issues, but also a great place to receive the latest information and opinions about China from the outside world. The news from overseas Chinese community was quickly received, spread, and replicated in the home base. For example, in wake of Japan’s increasingly provocative activities related to history textbook, Yasukuni shrine, and Diaoyu Islands, Canadian Chinese Student Association and online journal Feng Hua Yuan cosponsored an online “Protecting Diaoyu Islands” signature protest. In its formal announcement published on 10 September 1996, the organizers declared that the current campaign was the continuation of the nationalist movement against Japanese militarist groups started by Chinese immigrants some twenty-five years ago. “We have never forgotten for a second the battlefield song that motivated our ancestors to fight to death with the Japanese invaders fifty years ago—‘Facing enemy’s gun barrage, every Chinese was forced to shout out his last roar: stand up, stand up, and let’s advance!’ ”29 This campaign gathered a lot of support among overseas Chinese communities and paved the way for future large-scale movements.

In late August 1996, when a Japanese right-wing group erected a buoy on Diaoyu Island, a disputed territory claimed by both China and Japan, the inflammatory and infectious sentiment in China’s online sphere quickly reached its tipping point. On Peking University’s “Sunny Creative” BBS and Tshinghua University’s Shui Mu Qing Hua BBS, students began to publicly mobilize a demonstration against the Japanese aggression, in spite of school officials’ objection.30 Some students even claimed that they could bomb the Japanese Embassy with a toy airplane carrying explosive.31 Such a demonstration could easily trigger a massive anti-Japanese movement, given people’s strong hostility toward Japan and widespread disappointment with government’s low-key approach toward Japan. That was the last thing CCP wanted.32 The government took a resolute and quick action to indefinitely shut down the leading organizer: Peking University’s “Sunny Creative” BBS in mid-September 1996 and defused a time-bomb that could explode from the “virtual Tiananmen Square” to the real Tiananmen Square.33 Furthermore, to tighten the control of information flowing between China’s small cyber sphere and the uncontrollable “World Wide Web,” the government blocked Chinese online users’ access to those major foreign media websites, including New York Times, Washington Post, Time, Economist,34 and many overseas Chinese websites, including China News Digest.35

On 20 September 1996, China News Digest published an e-mail sent from China by a desperate Peking University student to his friend in the United States. It disclosed how the student demonstration several days ago was disbanded by the officials, how the organizers were forced to write reflection reports, and how the campus BBS was forced to shut down. In the end, the student wrote, “I just want the overseas Chinese to know that it is not because we mainland Chinese don’t love our country, it is because here in China, loving your country is guilty!”36

The Grassroots “Say No” Nationalists

A book published in May 1996 capped the overall sentiment in China’s online and offline spheres at that time. Edited and penned by a group of young Chinese intellectuals, China Can Say No37 quickly became a best seller in China’s increasingly commercialized book market (more than 100,000 copies were sold out in a month), drew an unprecedented wave of global media attention, and was subsequently forced to cease publication by the central government at the end of 1996.

According to the book’s editors, although this topic had been considered for about two years, the actual writing only took about two to three weeks.38 Most contributors were freelance writer, poet, or reporter in their thirties, and the youngest Tang Zhengyu was only twenty-six years of age while writing one of the sections. Its ideas, design, and even title were largely borrowed from a Japanese bestseller titled The Japan That Can Say No, written by former chairman of Sony Corporation, Akio Morita, and Japan’s hard line politician, Shintaro Ishihara seven years ago. Claiming themselves as the “New Boxers,”39 the authors of China Can Say No justified the anti-Western sentiment in China. For example, Zhang Xiaobo, one of the authors of the book, argued,


I have some questions to ask Westerners. British sold opium to China and waged the Opium Wars against China. That was a great infringement upon Chinese human rights. Yet I have never heard of any apologies being made by British government. . . . Without making sufficient apologies, they don’t have the right to talk about human rights.40



Among the extreme ideas promoted by these young Chinese authors included guarding against the invasion of cultural and economic imperialism from the United States, such as Hollywood, McDonald’s, and Marlboro in China; building up a strong military to reunify Taiwan with the mainland and to fight with U.S. if necessary; and standing up firmly against American hegemony and Japanese aggression. The book’s highly inflammatory rhetoric, the blunt anti-American and anti-Japanese policy stance, and the unequivocal nationalism orientation provoked strong and mixed responses from different groups of people in China.

In sum, people in the West, especially in the United States, were bewildered, if not shocked, by the sudden outburst of hostility and outrage toward them. The fact that this extreme anti-Western polemic was articulated by a group of former pro-Western young intellectuals added to the confusion. Washington Post’s Beijing correspondent Steve Mufson characterized the authors as “a group of obscure writers and their friends who until recently wore American-style blue jeans and smoked American brand cigarettes.”41 New York Times correspondent viewed the book as “not so much political analysis as a handbook for anti-American and anti-British slogans, conspiracy theories and satire.”42 The Guardian in London portrayed this book as “a wild jumble of conspiracy theory, anti-Western polemic and bombastic insecurity . . . it resembles more closely a rant by the Russian ultra-nationalist Vladimir Zhirinovsky.”43 However, the real issue here is not the author’s character or the quality of their arguments, but the timing of and the underlying reason behind this book’s sudden popularity.

In China’s intellectual circle, the immediate reaction toward this highly commercialized and fast-food like best-seller was a blend of resonance and ridicule.44 Some lauded those authors’ courage and novelty, arguing that “it is valuable for young Chinese to have different voice.” Some viewed this book as a solemn signal, indicating a strong request from those developing countries to “challenge the unfair global structure” and “change the rules drafted by Westerners.” An editorial published by Taiwan’s Strait Review regarded this book as “the awakening sign of China’s nationalistic consciousness and the counter-containing measure against U.S.’s containing China policy.” Some responses, however, were more negative. For example, Feng Chaoyang, in a review titled “Chinese Should Dare to Say No to Itself,” argued that “fanaticism has never been a virtue; and the fanaticism of parochial nationalism is more dangerous. It often leads to national disaster.” Ni Yuxian, in a long book review published on a Chinese dissident magazine Beijing Spring, argued that the orientation of this book was not nationalism; instead, it was a new ideology of “party-state chauvinism.” The CCP propagandists, according to Ni, “used nationalism as a disguise to promote the anti-American, anti-West, and anti-democracy neo-Nazism.”45

The reaction of Chinese government toward this book was particularly noteworthy. Until a brief story reported by a Xinhua News Agency correspondent about the popularity of this book, it had run largely unnoticed by both the government and the foreign media for several months. When asked by a foreign reporter on whether this book represented Chinese government’s foreign policy positions, Foreign Ministry spokesman Shen Guofang replied, “China is a country with freedom of speech and freedom of press. As long as you don’t violate the law, everybody has the right of free speech. This book reflects some Chinese mainland youngsters’ thoughts, and it is natural and understandable.”46 The xenophobic outcry satisfied the resentment among the general public, and the potential market profit also lured dozens of copycats. When a series of books titled Why China Can Say No, China Still Can Say No, China Always Say No, etc. flooded the book sale stands across the nation, the government finally decided to step into this commercialized nationalism fanfare. When the “Say No” series were forced off the bookshelf, China’s grassroots nationalism, however, became an awakened monster.

Ever since the Chinese Communist Party took the power in 1949, Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, and all the other Red Army revolutionaries had never been hesitant to “Say No” to anyone in the world. In fact, China seemed to be too eager and too frequent to “Say No” to both two ideological camps during the Cold War. So, to whom this book really addressed? Two major audiences were hidden in this book’s popularity. First, these young authors, and those faithful readers alike, were talking to their past selves a decade ago. They were saying no to what they had believed, to their pro-Western sentiment and behavior before the June Fourth Movement in 1989, and to their supposed immaturity in politics. Second, this sentiment also aimed at the incumbent Chinese leaders. In their eyes, Chinese government’s restrained reactions toward U.S.’s containment policy, Japan’s aggression, and Taiwan’s independence showed weakness, inconsistency, and incompetence. From these perspectives, this book, and other books that followed its general theme, was both a manifest confession and a strong warning.

The advent of Internet technology made this confession and warning meaningful and deadly serious, as the events in the following chapters demonstrated.

Case Study: Cyber Nationalism in the Olympics

Chinese cyber nationalism flexed its muscle in an unlikely occasion, on an unlikely issue, and to an unlikely target. It was the 1996 Olympic Games in Atlanta, it was about an accusation of Chinese athletes cheating in their games, and it was NBC network and its sportscaster Bob Costas at the receiving end of the Chinese students’ anger.

When Chinese Olympic teams entered the stadium during the opening ceremony, Bob Costas made the following remarks which enraged Chinese viewers, especially those Chinese students, living in the United States,


The People’s Republic of China, one fifth of the world’s population, with an economy growing at the rate of about 10% a year. Every economic power, including the United States, wants to tap into that huge potential market. But, of course, there are problems with human rights, copyright disputes, and the threat posed to Taiwan. And within the Olympics, while they have excelled—they were the fourth in medal standings in Barcelona, with fifty-four medals, sixteen of them gold, after a thirty-year absence which ended in 1984—they’ve excelled athletically and built into a power, but amidst suspicions, Dick, especially concerning their track athletes and their female swimmers possibly using performance enhancing drugs. None caught in Barcelona, but since those games of 1992, several have been caught.47



Journalistically, nothing in his comments crossed the factual line. However, politically, it is incorrect, inappropriate, or to say the least, inhospitable. To those Chinese students who jubilantly waited together in front of television and watched their home team on a foreign land, some of the accusations were insulting. Ten years ago, such an incident would stimulate anger or discomfort, and that was the end of the story. Ten years later, it became the starting point of a world-wide campaign that eventually pulled the Vice President of NBC before the camera to issue an apology letter “for any resulting hurt feelings.”48 What happened in between this ten short years? Three words: Chinese cyber nationalism.

The well-established Chinese overseas online community was instantly filled with emotional protests and fervent calls for action. Days after NBC’s comments, a protest letter signed by over sixty Chinese organizations and 2,300 individuals representing over 70,000 Chinese students, scholars, and professionals living in North America was sent to NBC’s headquarter.49 No response to this protest was initiated from NBC, however. On 9 August 1996, an e-mail titled “where we lost our dignity, where we want to pick up it back!!!” was sent to all the Internet listservs used by Chinese students and scholars associations in the United States, and then forwarded to the overseas Chinese community across the world via the Internet. The message outlined the next step for a large campaign, a seemingly uncharacteristic move by Chinese people living abroad,


“Suspicions”??? “Caught”??? Has there really been any Chinese Olympic Medal Athlete caught for drugs? NONE of them!!! Even after the Olympic Games. All Chinese Olympic Team Members have passed the test, but they are still SUSPECTED!!! The pride of all of us has been destroyed entirely. We want the hard-earned Chinese glory, dignity and honor be known and heard, publicly and proudly, in a grand way! We want our voice be known by the world: “All Chinese Olympic Athletes Are Clean and in True Olympic Spirit.” Stand up and give us your hand, we want our voice appear in the most popular American Media, New York Times. Where we lost our dignity, where we want to pick up it back!!!



This appealing letter was signed by several Chinese student groups in the United States, including Chinese Student and Scholar Association at Harvard, Stanford, UC-Berkeley, Columbia University, etc. Meanwhile, a fund-raising committee was set up through online communication and a special website was created for donations. Within a week, more than $22,000 dollars were collected. On 14 August, the first protest advertisement appeared on Washington Post’s main news section (section A). It read,


NBC commentator Mr. Bob Costas’ hostile comments against many international athletes, including Team China, had badly contaminated the spirit of the Olympics and deeply offended countless viewers worldwide. Mr. Costas and NBC should have the courage to publicly apologize for their ignominious prejudice and inhospitality.50



The next day, USA Today published a story about this advertisement. The Vice President of NBC, after seeing the ad, sent a fax to the Chinese contact person, Chen Kai, saying that “Nobody at NBC intended to offend anyone, and we regret that this apparently happened. We apologize for any resulting hurt feelings and we sincerely hope this puts the matter to rest.”51 After consulting with fellow students through online e-mails, the chief negotiator Chen Kai asked for a public apology from NBC or Costas himself. On 22 August, under mounting pressure from both Chinese community and NBC’s parent company General Electric which had enormous business interest in China, NBC held a news conference and publicized the apology letter offered earlier.52

After achieving the goal set forth by the student community, the post hoc Internet-based Fund-raising Committee and Strategic Planning and Negotiation Committee were disbanded on 27 August 1996. In a thank-you note posted online, the organizers claimed, “We Chinese have never been so united as today. We Chinese have never been so successful in public action against discriminations as today.”53

Without Internet, all these developments were simply impossible. From the breakout of the issue to the final settlement of the controversy, it lasted no more than forty days. However, it provoked a movement spreading across two dozen or so countries, mobilizing tens of thousands of people, and forcing a giant news network to publicly issue an apology. For example, after the call for donation e-mail, responses were coming from the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, Germany, Japan, Singapore, South Korea, New Zealand, Finland, Sweden, Switzerland, Austria, France, Spain, Denmark, Norway, Belgium, Holland, Israel, and of course, China.54 After the initial protest, a well-coordinated task force was formed in the Chinese cyber sphere. It included computer specialists who were in charge of website operation and updating, a legal adviser who consulted the negotiation team on legal issues, a donation coordinator who managed the fund-raising event and money flow, a draft writer who prepared all the public statements, and a special strategic planning group of fifteen people who mapped out the whole negotiation strategy. Most of these activities were carried out through online communications. After NBC’s public press conference, some public relations expert reminded those organizers, “If we keep over-reacting on this issue, I am afraid we are imposing an image of hardness and unreasonableness of ourselves. This is devastating in public relations.”55 Since the majority of the overseas Chinese community members were graduate students, they were specialized, collectively, in almost all the areas, and most of all, well connected via the Internet. As this case showed, it was not because their nationalistic voice became particularly stronger; it was because the Internet unified their effort and made their voice heard, loud and clear. From this perspective, the medium here is the message (see Chapter 11 for an in-depth discussion of cyber nationalism).

A Larger Context

Before wrapping up the first phase of Chinese cyber nationalism evolution, we need to put all these new tendencies, developments, and breakthroughs into a broader context.

First, during this phase, the Chinese cyber nationalism, although demonstrated its potential and unique character, was mainly an ivory tower movement. For example, not until May 1995 did the general Chinese public have the access to the Internet. Even by then, “going online” was still a privileged activity affordable only by a small group of elites who were both rich enough to pay the setup fee and technologically savvy enough to tackle the computer labyrinth. To cover the computer, modem, registration fee, and other necessary equipments, a normal citizen in Beijing needed about $2,000 to realize the “going-online” dream.56 According to a report released by Xinhua News Agency, till September 1995, there were on average only 1.5 telephone lines for every 100 Chinese people. In contrast, there were twenty-one television sets for every 100 Chinese people.57 Suffice it to say, the Chinese online sphere was still in its infancy stage during this period. Accordingly, Chinese cyber nationalism was mainly restricted in the ivory towers both at home and abroad. The online discussions of political issues, especially for mainland-based online BBS, were sporadic, superficial, and mostly reflective of what had been permitted by the government. The online activities, including those that were unsuccessfully tried by campus BBSs and those that were successfully organized by overseas Chinese online communities, were nonetheless experimental and symbolic. Moreover, the government had much control over the content as well as the channel of those domestic online BBS, and could either suspend the operation of those unruly offenders or cut off the linkage between the campus Intranet and the global Internet. Although some Internet-based events were highlighted in this section, their social and political implications at the grassroots level should not be exaggerated.

Second, even if this cyber nationalism was mostly a campus movement limited in the ivory towers, it distinguished itself from the government-promoted patriotism and the traditional nationalism movement in some substantive ways. On one hand, the Internet was not only a medium that carries message, but also a medium that creates message. It enabled simultaneously one-to-one, one-to-many, many-to-one, and many-to-many two-way communications which facilitated the formation of public opinion and the unity among like-minded people. For the newborn Chinese cyber nationalists, they could share their thoughts on the BBS, confront with the potential “enemies” through online debates, and mobilize people across the world for a common goal. As a result, the government lost monopoly of both the interpretation of an issue and the initiation of a movement. This capability provided by the Internet marked the real deviation of Chinese cyber nationalism from the government-promoted patriotism. On the other hand, the Internet is not only a medium that carried message, but also a platform that can implement the message. As the NBC incident revealed, those otherwise powerless and scattered voice could be solidified into a formidable force, tilting the traditional power equation. The newborn Chinese cyber nationalism differed from all its previous forms. It is not only an ideology, but also a movement. The ideology and the movement existed at the same time, in the same sphere, and through the same channel. Since the Internet had redefined the meaning for time, sphere, and communication channel, Chinese cyber nationalism developed its distinct character and prowess.

The third major development in this stage was the formulation and distribution of nationalism theories among young intellectuals through the Internet. The most significant publication was Wang Xiaodong’s long thesis on “Chinese Nationalism and China’s Future,” republished by China News Digest on 6 December and 13 December 1996, respectively.58 Wang has been a leading voice and prolific theorist in China’s emerging nationalism movement since 1990s (see an in-depth interview with Wang in Chapter 13). He graduated from Peking University in 1982, with an unlikely major: Mathematics. After graduation, he went to Japan for a graduate degree in business management, and then to Canada and United States as a visiting scholar in late 1980s. In this 10,000-plus word thesis, Wang analyzed, rather comprehensively, the origin, characteristics, significance, and historic position of the new nationalism movement in China. As to the origin, Wang argued that this movement was the reaction and rebuttal against the “reverse-racism” phenomenon that dominated China’s mainstream media and intellectual circle in the 1980s. He borrowed a Western concept: “reverse-racism” to illustrate the widespread self-denigrating tendency among leading Chinese scholars and think tanks. This tendency, according to Wang, was the result of many contributing factors, including Chinese intellectual’s anti-tradition inclination inherited from the Cultural Revolution, the side-effect of government’s “opening-up toward the outside world” policy, the shocking economic gap between China and the West, and people’s extreme disappointment and frustration. “Knowing these historical backgrounds,” Wang presented his core argument, “the so-called Chinese nationalism in 1990s was an inevitable return toward a normal, more moderate and diverse mindset. This will and should be the normal state for China. Like it or not, both China’s liberal intellectuals and Westerners have to face it and live with it.”59 This paper was one of the most circulated articles online, and Wang was hence called by his followers and critics as the “Godfather” of Chinese neo-nationalism.

The timing and the channel of this publication were noteworthy. It was no coincidence that his theory took shape on the heel of the deteriorating Sino-U.S. relations at that time, the dangerous situation across the Taiwan Strait, and the intense disputes between China and Japan on some sensitive issues. However, it was the Internet that really helped provide him a public venue to circulate his arguments. As noted in his paper and disclosed to this researcher later in an interview, Wang pointed out the fact that his pro-nationalism writings could not get published on China’s mainstream media, which he considered strong evidence of the domination of pro-Western opinion leaders and their ideological beliefs. The Internet changed the whole scenario, though. Wang’s seminal “declaration of nationalism” found its home on the Internet. If China News Digest’s circulation number was correct, 340,000 subscribers should have got the message instantly.

“Across the Great Wall, we can reach every corner in the world.” As the first Chinese e-mail vividly predicted, the Internet linked the information-rich with the information-thirsty, bound the home-grown strong nationalism desire with the overseas home-sick emotion, and empowered the most dedicated and the most thoughtful. From this perspective, it is a history in the making. It marked the birth of a new force that would shook China’s social and political landscape: the Chinese cyber nationalism.


Chapter 2

Say No to Indonesia’s Anti-Chinese Riot (1997.1–1999.3)


Certainly, it is hard to believe this thirty-hour long persistent online attack was not an organized operation. If not for the absence of the air-defense alarm, I would have believed that China had declared war against us.

—Remarks by an Indonesia government spokesperson on Chinese hackers’ Internet attacks in a press conference, 9 August 1998



On 1 January 1997, the CCP’s official “throat & tongue” (hou she)—the People’s Daily, set up its website online. It marked the first major step of the online expedition undertaken by the traditional state-owned media. In the private sector, as China’s backbone network infrastructure—the Golden Bridge Network (China GBN) began to lease its network space to private Internet service providers (ISP), the privately operated BBSs or chat rooms, such as Hua Tong, Si Tong Li Fang, and Dong Nan Xi Bei (NEWS) established their names and reputations among the quickly increasing online population. By the end of October 1997, according to the first nation-wide Internet survey report released by China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), there were about 620,000 Internet users and some 1,500 World Wide Web sites in China.1

In China’s Internet development calendar, the year of 1998 was dubbed “the Year of the Great Leap Forward Online.” On one hand, in March 1998 the Chinese government overhauled the administrative structure that oversaw the development of Internet and, streamlined the bureaucratic system into a brand-new ministry-level department: the Ministry of Information Industry. This reshuffling measure efficiently reduced the turf battles fought among several governmental agencies, and paved the way for the full-fledged development of a new industry.2 As a direct result, several regulations or ad hoc rules on issues such as ISP/ICP management, national secret protection, online crimes, etc. were introduced this year. On the other hand, the first wave of venture capital investment from the Wall Street also landed on China in early 1998. In February, a M.I.T doctoral student Zhang Chaoyang used the seed money he raised from the United States (including $50,000 from his mentor at M.I.T., professor Nicholas Negroponte) to set up a website with a weird Chinese name: Sou Hu, meaning “the searching fox” (www.sohu.com).3 He was not alone. Dozens of privately owned and operated web sites were registered in Beijing at the same time by those West-educated student entrepreneurs. The venture capital-driven eye-ball catching advertising campaign engulfed China’s capital in spring and summer of 1998. This campaign coincided with the national fanfare that had already been ignited by the 1998 soccer World Cup. From January 1998 to March 1999, in a matter of 400 days, China’s online population swelled to 2.1 million and the domain names with the suffix “cn” exploded to 18,396.4 A new phase of China’s communication revolution was quickly unfolding.

“Green Corps”: China’s First Hacker Organization

China’s first hacker organization had a fancy name: Green Corps (lǜ se bing tuan). In the eyes of those Chinese computer enthusiasts who got “wired” in the late 1990s, “the core member of Green Corps” was a glorious title representing technical excellence, dedicated spirit, and nationalistic pride. This online group was first registered in 1997 by Gong Wei (best known online by his pseudonym “Goodwell”) as a bulletin board for those early Chinese computer techno-nards to share information on computer security.5 However, one year later, it became the leading organizer and fore-front player of China’s large scale nationalistic cyber attack.

Hacker, in the computer culture, refers to those highly skilled programmers or network security experts who can apply their specialties to access, control, modify, or damage a personal computer or a whole network system.6 Depending on their purpose and actual result of their online intrusion, “hackers” can have both positive and negative connotations. For example, a well trained hacker can take advantage of the loopholes in a program to change its design or to modify its hardware for showoff, for fun, for money, or as the later case demonstrated, for protest and retaliation. Hacker’s hostile intrusion and program modification can cause not only disruption for individual users, but also tremendous damage to the Internet servers and the World Wide Web operation as a whole. In June 1998, an Internet virus “CIH” developed by a Taiwanese college student, Chen Ing-Hau, permanently destroyed tens of thousands computers’ hard drives and caused direct loss as high as tens of millions of dollars worldwide in a matter of several days. As confessed later by this computer genius in an open letter, the motive for creating this malicious virus was only “an experiment; though many people probably want to chop me up now.”7 Nonetheless, hackers’ practice is the flipside of online security. Actually, most of the early hackers ended up becoming Internet security specialists and anti-virus programmers.

The initial purpose of the Green Corps was solely for technical improvement. Many of the early members took Kevin Mitnick, an American computer genius, as their role model. Kevin Mitnick’s “heroic” achievements included breaking into the computer systems of Motorola, Nokia, and Sun Microsystems. Some Green Corp members agreed with computer guru Bob Bickford’s definition of hacker—“any person who derives joy from discovering ways to circumvent limitations.”8 After the creation of this virtual space, a group of talented Chinese computer programmers found a common place to share their ideas, develop new software, and coordinate their activities. They made their name early on by breaking into a system guarded by another Chinese computer security company. During its peak time in 1998, the registered members of the Green Corps allegedly reached 3,000 and they spread across China and in many foreign countries.

A concise profile written by “Goodwell,” the founder of the Green Corps (GC), about its principal members lifted a curtain over this otherwise mysterious group.9


“Rocky”: core member of the early GC; once left his nationalistic outcry on the Pentagon’s website; translated most articles for GC. Still recall his excitement and joy after first entering my Linux four years ago. He left us so abruptly and will be remembered by all of us for ever.

“LittleFish” (xiao yu er): core member of GC; resolved and cool, a natural born hacker. I once told him, we want to be the largest network security organization in China. LittleFish replied, “No, the largest in Asia!”

“China Eagle”: the early member of GC; specialized in decoding password; participated GC’s first annual conference; a faithful and thoughtful member.

“Yuan Ge”: a respectable programmer; a hardworking, considerate, patient, and first rate computer expert.

“Iamin”: the 10,000 visitor to GC; his web site and GC were China’s two major security organizations. His “home of hacker” was the most famous among hackers.

. . . .

“Goodwell”: I kept myself for the last. Only because of your support and contribution, I had a glowing ring above my head. I would rather be a step stone for all of you, quietly helping you into a successful career, to regain glory for all the descendants of dragon.



On 23 January 1999, the Green Corps held its first offline annual meeting in a Web café in Shanghai, and within months, it quickly transformed into a venture capital-supported Web security company—“Shanghai Green Alliance Computer Safety Technology Co, Ltd.”10 Although a group of Internet hackers grew up into a group of Web safety guardians within two years, their cyber nationalism legacy, especially what they had done during the Indonesia’s anti-Chinese riot in 1998, was remembered and well respected on China’s online sphere (see the case study later in this chapter).

Hong Kong Return and Sino-U.S. “Partnership”

The death of China’s revolutionary and reformist leader Deng Xiaoping in February 1997 closed the final chapter of China’s prolonged “revolutionary” memory. The return of Hong Kong in July 1997 closed another much heavier chapter of China’s so-called “one-hundred years’ humiliation.” To all Chinese people across the world, the handover of Hong Kong’s sovereignty from the British government signified the vindication of China as a returning power with confidence and pride. The nationalistic jubilation was deeply felt, commonly shared, and predominately spontaneous.11 The genuine celebratory mood could be seen not only among Chinese people living in the mainland, but also among Chinese people living in Taiwan, Singapore, Thailand, and almost all the Chinese communities across the world. During this time period, such a jubilant and celebratory emotion was also omnipresent in the fast-growing Chinese online sphere.

On the world stage, the United States and China, the two giants across the Pacific Ocean, found a common ground after a stream of missteps in 1995 and 1996 that almost brought them into an unwary conflict. In October 1997, President Jiang Zemin paid his first state-visit to the United State. After the summit meeting, President Jiang and President Clinton issued a “Joint Statement” that committed both nations to building toward a “constructive strategic partnership.” Though few at that time seemed to understand fully what this lengthy title really meant, the mutually respectful tone was evident, and widely received in China. In June 1998, President Clinton fulfilled his first China trip—also the longest to a foreign country during his Presidency. In an up-beat press conference, he summarized his trip this way, “I don’t think anyone who was on this trip could fail to appreciate the remarkable transformation that is under way in China, as well as the distance still to be traveled.” Asked whether there will ever be democracy in China, the typical question raised by foreign reporters, President Clinton looked optimistic, “Oh, yes, I believe there can be, and I believe there will be.”12

“Can be” or “will be”, this prediction addressed more toward the American home audience. Because just around this point of time, a series of chaotic events unfolding in Indonesia began to draw Chinese online users’ attention.

The Indonesia’s Riot and the CCP’s Dilemma

In sharp contrast to China’s smooth and continuous economic growth, Asian’s overall economic status, especially economies in those former Asian tigers, including South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, etc. suffered bitterly in a catastrophic financial crisis from 1997 to 1999. In Indonesia, the economic downfall led to the collapse of the military dictator Suharto’s regime in May 1998. While Indonesia witnessed its worst economic crisis in thirty years, ethnic Chinese, who accounted for four percent of Indonesia’s 200 million population but controlled more than eighty percent of the country’s wealth, became the scapegoats for inflation, food shortages, and mass unemployment.13 Widespread lootings, raping, and killings were committed by armed forces and rioters toward ethnic Chinese minority groups. In May 1998, in Jakarta, the capital city of Indonesia, some 1,200 people were reportedly killed and 168 women raped, nearly all of whom were ethnic Chinese.14 What happened in Indonesia stimulated worldwide protests among Chinese diasporas and international human rights groups. Large demonstrations were organized in Canada, Australia, and the United States.

However, the violence against ethnic Chinese in Indonesia presented an acute quandary to the Chinese government. On one hand, just months after the jubilant ceremony of Hong Kong’s return in 1997, Beijing was in no mood to quietly swallow this assault toward Chinese ethnicity. On the other hand, however, China’s longtime foreign policy stance has been not to interfere with other countries’ internal affairs, and not to be meddled in by foreign powers. If not for the Internet, the Chinese government might have been able to turn a deaf ear toward it and hope it gradually died down. China’s official media carried no news about the violence against Chinese ethnicity in Indonesia during May, June, and early July in 1998. However, the eyewitness reports and the bloody pictures began to surface on China’s online sphere immediately after the event. The mounting public anger online stood in sharp contrast to the government’s low-key ambiguous approach.

In July, two Chinese newspapers bravely broke the official silence, publishing articles of the violence with some brutal pictures taken from the online postings. On 15 July 1998 Chinese foreign ministry spokesman for the first time commented on the Indonesia riot, calling for a thorough investigation and compensation for the victims. On 3 August 1998, more than two months after the riots, the People Daily published on its front page an editorial, condemning the “cruelty and inhumanity of the crimes” and reiterating China’s concerns and request for swift, complete, and responsible investigation.15 One portion of this government statement was particularly noteworthy. It said, “Ever since the beginning of the anti-Chinese violence in Indonesia, the Chinese government has repeatedly conveyed its grave concerns and worries about the unjust treatment of ethnic Chinese to the Indonesia government. These acts reflect the heartfelt sentiment of all the Chinese people around the world.” Interestingly, this late announcement seemed addressing more toward the indignant Chinese public opinion than toward the newly established Indonesia authority.

In the overseas Chinese online community, the response was fast and furious. A news report about the violence was first published by the student online journal China News Digest on 22 May 1998 (Issue No. 373). It reads, “On 14 May, a riot was ignited by Indonesia’s student demonstrations, in which Indonesia’s Chinese were particularly targeted by those rioters. Many Chinese people were killed.”16 On the next issue, Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson Zhu Bangzao’s comments was quoted as saying, “the leadership transition in Indonesia is Indonesia’s internal affairs. China sincerely hopes that Indonesia can keep social stability and resume normal economic development.”17 Nothing was mentioned about the killing and raping of Chinese immigrants in this official announcement. The government’s indifference immediately provoked harsh criticisms from the overseas Chinese community. In an article published by China News Digest, the author argued, “The CCP government is a powerful government, but it is not a people’s government. Only after we establish a both powerful and democratic polity, can Chinese people’s lives and interests be protected.”18 Another author was more critical, saying, “President Jiang, you will be seen as more manly if you can fire one single missile over Indonesia rather than fire ten missiles over Taiwan. You will inspire more Chinese people if you can conduct one military exercise near Indonesia rather than ten such exercises near the Taiwan Strait.”19

On the special supplement edition devoted to the Indonesia’s anti-Chinese riots, the online journal China News Digest provided a comprehensive review of the event and world reaction. Also, it put a demonstration announcement upfront as the top story. According to the announcement, twenty-five Chinese overseas student groups and sixteen human rights organizations co-sponsored a “Washington Protest” that would be held outside Indonesia’s embassy in Washington on 7 August 1998.20 At the same time, large scale protests were held in big cities in the United States, including Los Angeles, San Francisco, New York, Boston, and in Canada, Australia, and some European countries.21 These highly coordinated and headline-catching events would not have been possible if not for the online communications and Internet-based organizations.

However, the reaction in overseas Chinese online sphere was not one-sided. There were people who called for China’s Central Military Committee to issue an ultimatum to Indonesia’s government and, “if they don’t cooperate, Chinese army should use middle-range missile to destroy Indonesia’s major military targets, and our navy should consider impose blockade on Indonesia from sea.”22 Others cautioned people to search for the root cause of this anti-Chinese sentiment in Southeast Asia. Some suggested that Chinese people should unite together, otherwise, “next time you will be the victim.” Some argued that Chinese immigrants should assimilate into the host country’s culture and society, and “only in so doing, we can eliminate the discrimination and hostility.”23 That said, the overriding theme of these online discussions was still the indignation toward both Indonesian government’s connivance and Chinese government’s inaction.

Since no public demonstration was allowed by the Chinese government on this issue, the Chinese cyber nationalists took justice into their own hands. The Chinese hackers’ community Green Corps quickly organized a wave of coordinated attacks on Indonesia’s government websites and web links.

Case Study: Green Corps “Say No” to Indonesia

The bitter and unstable relationship between the ethnic Chinese people who first immigrated to Indonesia several hundred years ago and the indigenous people who are mainly Muslims is not a new issue. It could be traced well back to the colonial period when the Indonesia archipelago was ruled by the Dutch colonizers. During the 1960s, China’s leader Mao Zedong projected to export the Communism revolution to the outside world. This “global revolution” envision stirred up the deep-rooted suspicion among Indonesia’s leaders and the general public toward the ethnic Chinese people. After a failed military coup, the survived dictator Suharto ordered a massive ethnic cleansing which left tens of thousands of Chinese people dead. As a bitter byproduct of this conflict, China and Indonesia froze their diplomatic relationship for twenty-three years from 1967 to 1990.24 The riot in May 1998 triggered by the Asian financial crisis was yet another episode of this recurring theme.25 However, one significant difference this time was that the Chinese people, especially the new generation of Chinese nationalists, could have their voice heard through the Internet.

When the gruesome photos of those riot victims were posted on the Internet by some anonymous sources, Chinese online communities, especially those Chinese hackers, were enraged and quickly motivated. The first wave of online protest was carried out by those BBS users. They used the simplest hacking technique, sending large amounts of trash e-mails into Indonesia’s governmental websites. However, this amateurish online attack could only be effective if a large number of people participated in the operation simultaneously. To coordinate the attack and to call for more online participants, the hacker group Green Corps established an ad hoc online platform: “Chinese Hacker Contingency Conference Center.”26 According to the online operation arrangement, six to eight volunteers constituted an attacking unit. They used the technique called “Ping” to jam the targeted network with massive e-mails. This method was simple and effective, especially when the targeted network was less advanced. Within weeks, the stories about those successful online operations were posted and circulated among various chat rooms in China’s cyber sphere.

As Green Corps’s registered members skyrocketed, their online retaliation techniques also became more sophisticated. On 7 August 1998, when worldwide demonstrations against Indonesia’s anti-Chinese riot began to heat up, the editor of ChinaByte.com, a privately owned web site specialized in computer technology, found an interesting post on its BBS.27 In this article, the author provided a website address and claimed that Chinese hackers had already taken down an Indonesia website. On the home page of this defaced website, the original contend was replaced with big-character red-inked slogans written in both English and China. It read,


YOUR WEB SITE HACKED BY A GROUP OF HACKER FROM CHINA!!! STOP KILLING CHINESE!!!

MOB STOPPING ATROCITY!!! (original in English)
Your website has been hacked by Chinese hackers. The atrocities committed by Indonesian rioters toward Chinese people will be published!!! (original in Chinese)

To administrator: we just rename ur index.html to index.bak u can remove our homepage, and rename the index.bak to index.html, that’s ok!;) (original in English)



After confirming the accuracy of this story, the editor of ChinaByte.com decided immediately to send an “Extra” online newsletter about this new development to its newsgroup subscribers. On 10 August 1998, ChinaByte moved the hacker story onto its home page, with a sensational title “Indonesia’s Anti-Chinese Riot Enraged Chinese Hackers.”28

Most of Chinese hackers’ online operations were to protest and to express their anger and indignation. Although Chinese hackers developed at that time some malicious virus that could cause severe damage to a network, few were used. Instead, in many occasions, the hackers left a message to the computer administrator and told them how to reverse the modification. On 12 August 1998, an unnamed female hacker posted in a chat room a first-person account of her experiences in one of these online operations. In this post titled “My experience of Chinese hackers’ attack on Indonesia’s websites,” she detailed how she wound up attacking an Indonesia’s government website at www.dgtl.dpe.go.id.


That day, I entered the “home of hacker” BBS in the morning. After knowing some hackers had “blackened” Indonesia’s websites, I was so excited. There were more than 700 Indonesian government’s web addresses posted by “root.” I downloaded the addresses, and began to search for potential targets. . . . While using five computers to crack passwords, I logged on to the “home of hacker” BBS to look for help. I am not so familiar with “Unix,” so I asked a friend named “killer” to help me. She tried my passwords, and came back to me within five minutes. She told me that there was a big “bug” in the system that we could utilize. But, because the network in our city was so slow, we made an appointment to come back that evening at 10:30 PM. Another hacker “dreamy” agreed to design an English-version protest poster for us. . . .29



On 17 August 1998, the online attacks from Chinese hackers once again intensified. For no other reason, it was Indonesia’s National Day. Within hours, Indonesia government’s network was nearly paralyzed by the massive incoming e-mails. Meanwhile, over a hundred websites were hacked by Chinese intruders, and the home pages were replaced with a standardized protest poster and some graphic pictures of mutilated bodies and the rape victims. As a trademark, many hackers left their signature as “Green Corps.” Because the Chinese hackers’ attacks were so intense, well-organized and highly coordinated, the Indonesian government could not believe that these were the acts of a group of volunteers. It filed a strong-worded protest to the Chinese government, accusing it of sponsoring these hacking operations. On 9 August 1998, the spokesperson of the Indonesia government was quoted as saying during a press conference,


We hope Chinese people can keep calm. The past events are our internal affairs. Today, Chinese hackers are coming, and we are confused. They are interfering in our problems. Chinese government not only interferes with our internal affairs, but also incites hackers to attack our network. We are very disappointed. . . . Certainly, it is hard to believe this thirty-hour long persistent online attack was not an organized operation. If not for the absence of the air-defense alarm, I would have believed that China had declared war against us.30



Facing the mounting pressure from inside and outside China, from online and offline sphere, Chinese government had to revise its previous ostrichism approach.31 It allowed the Chinese Women Association, a government agency representing Chinese women, to file a public protest over this issue. In an editorial published on 3 August 1998 by People’s Daily, the Chinese government for the first time clarified where it stood on this issue. The title of this editorial was “The legal interest of Chinese immigrant in Indonesia should be protected.” It was published on the front page, a treatment normally signified the official position. In it, the often mealy-mouthed CCP government raised its voice,


According to reports, some Indonesian officials still downplayed the severity of this anti-Chinese riot, or even totally denied its existence. This is an important reason why this type of atrocity could occur even today. People believe that the Indonesia authority should face the reality, take appropriate and effective measures, punish those criminals, protect the life security and legal rights of ethnic Chinese immigrants, and settle this issue properly and justly.32



After this wave of well-organized online attacks, Green Corps became a popular name among China’s new generation of online citizens. Its nationalism credentials and technical background attracted many followers to register on its website. At the peak of its expansion in 1999, Green Corps boasted that it had more than 3,000 regular members. Like many similar computer-nerd communities in the world, Green Corps and its members outpaced and outsmarted both the Indonesia’s technology officials and Chinese Internet administrators. The Chinese government wanted to catch up with this ongoing information technology revolution. However, by building a gigantic virtual network in China, it also opened a Pandora’s Box. In fact, the operation initiated by the Green Corps was only the beginning of a chain of events. For better or for worse, the time was over that the Chinese government could take all the credits or all the blames for whatever China did in foreign policy arena. Similarly, the time was also over for foreign media and scholars to speculate that Chinese government was behind all the grassroots movement in China.

The Marriage of Technology and Ideology

China’s first phase of cyber nationalism development had an obvious mark of elitism. The campus location, the mainly student-expert composition, and the high requirement for technological knowledge restrained its power and influence. In the second period, however, both the Internet community and the Chinese cyber nationalism displayed its grassroots potential. The “Great Leap Forward” development in China’s information technology in 1997 and 1998 made it much easier for the general public to surf online, to communicate with each other, and to form different interest groups. Moreover, the online technology’s borderless and limitless nature empowered those computer experts to turn their skills into lethal weapons. In other words, the online nationalistic rhetoric may be virtual and abstract, but the online nationalistic operation and its consequences are nonetheless real.

As Indonesia’s anti-Chinese riot showed, the Internet a), broke through the information barrier established by the government, sent the undeniable pictures and reports to people around the globe, and eventually forced the government to clarify its policy stance; b), helped organize people in different part of the world for a well coordinated campaign; and c), enabled those who wanted to express their personal opinions to accomplish it through an unconventional whereas effective channel. Against this fast-changing backdrop, the government began to lose its monopoly over information source, communication channel, and policy interpretation. Moreover, cyber nationalism is no longer an online chat-room rhetoric or ideological trend. Instead, the medium itself transformed the message, and even became part of the message.

Another factor also was evident in this stage. As the Cultural Revolution and even the June Fourth incident in 1989 gradually faded into a distant memory among the new generation of Chinese youngsters, China in their mind is a confident power as it has always been. The return of Hong Kong, along with its signature ceremony, sank into Chinese young people’s mind as a defining and powerful symbol. Meanwhile, the increasingly open political atmosphere and market economy began to submerge the political taboos one by one. For one example, in China’s online sphere, the historic contributions by Kuomintang Army during the anti-Japanese war were extensively reexamined and reevaluated. The overall tone of these retold heroic stories transcended the political line drawn by the CCP government. It is but one indication that the grassroots nationalism deviated from the CCP-loving patriotism.

The proliferation of online technology from the ivory tower to the common households disseminated and empowered the nascent form of nationalism ideology. A highly advanced technology facilitated the spread of a highly appealing cause. Meanwhile, the nationalistic sentiment energized youngsters’ interest and enthusiasm in networking, Internet-surfing, and various online activities. Put against the backdrop of China’s historic transitions, this marriage between technology and ideology became more salient and significant. Not satisfied with only being able to “say no” on paper, the new cyber nationalists were eager to “say no” through the channel brought about by the Internet. This dynamism set a perfect stage for the upcoming Sino-U.S. cyber wars.


Chapter 3

Sino-U.S. Cyber Wars (1999.3–2001.9)


In short, if powerful visual images of Tiananmen ended Americans’ honeymoon with China in 1989, powerful visual images of Belgrade ended what was left of that honeymoon for the Chinese people a decade later.

—David M. Lampton, Same Bed Different Dreams, 2001, p. 267




The night of May 8, 1999, was a memorable and sleepless night for countless Chinese fellow Netizens. Ever since the advent of the Internet, no other event has such power to impact a nation’s emotion. It is a speechless and memorable experience that consolidated us all in this special online sphere.

—An anonymous Chinese Web user recalled his feeling and experience
after the embassy bombing incident in May 19991



In two and a half years, the Chinese online population exploded in a startling rate, growing from 2.1 million users in January 1999 to about 26.5 million users by July 2001. During this period of time, “Have you gone online?” became the popular greeting in people’s casual conversations, especially among China’s youngsters. In the eighth semi-annual survey report released by China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC) in July 2001,2 several characteristics of China’s Internet development are particularly noteworthy. For example, 79.8% of China’s total online population were under the age of thirty-five, 61.3% of them were male, nearly two-thirds of them had a lower than four-year college degree, and they spent on average 8.7 hours per week online. Most importantly, “chatting with other Internet users” was the second major reason that attracted people to the cyber sphere, after only “searching for information, including news.” Moreover, “online chatting” and “instant message sending (IMS)” were chosen by Chinese online users as the second most frequently used Internet service (53.5%), only after “checking e-mail” (74.9%).

Certainly, Chinese netizens’ eagerness to communicate with an invisible online public could be attributed to the demographic factors, such as age, gender, education, etc. However, the lack of public debate forums in China’s political structure magnified the demand and created a huge void for various cyber forums, especially those online chat rooms, online forums, BBSs, and ad hoc online communities, to flourish. For example, in the “forum” section of China’s major Internet service provider (ISP) www.sina.com, hundreds of online forums were categorized into two dozen major subjects, such as “Breaking News,” “Culture,” “Campus,” “Hometown,” “Constellation,” etc., and numerous instant hot topics were ranked by online traffic, number of participants, number of responses, number of pictures, etc. For all the news posted online, people could comment instantly through an interactive window following the news item and checked other people’s responses. The Chinese cyber public sphere was quickly forming and fomenting.

Meanwhile, on 12 July 1999, the first China-concept Internet ISP stock: ChinaNet.com was successfully listed on the Wall Street Nasdaq stock market, paving the way for similar move by other privately owned Chinese commercial Internet companies, including Sohu.com, Sina.com, Netease.com, etc.3 After this path-breaking step, those commercial online portals not only clarified their identities as legitimate online news carriers and providers, but also swelled into formidable financial monsters. This new development derived from two driving forces. The first was the CCP government’s genuine desire to catch up the last bus of the Internet communication revolution, and the second was the Wall Street venture capitalists’ wolfing appetite for China’s promising market. With investment money continuingly pouring into China’s commercial network sector, these privately owned ISPs quickly improved their services, upgraded their marketing strategies, and consolidated their status as leading online service providers.

This transformation fundamentally changed China’s Internet landscape in at least three aspects. First, China’s Internet has been linked not only to the global virtual community via the online network, but also to the global financial market via the ever-flowing venture capital. In other words, the success of China’s Internet development was no longer a Chinese government’s or Chinese entrepreneurs’ issue, but a critical business concern among tens of thousands of shareholders around the world. Second, to tame the financially empowered commercial online portals, the Chinese government, within a time span of three months, issued a series of regulations to redefine the role, function, and administrative structure of China’s Internet system. Among those regulations, the “Rules for Administering the Internet Information Services” issued in September 2000, the “Interim Regulations for the Administration of Publishing News Materials on websites” issued in November 2000, and the “Regulations for the Administration of Internet Electronic Bulletin Services” issued in November 2000, collectively drew the lines for China’s online sphere (see a comprehensive review of this transformation in Chapter 10). Third, in a drastic move to compete with the commercial online portals, those state-owned online media readjusted their overall marketing approach. The most telling example was the “Strong Nation Forum” set up by People’s Daily one day after the NATO’s embassy bombing incident in 1999. These new factors greatly impacted the third phase evolution of Chinese cyber nationalism.

An “Outdated” Mistake

A rain of irritating events between the United States and China during this period predetermined the confrontational theme in bilateral relationship. At the beginning of 1999, accusations quickly spread across the American media that China had secretly made political contributions to the Democratic Party’s presidential campaign, a charge that China vehemently denied. Immediately after this hostile accusation, a report from the House Select Committee on U.S. National Security and Military/Commercial Concerns with the People’s Republic of China (the “Cox Committee”) was made public, in which it accused China of years of spying and stealing U.S. nuclear and other high technology secrets.4

Against this unfriendly setting, China’s Premier Zhu Rongji visited the United States in April 1999 with a package containing “unexpectedly far-reaching concessions in agriculture, services (particularly in financial services), telecommunications, and general market access,”5 in order to seal the deal for China’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO). Although China’s offer exceeded the Clinton Administration’s expectation, President Clinton nonetheless postponed the actual signing of the agreement in the face of domestic political pressures. That decision left their Chinese counterparts, President Jiang included and Premier Zhu in particular, extremely vulnerable to the hardliners’ accusations back home. In China’s online sphere, some angry BBS participants began to call Premier Zhu a “traitor,” who shamelessly sold out China’s national interests for some personal show time. Then, weeks after Premier Zhu’s fruitless trip to the United States, five precision-guided missiles directly hit the Chinese embassy in Belgrade. Apparently, against this backdrop, it was hard for any political faction in China to put a positive spin on this tragic incident.

China, along with Russia, opposed NATO’s bombing of Kosovo since the very beginning of the air strike campaign. The CCP’s decision makers were deeply concerned that this event would set a precedent for future international interventions where the humanitarian cause would trump the national sovereignty as a legitimate doctrine. Siding at least morally with Yugoslavia’s Milosevic administration, China’s leaders vigilantly eyed the future showdown over Taiwan. On 7 May 1999, a B-2 stealth bomber, flying non-stop from the Whiteman Air Force Base in Missouri, dropped five precision-guided munitions on the pre-identified target. That target, the only one selected by the CIA during the 78-day NATO bombing campaign and the only one bombed by a B-2 bomber flying directly from an American homeland base, turned out to be the Chinese embassy.6

The American’s explanation was, in Lampton’s words, that “the embassy had been misidentified as a legitimate Serb military target, in part because U.S. and NATO targeters were having to hit so many targets they got sloppy.”7 Most Americans accepted this excuse without much doubt. However, some of the hard-to-explain evidence was left out by American mainstream media.8 For example, the five bombs purposely targeted the intelligence section of the embassy; just days before, senior officials in Milosevic’s government, some suspected Milosevic himself included, visited the Chinese Embassy when all the other communication systems in Kosovo had been destroyed by NATO’s bombing campaign; months before, American diplomats had been to the embassy location where the administration asserted was not properly identified on the maps for targeting; the CIA and other NATO intelligence agencies had been dutifully monitored the communication traffic from the Chinese embassy; on NATO’s “don’t hit” map, the Chinese embassy was correctly located at its current site, not at the old site as claimed by the U.S. government, just to name a few.

Most Chinese people believed at that time, and many still believe till today, that this bombing was an intentional attempt, by the U.S. Department of Defense or maybe some CIA officials, to warn China or to stop China’s intervention. According to an instant online survey conducted in May 1999 by one of China’s largest Internet portals www.sohu.com, 94% of those respondents didn’t believe that these bombings were “mistakenly” targeted because of an “outdated” map, as claimed by the U.S. government.

The Online “Bombing”

The People’s Daily’s online website was the first news organization in the world that published a detailed eye-witness report of the bombings. China’s online sphere quickly boiled up with the news. Most China’s online BBSs were immediately filled with angry protesters and belligerent rhetoric. The People’s Daily’s website grasped this optimal moment. On its official website, it set up a special online forum named “Protest against NATO’s Crime Forum,” later changing to “Strong Nation Forum” (Qiang Guo Lun Tan). In less than one month, a total of 90,000 postings were published on this forum alone.9 In retrospect, this was an opportunistic and far-reaching move by China’s most orthodox media. It not only took the lead and guided the direction of the online debate, but also skillfully glued the CCP’s overall image with the overwhelming nationalism momentum.10

Hours after the shocking news, several campus BBSs in Beijing began to plan a large-scale demonstrations for the next day outside the U.S. embassy. At six p.m., 9 May 1999, China’s Vice President Hu Jintao (not Party Secretary Jiang Zemin or Premier Zhu Rongji, who had been widely demeaned by the general public as too soft and too pro-American in the previous events)11 delivered a rare emergent public speech on television, calling all the students and demonstrators to restrain their behavior and safeguard social stability. The government’s measured warning did not cool down the long-restrained anti-American sentiment among Chinese youngsters. The unleashed public anger not only battered American embassy in Beijing and the consulate in Chengdu, but also severely damaged the relationship between the two countries. The first casualty inevitably included the newly endorsed “constructive strategic partnership.”

In the eyes of the American media, this wave of anti-American demonstrations was approved, encouraged, and manipulated by the CCP government. Here is some representative news coverage by the U.S. newspapers on the event,


A powerful surge of anti-American sentiment was unleashed after last week’s bombing of China’s Embassy in Belgrade, sending rocks, bottles and slogans at the American Embassy here. The protests grew to become the largest anti-foreign demonstrations since the Cultural Revolution in the 1960’s. Led by students, fanned by a government eager to take advantage of nationalist emotion, the demonstrations reflected a resentment toward the United States that feeds on China’s mixture of wounded pride, desire for influence commensurate with its size and shame at its nagging poverty and intractable politics.12

(New York Times, 13 May 1999)

The government-orchestrated protests constituted the largest demonstrations in China since the spontaneous, student-led democracy demonstrations at Tiananmen Square 10 years ago. Chinese analysts have said the government encouraged the outpouring of grief and a paroxysm of anti-American behavior that began Saturday as a way to suppress memories of the Tiananmen crackdown.13

(Washington Post, 12 May 1999)

There are growing signs that Beijing’s Communist leadership is supporting mass anti-NATO protests here to bolster its own image and to fan the flames of Chinese nationalism. . . . The Communist Party gained power and popular support in part through expelling British, French, and Japanese imperialists from Chinese soil 50 years ago, and periodic bouts of xenophobia since then have usually translated into backing for Beijing’s rulers.14

(Christian Science Monitor, 10 May 1999)



However, some China experts disagreed with this thinking pattern that “CCP government was behind all the mass movements in China.” “Americans are sadly mistaken,” as pointed out by China expert David Lampton, if they think that the demonstrations “were simply government-managed riots. Rather, the government was, in part (and only in part), trying to surf a wave of popular anger.”15 If the CCP government’s “surfing-wave” attitude was somehow a policy by choice in the real world, their role in the cyber sphere was no difference.

The news of the embassy bombing on 7 May 1999 was the spark that immediately touched off an online prairie fire. In less than twenty-four hours, China’s largest online portal www.sina.com’s news commentary section had been filled with over 23,000 follow-up responses. Most of the online chat rooms recorded the highest hits in the following days and some online forums reported a record rate of one-posting per second.16 Many Chinese users set up their own online shrines to mourn the three journalists perished in the bombings. The latest news, reports, and photos about the bombings were quickly uploaded, downloaded, e-mailed, printed out, and shared among online and offline communities. Foreign countries’ reactions, commentaries, editorials, and politicians’ speeches on this issue were also searched, gathered, compared, and translated into Chinese by students studying in foreign countries.

One Web user’s (nicknamed jiu dawang) online diary reflected the widespread sentiment among Chinese online users during this period of time. He wrote,


This truly is a people’s online war: in online chat rooms, in BBSs, numerous Chinese web surfers fought with various of traitors, Taiwan-separatists, and other China-haters. In the rear base, many people use their own home pages to post writings and pictures of NATO’s bombing atrocities. Those special operation forces: Chinese hackers, they fought fiercely and bravely on the front line. . . . During the past 24 hours, I ate only once. Some report claimed that as many as 300 U.S. sites had been hacked. The night of 8 May 1999, was a memorable and sleepless night for countless Chinese fellow Netizens. Ever since the advent of the Internet, no other event has such power to impact a nation’s emotion. Staring at the emotionless computer screen, I nonetheless sensed the boiling patriotic feelings among my fellow Web friends. It is a speechless and memorable experience that consolidated us all in this special online sphere.17



In less than twelve hours after the bombings, the website of the United States Embassy in China had been hacked multiple times by Chinese hackers. On one occasion, the website’s home page was changed to a protest letter with the title “Down with the Barbarians.”18 The White House’s official website was also attacked by Chinese hackers. The American national flag on the web page was changed to a pirate skeleton flag. A spokesman for the U.S. National Security Council said that this was the first time that the White House site (www.whitehouse.gov) had been knocked out by the sheer volume of correspondence.19

A news report by Pittsburgh Post-Gazette (Pennsylvania) on 12 May 1999 recorded the effect of such a massive attack on U.S.’s government websites.


U.S. government Internet sites came under a barrage of cyber attacks this week as partisans angry about NATO’s accidental bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Yugoslavia vented their rage electronically. The White House’s public Website also crashed Monday, reportedly when a hacker attempted to implant an anti-U.S. message.

White House spokesman Barry Toiv confirmed that the site was shut down Monday for at least 24 hours after “an attempt was made . . . to break into the system that operates the White House Web page.” The site was still down last night.

More than 24,000 protest messages overloaded one popular “chatroom” yesterday, advocating everything from a boycott of American goods to the pirating of U.S. software in revenge for the bombing. Another chatroom was reported to be receiving messages on Monday at a rate of one per second.20



Whenever an American website was hacked or defaced, the hackers were immediately welcomed in Chinese chat rooms as heroes. The online bulletin boards were filled with complimentary comments, such as “Salute to our national heroes!” “Whoever serves his nation during the difficult times, he is a hero!” or “Count me as one! My mother told me yesterday: you have wasted a lot of time on the Internet, now it is time to contribute to your country.” Some Chinese military fans quickly found out that the bombings were carried out by America’s 509th Bomb Wing stationed in Missouri Whiteman Air Force Base. A wave of online attacks was directed against the websites related to that military base. Some estimated that a total of 700 American governmental, educational, and military websites fell prey to Chinese web hackers’ nationalistic anger in the days following the embassy bombings.

Another episode occurred during this period was also noteworthy. China’s most popular military magazine is titled Battleship Knowledge (Jian Chuan Zhi Shi or JCZS). It has over a million regular subscribers and a much larger readership base in China. It publishes monthly the latest information on the state-of-the-art military technology and China’s weaponry development. On 29 October 1998 Jian Chuan Zhi Shi established its own website, the first magazine-operated website in China. In March 1999, an online posting titled “Does China need amphibious assault battleships or aircraft carriers?” sparked a heated debate between pro-battleship military fans and pro-aircraft carrier military fans. Within a year, this thread of online discussion attracted millions of online visits and over 50,000 follow-up postings.21 The 7 May embassy bombing reenergized this online debate. According to a report from the Washington Post, a Chinese Web surfer named “Sister Soldier” made such an appeal on 8 May 1999, “To enhance our country’s defense capability, I am calling on all Chinese around the world to unite and contribute to the construction of the world’s largest and most advanced aircraft carrier.”22 The Henan Youth Daily, an official newspaper in Henan Province answered the call, publishing a special fund-raising issue on 12 May 1999. One month after, more than 1.3 million dollar was collected from Chinese donors, even though this campaign was later called off by the central government.

In May and June 1999, slogans such as “Down with Americans” were the most popular online rhetoric in China’s growing cyber sphere. Ironically, exactly ten years ago, a group of Chinese demonstrators erected on the Tiananmen Square a statue resembling America’s Statue of Liberty, a historic moment that framed most Americans’ memory about China. In the following months, the U.S. government issued several rounds of apologies, made compensation for the embassy reconstruction, and punished those who were responsible for the “mistake.” Although this wave of “cyber self-defense war” gradually died down, the seed of mistrust was sown in the unsettling Internet sphere.

On 9 July 1999, Taiwan’s so-called “troublemaker” President Lee Teng-hui made a statement to Deutsche Welle in which he defined the cross-strait relation as a “state-to-state or at least special state-to-state” one. To Beijing, this assertion was very close to a formal declaration of independence. However, before the CCP government took any concrete action, China’s nationalist hackers already conquered Taiwan’s “Executive Council (State Department),” “National Security Council,” “News Bureau,” “Supervisory Council,” and “National Congress” in the cyber sphere. In response, hackers in Taiwan posted their pro-independence slogans on the defaced front pages of China’s “Railway Transportation Ministry,” “Stock Supervisory Committee,” and other non-official websites. In fact, this type of cross-Taiwan Strait cyber conflict has been a recurrent phenomenon that accompanied almost every bump and hit in the cross-Strait relationship.

The Institutionalization Effort

At this stage, one significant development in the Chinese cyber nationalism’s evolution was the institutionalization effort made by those pioneer cyber nationalists. A group of leading nationalism activists, scholars, and computer experts began to consciously establish their own online platforms, lay out their missions, and coordinated with each other through both online and offline organizations. As Chinese hackers were busy defacing America’s, Japan’s, and Taiwan’s websites, the key players behind these Chinese cyber nationalism movements also unveiled their identity.

The first milestone was the establishing of several major nationalism-oriented websites. In the past, most of the online nationalism-related discussions and activities were carried out in those commercial online portals. For example, the Green Corps used a rented mirror website to communicate and operate. The once famous “home of hackers” BBS was run by a computer technology website. As Chinese government lowered the registration threshold for privately operated network companies, a flock of nationalism-oriented websites mushroomed into China’s cyber sphere. Among them, the most famous ones include:


www.china918.net, the key website that organized China’s online petition against Japan’s bid for the United Nation Permanent Member at the Security Council in 2005. It was established in Shanghai by Wu Zukang (lao Wu) in March 2000 (see an in-depth interview with Mr. Wu in Chapter 13);

www.cnhonker.net, (the official website for Honker Union of China, 2000-2004), which spearhead several China’s cyber wars, was established at the end of 2000;23

www.chinaeagle.org, the leading player in China’s cyber wars with the Untied States’ hacker groups, was established by Wan Tao (lao ying) in Guangzhou in May 2001 (see an in-depth interview with Mr. Wan in Chapter 13).



The second milestone was the first “Symposium on Patriotism Education in the Online Age” held in Nanjing, Jiangsu Province on 9 December 2000. Ten patriotism/nationalism-oriented websites convened in a highly symbolic place, the location of China’s most horrific atrocity in modern history (the Nanjing Massacre in 1937), and on a highly symbolic date, the 65th anniversary of China’s watershed anti-Japanese event (the “12/9 Nationalism Movement” in 1935). Most of the participants hadn’t met each other face-to-face before the symposium, although they corresponded with each other via e-mail for quite some time. They came from different corner of the country, with diverse work backgrounds, and demographic composition. The common cause of promoting patriotism/nationalism ideas on the Internet united this group of activists. Most significantly, this was a self-organized and self-sponsored social event. Most participants paid the travel expense out of their own pocket. The symposium topics covered many crucial and practical questions, such as “how to understand online patriotism and nationalism,” “how to develop a unique role for each nationalism website,” “how to regulate the online rhetoric in accordance with the existing laws,” “Internet’s principal role in promoting patriotism education in China,” etc.24 The symposium ended with a short but strong mission statement, “I swear: the interests of Chinese nationality are my highest priority; I will: dedicate all my capability and shoulder all my responsibility, for the sake of Chinese nationality’s resurgence.”

The third milestone was the identity-searching effort made by those Chinese cyber nationalists. The creation and wide adoption of a special title—honker—among Chinese cyber nationalists was a telling example. The word “hacker” is the world-wide accepted name for computer network intruder or attacker. When translated to Chinese, it means “black guest” (hei ke) or . . . Since “black” in Chinese culture also connotes some vicious, unjust, and sinister meanings, Chinese hackers changed its color from “black” to “red,” to symbolize victory, happiness and revolution. Therefore, a special name—“red guest” (honker), or—was coined. One day after the bombing of the Chinese Embassy, the first honker website: “Chinese Honker’s Homeland Unity Alliance” appeared on the Internet. On the front page, its organizers quoted a highly sensational remark given some eighty years ago by young revolutionary Mao Zedong,


The nation is our nation.

The people are our people.

If we don’t shout loudly, who else does?

If we don’t act, who else does?



Within days, the website visits skyrocketed to almost half a million, and the website linkage was enlisted on China’s gateway ISP: www.sina.com’s home page.25 Some critics argued that those honkers were no more than a bunch of childish youngsters who used “foreign technology and foreign software” to “throw stones” toward their benefactors.26 In response, Wan Tao, the founder of www.chinaeagle.org wrote in one paper that, “hacker’s computer skill is just like a sword. What Chinese honkers did is to give the cold sword a hot soul. . . . Honker is not the lost sheep; instead, it is the symbol of Chinese nationalism, and it is a sword with spirit.”27

Case Study: “World Wide Web War I”

Given the hostile rhetoric and the tragic incidents clouding the Sino-U.S. relationship, leaders on both sides wanted to quietly sweep the title of “strategic partnership” under the carpet. When President George W. Bush first took office in early 2001, the Sino-U.S. relationship was shaky at best. During his presidential campaign, Bush characterized China as a “strategic competitor” instead of a “strategic partner,” and the key members in his administration shared the view that China was an adversary looming on the horizon.28 After the inauguration, the change of perception quickly turned into the shift of policy. Not only did President Bush publicly promise that the United States would defend Taiwan, should mainland China invade it, he also agreed to sell high-tech weapons (four Aegis-equipped Burke-class destroyers) to Taiwan and possibly included the island under the regional TMD (Theater Missile Defense) system. All these measures, if implemented, would almost certainly provoke China and lead to further confrontations between the two countries.29

On 1 April 2001, a Chinese fighter jet collided with a U.S. surveillance plane over the South China Sea, where China was conducting a major military exercise. The Chinese fighter jet crashed into the sea and the pilot was missing. The U.S. EP-3 plane, with twenty-four crew members onboard, made an emergency landing at one of China’s military airports in Hainan Province. One day later, President Bush made a stern public speech, demanding the “prompt and safe” return of the military personnel and the EP-3 surveillance plane “without further damaging or tampering.”30 Given the hostility and distrust cumulated in the past half year, even if the Chinese government wanted to solve this issue “promptly and safely,” it couldn’t do so after Bush’s public remark. Contrary to what President Bush “demanded,” the twenty-four crew members had been held for eleven days in a military base for investigations, and the badly damaged EP-3 surveillance plane was eventually taken into parts and flown out of China in a cargo plane three months later.

While the diplomats on both sides busily deliberated the nuances between “sorry,” “very sorry,” and “apology,” the cyber conflicts between the U.S. hacker groups and the Chinese honkers escalated from April to May 2001. While the U.S. crew members were still being held in China’s Hainan Island, the U.S. hackers initiated their retaliation campaign, leaving messages such as “We will hate China forever,” and “We will hack all your sites” on hundreds of defaced Chinese websites.31 In response, several Chinese hacker organizations, “Honker Union of China (H.U.C.),” “Hacker Union of China,” and “China Eagle Union” took the leading role in this so-called “Self-Defense Cyber War in May” (wu yue wei guo zhan zheng). The major online operations on China’s side started from 1 May 2001, the official Labor Day holiday in China, to 8 May 2001, the second anniversary of the bombings of Chinese Embassy in Belgrade.

Below is a timeline of the major activities over this one-month Sino-U.S. cyber wars.32


Since 4 April 2001, U.S. hacker organization “PoizonBOx” began to attack Chinese websites. According to an analysis published on ChinaByte.com, “PoizonBOx” was specialized in attacking Windows system, and a work-alone American hacker “Pr0phet” attacked 283 times on websites with the “.cn” suffix.

On 26 April, Michael Cheek, managing editor of iDefence, a cyber-intelligence company in the U.S., said that 302 of the 307 publicly known cyber attacks over the past weeks between China and U.S. were “against Chinese websites and expressed pro-American stands.”33

On 26 April, H.U.C. announced on its site that Chinese honkers would wage a seven-day self-defense war against American websites. The major targets included hundreds of American government and military websites. The attacking time was set at 9:00 PM on 30 April, when a seven-day Labor Day holiday started in China.

On 28 April, the F.B.I. warned that “Chinese hackers might mount strikes against American websites over the next week,” and Pentagon officials ordered their computer managers to “take additional precautions to protect against any attempt by Chinese hackers to break into Defense Department systems.”34

On 1 May, the cyber war between Chinese honkers and American hackers escalated. The official websites of U.S. Department of Labor35 and Department of Energy were hacked. The White House’s website was knocked out of service for several hours.

Till 10:00 P.M., 2 May, a total of ninety-two American websites were “conquered,” according to an online news release by Honker Union of China. Meanwhile, an estimated 600 Chinese websites, some of them actually based in Taiwan, were hacked.

On 4 May, as China celebrated its “May Fourth Youth Day” holiday, the Sino-U.S. cyber war also reached its highest intensity. Seven American hacker groups formed a coalition named “China Project” to respond collectively to the attacks from China.

On 5 May, the White House’s official website once again was jammed and then shut down by the massive incoming e-mail “bombs;” according to the spokesperson of Honker Union of China, some 80,000 Chinese web users participated in this wave of self-defense campaign.36

On those defaced websites, Chinese honkers normally posted China’s flag, the dead pilot Wang Wei’s picture, and slogans such as “Long life Chinese nationality!” “U.S. should take full responsibility for the collision!” “Strongly protest against American’s selling of weapons to Taiwan!” The messages from their American counterparts were “Slouching Tiger, Ridden Dragon,” “Hi-Tech Hate Crew was here:-) A little message from Project China;” “First you China men try and take our plane and crew. Now you want our computer system. What is next? Our home land? Our children? Our freedom?” etc.37

On 9 May, Honker Union of China, China Eagle Union, and other Chinese hacker groups declared victory and conclusion of this cyber warfare. According to their counting, a total of 1,036 American websites, including 18 military sites, 39 government sites, and 397 commercial sites, were confirmed hacked by Chinese honkers. Meanwhile, roughly same number of Chinese websites were also being intruded, defaced, or knocked out of service. Traditional mainstream media in the world, including New York Times, Washington Post, Beijing Youth Daily, BBC, Guardian, all covered this event.



To put all these cyber conflicts into a larger context, several background factors needed to be highlighted and explained here.

First, China’s online public opinion was overwhelmingly supportive of the honkers’ activities. For example, in a non-scientific online survey conducted on 8 May 2001, over 80% of the 197,284 respondents supported Chinese honkers’ online attacks, and 67% of the 16,354 respondents from another online poll agreed that “Honker’s action greatly enhanced our national spirit.”38 At the height of the Sino-U.S. cyber war in 2001, Honkers Union of China (H.U.C.) alone claimed that it had 80,000 registered members and 65% of them were college students.39 Even more fascinating, lion, the leader of this so-called “fifth largest hacker group in the world,” was only twenty-two years of age. Although the online survey was not a scientific method to gauge the overall public opinion, it nonetheless revealed the width and depth of nationalistic sentiment in China’s online sphere. This online public opinion and online activities certainly had great political implications on China’s foreign policy decision making (see an in-depth discussion on this area in Chapters 14 and 15).

Second, Chinese honkers’ operations were well organized and coordinated. They established their goals from the very beginning, and adopted a well-defined strategy. For example, in an online public statement titled “Our Collective Mission,” the Honker Union of China declared that its campaign was to “safeguard national unity, protect China’s national sovereignty, resist foreign bullies, and deflate anti-China arrogance.” In the operation manual, the organization specified that “honkers” were not merely “hackers.” Instead, “they are patriots who intend to promote nationalistic cause, not to destroy other’s computer system.”40 Most of these honker groups had clear work assignments for different participants in accordance with their specialty and personal preference. For example, some participants were in charge of gathering information on potential web targets, some were responsible for training rookie honkers with basic attacking skills, some were in charge of coordinating operation schedule, and some were responsible for collecting battlefield score and releasing them to mainstream news media.

Third, this type of cyber warfare, although fought in the virtual sphere, nonetheless had broader consequences. For example, the conflict between Chinese and American hackers drew worldwide attentions from traditional media, online media, politicians, computer scientists, and even national security advisory groups. Major newspapers in the United States, Canada, Great Britain, Australia, New Zealand, Korea, Singapore, and China all paid close attention to this Sino-U.S. cyber war. In a report titled “Chinese, U.S. hackers’ cyber battle goes global,” New Zealand Herald found that not only hackers from China and United States were involved, but hackers in other countries aligned with one side or the other. “Pro-U.S. hackers are now supported by hackers from Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, India, Brazil, Argentina and Malaysia. Pro-China hackers are receiving support from others in Korea, Indonesia and Japan”.41 The Australian reported on 22 May 2001 that 164 South Korean websites run by universities, companies, research and private groups had been hit in the U.S.-China crossfire.42 No wonder New York Times named this online conflict the “World Wide Web War I.”43 Some computer experts point to the danger of this type of cyber-vandalism. Because the source of the hackers was difficult to establish or trace, so there was no way to “distinguish state-sponsored terrorism from bored teenagers from people who have compromised Chinese sites from people trying to impersonate these groups.”44 Moreover, the spread of computer worms by hackers can cause permanent damage to personal computers and to the overall Internet system as well. In other words, the hackers’ activities are not merely digital graffiti, but have national security consequences.

Last but not the least, the Chinese government’s reaction toward this cyber conflict was illustrative of its utter unpreparedness for the quickly growing online “special interest group.” The CCP government’s tolerance of honker groups’ online activities, especially during the early stage of this movement, undoubtedly encouraged the spread of nationalistic sentiment among online users. Some American media speculated that Chinese government must have a hand behind these massive operations. However, the government’s inaction was due both to the lack of online supervision and to the underestimation of this type of cyber wars. Besides, the seven-day long holiday week added extra manpower to those young honkers, and reduced the administration’s capability to react quickly and efficiently. In sum, the massive scope, the highly coordinated style, and the cross-border influence of these Chinese honker groups surprised not only the American observers, but also the Chinese government. On 5 May 2001, when the holiday week neared its end, the government’s visible hand finally showed up. In an editorial article published on the official website of the People’s Daily, the author made clear the government’s position regarding the cyber warfare:


Put aside Chinese honkers’ patriotic passion, we must acknowledge that their online attacks are nonetheless intolerable illegal activities. It is not an exaggeration to describe those online attacks as Web terrorism activities. . . . Their online attacks may help them get the anger out of their chest. It can neither strengthen China’s overall capability, nor can it diminish any of U.S.’s power. This kind of illegal activities achieved only the opposite of what those patriotic honkers initially intended to do.

Although most Chinese online users naturally lend their moral support to those honkers’ activities, these cyber attacks are both irrational and illegal. Therefore, we strongly oppose glorifying those honkers’ online attacks. This is, in the end, an irresponsible farce staged collectively by those active online users. For those honkers who really want to contribute to the prosperity of our motherland, they should stop these interruptive and meaningless cyber attacks.45



This strongly worded op-ed, which was later republished by Xinhua News Agency’s website,46 sparked a heated debate among Chinese online communities. Regardless the final result of this debate, Chinese cyber nationalism showcased a strong identity in this stage. Compared to the previous two stages, it developed two distinct characters. First, it shed the earlier elitism color that came with its ivory tower birthplace, and became a truly grassroots movement. Second, the highly coordinated online activities facilitated the integration and formation of a nerve center for the cyber nationalism movement. The first offline meeting of those cyber nationalists marked a historical moment that was made possible only by the Internet. Their non-government nature heralded the coming of a nascent “special public interest” force.


Chapter 4

Post 9/11 Transition of Priority (2001.9–2003.6)


To guarantee the healthy and smooth development of the Internet-based patriotism organizations, all entities should explore various practical ways to grow. Meanwhile, we should establish a broad-based coalition to solidify more people’s support and understanding of our online patriotism movement.

—An excerpt from the public letter issued by
the 2nd Internet & Patriotism Education Symposium,
Nanjing, China, 8 December 20031



Although the explosive pace of China’s Internet “Great Leap Forward” slowed down a little bit in 2002 and 2003, the total online population still doubled from 33.7 million in January 2002 to over 68 million in July 2003, which made China the second largest online nation in the world, only after the United States.2 In the Nasdaq stock market, China-concept network stocks rekindled a dotcom mania among the Wall Street investors. During the first half of 2003, the stock price of China’s online portals Sohu.com, China.com, Sina.com and NetEase.com jumped 539%, 374%, 346% and 239%, respectively.3 In fact, Sohu.com was one of the Nasdaq’s best-performing stocks that year. The investors’ enthusiasm was not based on financial analysts’ over-optimistic speculations, which had been blamed for the bust of the Internet bubble in the late 1990s. Instead, Chinese Internet companies were making money, and making a lot of it. By July 2003, all four Chinese Internet companies listed on the Nasdaq had been profitable for at least a quarter, some much longer. It needs to be emphasized here that these Chinese companies were not state-owned companies. Moreover, they were ever-growing news media, too.

Meanwhile, evidence from many areas suggested that the CCP’s central government was determined to put a leash on the online rhetoric and online activities, including but not particularly aimed at Chinese cyber nationalism. In April 2002, the Internet Society of China, a self-regulatory organization with strong ties to the government, issued a public statement opposing all kinds of organized online attacks. In the announcement, it outlined the government’s as well as the organization’s stance on this issue. It particularly pointed to the fact that large-scale online attacks can trigger a downward spiral, which might cause severe damage not only to the government, but also to the society as a whole. Therefore, all kinds of organized online attacks are “irresponsible, immoral, unlawful and should be firmly prohibited.”4 This strong-worded announcement was right in time to halt an anti-Japanese cyber war-plan scheduled for the Labor Day holiday week (1 May–8 May) in 2002. In mid-June that year, a deadly fire in a Beijing Internet café killed twenty-four people, and most of them were middle school students playing Internet video games inside the café. This tragedy triggered a nationwide campaign to crackdown the unregistered operators among China’s more than 200,000 Internet cafés across the nation. In September 2002, Chinese authorities temporarily blocked Chinese Internet users’ access to the online search engine www.google.com and diverted them to a China-based search service provider. According to the spokesman of China’s Public Security Ministry, this measure was to fence off the “subversive and unhealthy information” on the Internet.5 In spite of these restrictive measures, however, China’s information revolution is a journey of no return. Take a look at a report filed on 4 August 2002 by New York Times correspondent from Beijing, China.


Among the many paradoxes of 21st-century China, consider this one: It is actually easier and cheaper for the average Zhou in Beijing to hook up with the Internet than it is for most Americans. In many cities of this authoritarian Communist state, you don’t even need to sign up with an Internet service provider or pay any monthly minimum. From any modem you can just dial 95963, 95700 or a similar number reserved by an Internet company and dive directly into the World Wide Web—for charges of 36 cents an hour that are paid with the phone bill.6



The “9/11” Effect

From the perspective of geopolitics and international relations, no event in this period can be compared, even remotely, with the 9/11 terrorist attacks that occurred in a fateful morning. It was undoubtedly the single most defining event in the post-Cold War era. This historical event not only altered the course of history but also changed overnight people’s talking points as well as decision-makers’ policy agenda around the world. As far as Sino-U.S. relation was concerned, those nineteen terrorists not only hijacked four airplanes and turned them into missiles, but also diverted a potential head-on collision between China and U.S., a scenario that had been deemed inevitable and imminent by the hawks in both Washington and Beijing.

China’s online media played an instrumental role in disseminating the breaking news about the terrorist attacks in the United States and the political and military ramifications. For example, ten minutes (8:55 P.M., Beijing Time) after the first plane hit the World Trade Center tower, www.sina.com posted the first breaking news on its website. Over the next twenty-four hours, it published more than 590 items in the special section of “U.S. Was Attacked by Terrorists.” The next day, 12 September 2001, the news section of www.sina.com recorded the highest single-day online traffic, a stunning total of eighty million page-views.7 Similarly, China’s online media also outpaced and outweighed print and telecommunication media in covering the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Though restricted and restrained, Chinese cyber nationalism in general and the anti-Americanism sentiment in particular were still visible in the post-9/11 Chinese cyber sphere. Washington Post’s correspondent John Pomfret recorded the mixed reactions among general Chinese people toward what happened in the United States. “While average Chinese routinely approach Americans to offer condolences for Tuesday’s terrorist attacks, many others in their offices, schools and Internet chats have voiced satisfaction at what they describe as a well-deserved blow against U.S. arrogance.”8 Though very few Chinese supported the terrorists’ suicide attack, in the chat rooms, most discussants nonetheless felt that the America’s foreign policy and its arrogant manner toward other countries—China included—deserved a wakeup call. “We’ve been bullied by America for too long! Finally, someone helped us to vent a little,” according to an online post on the electronic bulletin board used by Peking University. When American media began to quote those celebratory postings that had appeared in China’s chat rooms or online forums, on 13 September 2001, the CCP’s Publicity Ministry issued an “urgent notice” ordering all Chinese media, including Internet portals, “not to publish anything that gloated about the attack or seemed to insult the United States.”9

In the months followed, cooperation in counter-terrorism issues between the United States and China submerged the previous rifts over ideology, human rights, the embassy bombing, and even the spy-plane collision, an incident occurred just five months before. American’s strategic attention had been distracted by an urgent threat of the Islamic terrorist groups, away from the danger of the so-called “China threat.” On 19 October 2001, President Jiang Zemin met with President Bush in Shanghai during the annual Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit meeting. Four months later, President Bush paid a state visit to Beijing, and the two countries’ diplomatic relations quickly resumed to, and in some areas surpassed, the pre-spy plane collision level. The external pressure on China as an ideological rival and strategic competitor had been greatly lessened. The softened tone from the Untied States inevitably helped defuse the confrontational sentiment among China’s general public toward the United States.

The heightened administrative pressure from the Chinese government and the diminishing hostility from the world’s sole superpower collectively contributed to the realignment and transformation of Chinese cyber nationalism.

Online Storm against “Traitors”

Two separate events involving one of China’s most popular female movie stars Zhao Wei, and one of China’s top male movie stars Jiang Wen, distracted certain amount of Chinese online people’s attention from the 9/11 attacks in the United States.

Zhao Wei’s “Military Flag Dress Scandal”

The September 2001 issue of a Chinese language magazine “Fashion” published a controversial photo that brought both the magazine and the person in the picture into deep trouble. On its cover, the magazine used a picture of Chinese actress Zhao Wei wearing a newly designed outfit, which had a Japanese World War II Imperial Navy’s flag imprinted on it. Zhao shot to fame in late 1990s with her role in a television series “Huan Zhu Ge Ge” (My Fair Princess) and had been the most popular female star among Chinese youngsters. Immediately after the publication of this magazine, some readers were offended by the sight of a Chinese superstar garbed in the most recognizable Japanese militarism symbol. But, the reaction was mostly restrained because of the small influence of the magazine.

However, the outrage was quickly running out of control in Chinese online community when the picture was posted online by some users in protest. Hundreds of online chat rooms were filled with condemnations and nationalistic rhetoric over Zhao’s so-called “jun qi zhuang shi jian” (Military Flag Dress Scandal). China’s major online media, including the official websites of China’s media flagships, www.peopledaily.com.cn, www.xinhuanet.com, and the commercial online portals, www.sina.com.cn, www.sohu.com, joined the chorus, establishing special news section to cover this issue and online users’ reactions.10 Here are some examples of the online comments:


“801345”: This is not merely an issue of how to educate our actresses, but an issue of how to educate our society. If we don’t respect the history ourselves, we will never win respect from others. I can’t imagine a Jewish person saying, “OK, the holocaust is a past event, and we should look forward.” He would be condemned by his own people.

“Rou gang”: What Miss Zhao did, regardless of her intention, was actually glorifying Japan’s militarism. This is truly outrageous and intolerable. Thirty million Chinese people died in the hands of Japanese invaders, and our superstar began to sell her dignity and our nation’s dignity for personal gain. What a shame! Don’t go too far! Unless she publicly apologizes to our people, we should boycott all her products!

“Xiao yu”: Can “ignorance” be an excuse? On those minor things, you can be ignorant. On those issues about your nation’s tragedy and humiliation, you can never use ignorance as an excuse. And your audience can not tolerant your ignorance, if you still consider yourself a Chinese.

“Fei xianxing”: Many people expressed sympathy for Zhao, saying that she was just so careless, and it was not an intentional act. However, we should tell those children who could no longer distinguish right from wrong: some mistakes you should never make!11



Although some people were worried about the “overreaction” of online public opinions, most online posters criticized the lack of historical knowledge, cultural sensitivity, and national dignity among China’s “Hollywood-like” entertainment circle. On 5 December 2001 over 1,000 survivors of 1938 Nanjing Massacre posted online a public letter to Zhao Wei, calling her to apologize for her insulting and intolerable behavior.12 Zhao’s house in Wuhu city of Anhui province was reported to have been smashed by angry protesters with bricks and bottles. On 10 December 2001, Zhao finally issued a public statement on www.sina.com.cn to apologize for her “thoughtlessness, naivety, and insensitivity” in this incident and promised to improve her knowledge and personality.13 Under mounting public pressures, China’s Publication Bureau temporarily suspended the publication certificate of the Fashion magazine and, the editor responsible for the September 2001 issue was forced to resign on 10 December 2001.14 For some Chinese, Zhao Wei’s apology was not enough. At a New Year’s Eve festival at Changsha City, Hunan Province, an enraged man named Fu Shenghua, jumped onto the stage where Zhao was performing, grabbed her by the neck, and smeared her with excrement before pushing her to the ground in front of thousands of audiences.15 It was later discovered that the perpetrator’s grandfather was beaten to death and his grandmother was raped by the Japanese occupiers in 1940s when Japan occupied China.16

Jiang Wen’s “Yasukuni Shrine Visit”

In June 2002, China’s top actor and director Jiang Wen was also in trouble. Jiang Wen was the leading actor of the 1988 Berlin Golden Beer award winning picture “Red Sorghum” (hong gao liang), a story about rural Chinese peasants’ resistance against Japanese invasion in the 1930s, and the director of “Devils on the Doorstep” (gui zi lai le), a black-and-white masterpiece about the Japanese occupation of a Chinese village in 1945. It won him the Grand Prix Award at the Cannes Film Festival in 2000. In an interview with a Japanese newspaper, Jiang revealed that he visited Japan’s Yasukuni shrine several times prior to his filming of “Devils on the Doorstep” to get some inspiration. Jiang’s casual disclosure met with a wave of angry protest by Chinese online users, in spite of Jiang’s solid credential as a patriot and a long list of nationalistic characters created by him in his films.

Yasukuni shrine is a nation-sponsored temple in Tokyo where Japanese worship their war dead. Among the 2.5 million memorial tablets, all those who fought and died for Japan during World War II, including fourteen Class-A war criminals and over one thousand Class-B or Class-C war criminals, have been enshrined there. On 15 August 1985, Japan’s leader Nakasone Yasuhiro paid a formal visit to the shrine as “Prime Minister,” the first time in Japan’s post-war history. This visit severely damaged Japan’s relations with China and other Asian countries. Since then, most Japanese leaders were restrained from making this extremely controversial and provocative move (see Chapter 5 for a review of the six consecutive visits made by Japan’s Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi and the political consequences).

Although Jiang Wen later explained that his visit was purely for research purpose, his act nonetheless stirred up heated debates online. South China Net (nan fang wang) interviewed several celebrities, supervisors, and historians to comment on this event.17 The People’ Daily’s online website opened a special section for the debate “Should Jiang Wen visit the Yasukuni shrine?”18 The opinions online were highly polarized. For example, some believed that a director had the right or even the necessity to visit the heart of Japanese militarism. Some argued that regardless of his personal intention, such an act would inevitably hurt Chinese people’s feeling. Some criticized that Chinese nationalists and the Chinese online media had been overreacting to this type of event.19

In sum, throughout the Zhao and Jiang’s incidents, online media and online public opinion played an inseparable role in initiating, disseminating and escalating these events. Although ultra-nationalistic online rhetoric (such as calling for Zhao to commit suicide, calling Jiang a traitor, and accusing Zhao of beautifying Japan’s comfort women policy during the World War II) were rejected, or ignored by the majority of online discussants, the nationalistic appeal was nonetheless overwhelmingly welcomed, supported, and winning the online debates hands-down.

Reevaluating the Past

Parallel to these heated debates on contemporary issues, several key historical events were also being rediscovered, reexamined, and reevaluated by online users in this period of time. The most significant of them included the Boxer Movement in 1900 (the Boxer Uprising or the Boxer Rebellion20), the Korean War in 1950s, the Nationalist Party army’s (KMT army) role in resisting Japan’s invasion from 1937 to 1945, and China’s Japan policies over the past two decades. All these online debates bore some similar characteristics. First, they were mainly Internet-initiated and Internet-based discussions. No other mainstream media covered these issues with the same intensity, sincerity, and depth at the same time. Second, these were large-scale online debates. Not only the participants were numerous and across the ideological board, but also the participating online forums were also widespread and diverse. Many good articles were quickly disseminated to numerous chat rooms by the authors or by their supporters, a measure that kept the topic update and upfront. Third, unlike the debates in the previous phases which were dominated by catchy slogans, emotional outcry, and simple name-calling, the quality of the arguments in these debates was markedly improved. It took the forms of long articles, proper citations, cross-check of evidence, translation of foreign documents, and unorthodox reassessment. Although the intruders and interrupters were present from time to time, the discussions were nonetheless serious and productive.

The online debate about the Boxer Movement was one of the representative examples. The emotion of China in 1900 was a mixture of weakness, desperation, humiliation, and above all, pain. Under the pressure and encroachment from colonial powers, the dying Qing Dynasty lost both its legitimacy and its mind. A group of self-organized peasants, known as “Righteous and Harmonious Fists” (yi he quan), rose against foreign influence, especially Western churches, in northern China in 1899. This chaotic movement ended with a brutal crackdown by an eight-nation alliance force in August 1900. The Qing Court signed the “Boxer Protocol” on 7 September 1901 to execute ten high-level officials and pay war reparations as high as $333 million dollars.21 By doing so, the old regime also signed its own death sentence which was “executed” ten years later by a revolutionary force led by the Nationalist Party, also known as Kuomintang (KMT).

Some 100 years passed by, how to evaluate the “Boxer Movement” once again became a hot topic in China’s cyber sphere. In the CCP’s official storyline, the “Boxer Uprising” was a patriotic movement organized by ordinary Chinese people to resist imperialism invasions. In the academic circle, however, the research focus in late 1990s had gradually shifted to those negative impacts of this movement. The scholars pointed out that this type of radical, irrational, and xenophobia activities led China into an abysmal situation which made any modernization and democratization attempt impossible.22 From the publication of China Can Say No to the vehement Sino-U.S. cyber warfare, the “Boxer Sentiment” and the “Boxer Syndrome” were among the most used references by those online critics. The supporters of the “Boxer Movement,” although acknowledging the backwardness and irrationality of some Boxers’ resisting methods, strongly defended the movement’s general nationalistic spirit. For example, in one popular poster titled “Rebutting Two Major Charges against the Boxer Movement,” the author “fan shi” argued,


In summary, it was a sad thing that Chinese people could only resort to the Boxer Movement as a way to resist colonizers. However, without it, we may have been colonized by the foreigners for two hundred years—and that is much sadder. We don’t have the right to insult those so-called “foolish mass” who had been resisting foreign armies and sacrificing for their cause. I think there was one drop of Boxers’ blood in our nation’s red flag, and it by no means tarnished its reputation.23



This poster, which was first posted in March 2003 on one of China’s largest online communities Tianya Club, initiated a three-year debate between two opposing camps. The participants quoted historical records from Qing Dynasty’s documents, foreigners eye-witnesses’ accounts, German general’s memoir, etc. to support their arguments. One follow-up comment was more than 10,000-word long. Was the “Boxer Movement” a heroic episode that saved China from being carved up, or an irrational disaster that ruined China’s restoration reform? The answer to this question, however, seemed related more to the validity and morality of the ongoing cyber nationalism, than to the historical implications of the “Boxer Movement.”

Similar debates on various historical topics were also being carried out in China’s thousands of online forums. The CCP’s orthodox interpretation of China’s modern history was examined, defended, challenged, refuted, or ridiculed, depending on the specific topic. For example, one of the hottest topics centered on whether it was worthwhile for China to fight the Korea War in the early 1950s. The cyber nationalists tended to believe that China’s decision to enter the Korean War actually helped reassure China’s position as an emerging power in the post World War II era. The final outcome of the bloody battle, according to most supporters, was a tactical draw but a strategic win for China.24 This conclusion was almost identical with the government’s official judgment. However, as to the evaluation of KMT army’s role in the overall anti-Japanese invasion, the cyber nationalists differed considerably from the official position endorsed by the CCP government. For example, in China’s history textbook, the CCP was portrayed as the leading force behind China’s eight-year resisting war against Japan from 1937 to 1945. In the cyber sphere, the history was comprehensively revised and the new version was accepted by the majority of Chinese online users. The overall contributions by the Nationalist Party and its army have been given much greater credit, partly due to the availability of some original documents from the Taiwan-based websites.25

It is simply impossible for researchers to go through all those hundreds of thousands of debates in China’s cyber sphere over this period. Nonetheless, one particular online episode involving two Chinese scholars was both representative and revealing.

Case Study: the Fate of Two “New Thoughts”

In December 2002, Ma Licheng, an editorial writer of China’s party newspaper People’s Daily, published a highly controversial article on the Strategy and Management (zhan lüe yu guan li), a Beijing-based scholarly journal that had great influence among China’s elite academia circle. The paper was titled “New Thoughts on China-Japan Relations: Some Worrisome Trends among Chinese Public and Japanese Public.”26

Ma began his article by reviewing actress Zhao Wei’s military flag dressing incident (jun qi zhuang shi jian) and the public sentiment surrounding this issue. He asked pointedly, “When will we Chinese get rid of this type of irrational impulse?”27 After discussing what he saw during his first trip to Japan, Ma concluded that Japan’s traditional militarism has lost its ground due to the institutionalized democratic system, the highly modernized society, and the peaceful mindset among general public. Therefore, “from a historical perspective, it is impossible to prevent forever a once-defeated country from reclaiming its normal status. We should prepare for the general trend that Japan will become a great political and military power.” To do that, China should get rid of the “small-farmer parochialism,” cool down the “irresponsible nationalism fever,” behave like “a victor and a great power,” and stop focusing on the past history. Above all, Ma claimed that “the war has ended for sixty years. We should not be overly harsh toward Japan (over the apology issue).” As to the popular nationalism sentiment that emerged in the 1990s, Ma pointed to the two negative elements attached to it. The first was “self-conceit,” and the second was “xenophobia.” According to Ma, those “Say-No” nationalists and their arguments reflected their “ignorance and backwardness.”

Ma’s professional profile as the director of People’s Daily’s editorial department, coupled with the strong government background of Strategy and Management, led many to think that Ma’s viewpoint must have represented the new administration’s policy initiative. In the next several months, Ma was interviewed by a couple of traditional mainstream media to further elaborate his “New Thoughts” (xin si wei). Meanwhile, Strategy and Management published on its later issues four long papers written by Shi Yinhong, a professor of International Relations at the People’s University of China, and Feng Zhaokui, a Japan expert from China’s Social Science Institute. These papers further extended Ma’s viewpoint, suggesting that China should ally with Japan to resist the American hegemony.28

However, in China’s online sphere, Ma and his “New Thoughts” had been completely and vehemently battered. There was no public opinion poll to show people’s reaction toward Ma’s thesis. Nonetheless, ever since the online media republished Ma’s paper, “Ma Licheng” became the synonym of “Chinese traitor” (han jian) and “Japan kisser” in China’s online vocabulary. Ma’s “New Thoughts” (xin si wei) was so notoriously famous that this three-word phrase was ranked one of the most frequently used phrases in online discussions in 2003. The top ranked phrase was “SARS,” a severe epidemic plagued China over the spring and summer in 2003.29

In January 2003, despite warnings from Chinese government and other Asian countries, Japanese Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi paid a formal visit to the Yasukuni shrine, the third time during his term. The Sino-Japan bilateral relationship deteriorated as a direct consequence. Under these circumstances, to support Ma and his “New Thoughts” in a chat room was akin to supporting Osama bin Laden’s cause in an American talk show program or to praising Hitler’s Nazi policy in an Israel salon. Ma’s address and telephone number were posted online by chat room discussant, and he received numerous death threats ever since.30 In the summer of 2003, Ma requested and received early retirement from the People’s Daily, and left Beijing for a commentary job in Hong Kong. One year later in September 2004, fake news was still spread online that Ma was beaten up by several patriots at the busiest Central Ring Avenue in Hong Kong.31

The fate of Wang Xiaodong, an outspoken scholar on Chinese nationalism, was drastically different from Mr. Ma in China’s cyber sphere. Wang won his reputation as the “spokesman for China’s neo-nationalism movement” after the publication of a co-authored book China’s Road under the Shadow of Globalization in 1999 and a journal paper titled “On Chinese Nationalism” in 2000.32 Wang’s theory was built up on the following arguments. First, the current nationalism resurgence in China is not a deviation from the past, but rather a return to the normal status from the self-abusive “reverse-racism” mindset once prevalent among China’s intellectuals in 1980s. Second, China should be prepared, psychologically and physically, for the upcoming “Splendid Isolation.” Wang adopted this Western concept to exemplify that China, due to its size, population, culture, and history, can never expect to forge alliances with Western countries. “China should rest its national security on the massive retaliation capability, as well as the comprehensive cooperation with all non-Western countries in the world.”33 According to Wang, “Splendid Isolation” is not protectionism, or isolationism. In contrast, this is the only viable policy that will save China from being isolated by the hostile West. Third, Chinese nationalism does not reject democracy. Instead, according to Wang, a democratic China will promote the nationalism cause. However, China should develop its own form of democracy based on its unique culture and reality.

Wang’s harsh criticism toward the liberal fraction of China’s intellectuals, coupled with his outspoken manner, offended the often mealy-mouthed peers in China’s academic circle and the narrow-minded propaganda officials. He was sacked from his posts as an editor in the Strategy and Management journal, and then as a professor at the University of International Business and Economics in Beijing.34 In Wang’s own words, “my channels for publishing articles are very few, and many publications of mine were the results of personal relationships.”35 In China, the story of an unorthodox and unruly scholar usually ends here. However, it is no longer the case anymore in the online age. Despite his personal “splendid isolation,” Wang nonetheless continued his intellectual career in the cyber sphere. He established his personal web pages on dozens of commercial portals, posting all his previous publications online for review.36 In 2002, Wang built up his own Web blog journal at China’s largest blog portal www.chinablog.com. His leading article “On Chinese Nationalism” has been read 16,252 times by online users as of May 5, 2005.37 Moreover, he actively participated in all kinds of online interviews, online debates, online chats, and salon discussions sponsored by websites.38 On 13 February 2003, Qatar’s Al Jazeera television network broadcast an anti-war statement signed by more than 400 Chinese intellectuals.39 This was the first time that Chinese people voiced their opinion directly on the world stage. Wang was the leading figure and one of the organizers of this anti-Iraq war campaign. He was interviewed by Al Jazeera in the following days and elaborated the opposition of Chinese intellectuals against the war in Iraq—a stance different from Chinese government’s ambivalent policy.

Ma Licheng and Wang Xiaodong’s different fates in China’s cyber sphere demonstrated the surging power of online communication on the formation of China’s public opinion. Ma’s “New Thoughts” framework was supported, at least initially, by the CCP’s elite media and perhaps by senior officials as well. However, his suggestions were rejected, ridiculed, and accused by the mainstream cyber opinion. In contrast, although Wang’s “ultra-nationalism” proposition had been criticized, and he himself had been marginalized by China’s elite intellectual circle, he regained massive support and respect from China’s cyber sphere. Interestingly, both Ma and Wang had worked in China’s official media (one for People’s Daily, and one for Strategy and Management), and both went to Japan for study (Wang received his Master degree of Business Administration in Japan in late 1980s; Ma wrote his now famous article based on his short trip to Japan in 2002). Their sharply different receptions in China’s online sphere actually revealed the ongoing convergence of the Chinese elite nationalism and the Chinese grassroots nationalism. Their fate reflected the future direction of Chinese cyber nationalism.

Transition of Priorities

Aside from the geopolitical considerations, the Chinese government’s low-key no-hassle approach during this period of time reflected the extraordinary precautionary measures taken by the senior leaders for the upcoming transition of power in China. In the sixteenth pent-annual CCP’s National Convention held in November 2002, Jiang Zemin yielded his post of Secretary General to the fourth generation of leadership led by Hu Jintao. Also stepped down with Jiang were six of the seven politburo members, the most powerful decision making body in China. In March 2003, Jiang transferred his state title “President” to Hu at the annual National People’s Congress (NPC). This was the first peaceful, orderly, and complete power transition in CCP’s eighty-year history.40 The new leadership was young, well-educated, and determined to make people richer and China stronger.

Although facing daunting tasks on multiple fronts, the newly elected leaders found themselves in an unexpected crisis right away. The SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome), a flu-like mysterious epidemic, was first discovered in southern China in February 2003. Worrying that the widespread panic would sabotage the highly anticipated political transition in Beijing, the local officials and China’s health department downplayed the significance of the disease, and blocked much of the information on this issue. Within months, the epidemic spread to more than two dozen countries in the world and hundreds of people died after catching the virus. Regardless of the intention, the Chinese government’s initial reactions look awkward and irresponsible in the eyes of the world community. Under the mounting pressure from inside and outside China, Hu and his new administration took on this issue resolutely and heavy-handedly. The mayor of Beijing and the minister of China’s Health Department were sacked for their slow reaction and incompetence. Special medical teams were formed and emergency plans were implemented nationwide. For one example, a brand new special hospital, which had the capability to treat over 1,000 SARS patients simultaneously, was completed in Beijing’s northern area within one week, literally from scratch.41

Two seemingly unrelated factors boosted Internet’s status as a reliable information source and a viable communication channel. First, the first warning of this serious and mysterious disease was posted on the Internet by a retired military doctor, Jiang Yanyong.42 After Time Magazine published his public letter and his true identity on its website, the message immediately flooded China’s chat rooms, online forums, instant messages, mobile phones, and e-mail boxes. Chinese mainstream media’s noticeable silence after the publication of the letter only magnified the spread of Jiang’s insider stories. When the traditional print and broadcasting media finally got the nod from the central government, the online medium already established itself as a reliable source, if not the reliable source for important information. Second, at the peak of this epidemic, many people in large cities stayed at home to avoid infection. It was no coincidence that both people’s online surfing time and websites’ traffics skyrocketed during this period. One interesting episode also reflected, though from another aspect, the growing influence of online public opinion. When Party Secretary General Hu inspected a medical center in Guangzhou, he told one of the doctors, “Your suggestions are very good. I have read it online.” Just about the same time, Premier Wen was chatting with college students in a student dormitory at Peking University. He told those listeners, “I have read students’ comments on the Internet, and I am deeply moved by your guys’ determination of fighting SARS together.”43 This was the first time that China’s top two leaders acknowledged in public the importance of online public opinion and their attention to the discussions online.

This period is a phase of transition in many respects. In world politics, the stage, the players, the backdrop, and the battles, all changed overnight after the 9/11 attacks and the subsequent global war on terrorism. In China’s domestic areas, new leaders were selected, new regulations were established, and new orders were implemented in the wake of China’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO), the upcoming 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing, and the enormous economic challenges ahead. What happened domestically and internationally from September 2001 to June 2003 stimulated a wave of transformations among cyber nationalists. The following developments in China’s online sphere underscored these transitions.

First, the mania of the “Cyber Wars” had retreated. Since the Internet Society of China released its anti-cyber attacks public announcement in April 2002, no large scale cyber war had been carried out by China’s online users. In fact, as early as 15 August 2001, China Eagle Union, one of the leading cyber nationalist organizations that led the cyber wars with American hackers, announced on its website that it would stop all kinds of online attacks indefinitely.44 Many factors led to this recession, though. For one thing, the quickly upgraded Internet security measures raised the technological bar for intruders. Actually, many formal hackers ended up becoming the Internet security experts to fight against cyber attacks. Meanwhile, a series of regulations issued by the government on Internet crimes and online security drew a clear red line regarding this type of online activities. Moreover, many cyber nationalists came to the realization that cyber-vandalism may not promote their cause both at home and abroad as what they intended.

Second, the 9/11 attacks dramatically altered the issue agenda for Chinese cyber nationalism. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, China for the first time unloaded the burden as the chosen counter-weight to America’s superpower status. Ironically, the fact that China had been singled out by the world’s only super power as a strategic competitor magnified Chinese people’s nationalistic sentiment, given the huge imbalance between these two countries’ military capability. Once the “red China threat” was changed to the “terrorist Al-Qaeda threat” in America’s political codebook, the momentum of anti-American nationalism waned drastically in China’s cyber sphere. As the two governments moved their focuses from those confrontational issues, such as Taiwan, Tibet, human rights, etc., to those partner-like disputes, such as currency rate, trade deficit, intellectual property rights, etc., Chinese cyber nationalism also redirected its attention. The United States, though still on the list of China’s potential enemies, was no longer an imminent threat in online users’ discourses.

Third, Chinese cyber nationalists began to consciously amplify their influences among potential audiences both online and offline. For example, during this period, Wu Zukang, the web master of www.china918.net received a variety of interviews from China’s traditional media to promote the website and its cause. On 27 July 2002, Japan’s major TV network, NHK produced a special program on Wu Zukang’s website and interviewed him at his home for several hours.45 He gave detailed answers to a dozen or so questions on the purpose of the website, its daily management and operation, his personal feeling about Japan, about Japanese people, and current Japan polices. Meanwhile, Wan Tao, the founder of www.chinaeagle.net, traveled extensively inside China, from Beijing, to Changchun, to Shenyang, to Dalian, to Jinan. During this nationwide tour, he not only met with dozens of counterparts and organization members, but also accepted a series of interviews with mainstream media, including China’s Central Television Network (CCTV), Hunan Satellite TV, and Japan’s Nippon Television Network (NTV).46 On 9 December 2002, the second Internet and Patriotism Education Symposium was held at Nanjing Normal University. At this conference, the participating websites issued a public letter to all Chinese online users. In this letter, the leading nationalism websites outlined their long-term mission and short-term strategies. Among those suggestions, one was particularly noteworthy,


To guarantee the healthy and smooth development of the Internet-based patriotism organizations, all entities should explore various practical ways to grow. Meanwhile, we should establish a broad-based coalition to solidify more people’s support and understanding of our online patriotism movement.47



The events in the next phase of the Chinese cyber nationalism evolution demonstrated the efforts and effects of this coalition-building strategy.


Chapter 5

Direct Confrontations with Japan (2003.6–2006.8)


Japan and the United States care a lot about people’s voice. Our action at least lets those so-called democratic countries consider Chinese people’s voice. We should let them know that “Chinese people have stood up” is no empty words.

—Feng Jinhua, the organizer of China’s “Defending Diaoyu Islands
Campaign,” in an interview in August, 20031



According to CNNIC’s eighteenth semi-annual report, by the end of June 2006, mainland China’s online population grew to 123 million, and 77 million of them used broadband to surf online.2 In comparison, the largest online country in the world, the United States has over 140 million active online users, and 95.5 million of them use the broadband.3 The growing importance of Internet as a major medium and communication channel in China was reflected in these statistics: on average, Chinese online citizens spend 16.5 hours per week on the Internet (as compared to 7 hours per week for average American Web user); the most frequently used online service is “searching and reading news”; about one fourth of them use the Web blog service to express their opinions; the Internet was ranked as the top information channel by 82.6% of the correspondents, television was the second with 64.5%, and newspaper the third with 57.9%, respectively.

One significant feature of Chinese netizens is the age distribution. The 18-24 age group led all other age groups, and accounted for more than one-third (38.9%) of all the online population. The 25–30 age group ranked second, with 18.4%; followed by the under-18 age group, with 14.9%.4 In sum, about 72% of China’s 123-million online users were under the age of 30. In other words, the majority of Chinese online population was born after the devastating Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). When most of them reached the primary school age, China had already begun its historic journey toward market economy and globalization. Historically speaking, they are too young to witness Mao’s “revolutionary experiments” as well as the subsequent chaos; yet politically speaking, they are too self-confident and independent to be restricted.

In addition to the higher living standard, more career choices, and more relaxed political atmosphere, online technology also added two golden wings to the younger generation’s limitless energy and imagination. On October 2004, Forbes and EuromoneyChina released their updated Chinese rich people list, respectively. Chen Tianqiao, a thirty-one year old Shanghai citizen, was ranked second with a personal net worth valued at US$ 1.27 billion.5 Chen founded in 1999 China’s largest online games company—Shanda Networking Group, a Nasdaq listed company with a market value now over US$ 2 billion. As China’s billionaires became younger, their wealth nonetheless grew bigger. For instance, EnromoneyChina has raised the minimum requirement for a spot on its China’s top-100 rich list from US$ 6 million in 1999 to US$150 million in 2004.6

Surfing into the Sea

If Zhao Wei’s military dress incident in 2001 and Jiang Wen’s shrine visit controversy in 2002 showed a turn of tide in China’s online sentiment, they seemed to be just a short overture in retrospect. The summer and fall of 2003 witnessed an unprecedented flurry of anti-Japanese activities across China, most of which were initiated, stimulated, and organized online.

“Diaoyu Islands are Chinese territory!” On 22 June 2003, fifteen Chinese protestors shouted slogans, waved goodbye to friends, and boarded a small fish boat in Yuhuan County, Zhejiang Province. Their destination was a group of small islands, a disputed territory in the East China Sea claimed by China, Japan, and Taiwan since the end of World War II. The Diaoyu Islands, which are known as Senkaku Islands in Japan, consist of five uninhabited, volcanic islets and three rocky outcrops. When China and Japan established formal relationship in early 1970s, the two countries agreed to postpone the sovereignty dispute indefinitely and explore the resources together. On 14 July 1996, the century-old dispute was rekindled when the right-wing group Japanese Youth Association built a lighthouse on one of the islets. Chinese activists in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and overseas have been protesting Japan’s aggressive behavior for a long time, including several failed voyages to demonstrate Chinese sovereignty in late 1990s. Chinese government has been extremely cautious in dealing with Diaoyu Islands-related issue, squeezed by two incompatible concerns. On the one hand, it didn’t want to sacrifice a beneficial Sino-Japan relationship for several uninhabitable islands; but on the other hand, it also feared that a weak response might cause more damage to its ruling legitimacy, not to mention the potential rich oil reserve near the islands.7

This “Defending Diaoyu Operation” (bao diao xing dong) in June 2003 was the first voyage that was sponsored, organized, and participated by Chinese mainland volunteers.8 Two Chinese websites, “Patriot Alliance Net” (www.1931-9-18.org),9 and “Chinese 9.18 Patriot Net” (www.china918.net) were behind all the preparatory efforts, including fund-raising, press release, personnel recruit, and logistic assistance. When Japanese coastguard forces dispatched six battleships and several helicopters to stop these Chinese protestors near the Diaoyu Island, a direct confrontation seemed inevitable. The backup group at home reported this situation to Chinese Foreign Ministry, and also called for public support on their websites. A small online appeal was quickly magnified by online communication’s immerse reach capability. Hundreds of online chat rooms exploded on this breaking news.

The Chinese government neither endorsed, nor prepared for, this type of spontaneous activity by Chinese citizens. This time, although a bit reluctantly, it took a firm stance in the wake of growing pressure from China’s online community and the increasingly formidable public opinion. The Chinese Foreign Ministry formally sent a note to Japanese government, asking them to ensure the safety of these Chinese citizens. After singing China’s national anthem and holding a small ceremony to declare China’s sovereignty over the Diaoyu Islands, fifteen Chinese protestors returned home safely. They were welcomed as brave heroes by the online supporters.10 Chinese official media, such as Beijing Youth Daily and the website edition of People’s Daily, covered this event matter-of-factly. It neither overtly encouraged it, nor squarely rejected it. In a news report published by Beijing Youth Daily on 23 June 2003, the title was “The Whole Story of Fifteen Chinese Patriots’ Defending Diaoyu Islands Voyage.”11 While telling this story, the author walked a delicate line,


This activity was sponsored by some non-governmental organizations, and joined by volunteers. The entire operation was strictly restrained within the legal boundaries, and no extreme move was taken. . . . However, the “Defending Diaoyu Islands” operation was obstructed and interfered by Japanese forces. According to our sources, Chinese Embassy in Japan has presented note to Japanese foreign ministry, hoping they will handle this issue with calm. When asked by reporter during a press conference, Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Kong Quan reiterated that China has undisputable sovereignty over Diaoyu Islands and the surrounding areas.



Many Western media and Japanese pundits speculated that this type of action might have been a calculated maneuver supported by the government. Their evidence, aside from the logistic assistance, money support, and media cooperation, rested mainly on the stereotypical logic that no independent activity of this magnitude was possible in China without the government’s tacit approval. This thinking pattern proved to be somewhat outdated in understanding the Internet-based cyber nationalism activities (see the interviews with Wu Zukang and Lu Yunfei in Chapter 13). In an interview with Ban Yue Tan (a semi-monthly journal published by Xinhua News Agency in Beijing), Feng Jinhua, the spiritual leader and key organizer discussed how they prepared for this operation,


Reporter: It needs a lot of money to carry out this voyage. How did your people raise the money?

Feng: On behalf of my organization, I wrote a letter calling for help, and then posted it on the Internet. Within two months, we raised a total of 100,000 yuan (12,500 US$). After all the money, boat, and staff were ready, we set off to sea. It was 23 June.

Reporter: Did you know all the other volunteers?

Feng: No. I only got to know them via the Internet. I disclosed my mobile phone number and my personal I.D. card number in the letter. Our actions demonstrated a united and inspiring Chinese new image to the world. All volunteers participated in this operation on the basis of patriotic feeling, not for personal reputation, not for money, and without one complaining word.

. . . .

Reporter: Will you keep up this “Defending Diaoyu Islands” campaign?

Feng: We must continue. Why? Japan and the United States care a lot about people’s voice. Our action at least lets those so-called democratic countries consider Chinese people’s voice. We should let them know that “Chinese people have stood up” is no empty words.12



In contrast to Feng and his fellow activists’ enthusiasm and dedication, the overall reaction in China’s cyber sphere toward the final result of this voyage was mixed. In a live online interview organized by “Sino-Japan Forum” at the People’s Daily’s website several days after their return, Feng and two other participants answered Chinese online users’ questions. Though recognizing their patriotic motive, more than half of those in the online forum were critical of their behavior. Here are some examples.


• Mr. Feng, have your actions benefited our country at all?

• How do you think China’s civilian organization can outmatch Japanese military?

• It should be our government’s responsibility. There must be something wrong with our government if normal citizens had to do this.

• China doesn’t need raging youth any more. The Boxer Movement was a big lesson!

• Is there any difference between your actions and those provocative actions that cause diplomatic conflict?

• Mr. Feng, this is a government affair. It is none of your business.13



More than 8,000 online users visited the live online interview on 27 June 2003. Apparently, not all of them agreed with the tactic and strategies used by those Diaoyu Islands defenders. However, as pointed out in a reply by Lu Yunfei, one of the founders of the “Patriot Alliance Net” (www.1931-9-18.org), “this operation set a valuable precedent for China’s self-organized patriotism movement. It is an ice-breaking event in new China’s fifty-year history. It is the first footstep in the Long March. In the foreseeable future, this type of movement will get more people’s attention and support.”14 Lu’s prediction proved to be deadly accurate and serious.

A Chain of Events

In July 2003, an unconfirmed message began to circulate on China’s cyber sphere. It disclosed that China might award the contract of building a high-speed magnetic bullet train between Shanghai and Beijing (over 1,000 miles) to a Japanese company. Several factors that were imbedded in this $12 billion contract struck the sensitive nerve among Chinese cyber nationalists. First, the winning bidder was a Japanese company. Second, this company had been a military production base for Japanese army during the World War II. Third, the geological survey for this construction may reveal China’s strategic secrets. Fourth, China’s native research institutes and production companies needed this money and had the capability to handle this project.15

On 19 July 2003, the “Patriot Alliance Net” (www.1931-9-18.org) introduced an innovative cyber-protest tactic—online petition. This new application of Internet was so attractive and effective that it drastically changed the pace, scope, and image of Chinese cyber nationalism movement ever since. Within ten days, over 90,000 Chinese online users signed their name on the “Ten Thousand Signatories Opposing Japan’s New Lines Technology and Supporting China’s Own Technology” public petition letter posted on the website. On 4 August, the representative of the “Patriot Alliance Net” presented the petition letter and the signatories to the Ministry of Railway, the department that was in charge of this project.16 No indication that this online petition campaign led to any direct policy change in the government. However, according to a report by New York Times on 12 August 2003,


Bitter history is also complicating China’s choice of Japanese or European technology for a high-speed rail link between Shanghai and Beijing. Tens of thousands of Chinese signed Web-based petitions in recent days calling on the government not to award the $12 billion contract to Japan. . . . And as the decision looms, officials gave a cool reception to Chikage Ogi, Japan’s transport minister, who visited China last week but failed to meet with Prime Minister Wen Jiabao or any Railway Ministry officials. That was widely reported as a snub in the press in both countries.17



The organizer of this petition, the “Patriot Alliance Net,” covered live the whole process of the letter submission on their website. It went smoothly and all participants were inspired by this new form of capitalizing online public opinion. On 4 August 2003, one Chinese worker died and more than forty construction workers were injured when mustard gas was found at a construction site in Qiqihar, a city in the northeastern China. These mustard gas bombs were among an estimated 700,000 chemical weapons left behind by the retreating Japanese army during the World War II. Some 2,000 Chinese people have died since 1945, after coming into contact with the buried or concealed weapons.18 The gruesome pictures of those victims, coupled with Japanese government’s initial indifferent response, sparked widespread online protests in China’s cyber sphere. On 15 August 2003, six Chinese websites (www.1931-9-18.org; www.china918.net; www.publiclaw-events.com; www.chinaeagle.org; www.918war.tongtu.net; www.sohu.com) cosponsored an online petition demanding that the Japanese government apologize to those victims, make compensations, provide information about those buried chemical weapons, and clean those weapons up.19

Within one month, 1,119,248 Chinese online users signed the online petition and a total of 12,518 websites offered their moral support by providing a hyper link to this campaign on their websites.20 On 18 September 2003, the 72nd anniversary of the “Mukden Incident” (a bomb attack plotted by Japanese Army to justify its invasion and occupation of northeast China), online petition organizers presented over one million online signatures to the Japanese Embassy in Beijing.21 On 29 September 2003, a Tokyo local court issued a verdict, ordering that Japanese government pay 190 million Yen (1.8 million US$) to those victims in China.22 In a public thank-you note, the petition organizers expressed both their gratitude and excitement to the overwhelming response from Chinese online community,


Although there was no publication and promotional assistance from the traditional TV and print media, our online petition appeal nonetheless was embraced by over one million signatories from all provinces, Hong Kong, Macao, Taiwan, and overseas Chinese communities within one month. It not only set a precedent in China’s Internet developing history, but also demonstrated Chinese people’s determination and dedication to peace and justice. We should thank today’s Internet technology, which enables us to rally our voice and accumulate our power.23



The Chinese government’s reaction to this event revealed both its weakness and its dilemma in dealing with spontaneous and well coordinated online activities. In the cyber sphere, a small incident could trigger a nuclear chain reaction in a matter of two to three days, which made any government preventive and prohibitive measures inefficient, if not impossible. Certainly, the government would like to use this manifest public opinion as leverage in their negotiations with Japan. On 23 August, Tang Jiaxuan, State Council member and former Foreign Minister of China, told his Japanese guests in a Great Hall meeting that the poisonous gas weapon incident “stirred up tremendous indignation among Chinese people.”24 Apparently, he was referring to the online petition campaign and the emotion expressed by Chinese Internet users. Nonetheless, the government seemed to have drawn a clear line between the petition in the cyber sphere and the demonstration on the street. For example, when Lu Yunfei and fifty activists applied for a small public protest march in Beijing on the day of their signature submission, their request was rejected by local police department. According to the official refusal notice, “there is concrete evidence that the applied rally will do direct harm to public security and severely interrupt societal order.”25 As noted by Liu Junning, a dissident scholar in Beijing, “the petition is something of significance between the Chinese government and its people rather than between China and Japan.”26

The mustard gas incident hadn’t subsided, another more embarrassing event surfaced in Zhu Hai, a rising tour city in southern China. On the weekend of 16–18 September 2003, more than 300 Japanese tourists held an open orgy with some 500 local Chinese prostitutes in Zhu Hai’s most luxurious hotel, Zhu Hai International Conference Hotel. One hotel resident was so disgusted by what he saw and he made dozens of calls to the hotel managers, local police, and the Zhu Hai government in the following days, but to no avail. One week later, when a local newspaper finally picked up this story and put it online, this orgy instantly became a “national humiliation” in China’s highly sensitive cyber sphere.27 The orgy sparked a national outpouring of fury and disgust, not only because of the scale of the scandal, but because it occurred on the 72nd anniversary of the 1931 Mukden Incident which led to the Japanese invasion of Manchuria. “18 September” (or “9/18”) has been the most sensitive date to most Chinese people, just like “9/11” is to most Americans. Since the late 1990s, it has become a solemn ritual in many large cities that sirens will be set off on every 18 September to commemorate the war victims. In fact, many Chinese nationalism-oriented websites specially included “1931-9-18” in their domain names, for example, “Patriot Alliance Net” (www.1931-9-18.org) and “Chinese 9.18 Patriot Net” (www.china918.net).

Intuitively, many Chinese saw this event as a deliberate act by some Japanese people to humiliate China once again. From 26 September, when this incident was first reported by online media, to 29 December, when the two Chinese orgy organizers were sentenced to life in prison, a total of 27,000 entries were posted in Sina.com’s special talking board on this issue alone.28 The most often used phrases included “Burn this hotel!” “Double national humiliation!” “I have to give up my Chinese nationality, since I can not bear this any more!” “Kill those Chinese traitors” or “Boycott Japanese goods!” etc. The Chinese central government took a swift and tough stance on this issue. The Foreign Ministry publicly denounced this orgy as “an extremely odious criminal case,” and required the Japanese government to “better educate” its citizen.29 The government also issued arrest warrants for three Japanese who arranged this event and sought their extradition through the international police network. As Daily Telegraph’s (London) correspondent Richard Spencer pointed out, the life sentences given to the two Chinese organizers, “far longer than any served by those Japanese war criminals who escaped the death penalty after the war, show the extent to which the Chinese authorities are prepared to give vent to nationalist feeling.”30

The anti-Japanese sentiment in China was so vehement in the later half of 2003 that any small incident could trigger an online avalanche. In October 2003, three Japanese students offended thousands of Chinese students during a cultural festival at China’s Northwest University in Xi’an. They performed a skit that was obscene and insulting by any cultural standards. Several thousand Chinese students joined a large demonstration in Xi’an and some Japanese restaurants were stormed in that city. This episode finally died down after the offenders posted a signed repentant letter on the university’s website, acknowledging their “lack of understanding of Chinese thinking, ethnicity, culture, manners and customs.”31 To add new injuries to the old wounds, Japanese Premier Minister Junichiro Koizumi visited the Yasukuni shrine on 2 January 2004, his fourth such visit as the top leader of Japan to the highly controversial site. Moreover, when the Chinese government angrily protested and postponed the summit meeting between the two countries, the response from a senior Japanese official was:


When, where and how the leader of a state chooses to honor the memory of that state’s war dead is the business of that country, based on its own traditions and customs. It may arise as a source of contention among citizens of this nation, but foreign countries do not have the right to comment.32



As the bilateral relationship deteriorated, the political hostilities inevitably extended to other areas. For example, Japan’s largest motor maker Toyota and Nippon Paint had to withdraw two advertisements aired in China in 2003 and 2004 respectively, as they were accused of insulting China’s cultural symbols of “lion” and “dragon.”33 The final match of Asian Soccer Cup between team Japan and team China ended with a massive protest in Beijing that the authorities had to send anti-riot police to dismiss thousands of angry soccer fans.34 In almost all the online chat room, a Japan-related talking thread usually attracted the largest audience and netted the most fervent anger. For one example, the news of Koizumi’s shrine visit in 2004 on www.sina.com was followed by as many as 1341-page commentaries, with about twenty-five postings on each page.35

CCP’s “Evil” Dilemma

In stark contrast to the rampant political animosity, the economic relationship between China and Japan has been thriving in the past decade. China’s huge market and surging domestic demand for industrial products propelled Japan’s ailing economy out of its decade-long stagnation. In 2004, China replaced the United States as Japan’s largest trading partner in the world. Meanwhile, Japanese investment and industrial exports helped speed up China’s modernization process. According to the data from China’s Ministry of Commerce, Japan has invested about 50 billion US$ in China in the past decade and the bilateral trade between Japan and China reached a record 168.4 billion US$ in 2004.36 This uncomfortable, if not awkward, “cold in politics and hot in economics” (zheng leng jing re) relationship posted a daunting threat to the CCP’s ruling credentials. On the one hand, the economic development has been the overriding goal for the ruling party in the past two and a half decades; on the other hand, no political party in China’s modern history ended up well if it sat against the nationalistic tide.

The growing influence of the online public opinion made Chinese government’s Japan policy decision making more complicated. In addition to politics and pride, the CCP leaders had to consider economics and stability. When these two forces collide, as it is often the case in the Sino-Japan relationship, the leaders had to make a tough decision, quickly and unequivocally. However, no option seemed to be both politically correct and economically beneficial. In reality, the Chinese leaders had to play a tricky and double-faced political game. Publicly, the CCP government stood firmly behind the cyber nationalist groups. Privately, however, the leaders managed to put a leash on those increasingly unruly activists. The following three examples demonstrated the government’s stealth strategy.

Example I. After three failed attempts, on 23 March 2004, activists of “Chinese Civilians Alliance for Defending the Diaoyu Islands” zigzagged around Japanese coast guard vessels and successfully landed on the Diaoyu Islands, an uninhabited island in the East China Sea claimed by both China and Japan.37 Hours later, they were arrested by Japanese authorities for illegal entry. This incident triggered a flag-burning protest in Beijing, a similar protest by Japanese nationalists in Japan, and several days of intense confrontation over territorial rights by the two governments. After China’s Foreign Ministry lodged nine diplomatic protests over the detentions, Japanese government released the seven activists three days later. This “Defending Diaoyu Islands” voyage, like the previous ones, was sponsored and organized by several Internet-based nationalism groups. They raised money online, recruited members online, and reported their progress step-by-step online.38 On 19 July 2004, when a regional branch of this organization tried to repeat the “successful landing” once again, the Chinese authorities at the last minute “sent 20 to 30 plainclothes policemen and 10 cars” to block the sail for “safety reasons.”39 Obviously, the cyber nationalists’ restless attempts really pushed the Chinese leaders to a dangerous corner. At this juncture, some online users discovered by accident that phrases like “Defending Diaoyu” (bao diao), “Diaoyu Islands,” (diao yu dao) “Safeguarding Diaoyu Islands” (baowei diaoyu dao), and “Nanjing Massacre” (nan jing da tu sha) were on the government’s secret list of “uncivilized words online” that should be censored by the Internet Service Providers.40 This finding, though seemed embarrassing for the Chinese government, was telling evidence of the government’s cyber nationalism dilemma.

Example II. On 30 August 2004, an urgent “SOS” letter was posted on many Chinese chat rooms and political forums. It was written by the founder of China’s most active anti-Japanese website, the “Patriot Alliance Net” (www.1931-9-18.org).41 This website was responsible for the first online petition in 2003 against the high-speed railway contract, the one-million signatories petition on poisonous gas incident, and several “Defending Diaoyu Islands” voyages.42 When this website called for a new round of “Chinese Railroad Built by China” online campaign in 2004, according to the organizer nicknamed “Hunan Platoon Leader,”


Some powerful department sent out a clear message just moments ago, requiring us to halt this activity immediately, and indicated the possible consequences if we don’t comply. We are on the verge of being shut down. However, our stances are: stick to the truth and stay the course!43



This message turned out to be the swan song of a once-popular nationalistic website. In an online chat room, hundreds of Chinese users expressed their outrage, disappointment, shock, and reflection toward this news. Roughly 90% of the postings were angry curses toward the government, such as “Our government is as weak as a sheep!” “Shit! How can the government shut down a patriotic site?!” “History will prove the stupidity of our weak policy!” and “We are missing Chairman Mao.” A few others, however, pointed to the downside of the irrational ultra-nationalism that might hurt China in the long run. But this kind of message was quickly submerged by more emotional protests.44

Example III. To quell the anti-Japanese sentiment online, the Chinese government resorted to a communication channel that was non-existent and almost unimaginable in the past. It was a type of informal online chats between the officials who were directly responsible for the Sino-Japan policy making and the common online citizens who were interested in this topic. The purpose of this “internal public diplomacy” approach was to explain the rationale and complexity of the government’s policies. For example, on 21 January 2005, China’s Deputy Foreign Minister Wu Dawei participated in an online forum about the “Diaoyu Islands Issues” with online users on the official website of the ministry. He answered various questions raised by discussants in a two-hour long session.45 On 23 April 2005, the “Government Online” program of www.xinhuanet.com (the official website of Xinhua News Agency) interviewed Bo Xilai, the Minister of Chinese Ministry of Commerce on the issue of “boycotting Japanese products.”46 He emphasized the “mutual beneficial and complimentary trade relationship between China and Japan.” According to Minister Bo, it was estimated that Japanese-funded companies in China absorbed some 9.2 million workers, and paid a total of over 6 billion US$ taxes to China’s central government in 2004. “In fact, against the backdrop of economic globalization, every country has to reposition its economy in line with the market rules and value principle. The world economy now is deeply intertwined and interdependent,” cautioned Minister Bo.47 By the end of the choppy year of 2003, an interview with China’s ex-Ambassador to Japan, Yang Zhenya, was also reported prominently by China’s major commercial portals.48 Ambassador Yang’s central position reflected the government’s overall concern on this issue, “the two nations should learn from the past, but look forward to the future. Because Sino-Japan relations are easy to destroy, but difficult to rebuild.”49

The government’s approach was a well-intentioned attempt to reconcile the online public opinion with its foreign policy toward Japan. However, their tactical maneuvers, overt and covert, persuasive and coercive, were easily blown away by Japan’s antagonistic behaviors in the spring of 2005. Japan’s newly revised middle-school history textbook, its aggressive policy on Taiwan and on Diaoyu Islands, provoked the largest demonstrations in China since 1989, and the largest online petition in the world.

Case Study: 40-Million People Online Petition

In March 2005, Secretary General of the United Nations (U.N.), Kofi Annan gave an important speech, titled “In Larger Freedom: Toward Development, Security and Human Rights for All.” In it, he formally outlined the long-awaited U.N. reforms and lifted the curtain for the highly contested permanent member enlargement campaign.50 In a later press conference, Mr. Annan signaled that Japan and Germany would be prime candidates for a revised Security Council. According to him, the council should “increase the involvement in decision-making of those who contribute most to the United Nations financially, militarily and diplomatically, specifically in terms of contributions to the United Nations assessed budgets.”51 As the second largest economy in the world and the second largest contributor to the U.N., Japan has been the front runner in the race for the permanent membership on the U.N. Security Council.

A small interest group in Los Angeles, the Alliance to Preserve the History of WWII in Asia (ALPHA), stood up first to oppose Japan’s bid and Mr. Annan’s proposition. This multi-ethnic organization was founded in 2002 mainly by immigrants from Asian countries. Its mission was to “preserve the historical truth of Japan’s aggression in Asia and by doing so help prevent recurrences of similar atrocities.”52 To promote their position and rally people’s support, it organized an online petition against Japan’s bid on its website. Since the petition only targeted the Asian communities in the United States, the initial response was slight. On 19 March, when ALPHA found a partner inside China, the “Chinese 9.18 Patriot Net” (www.china918.net), and translated their appeal into Chinese, things changed dramatically.

After an announcement by the “Chinese 9.18 Patriot Net”, the online signing traffic was so heavy that it quickly jammed and paralyzed the major service center of the web site. Unable to cope with the mountainous signing request, the web master Wu Zukang asked for help from those Chinese commercial portals.53 Three days later, China’s three major Internet portals, www.sina.com, www.netease.com, and www.sohu.com answered the call and established on their web pages mirror linkage to this petition. “At first, we only allocated one service center to this petition, but it can not handle the task, almost at a pace of one-to-two hundred signatories per second, and over 10,000 within ten minutes,” recalled Liang Chunyuan, the Chief Editor of the News Division at www.sina.com.54 Within twenty-four hours, the total number of online signatories skyrocketed to one million. On 27 March, the total count quickly reached a stunning ten million. Since there were many fake names and repetitive signing attempts by some users, a verification check-point was established by the organizers to filter those invalid entries. As of 10 May 2005, a total of 286 Chinese web sites voluntarily participated in this “Global Chinese Online Petition against Japan’s Bid for UN Security Council Permanent Member,” and the verified total signatories stood at 41,785,544.55 On 30 June, two months before the crucial U.N. General Assembly meeting in New York, the representatives from ALPHA presented the forty-two million signatures signed by people from forty-one countries to Mr. Annan’s secretary. “No one—not the United Nations nor the Chinese government—can ignore so many people expressing their views,” said Lu Yunfei in an interview on this petition.56

The record-setting online petition in the virtual sphere reflected and was largely stimulated by what happened in the real world. On 5 April 2005, the Japanese government granted the publication of a highly controversial middle school history textbook. This was the last straw that broke the nerve of those Chinese cyber nationalists. In this newly revised textbook, it portrayed Japan as a benevolent liberator who intended to salvage Asian people from Western colonization, rather than a brutal invader during the World War II.57 It also glossed over many historical events, such as the wartime “comfort women”—Korean and Chinese women forced to work as sex slaves for the Japanese military—and the Nanking Massacre in China, in which an estimated 300,000 civilians in China’s then capital were brutally murdered, and tens of thousands of women were raped in December 1938. The new textbook dismissed the Nanking Massacre merely as a “disputed incident,” indicating that all nations, without exception, committed crimes during wartime. As Philip Cunningham pointed out in an editorial on Los Angeles Times,


This is an offense to Chinese sensibilities comparable with Holocaust denial in Europe. . . . To borrow a phrase from the late writer Iris Chang, the abused women are being raped a second time, this time by defenders of the Japanese army who attempt to erase them from memory.58



The first large-scale street demonstration broke out on 9 April 2005 in Beijing. As many as 10,000 Chinese people marched through Beijing calling for a boycott of Japanese goods and opposing Japan’s bid for a permanent membership on the U.N. Security Council.59 The protest was mainly organized by Beijing’s college students through Internet communications. They posted the demonstration announcement, protest route, slogans, and precautions on many Chinese Internet chat rooms and universities’ BBSs.60 Although thousands of municipal and riot policemen followed the demonstrators and guarded the Japanese Embassy, scores of emotional protesters turned violent, throwing paint and bottles at the Japanese Embassy and at Japanese restaurants and businesses en route. The official media, apparently under the guidance from the central government, didn’t cover this event, the largest demonstration in Beijing since the 1999 anti-NATO bombing protest. However, the numerous online chat rooms spread the news across the cyber sphere in real time. The next day, when Japanese Foreign Minister summoned China’s ambassador in Tokyo to demand an apology and compensation for the protest in Beijing, thousands of Chinese demonstrators were marching on the Japanese Consulate in Guangzhou and Shenzhen, two of the largest cities in southern China.61 Meanwhile, beer consumers across China began to reject drinking Japanese beer Asahi as well as its Chinese partner brands, because the Asahi Corp sponsored Japan’s right-wing group which drafted the new history textbook.62 In response to the online calling for a boycott of Japanese goods, an electronic appliance supermarket in Zhengzhou, Henan province withdrew from its shelves all the Japanese brand products.63

As if the tension was not severe enough, Japan’s Trade Ministry announced on 13 April 2005 that it would allow Japanese companies to start drilling for oil and gas in the disputed area near the Diaoyu Islands.64 The Chinese government reacted angrily and warned that China “reserves the right to take further reaction.” The Chinese online population, however, wasted no time to “take further reaction.” Encouraged by Beijing protesters’ model, online activists were busy planning a new wave of larger, broader, and nationally collaborated protests. In various local community-based chat rooms, the organizers discussed the general plan, time table, protest strategy, and other preparatory issues with their cohorts. For example, on a widely circulated poster—“The Detailed Direction for the Protest against Japanese Right-wing Activities (Shanghai Area),” it explicitly specified that the protests in Shanghai area would be held at 9:00 AM, 16 April, along three different routes toward the Japanese Consulate in Shanghai. It cautioned the prospective participants: bring water and food; don’t take precious items with you; don’t throw stones or metal materials at the embassy; bring a Japanese flag or Koizumi’s picture if you want to burn them; etc. It also called for cooperation with the policemen, and showing a rational, non-violent manner in line with Shanghai’s global cosmopolitan status.65

To prevent the online-organized anti-Japanese demonstrations from running out of control, the Chinese central government in late March had taken some precautious measures. It ordered China’s major universities to block outside access to their campus BBS, where the fiercest nationalistic sentiment was fermenting.66 For several weeks after the first street protest, there was no coverage in the state-owned media. However, an endless flow of information, including text messages, photos, audios and videos, channeled back and forth via e-mail, instant online messaging, BBS, mobile phones, and chat room discussions in China’s invisible cyber sphere. Knowing at the last hour that some online discussants called for a large demonstration on Beijing’s Tiananmen Square on the weekend of 16 April, hundreds of police blanketed the large square in the heart of China’s capital on that day. In Shanghai, the local police sent out a text message to all the cell phone users before the proposed protest. “We ask people to express your patriotic passion through the right channel, following the laws and maintaining order,” the message said.67

Defying government’s urgent call for restraint and stability, on 16 April 2005, the day when Japanese Foreign Minister Nobutaka Machimura arrived in Beijing for an emergent diplomatic meeting, hundreds of thousands of people took to the streets in Shanghai, China’s financial capital, in Tianjin, the municipal city near Beijing, and in Hangzhou, the capital of Zhejiang Province. As many as 20,000 demonstrators marched through Shanghai’s main arteries, shouting slogans, and smashing the Japanese Consulate with rocks and bottles.68 The local government at one point had to cut off cell phone service near the Japanese Consulate in Shanghai in an effort to stop the protest from escalating.69 The next day, this wave of demonstrations extended to Shenyang, the largest industrial base in northeastern China; Nanning, the capital of Guangxi Autonomous Region; Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan Province in southwestern China; Guangzhou, the capital of Guangdong Province in southern China, and other large cities including Zhuhai, Dongguang, Kunming, and Hong Kong.

The scale and the severity of the nationwide campaign apparently took the CCP government aback. Although the Japanese government and its provocative policies were the major targets of these protests, the CCP government’s ambiguous and mealy-mouthed stance toward Japan also stimulated a lot of anger and frustration. Facing the mounting domestic pressure, Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao, clarified for the first time China’s formal stance on Japan’s bid for the U.N. Security Council permanent membership on 17 April 2005. In a blunt statement, Premier Wen said, “only a country that respects history, takes responsibility for history and wins over the trust of peoples in Asia and the world at large can take greater responsibilities in the international community.”70 One week later, during the APEC summit meeting, Japanese Prime Minister apologized for the sufferings that Japan inflicted on other Asian countries during the World War II.71 This softening gesture temporarily cooled down the anti-Japanese sentiment in China’s cyber sphere. However, it didn’t last long. On 23 May 2005, China’s deputy Premier abruptly cut short her visit in Japan, only hours before the scheduled meeting with Prime Minister, Junichiro Koizumi. As a fence-mending trip, Wu intended to repair the simmering relations after the biggest crisis in Sino-Japanese ties in decades. But, Koizumi’s untimely reassertion about his stance on the Yasukuni shrine visit dashed any such hope. In a remark made to a parliamentary committee days earlier, he said,


Naturally, every country wants to remember and honor its war dead. It is not right for other countries to meddle and tell us how we should go about it. . . . The issue of Class A war criminals is often brought up. But remember the saying by Confucius, “condemn the offense, but pity the offender.”72



His remark and misinterpretation of Confucius’s saying closed all the doors for China’s “face-saving” diplomacy. The Sino-Japan relationship has been in a downward spiral ever since. On 17 October 2005, Koizumi paid a visit to Yasukuni shrine once again, making it an annual ritual for his administration. At a rare national press conference in March 2006, Chinese Foreign Minister Li Zhaoxing quoted a German diplomat who called Japanese Prime Minister’s visits “stupid and immoral.” When Japan officially summoned Chinese Ambassador Wang Yi the next day in Tokyo to protest the extremely undiplomatic words, Mr. Wang refused to go.73 These two big powers in East Asia have been literally in a regional Cold War since 2003. No summit meeting was held during this period. Chinese government took a tougher stance against Japan, and drastically reversed its previous policy orientation. It is debatable whether Chinese cyber nationalism movement forced the government to abandon its past approach, or the provocative behaviors by Japanese policy maker caused this deteriorating relationship. Regardless of the reason, one thing is certain: the cyber nationalists have long been advocating a tougher policy toward Japan, and they achieved their goal now.

The Beginning of the End or the End of the Beginning?

Two new features of Chinese cyber nationalism in this stage are worth noting. First, Chinese cyber nationalism completed the transformation from an ivory-tower ideology to a grassroots political movement. The cyber nationalism discussions shifted from the elite circle to the grassroots public, and the nationalism activities from sporadic online vandalism to well-organized nationwide campaigns. For example, the new form of online petition was a creative and effective strategy that virtually mixed together the elite nationalists’ advocacy, the general public’s enthusiasm, and online technology’s special features. Meanwhile, the nationalist activists formed a non-governmental national network to consult their strategies, coordinate their actions, and formulate their future objectives. Since 2000, the “Internet & Patriotism Education Symposium” has been held regularly among China’s major nationalism web sites.74 As a result, online nationalists were not satisfied with merely talking, chatting, or petitioning; instead, they were utilizing the online network to impose influence on the political agenda. For example, when the online petition against Japan’s bid for the UN Security Council membership gathered more than 40 million signatories worldwide, not only the Chinese and Japanese governments, but also the United Nations and the world community had to pay attention to this formidable online opinion. Although there was no direct correlation between the online petition and the final policy, Chinese cyber nationalists did find an innovative way to rally people’s support, keep the issue on the agenda, and force the government to take a stronger position.

Second, the maturing of Chinese cyber nationalism complicated China’s foreign policy making in general and the Sino-Japan bilateral relationship in particular. Although the salient online public opinion offered the central government some legitimate basis for its tougher policy, it nonetheless narrowed down its room for flexible diplomacy or secretive negotiation. To China and to the CCP, it was a new phenomenon, and it was the direct result of cyber sphere and cyber nationalism. After the massive demonstration in April 2005, the CCP leaders had to tighten the grip over the Internet. For one example, the Ministry of Information Industry issued a new regulation in mid-2005, requiring bloggers and owners of personal Web sites to register with the government or be forced offline.75 Moreover, users of Internet cafes were issued user identification numbers, which enabled the government to trace certain information or individual activities. As a way of self-protection, the chat room managers and forum organizers regularly deleted those messages deemed politically sensitive in their cyber sphere since mid-2005 (see Chapter 10 for an in-depth review of China’s online media order). However, Chinese cyber nationalism is not something that you can easily put back into a bottle and throw it into the sea. It has been a message imbedded in the networked new medium in China, and it will accompany China in the foreseeable future.

Here comes to the end of this historical review. It is certainly neither the end of Chinese cyber nationalism, nor the end of its evolution and transformation. In the Part One, much of the focus was to answer the research questions of “when,” “where,” “who,” and “how.” To better understand this important phenomenon, the questions of “why” and “what” were equally necessary to be explored. In the next several chapters, a comprehensive literature review was conducted on three primary concepts, namely, Chineseness, cyber public sphere, and nationalism, and three secondary concepts, Chinese nationalism, Chinese cyber sphere, and cyber nationalism. The final definition of the core concept “Chinese cyber nationalism” was given and discussed in Chapter 12.


Part Two

Definitions


Chapter 6

Chineseness


Of all the civilizations of premodern times, none appeared more advanced, none felt more superior, than that of China.

—Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (New York: Vintage Books, 1987), 4



“Chineseness,” a concept used by anthropologists, historians, sociologists, and political scientists while characterizing China, illustrates the uniqueness of Chinese as a people, a culture, a society, and a political entity.1 Meanwhile, such an all-encompassing, while convenient, concept implies the difficulties and ambiguities for scholars in their attempts to comprehend and summarize China.

For different scholars, Chineseness represents different things. According to John K. Fairbank, one of the most prestigious experts on China, an equivalent concept to Chineseness might be “culturalism,” which distinguishes Chinese civilization from other cultures as “the most successful of all systems of conservatism.”2 The distinguished Harvard professor Samuel Huntington in his classic The Clash of Civilization and the Remaking of World Order used one word—“assertiveness”—to summarize the trade-mark characteristic of Chinese civilization, as opposed to Western civilization’s “universalism,” and Muslim culture’s “militancy” tendency.3 In the eyes of political scientist Lucian Pye, China is not, and has never been a nation-state in conventional or normal sense, but rather “a civilization pretending to be a nation-state.”4 Geert Hofstede, one of the leading scholars on cross-cultural comparative studies, developed four dimensions, namely, power distance, femininity, uncertainty avoidance, and individualism, to evaluate the consequences of different cultural origins in the world.5 In the updated version of his paradigm, however, he added one more category “Long-Term Orientation vs. Short-term Orientation” to accommodate some characteristics in Chinese culture that can not be fully explained by the previous four categories.6 For most foreigners, China, with its long history, indigenous culture, mystic language, and huge population, seems more like an abstract concept than a concrete country.

Simply talking about China’s uniqueness will extend this chapter to a book length thesis. In the following sections, however, only three major areas will be discussed from the perspectives of history, ideology, and language. These characteristics of Chinese culture bear significant and special meanings on the major concepts in this research, i.e., Chinese nationalism, Chinese public sphere, and Chinese cyber nationalism.

Victors and Victims

No matter big or small, East or West, every nation and every people in the world takes pride of itself, its ancestor, its history, and its culture. It is meaningless to compare the prevalence or magnitude of this universal self-esteem custom. However, the length and pattern of one nation’s feeling of its superiority does impact its people’s collective psychology and behavior. As to Chinese people, the past glory is both a jubilant festival and an unbearable burden.

From the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.–A.D. 220), China established an empire that rivaled its approximate contemporary, the Roman Empire (27 B.C.–A.D. 476), in its reach, wealth, power and prestige.7 Since then, ethnic Chinese began to call themselves as “Han” people. Today, Chinese people with a surname “Liu” the name of Han’s royal family, are numbered a stunning 80 million. However, it is still not the largest surname in China. “Li,” the royal surname of the Tang Dynasty (A.D. 617–907)—the golden time of Chinese civilization in terms of military, economy, technology, literature and art—ranks first, with more than 95 million people (about 7.4% of the total population) belonging to the world’s largest family.8 During that time, China’s prosperity and cultural influence radiated to Japan, Korea, Southeast Asian countries, and even as far as to the Middle East and Europe through the ancient trade route of the “Silk Road.” Contrary to common people’s perception that China had been declining ever since, China actually led the world in manufacturing power and output till as late as around 1860. According to historian Paul Bairoch’s calculation, China accounted for 33.3 percent of world’s overall manufacturing output in 1800, and led the world in terms of total manufacturing output in 1860, accounted for roughly 20 percent of the overall production. As of 1900, this figure dramatically shrank to 6.2 percent, while in the same one-hundred-year time span, the share of the United Kingdom leaped from 4.3 percent to 18.5 percent and the newly born United States from 0.8 to 23.6 percent.9 It marked one of the most dramatic power shifts in human history, thanks mainly to the industrial revolution and colonizing efforts in the West.

To Chinese people, this historic decline was anything but abstract. Not to mention the treaty privileges that paralyzed Chinese government’s control over taxes, judicial rights and territory sovereignty; or the commercial penetration that destroyed China’s emerging domestic industry; or the frequent gunboat policies that justified Western powers’ covert exploitation and overt plunder, just take China’s humiliating defeat in the Yellow Sea as an example. In 1895, Qing Dynasty’s empire navy lost a decisive battle to Japan’s fleet. In that infamous Treaty of Maguan (Shimonoseki) signed on 17 April 1895, China ceded Taiwan and its surrounding islands to Japan, in addition to a package of war indemnity worth 230 million Kuping taels silver,10 an equivalence of five times of then Japan’s annual revenue.11 To Chinese elite intellectuals, such a strong sense of humiliation went one layer deeper. Japan, long regarded by Chinese gentries as an inferior culture that mainly imitated China’s Tang Dynasty, now sat on top of his master. In Chinese social norms, the relationship between the master and his student is one of the most sacred social bonds. Students should respect his teacher, just like son should obey his father’s words. Now, the master had fallen in the dirt, helplessly and miserably. The self-claimed “Kingdom in the Center” (zhong guo) had been pushed to the edge of the cliff. That imagined picture itself smashed Chinese people’s nerve and dignity. A people who lost its dignity also lost its identity. Throughout the twentieth century, Chinese people as a whole strived to regain their once glorious self-esteem.

Foreign observers have been puzzled by China’s extreme sensitiveness toward issues involving territory integrity or national sovereignty. Some attributed this type of hyper-sensitivity either to China’s “victimization complex” or to China’s “about face” cultural norm.12 Such interpretation, though makes sense to people who lack a concrete understanding about China’s history, is too simplistic and one-dimensional. Unlike the Western civilization, which in the course of its evolution had paused, revived, and shifted its center numerous times, Chinese civilization has kept its evolution pace uninterrupted and maintained its cultural center unchanged for roughly four thousand years. In other words, Western civilization is horizontal and parallel, whereas Chinese civilization is vertical and accumulative. Like a sedimentary rock, the new layer of historical sediment rests almost entirely and seamlessly on the older layers. China expert Fairbank once used a juxtaposition to vividly summarize this historical and psychological difference,


All the historic sites of four thousand years of Chinese history lie close together. For us it would be as though Moses had received the tablets on Mt. Washington, the Parthenon stood on Bunker Hill, Hannibal had crossed the Alleghenies, Caesar had conquered Ohio, Charlemagne’s crowing in the year 800 was in Chicago, and the Vatican overlooked Central park.13



If you have 200 years of history to remember, history is your slave. If you have 2,000 years history to digest, you are the slave of the history. The more glorious Chinese people felt about their culture, their ancestor, and their people, the more agonized and incompetent they felt about themselves. In short, Chinese people, for the last 150 years, have been trapped in a bottle, half filled with burning fire and half with freezing ice. They are the prisoners of their own pride. This persistent and fervent effort for national resurgence underscored all of the major events in the twentieth century, from Sun Yatsen’s 1911 republican revolution which formally, if not practically, ended China’s 2,000 years of imperial system, to Chiang Kai-shek and his Nationalist Party’s (KMT) reunifying campaign and the subsequent anti-Japanese war; from Mao Zedong and the Communist Party’s “neo-democratic revolution” to Deng Xiaoping’s “open and reform” policy adopted since 1978. They all originated in, based on, and took benefit from the gigantic desire among Chinese people to regain their dignity and identity.

Confucianism and Communism

Two of the most conventional whereas inaccurate perceptions about China involve Confucianism and Communism. The first misperception equates Confucianism with the Chinese civilization; and the second regards Chinese Communism as the legitimate descendant of the orthodox Marxism.

First of all, Confucianism was not, and has never been the only philosophical doctrine or value system in China. First articulated by Confucius some 2,500 years ago, Confucianism was formally ratified in the Han Dynasty as a system of principles to regulate the daily lives of the common people as well as the governance of the ruling body. It outlined and constituted a social and political hierarchy based on virtue, order, self-indoctrination, and cosmic harmony. “The ‘happy’ tranquility of the empire and the equilibrium of the soul,” as Max Weber explained in his book The Religion of China, the highest Confucian ideal of “tian ren he yi”, “should and could be attained only if man fitted himself into the internally harmonious cosmos.”14 Confucianism’s beliefs in hierarchy and social harmony resonated well with the imperial autocrats, who were eagerly looking for a self-sufficient and self-perpetuating system to prolong their ruling. The marriage between the Confucian doctrine and the imperial power ended hundreds of years of contests among dozens of major philosophical schools in ancient China. It also paved way for a mature civilization which was characterized by Fairbank as, “never have so few ruled for so long over so many.”15

However, those rival philosophical thoughts, such as Mohism, which promoted thrifty and respect for the working people; Daoism, which called for returning to the nature and seeking inner serenity; Legalism, which advocated ruthless prosecution and harsh punishment as the governing strategy, never totally faded away. They have existed in parallel with the Confucian doctrine and at times took the leading status under certain emperor’s ruling. Therefore, in addition to Confucianism, Mohism, Daoism, Legalism, and even Buddhism have collectively molded China’s national character. For example, it has been a well-known and widely adopted living philosophy among Chinese intellectuals that you should adopt Confucianism when at the office, and you should resort to Daoism when out of the office.16 Therefore, although Confucianism has been the most salient—and in most parts of China’s history—the official version of the codes of conduct, Chinese civilization cultivates, contains and transcends Confucianism. Even within Confucianism itself, different interpretations and different times bred various branches of sub-traditions under its common umbrella.

Second, Chinese Communism was not, and has never been the orthodox version of Communism that was developed by Marx and Engels, and amended by Lenin and Stalin. What Communism had provided China in the early twentieth century was neither a systematic philosophy nor an advanced political structure, but a much-needed and ready-to-use organizational mechanism—namely, a highly centralized, well disciplined, and revolutionary party—that could help China solidify domestic resources and resist foreign powers. Like Western democracy, Communism too is an alien ideology to China. Marx and Engels, in their life time, had never been to China. Ironically, they only mentioned China while arguing that in those undeveloped and un-awakened countries like China, true proletariat revolution could never be realized.17

Such a negligence from the Communism founding fathers by no means discouraged earlier Chinese revolutionaries. Communism theories, or more precisely, the label of “Communism”, satisfied those ardent nationalists’ desire to catch up with, or even leap over those Western powers. If “Communism” was allegedly to be the most modern and most advanced design for future society where everybody in the world would eventually end up with, China had to make this short-cut to shorten its racing distance. Chairman Mao’s disastrous “Great Leap Forward” movement in 1958 was another telling evidence of such a catch-up-with-the-rest-of-the-world mindset. In that event, the motive of radically accelerating China’s pace of industrialization was more about regaining China’s dignity, a purely nationalistic sentiment, than about materializing Marx’s hypotheses. As Samuel Huntington once pointed out,


In some communist countries, like China, an ideology was superimposed on a single preexisting, well-established nationality. In similar but reverse fashion, it could be removed without destroying the basis of national identity: the Chinese could stop being communist and not stop being Chinese.18



He was right on the target. If China could use one imported ideology to accomplish various historical tasks, such as defeating Japanese invasion in 1945, winning the civil war in 1949, waging the brutal anti-Rightist campaign in 1957, advocating the Cultural Revolution in 1966, initiating the “Open and reform” policy in 1978, then there is only one possible explanation. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in particular and Chinese people in general has never treated this made-in-Germany theory—Communism—seriously. In short, what makes Marxism and Communism look attractive to early Chinese nationalists was not their philosophical ends, but their operational means.

Of course, Communism and Chinese traditions shared some common philosophical grounds which eased the pain of this superficial transplant. For example, Marxism’s dialectics materialism fit well with China’s Daoism philosophical construct which emphasizes the everlasting confrontation and convergence between Yin and Yang. Marx’s anti-religion stance coincides with China’s tradition of atheism and secularism. Moreover, the calling for equality had been the recurring theme in China’s cyclical peasant rebellions over its history. “Class struggle,” at the first sight, seems to be a reasonable and convincing talking point to Chinese people’s subconsciousness.

If, as argued above, Confucianism and Communism could not explain all of China’s current policy, behavior, and mindset, then what should be the signature values for Chinese people when it comes to those vital issues, such as peace and war? In terms of the civilizational uniqueness, two characteristics in Chinese culture stand out as the defining features. They are ancestor-worship and Chinese-style pragmatism.

Although most cultures in the world respect their ancestors, unlike China, few, if any, turn this respect into a religion. Most Chinese people, till today, regard themselves the common offspring of two ancient clan families: Yan and Huang, which, according to the historical record and fairy tales, inhibited in central China some 8,000 years ago. Such a symbolic rhetoric has been the most appealing and most sacred group-identity among Chinese people which transcends time, space, and political belief. After examining China’s culture and the “religions” of Confucianism and Daoism, Max Weber concluded that in China, “above all, there was no independent religious forces to develop a doctrine of salvation or an autonomous ethic and education.” Nonetheless, the one pseudo-religion that was prescribed by the state and willingly abided by the masses was “the belief in the power of ancestral spirits and its cult”.19 In contrast to the rest of the world in which most religious people believe in the existence of a supernatural deity (Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, etc.), “the early Chinese had no creation myth and no creator-lawgiver out of this world, no first cause, not even a Big Bang.”20 Confucianism, which promoted the harmonious cosmic order and its natural hierarchy of superior-inferior relationships, actually developed its major rationale from the basic family relationships: youngster should respect the elder, son should respect father, wife should respect husband, etc. On top of this respect pyramid was the virtue and wisdom of the common ancestors who set the principles for both people’s daily lives and the criteria of governance. In this regard, Confucianism was the maximum crystallization of such an ancestor-worshiping culture, and eventually magnified and institutionalized this tradition.

The Chinese-style pragmatism, another distinct character of Chinese culture, was in some way derived from the Chinese secularism and naturalism. Since there is no God, no original sin, no afterlife, Chinese people are more concerned with and more interested in family harmony, self-relaxation, and present happiness. For example, the Daoism, one of China’s so-called “religions,” actually teaches people how to seek spiritual superiority and physical longevity through dieting and meditation. Qi Gong, a popular breathing exercise that can prevent various diseases and improve people’s strength, has been but one of Daoism practitioners’ discoveries. Similarly, although Buddhism was introduced into China sometime around the turn of the first century, it has never burgeoned to a full-fledged religion as happened in other Asian areas, such as in Thailand and Burma. Instead, a Chinese-version of Buddhism—Chan Zong—was developed by Chinese followers around 600 A.D. and evolved as a philosophy distinct from the original Buddhism doctrine. In Chan Zong, there is no doctrine to recite, no icon to worship, even no temple for the followers. All lies in people’s self-enlightening, internal-revelation, and enjoyment of the present life. Such Chinese-style pragmatism could also be found in CCP’s adoption, implementation, and revision of Communism theory and doctrines. With regard to foreign policy issues, pragmatism always leads to flexibility, long-term strategies, and persistent pursuit of influence.

Writing Is Believing

Much has been said about the “built-in ambiguity” of Chinese language which uses ideographic characters rather than phonetic alphabets to convey meanings.21 Some argued that such a language system prohibits logical reasoning and technical innovations, whereas others suggested that ideographic writings actually help people develop their potentials. Good or bad, language is a central element of any culture or civilization. Language is always the first thing we have direct impression about another culture. However, it is also proved to be the last portion of culture for foreigners to fully grasp. Chinese happens to be one of the most difficult languages in the world language family.

Chinese is not a single language, but a language family that contains several major sub-languages and dozens of dialects. Like the Romance language family which includes French, Spanish, Italian and Romanian, Chinese language family has Cantonese (Guangdong Province & Hong Kong), Shanghai hua (Shanghai and surrounding areas), Fukienese (Fujian Province), Dongbei hua (Heilongjiang, Jilin, and Liaoning Provinces), and others. Without some training and experiences, speakers of these Chinese sub-languages can not understand each other. The only way they can orally communicate with each other is to speak Mandarin, the official Chinese language built on Beijinger’s pronunciation and the northern China’s vocabulary system. When a Shanghai person talks with a Guangdong person through Mandarin, it is as if a Frenchman uses English to talk with an Italian. In addition to these major sub-languages, almost every province has its own distinct dialect. The differences among dialects are not as dramatic as that of sub-languages, but still sufficient enough for an experienced traveler to distinguish the origin of the speaker. However, in writing form, the whole picture is much clearer. Because Chinese is not alphabetic, its writing does not reflect differences and changes in speech. Two speakers of different sub-languages may not understand what they hear, but they almost certainly will understand what they write.

Moreover, until the earlier twentieth century, the spoken Chinese and the written Chinese had used two totally different vocabulary systems. The written Chinese that was used by all of the intellectuals and officials in early twentieth century had largely remained the same as the language used by Confucius some 2,500 years ago. Unlike scriptures written in ancient Egyptian, Hebrew, Babylonian, or Sanskrit, which usually require a well-trained professional to interpret the meaning, a school-age Chinese boy can read and understand, albeit vaguely, what Confucius wrote two and half millenniums ago. Not until the New Culture Movement started in 1919, did the Chinese written language and the spoken language begin to merge together. However, the written communication in China had been, and is still regarded as more sincere and respectful than spoken communication.

Among all the civilizations in human history, Chinese civilization is the only one that has uninterruptedly chronicled its every step in the three-thousand-year long journey. From an astronomical mystery happened in Zhou Dynasty (1500 B.C.) to an empire-wide census conducted in Qin Dynasty (221 B.C.–206 B.C.); from a misconduct of a Jin Dynasty emperor to a heroic protest staged by a Tang Dynasty prime minister; from the annual harvest, to every year’s government revenue; from the biography of every major official, to the funeral eulogy of a great poet, China’s official historians recorded in great detail the rise and fall of every kingdom, month by month, year by year, and dynasty by dynasty. They literally turned the ancestor-worship tradition into a record-keeping habit. Moreover, to facilitate the recording and disseminating of official documents, Chinese scientists accomplished two of the greatest inventions in human communication history—paper and printing.22 These two inventions were so crucial in changing people’s thinking pattern and a civilization’s evolution path. For example, some scholars argued that the abundance and well-preservation of historical records and philosophical thoughts in written form actually hindered future Chinese intellectuals’ development of logical reasoning and innovative spirit. In contrast, medieval Europe’s lack of paper and printed books forced intellectuals to expound, challenge, and redefine those political and philosophical issues in speech, instead of mere reciting what the old masters had to say.23

In China, in terms of both practical convenience and historical tradition, it is fair to say that writing is believing. The common culture and common history in the written Chinese melted away the barriers installed due to the different pronunciations in the spoken Chinese. Moreover, communicating in written form is considered more formal, hence more serious than just talking with each other, especially regarding political or common-concerned issues.

Implications of Chineseness

The above discussions on China’s “Victor and Victim” complex, the issues of Confucianism and Communism, and the characteristics of Chinese language shed some important light on the following understandings.

First, unless China has risen to a position glorious enough for Chinese people to erase the humiliating nightmare and to face proudly up to their ancestors, nationalism will be the overwhelming central theme in Chinese people’s rhetorical appeal, psychological mindset, and political reactions. The government, be it Communist or Capitalist, might utilize this underground flame from time to time, but it can never extinguish it.

Second, although Chinese-style pragmatism implies rationalism, it doesn’t naturally lead to or guarantee rationalism, at least by the Western definition or standards. Both Chinese-style pragmatism and Western-style rationalism call for the calculated decision-making based on facts, logic and power balance. However, Chinese pragmatism focuses more on the result of the decision-making, whereas Western rationalism more on the process of the decision-making. The strong sentiment of nationalistic feelings contradicts directly with Chinese people’s pragmatic thinking and behavioral pattern. This contradiction is evident in the inner struggle within the nationalists’ circle and in the conflict between the government and the nationalist groups over the strategies and tactics on foreign policy issues.

Third, China’s ancestor-worship tradition, Confucianism’s emphasis on family values, coupled with China’s long history and common culture, provide the foundation, expectation and motivation for people to communicate among family, colleagues, and other social networks. Specifically, the communication-via-writing cultural background makes a big craze in China of any new communication technology that can increase the speed of writing, expand the reach of written documents, and facilitate the communication among different sub-language groups. From the invention of paper, printing, to the fast adoption of Internet technology, China has kept on the same “writing is believing” momentum.

These features of Chineseness will underscore and guide many of the discussions on Chinese nationalism and Chinese cyber-sphere in the following chapters.


Chapter 7

Cyber Public Sphere


If men are to remain civilized or to become so, the art of associating together must grow and improve in the same ratio in which the equality of conditions is increased.

—Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 1835, p. 138



What makes Jürgen Habermas’s construct of “public sphere” so persistently attractive among historians, sociologists, philosophers and communication scholars lies in the simplicity of the concept and the complexity of the context.1 By using a single concept, Habermas intended to summarize and explain the grand social and political changes taking place in the eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe, a period so important that it literally shaped subsequent human history. Although he built up the theoretical construct of bourgeois public sphere mainly on the basis of capitalism development in Western Europe, his major envisions about politics, communication, and the role of civil society have resonated worldwide and triggered comprehensive debates among varying academic disciplines.2

According to Habermas, a genuine public sphere should have the following common features. First, the focus of the discussion in the public sphere is on issues of common concern to the public. Second, such a place or sphere is equally accessible to all who may be interested in those issues or may be influenced by those issues. Third, the proceeding of this communicative action is based on rational-critical deliberation. Fourth, the deliberation itself is subject to normative standard of evaluation. In other words, the merit of argument will be solely judged on the validity and rationality of the communication, rather than on the identity of the speaker or the decision from an arbiter.3

The advent of another round of communication technology revolution in the late twentieth century has not only rekindled Habermas’s ideal model of public sphere, but also extended its domain to a virtual public sphere. Just like printing technology triggered the nuclear fission of knowledge in Europe some 500 years ago, online technology elevated people’s communication capability to a timeless, boundariless, and almost limitless realm. Never before can so many people communicate with each other in such fast time, across such far distance, and at such cheap cost. Inevitably, the interactive nature of online communication, the decentralized structure of cyberspace, and the growing accessibility of online technology have prompted scholars from various disciplines to proclaim the arrival of a new era of political communication.4

The Origin and Disintegration of the Bourgeois Public Sphere

Since the German inventor Johannes Gutenberg first introduced the printing technology that entailed the use of movable metal type, oil-based ink, and wooden hand press around 1450s,5 every scientific discovery, new political thought, or innovative religious belief seemed to be instantly magnified or revolutionized. Though it is difficult for current researchers to estimate a reliable number of books printed in the first fifty years of the industrial printing, some set this figure as high as “more than nine million books.”6 The mass copies of printed books helped disseminated the social and scientific discoveries, as well as the ancient Greek philosophies that had been intentionally disguised by the medieval theocracies. Moreover, “to consult different books it was no longer so essential to be a wandering scholar,”7 a fact directly engendered an invisible college of scientists. The wide circulation of printed books also increased the literacy rate in Europe. For example, “in the town of Durham, England, around 1570 only 20 percent of all people were literate, but by 1630 the figure had climbed to 47 percent.”8 The proliferation of knowledge, a large group of literate people, and a fast industrializing society drew the curtain for the Enlightenment movement.

By the end of the seventeenth century, West Europe was on the eve of a series of gigantic social and political revolutions. Ever since Sir Francis Bacon (1561–1627) declared that knowledge is power and it can be mastered by human beings, the European class of merchants, lawyers, professionals, scientists and artisans challenged existing doctrines from nearly every possible angle. Galileo’s (1564–1642) telescope discovered motions of the planets and proved the inadequacy of traditional ideas about the universe. In 1687, Isaac Newton (1642–1727) published his Principia setting forth the basic, simple, general principles of all motion. Such scientific discoveries and the proliferation of this scientific knowledge accelerated the religious reformation movements which eventually ended the Christian unity in the West and bred the advent of modern nation-states. Meanwhile, the navigational expeditions yielded unprecedented discoveries, wealth, and expectations for the host countries. The colonial expansion brought considerable Western dominance over a variety of peoples and cultures. It opened up a global market which paved the way for Western merchants and their manufactured goods to control those new found lands. The agricultural changes, commercialism, and increased manufacturing productivity not only produced a rapidly growing population in the West, but also created an increasingly prosperous and ambitious middle class—the bourgeoisies.9

The feudal monarchy and the aristocracy that had defined Western politics for hundreds of years eclipsed in the face of growing economic and ethical challenges posed by middle-class revolutionaries. Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), in his realistic political survey Leviathan, presented a highly materialistic and mechanistic view of humanity and political reality. Hobbes, in contrast to the dominant religious indoctrinations, argued that human beings are rational machines living in a competitive market jungle. Each individual is like a self-directed and self-interested atom trying to maximize its power, wealth, and influence through a rational bargaining process. John Locke (1632–1704), instead, painted a rosier picture about human nature, market society, and political ethics. His emphasis on those inalienable rights of life, liberty, and possession of property (Thomas Jefferson replaced “property” with “the pursuit of happiness” in the Declaration of Independence for the United States) justified the emerging middle-class’s pursuit of political power. His political principles of constitutionalism, majority rule, individualism, and representative government provided bourgeois class the much-needed rhetoric and a series of systematic democratic theories. Thus, the rule of the few or the rule of the nobles had been changed to the rule of the people and the rule of law.10

It was against these social and political backdrops that Jürgen Habermas’s “ideal” and “stylized” model of bourgeois public sphere came into being.11 The public sphere, according to Habermas, is


the sphere of private people come together as a public; they soon claimed the public sphere regulated from above against the public authorities themselves, to engage them in a debate over the general rules governing relations in the basically privatized but publicly relevant sphere of commodity exchange and social labor. The medium of this political confrontation was peculiar and without historical precedent: people’s public use of their reason.12



The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere was originally published in German in 1962. Habermas’s motivation to present such “a historical-sociological account of the emergence, transformation, and disintegration of the bourgeois public sphere”13 derived from not so much the desire to rebuild a perfect past as the disenchantment with German’s liberal welfare society in the 1950s. As a social and political phenomenon, bourgeois public sphere took shape in the particular historical circumstances of a developing market economy in which emerging middle-class existed as a revolutionary power rather than a status quo power. However, such preconditions had diminished by the end of nineteenth century when the state and civil society began to merge and intermingle with each other. The disappearance of the private sphere and the penetration of highly commercialized mass media had eroded and diluted both the means and the ends of political discussion. In Habermas’s words,


The sounding board of an educated stratum tutored in the public use of reason has been shattered; the pubic is split apart into minorities of specialists who put their reason to use nonpublicly and the great mass of consumers whose receptiveness is public but uncritical. Consequently, it completely lacks the form of communication specific to a public.14



According to Habermas’s argument, one salient yet disappointing result of this degradation of public discussion is the loss of the real “public opinion.” As the constitutional basis for a representative democracy, public opinion should be formed upon the critical-rational public discussions on widely concerned issues. In contrast, in a manipulated and commercialized public sphere, public opinion is no longer the identifiable result of the public itself. It has been substituted by the concepts such as “public opinion research,” “publicity,” or “public relations practice.” Meanwhile, “the press and broadcast media serve less as organs of public information and debate than as technologies for managing consensus and promoting consumer culture.”15 Stripped of the major feature as “public” opinion, it turns into a form of “mass opinion”—“a product of a communication process among masses that is neither bound by the principles of public discussion nor concerned with political domination.”16 As a result, the public sphere disintegrated.

Cyber Sphere as a Real Public Sphere

Simply put, the public sphere is a space, a process, an institution, and a mandate. A genuine public sphere is a space accessible to all the public in a society but independent from both state control and economic power. Within this sphere, participants engage in public, rational, and critical discussions that help form the public opinion. The results of the discourses will be judged by the merit or the validity of the argument rather than by manipulation, coercion, or social status. The success of a public sphere will be evaluated by both the quantity and the quality of the discussions.

Although Habermas has revised some of his arguments since the first edition of his classic monograph, the core features of this theoretical model of the bourgeois public sphere can be summarized into the following nine characteristics.17 They are:

Inclusiveness. People in the public sphere “preserved a kind of social intercourse that, far from presupposing the equality of status, disregarded status altogether. The tendency replaced the celebration of rank with a tact befitting equals.”18

Accessibility. “The public sphere of civil society stood or fell with the principle of universal access. A public sphere from which specific groups would be eo ipso excluded was less than merely incomplete, it was not a public sphere at all.”19 “The issues discussed became ‘general’ not merely in their significance, but also in their accessibility: everyone had to be able to participate”20 (italic in original);

Autonomy. In the public sphere, “economic dependencies also in principle had no influence. Laws of the market were suspended as were laws of the state.”21

Rationality. “The medium of this political confrontation was peculiar and without historical precedent: people’s public use of their reason.”22

Interactivity. “The degree to which an opinion is a public opinion is measured by the following standard: the degree to which it merges from the intraorganizational public sphere constituted by the public of the organization’s members and how much the intraorganizational public sphere communicates with the external one formed in the publicist interchange, via the mass media, between societal organizations and state institutions.”23

Criticalness. The public sphere “was established as a sphere of criticism of public authority”24 and “the degree of the public sphere’s development was measured by the state of the confrontation between government and press.”25

Commonness. In the public sphere, “discussion within such a public presupposed the problematization of areas that until then had not been questioned. The domain of ‘common concern’ which was the object of public critical attention. . . . became in principle generally accessible.”26

Privacy. In the public sphere, “private people interpreted their new form of existence which was indeed based on the liberal relationship between public and private spheres. The experience of privacy made possible literary experimentation with the psychology of the humanity common to all, with the abstract individuality of the natural person.”27

Social Integration. The public sphere offers “specific institutional power that had ensured the interconnectedness of sociable contacts as the substratum of public communication.”28 “The importance of the public sphere lies in its potential as a mode of social integration.”29

These nine features were drawn from Habermas’s original conceptualization of the public sphere. It is not a universal summary, nor is it an exhaustive one. However, it provides a much more applicable check-list for communication scholars to compare and evaluate different political realities against different cultural or historical backgrounds.

Most of Habermas’s definitions and descriptions of public sphere were based on the eighteenth century West Europe bourgeois sphere where the printing technology and printed publications were the defining medium for public discourse. Compared to the printing-age public sphere and the subsequent broadcasting-age public sphere, the current online sphere, though still at its juvenile stage, demonstrated much more potential than its predecessors as a true candidate for a genuine public sphere. A one-by-one comparison of the nine public sphere characteristics certainly verified this impression.

Inclusiveness: The ideal public sphere calls for the inclusiveness of all the public without discrimination. It was obviously not the case in eighteenth century Europe. Only those well-educated, “privileged” though less “noble” property-owner group had the means and desire to engage in critical-rational discussions on political issues. At best, this was a small group of elite reading public. Commercialized mass media in the twentieth century, especially the maturation of radio and television industry, broke down much of the social and economic barriers segregating the civic society. In the past decade, the fast-changing online technology has dramatically lowered the cost of online communication. It took roughly four years for the Internet technology to reach its 50 millionth user, whereas it took television thirteen years, and radio forty years. More significantly, online sphere has been the only affordable medium in history that individuals can establish their own platform, be it a self-monitored blog site or a chat room discussion thread.30 Research also showed that Internet has tremendous potential to achieve greater social and political equity for those minority people and marginalized users.31

Accessibility: The ideal public sphere requires universal accessibility. In eighteenth century’s London, however, “only men were admitted to coffeehouse society.”32 The bourgeois public sphere at that time only opened its door to the “elegant world.” The mass media development in twentieth century lowered the access threshold for the general public. In all the developed countries and most of the developing countries, televisions sets and radios are the most frequently used media commodities for general public. The ongoing information revolution is still on its way to stretch its antenna to every corner of the world. Nonetheless, the evidence around the world has supported a moderately optimistic perspective regarding online sphere’s global proliferation.33

Autonomy: A genuine public sphere should be autonomous from both state control and economic interests. Although restricted and sometimes censored by the aristocratic government, the public sphere in West Europe some 200 years ago was exposed, to a lesser degree, to the economic vested interests than its counterpart in late twentieth century.34 As a result, the commercialized public sphere “developed into an arena infiltrated by power in which, by means of topic selection and topical contributions, a battle is fought not only over influence but over the control of communication flows that affect behavior while their strategic intentions are kept hidden as much as possible.”35 Online public sphere faces the similar type of challenge from the political front and the economic front. However, the globally connected networks have made such an intervention much more difficult, if not totally impossible.36

Rationality: Although Habermas emphasized the “rationality” or “rationalism” in the process of public opinion formation, this concept has never been practically defined. Considering the normally well-educated participants in club, salon, and reading clubs, combined with the general enlightenment social spirit in the eighteenth century, the emerging bourgeois class had more interests in and more gains from promoting the discussions based on logic and reason. Online public sphere revived people’s expectation for the rational-critical discussions. Such an intellectual rationalism yielded to commercialism and marketing politics in the twentieth century. In Habermas’s word, “The public sphere in the world of letters was replaced by the pseudo-public or sham-private world of culture consumption.”37 However, some research suggested that such an expectation may not be easily realized on the online sphere.38

Interactivity: It needs to be clarified that Habermas never defined the discourse in the public sphere to be a face-to-face one. In contrast, he highlighted repeatedly the interpersonal writing correspondence was an integral part of the critical communication.39 In late eighteenth century, correspondence among the elite public, either verbal or written, was pretty frequent than later times. The television and radio, though brought the vivid image to people’s living room, deprived the audience’s opportunity to argue, to response, or to disagree. However, the emerging online medium fundamentally altered this trend. Interactivity has been regarded as the hallmark of online communication.40 Short-messaging service, e-mail service, and instant online feedback function, all these new developments have elevated online interactive communication easily to an unprecedented level.

Criticalness: The criticalness of public sphere discourse to a large extent relies on the autonomy of the medium. Besides that, the civic awareness of the participants also contributes to individual’s critical spirit. In late eighteenth century, bourgeois class was a revolutionary social and political force. For them, criticalness was not only a demographic trademark, but also a political necessity. The intermingling trend of state and society in the social welfare states diluted the confrontational momentum from the public. Both the target and aspiration of the critical discourse were lost. Some scholars claim, that through returning part of the communicative venue to the public, the online sphere may have the potential to stimulate individual’s civic awareness and social group’s critical responsibility.41

Commonness: In the genuine public sphere, the discussion topic should be of common concern and of general significance to the whole public. In the eighteenth century Europe, however, this common concern only derived from, and mostly referred to, the private property and the propertied middle class – the bourgeoisie. When John Locke argued that the “majority” can rule without a self-perpetuating sovereignty, his majority didn’t even include the massive laboring class.42 The commercialized mass media model in twentieth century expanded its “majority” realm to a much wider spectrum. Still, according to Habermas, the general mass existed mostly in the form of passive consumers, rather than active agenda-initiators.43 However, online public sphere enables common people to raise their private concern to a public domain, though no guarantee of its eventual publicity.44

Privacy: According to Habermas, no public sphere would be possible if people’s private sphere can not be fully protected. For example, in the eighteenth century German table societies, “its sphere of publicity had still to rely on secrecy; its public, even as a public, remained internal.”45 The highly commercialized mass media in twentieth century obviously made impossible any true privacy issue in the public domain. The omnipresent state power, on the other hand, penetrated into every corner of person’s private life. From this perspective, the anonymity capability provided by online communication and online technology, though still too early to tell, offers a slight leverage for the private citizen over governmental power and media scrutiny.46 However, some researchers caution that what online technology provides is anonymity, but not confidentiality or unreachability.47

Social Integration: The political discourse itself, according to Habermas, is a process of social integration. The public sphere is “made up of private people gathered together as a public and articulating the needs of society with the state.”48 The earlier bourgeois public sphere did serve as a consolidating platform that initiated the strong wave of political grouping and political movements. But as mass media began promoting political issues as a commodity, people’s cynicism, suspicion, and distrust toward politics drove them out of the public sphere. Mass media’s focus on episodic as opposed to thematic reporting, on politician’s private life instead of their policy position, and on horserace-like campaign coverage alienated the public.49 In contrast, online communication and online community have exhibited a promising capability to cultivate and reinforce social integration.50 For example, some scholars found that heavy Internet use is associated with increased participation in voluntary organization and politics.51 Others also suggested that online communication and Internet press help strengthen social ties among ethnic groups or Chinese diasporas.52

It needs to note that judged by Habermas’s own definition, the bourgeois public sphere in the eighteenth century was less qualified to be called a genuine public sphere. As far as the nine characteristics are concerned, the online public sphere emerging in late twentieth century literally paints a much brighter picture for the future public sphere development than the previous printing-age and broadcasting-age public sphere. However, some communication researchers cautioned that the increasing control of cyber sphere by state and corporate interests, a lack of rational and critical communication environment, and the digital gap among different strata of social groups hindered online sphere to become a genuine public sphere.53

“One cannot not communicate,” as declared by the Palo Alto school of communication scholars.54 In the entire human history, people consistently create new communication technologies, such as paper, writing, printing, television, online communication, etc. In the meantime, less noticeably, people themselves have been recreated by these communication creations. The printing technology and print media literally cultivated, facilitated, and bolstered the formation of bourgeois public sphere. Similarly, the advent of another round of communication technology revolution in late twentieth century has not only rekindled Habermas’s ideal model of public sphere, but also extended its domain to a virtual online public sphere. Some evidence even suggests that this new type of online communication sphere may very well be the “real public sphere” that has ever existed.

In 1835, young Alexis de Tocqueville proclaimed in Democracy in America,


Among the laws that rule human societies, there is one which seems to be more precise and clear than all others. If men are to remain civilized or to become so, the art of associating together must grow and improve in the same ratio in which the equality of conditions is increased.55



If this statement was true for the earlier print media era of 1835, then it must be much more revealing now in a world penetrated with the networking communication technology.


Chapter 8

Nationalism


The great, but valid, paradox is this: nations can be defined only in terms of the age of nationalism, rather than, as you might expect, the other way round.

—Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, 1983, p.55



Nationalism is in the limelight once again. As a formidable political ideology and social movement, nationalism experienced ebbs and flows in the past several hundred years of world history. Nonetheless, it has never faded away since it jumped onto the world political stage. It surely will be staying there and playing an important role for a long time, if not indefinitely.

Although nationalism scholars have contested on many components of this important concept, most tend to agree that either as a mature ideology or as a conscious movement, the first appearance of nationalism in West Europe coincided with a series of historical occurrences, including the collapse of the political dominance by theocratic and monarchic entity, the Enlightenment movement, the spread of the idea of public sovereignty, the formation of modern industrial society, the cyclical interstate wars, and the advent of mass communication technology.1 It is hard to tell, though, whether nationalism was the by-product of those parallel developments or was the catalyst for them. The next round of nationalism movements in Europe brought about two destructive World Wars in the twentieth century which broke down many old empires and at the same time gave birth to many more sovereign nations. Such a trend quickly spread to the rest of the world which eventually triggered the decolonization and self-determination movement in Asia and Africa. The subsequent Cold War, which “fought” between two camps of ideological rivals for more than forty years, seemingly overshadowed, at least temporarily, the nationalism current. However, the demon was once again out of the bottle after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1991. Nationalism quickly filled the ideological void left by Communism in those former Soviet states and its former Eastern Europe satellite states. Meanwhile, in Asia as well as in South America, the economic miracles and new communication technology not only engendered prosperous societies, but also cultivated people with firm and determined nationalistic stance. It seems every time when the old dominant world system collapsed, no matter whether this system is a one power domination pattern, or a two-power check-and-balance structure, or simply a chaotic disorder,2 people resort to nationalist appeal as the repositioning and re-identifying strategy.

What is nationalism then? The short answer is: it depends. For example,


• It depends on how you define nation—is it a historical product, a cultural development or a political consequence?

• It depends on how you determine the origin of nations—is it ethnicity, religion, culture, tradition, language, territory, or people’s imagination that creates a nation?

• It depends on from which ideological stance you draw the picture of nationalism—is it modernism, functionalism, Marxism, liberalism, or postmodernism?

• It depends on from which historical background and reference frame you abstract the concept—is it Euro-centric, Asia-centric, or America-centric?



It depends, above all, on the particular historical stage that shapes the scholar’s visions, minds, and perspective. Anthony Smith, one of the most renowned scholars on nationalism, characterizes the difficulties of studying nationalism this way,


Methodologically, nationalism presents great difficulties of definition, classification and explanation; it involves a vast historical and geographical field, requires knowledge of several languages, familiarity with many events, customs and sentiments, and an empathy with various situations and problems of identity. And there is no agreement even on basic definitions.3



Difficult or not, the topic regarding nationalism is too significant to be put aside. In the following sections, three major research questions on nationalism will be revisited and reevaluated in the wake of new communication technology and new political reality. First of all, what is the origin or what are the origins of nationalism? The truth about the study of nationalism is that it is much easier to describe nationalism than to define it. However, without knowing the historical and functional genesis of this social phenomenon, no description will be meaningful or useful. Based on the previous theoretical approaches, the orientation of nationalism will be scrutinized from the angles of history, economy, culture, politics, and ideology, respectively. Second, what are the defining characteristics of nationalism? Every nation’s nationalism bears its own birthmark and indigenous characters. The purpose of this chapter is not to exhaust those particularities, but to abstract those few commonalities. Only those practically visible and politically influential factors will be summarized and analyzed. Third, what are the inherent weaknesses of nationalism research and how can nationalism scholars possibly overcome those loopholes? The depth, scope, and enormity of this social and political phenomenon have posed a daunting task for every scholar who wants to unveil its mysterious face. No matter how well prepared or how specialized a scholar is, he/she is the prisoner of his/her specialty. To examine some possible stereotypes in the nationalism scholarship direct the study closer to its final target.

Origin of Nationalism

The origin of everything in the world is both an interesting and challenging question. The origin of nationalism is no exception. Instead of attributing the initial formation of nationalism to any single historical event, or any technology invention, or any ideological thought, a multiple-path approach will be taken to systematically reconstruct the most likely time, place, participants, and logic of this political ideology and social movement.

Nationalism: A Historical/Economic Consequence

British psychologist William Bloom analogized people’s development of ego-consciousness with nation’s formation of group-consciousness.4 This observation highlighted the major understanding among nationalism scholars that nationalism is a historical consequence. Hans Kohn, one of the so-called “twin founding fathers”5 of nationalism research, asserted that nationalism is not a natural phenomenon, nor is it a product of eternal or natural laws. Instead, nationalism came into being,


only through the effects of an historical development which, by education, economic interdependence, and corresponding political and social institutions, bring about the integration of the masses and their identification with a body far too great for any concrete experience.6



Although Western Europe in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries was in many ways a poor candidate for great new dynamism as compared to other contemporary civilizations, the political divide among regional governments, religious reformation movement and constant intrastate conflicts fermented an atmosphere for changes on various fronts. The printing revolution in early modern Europe ushered the expansion of literacy and the spread of each vernacular language as a cohesive force for shared cultural community.7 The frequent interactions and communications among different cultural or political entities reinforced people’s social consciousness and affiliation with an individual whereas distinct community. This group-consciousness strived toward creating homogeneity within the group, a conformity and common loyalty which led to and facilitated concerted action. One of the leading nationalism scholars Ernest Gell-ner summarized those historical factors this way,


Constant occupational changes, reinforced by the concern of most jobs with communications, the manipulation of meaning rather than the manipulation of things, makes for at least a certain kind of social equality or diminished social distance, and the need for a standardized, effectively shared medium of communication. These factors underlie both modern egalitarianism and nationalism.8



However, nationalism scholars disagreed on which nation was the first birth place for such a sovereign community. Some argued such a unique form of social consciousness that based on “an image of a sovereign community of fundamentally equal members” first emerged in England in the early sixteenth century and hence spread to the rest of the world.9 Some tended to believe that the French revolutions in seventeenth and eighteenth centuries opened the new page for nationalism as a clear appealing and mobilizing force.10 During these grassroots movements, people pledged their allegiance based on the willingness to belong to one common community instead of on ethnic, religious, language, or racial factors. Some traced the roots of nationalism to the unique conditions of modern industrial society in Western Europe with its mobility, equality, commercialism, and military state modernization. The industrial society was not only “the first society to invent the concept and ideal of progress, of continuous improvement,” but also the most successful to “break down the segments of the traditional order so as to create a common culture capable of integrating all citizens.”11 Some further linked nationalism with the process of colonialism, imperialism and de-colonization and argued that the emergence and spread of nationalist ideas were not the result of calculated design, but the result of historical evolution.12

However different, all these nationalism scholars actually belong to one dominant academic paradigm—the modernism school of thought. It proclaims that nation and nationalism are recent and novel, and both are the product of modernization and the conditions of modernity. Whether ethnocentric or not, the industrial revolution and modernization process in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries did fundamentally change people’s perception about the world, about other peoples, and about themselves. Such a new mindset proliferated to the rest of the world following the footsteps of Western voyagers, merchants, and colonizers. Nationalism, from this point of view, is surely a historical consequence.

Nationalism: A Cultural/Ethnical Consequence

Although nationalism is rooted in cultural factors, it always outgrows and outreaches its cultural bases. Nationalism embraces almost all the cultural attributes, such as common ancestors, languages, customs, traditions, religions, memories, etc. However, very few types of nationalism in the world actually possess all of them. For example, many modern nations, including the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, etc., were founded by immigrants who brought with them a wide variety of cultural origins. The nationalism attributes of common ancestors with the same blood were replaced by the “founding fathers” with a common belief. This can be applied to other cultural factors, such as language, traditions, religions, too. For example, there are some 8,000 different languages in the world.13 However, only about 200 nations now enjoy the legitimacy and entitlement as sovereign political entities. Similarly, religion can help strengthen or weaken the bond within a nation or across nations. But, religious appeal is different from, and may never be compatible with, the nationalism sentiment.

To classify the distinctive functions of different types of cultural origins, nationalism scholars have developed several conceptual schemes. The civic/ethnic and West/East dichotomies are among the widely disputed paradigms.14 According to this civic/ethnic definition, nationalism in Western Europe and the United States has been categorized as the civic nationalism, whereas nationalism in Eastern Europe and Asia has been defined as the ethnic type. Civic nationalism, which mainly based on enlightenment ideas of liberty and equality, is more progressive, inclusive, and thus civic-oriented. In contrast, ethnic nationalism is derived mainly from ethnographic foundations and ethnic characteristics. It is race and blood-based, exclusive, and has the danger to become the totalitarian type of nationalism (such as the Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, and Militarist Japan in the 1930s). Inevitably, this overly simplified classification drew a lot criticism. For example, some critics stated, that “every nationalism contains civic and ethnic elements in varying degrees and different forms. Sometimes civic and territorial elements predominate; at other times it is the ethnic and vernacular components that are emphasized.”15 In a multinational public opinion survey conducted across fifteen European countries, scholars challenged this civic/ethnic definition of nationalism by comparing people’s perceptions and attitudes toward many nationalism-related issues. They found no conclusive evidence to support such a dichotomous distinction.16

Harvard Professor Stanley Hoffmann categorizes nationalism into five types, namely the ethnic nationalism (bad), religious nationalism (combustible), cultural nationalism (less bellicose), territorial-traditional nationalism (milder and varying), and universalistic nationalism (ideal model).17 Expanded from the dichotomous civic/ethnic definition, Hoffmann’s categorization, though more flexible, was not mutually exclusive. Another Harvard Professor Samuel Huntington put the nationalism discussion against a much broader cultural backdrop. Although he acknowledges that the modern nation-states remain the principal actors in current world affairs, “in this new world, local politics is the politics of ethnicity; global politics is the politics of civilizations. The rivalry of the superpowers is replaced by the clash of civilizations.”18 However, some critics argued that, theoretically and empirically, it is much more difficult to define a civilization than to define a nation.

Some scholars took other approaches. For example, it has been stated that nationalism is shaped and formed much more on the basis of imaginations than on concrete and well-defined cultural boundaries.19 In this sense, nation is a kind of “imagined communities”20 and nationalism is the underlying force that drives this collective imagination. In fact, this argument may have more implications in today’s world. When the world enters an era of “global village” with transnational popular culture, networked community, and highly commercialized multinational media conglomerates, how will people define, imagine, and construct their common community? If the emergence of nationalism hundreds of years ago was deemed a cultural consequence, will culture continue to be a defining factor in future’s nationalism movement?

Nationalism: A Military/Political Consequence

It may be a little exaggerated to say that war created the first version of nationalism, but it is undoubtedly true that the interstates wars fought in seventeenth and eighteenth centuries’ Europe cultivated the formation of nationalist sentiment and nationalist movements. In retrospect, the function of war as a nationalism-formulator took at least three forms.

First of all, to fight a war, a state had to learn to organize and mobilize its resources, people, and bureaucracy so as to maximize its fighting power. For example, in the “last few years of Elizabeth’s England, or in Philip II’s Spain, as much as three-quarters of all government expenditures was devoted to war or to debt repayments for previous wars.”21 Another set of figures show that around 1700, “European states still absorbed only around 5% of GNP in peacetime, 10% in wartime. By 1760, this had risen to 15–25%; by 1810, 25%–35%. Virtually all the increases went on financing wars.”22 As a natural result of this massive war-preparing effort, on one hand, the monarchical or aristocratic governments increasingly employed nationalist appeals to mobilize subordinates to serve royal military ambitions; on the other hand, the enhanced authority and resources of the state in turn convinced the emerging merchants that the well-being of the individuals as well as their private properties had to be achieved and secured through a commonly supported “nation.” Nationalism thus became not only a rallying point for the governors, but also a common desire of the governed. Therefore, nationalism grows and pushes itself forward by being its own cause and effect simultaneously, not only within the country, but also across borders.

Second, war increased interactions, though in a rather violent way, among different groups of people, which in the end solidified people’s group-consciousness and national identity. Gellner put this “common” experience of a war-created group feeling this way,


As the tidal wave of modernization sweeps the world, it makes sure that almost everyone, at some time or other, has cause to feel unjustly treated, and that he can identify the culprits as being of another ‘nation’. If he can also identify enough of the victims as being of the same ‘nation’ as himself, a nationalism is born.23



Some scholar joked that “a nation is a group of persons united by a common error about their ancestry and a common dislike of their neighbors.”24 Political scientist Paul Kennedy expressed the similar viewpoint in his The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers that “the frequent wars induced national consciousness, in a negative fashion at least, in that Englishmen learned to hate Spaniards, Swedes to hate Danes, Dutch rebels to hate their former Habsburg overlords.”25 Therefore, interstate wars put every nation’s collective character into a comparative context. Just like children develop their self-ego via socializing with peers, nations define their self-identification through interacting with other nations.

Third, war shattered the old social order and political structure which helped pave the way for the establishment of modern nation-states. The horrendous aftermath of interstates wars (for example, seven major Anglo-French wars fought between 1689 and 1815 and millions of people died) intensified the domestic and foreign relations in those war-ridden European powers. The old theocratic or aristocratic structure could not handle and withstand the challenges imposed by the emerging bourgeoisies who led the appeal for public sovereignty. Actually, most of the modern nation-states established in West Europe and North America were either the direct consequence of interstate wars (such as France, Germany), or the indirect byproduct of it (such as the United States, Canada). For example, Napoleon’s military expansion in Europe tore down local governments in Italy, Germany, and Spain, which directly drove the local resistance forces under the common banner of nationalism.26 On the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, the American Revolution or the independence war would have never been won if not for the help from the French government, the arch-rival of Great Britain.27

In brief, American sociologist Charles Tilly’s often quoted aphorism that “war makes states and states make war” might be conveniently modified as “war cultivates nationalism and nationalism cultivates war.”28

Nationalism: An Ideological Consequence

Nationalism is also a form of political ideology. It derived from various philosophical frameworks and was influenced by different ideological schools of thought. Some nationalism scholars have compiled and compared the different ideological approaches in nationalism research.29 In the following section, three major ideological branches will be reviewed. They are modernism, Marxism, and post-modernism approaches. The reason to choose these three paradigms concerns more about their relevance to the overall conceptual structure of this research than about their relative popularity.

The most renowned representative of modernist scholar in nationalism research is Ernest Gellner. His central argument is that nationalism is a consequence of industrialization and modernization. He categorized human history into three stages: the hunting and gathering stage, the agrarian stage and the industrial society. The third stage is fundamentally different from the previous two in that,


It is based and dependent on cognitive and economic growth which in the end both outstrips and discourages further dramatic population growth. Various factors in it—universal literacy, mobility and hence individualism, political centralization, the need for a costly educational infrastructure—impel it into a situation in which political and cultural boundaries are on the whole congruent.30



Benedict Anderson, another modernist, proclaimed that nationalism was based on the imagined communities which were only made possible through the power of print media.31 Therefore, modern nations are an illusion in people’s mind, and nationalism is the core thread of that illusion. Although modernist school of thought has been challenged by some scholars,32 it is still the most dominant framework for nationalism researchers, especially those in the West.

The interaction between Marxism and nationalism, in political scientist Ronaldo Munck’s words, is “the difficult dialogue.”33 For Marx and Engels, the historical materialism was their explanatory framework to understand the relationship between a society’s superstructure and its economic base. As to the capitalist societies, class struggle between the working class and capitalists should be the overriding concern that trumps other cultural, historical, or geographical factors. Based on this overall understanding, they claimed that “the great mass of the proletarian are, by their nature, free from national prejudice and their whole disposition and movement is essentially humanitarian, anti-nationalist.”34 In retrospect, Marxism’s slogan that “the working men have no country” was too ahead of time to be realistic. For example, just before World War I, the European socialist parties insisted that the working class would never fight with their brothers from other countries. And when the war broke out, they joined the army without hesitation and died in the millions for their respective countries. Lenin, instead, totally revised Marx’s early stance on nationalism issues and prescribed that nationalism is the weapon for colonized people to strive for self-determination.35 As a result, nationalism, though not endorsed by Marxism’s founders, has been actively employed by Marxism’s followers around the world.

Post-modernists tend to break down all the physical or tangible attributes attached to the nationalist sentiment. For example, some argues that the modern cosmopolitanism has eroded and to some extent replaced the traditional nationalist paradigm.36 The growth of global markets, the mobility of labor forces across borders, the spread of multiculturalism and the globalization of diasporic communities make some of the national sovereignty issues outmoded. In turn, a new type of cosmopolitan virtue and moral obligation should substitute for the traditional nationalism. Moreover, some post-modernist even argues that nation can exist without territory and nationalism can exist without the presence of nation.37 This stance, though similar to Smith’s “imagined communities” proposition at the surface level, actually introduces a dramatically different viewpoint. By separating the ideological existence of nationalism with its physical base of nation, this theory seems to reject both the concept of nation and its ideological consequence of nationalism. However unconventional this idea may seem to be, it becomes more and more understandable, in the present information age. If the print media have the power to create nationalism, as claimed by the modernist, then why can’t the online media redefine this whole concept from the beginning?

Characteristics of Nationalism

What is nationalism, then? In accordance with its multiple origins, nationalism can be broadly define as a historical, economic, cultural, political, and ideological consequence that helps people to establish collective identity, cultural cohesion, social solidarity, and political autonomy. It is a strong common consciousness, and it is also a powerful political movement. As observed by Harvard professor Stanley Hoffmann, nationalism is a reaction to a problem, an explanation to a situation, and a program to solve the questions. “At a minimum, it is the promotion and protection of the nation’s integrity and uniqueness. Often, it goes beyond this, and proclaims not only the nation’s singularity, but its mission in the world, or its superiority over others.”38

Although every country’s nationalism has its own developing path and features, the following three common characteristics of nationalism are directly related to this research topic.

First of all, nationalism is a super ideology. It encompasses and transcends other forms of philosophical paradigms, political ideologies, and religious beliefs. Once it comes into being, it exists as its own cause and only follows its own rationale. Marxism and some political internationalists failed to recognize the nature and overriding power of nationalism. While analyzing the international affairs, Marx applied the class struggle as the primary framework. He downplayed and underestimated the role of nationalism as a higher level ideology that could overwhelm the political and economic claims within its realm. Similarly, the political theories such as “democratic countries don’t fight with each other” or “clash of civilizations” may suffer the similar problems.39 In sum, so long as the nation-state is still the dominant form in international politics, nationalism will always be the first and foremost driving force.

Second, nationalism is not a status-quo ideology. Nationalism, without exception, grows out of the unsatisfied desire, be it territorial, cultural, political, or historical. When provoked by the outer pressures, this unsatisfied desire can escalate, intensify, and quickly turn into a social and political movement. In 1774, the nationalism awareness in North America was awakened by a simple event occurred near Boston Harbor. Quickly and uncontrollably, such a sparkle set out the great independence revolution in the eighteenth century. In July 1914, a Serbian nationalist assassinated the Austrian archduke Ferdinand, tipping the great power balance in Europe and quickly escalating into the First World War. In late 1980s, the foreign problems (Afghanistan nationalists) and domestic problems (independence movements in Baltic states) drove the former Soviet Union to a downward spiral. When Professor Hoffmann noted that “some nationalisms are evil, and all others can become evil,”40 he was referring to the unsettling nature of nationalism.

Third, nationalism is an exclusive, if not an irrational, ideology. Such exclusiveness has been cultivated and reinforced by those omnipresent national stimuli, such as country’s name, national flag, national anthem, national color, collective memory, etc. As a result, the cultural and emotional life of the people has become closely integrated with the common good of their beloved nation and their fellow country-men. Such a love and affiliation is not indiscriminate. When two countries’ nationalists collide with each other over an antagonistic issue, the overheated rhetoric always leads to uncompromising stance or irrational behaviors. Therefore, as to the domestic issues, nationalism can be used by the government to solidify all the political groups under a common banner, sometimes even as a tool to repress the opposition parties. As to the foreign affairs, nationalism is widely recognized as a double-edge sword. It can serve either as a rallying point, or as destructive venom.

To better understand nationalism, the distinction between these three pairs of concepts must be clarified. They are nationalism vs. patriotism, nationalism vs. ethnocentrism, and nationalism vs. racism.

Nationalism vs. Patriotism

Unlike nationalism, which has been considered a result of modernity and industrialization, patriotism is an old phenomenon. It has existed ever since people began to form communities with common values and interests. For example, in Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War, he recorded the funeral oration given by General Pericles some 2,400 years ago, “any intelligent man would find a humiliation caused by his own slackness more painful to bear than death, when death comes to his unperceived, in battle, and in the confidence of his patriotism.”41 Such similar expression of loyalty and desire of sacrifice for one’s country or political community can be found throughout human history across the world. Although used interchangeably by some scholars, nationalism differs from patriotism in some substantial areas. For example, nationalism refers to people’s love and emotional affiliation with a whole set of national symbols. It includes political entity, but it never stops there, nor does it totally endorse the political system. In contrast, patriotism is a feeling that is more derived from and devoted to the existing political entity. In other words, patriotism loves the country as it is, whereas nationalism loves the country as it was or as it should be. Reflected onto the attitudinal dimension, patriotism is more triumphant and victory-oriented, whereas nationalism is more likely to be wounded and humiliation-driven.

Nationalism vs. Ethnocentrism

People, in their nature, are ethnocentric. They are the prisoners of their origin. People understand the world, other peoples, and themselves through their own cultural lens. It is very common, and almost inevitable, for the Western social scientists to regard the European way of human development as the “normal” way of evolution. This kind of “West vs. rest” thinking style is pervasive in the vocabulary, chronology, reference system, and interpretation among those Western nationalism studies. In fact, most of the arguments or definitions of nationalism are valid, so long as they are strictly applied to the Western history. For example, no analogous historical events such as “renaissance” or “Enlightenment movement” can be found in China’s historical calendar. On the other hand, Europe’s Dark Ages overlapped with China’s glorious Tang Dynasty. If we consider China’s developing route as the reference system, most of the theoretical paradigms of Western nationalism scholarship should be rewritten or labeled solely as the “European model.”42 This understanding, however, is not to suggest a shift from universalism to complete particularism. Rather, nationalism scholars should beware that universalism and particularism constitute every country’s development pattern. From this perspective, the discussions surrounding the dichotomous concepts such as civic versus ethnic nationalisms would be meaningful only if we put this debate into a larger historical and cultural context.

Nationalism vs. Racism

The ultra-ethnical nationalism arising in Germany, Italy, and Japan during World War II has given nationalism a negative connotation around the world. After all, “Nazi” (Nationalsozialistische) means national socialism in German. As an ideology, Nazism combines racialism, nationalism, anti-Semitism and anti-communism. The holocaust crime committed by Nazi Germany implicitly tied nationalism to racism. However, this linkage is too simplistic, and incorrect. Ethnicity may be one of the major bases for nationalism, but it is neither a necessary nor a sufficient factor for the development of nationalism. It is not a necessary factor for those countries that are mainly composed of immigrants (for example, United States, Canada). It is not a sufficient factor for those countries that have one race but have different nationalism orientation (Great Britain and North Ireland). On the other hand, racism can exist within one country with multiple races, and it can be shared by many countries with the same race. Nazism and fascism, although may both be categorized as nationalism, are the outliers rather than the standard.

Above all, nationalism is an elusive and complex concept. It is elusive when we try to conceptualize a generalizable pattern, and it is complex when we try to employ those judgments to a particular country. Moreover, those logic, references, common sense, and implications may be lost in translation. That is particularly true for the study of Chinese nationalism.


Chapter 9

Chinese Nationalism


Stated another way, the primordial building blocks of ethnicity and cultural habits have in some respects preempted the field and obscured the fact that, for fundamental reasons, nationalism in China has remained nascent and amorphous.

—Lucian W. Pye1



If such concepts as “Chineseness” and “nationalism” proved to be challenging in their own rights, it would be much more complicated to clarify the theoretical and practical thread of a concept called “Chinese nationalism.” It is quite understandable that the present scholarship on this topic is as diverse as it is disarrayed.

For example, Lucian W. Pye, distinguished political scientist at the MIT, suggests that China is not a conventional nation-state and “has not achieved a sense of national identity consistent with modern standards.”2 As a result, China’s nationalism is at best a “formless nationalism” and the traditional “Han chauvinism should not be treated as the same thing as Chinese nationalism.”3 Other China scholars, however, looked at the issue differently. Some questioned, “ ‘China’ has four millennia of documented history, and two millennia of centralized rule. Did it only become a ‘nation’ in the twentieth century?”4 Fairbank argued that instead of strictly applying Western Europe’s nation-state model to China’s distinct reality, “we should do better to apply the idea of culturalism and see ancient China as a complete civilization comparable to Western Christendom, within which nation-states like France and England became political subunits that shared their common European culture.”5 As to the current wave of nationalism sentiment and activities emerged since early 1990s, some attributed its origin to the CCP’s intentional manipulation aiming to salvage its legitimacy after the collapse of the Communism ideology,6 some suggested it was not the result of government propaganda, but a series of spontaneous reactions among general public toward foreign hostility and pressure,7 and some regarded this new nationalism tendency as a continuation and modification of China’s century-long nationalistic movement.8 With regard to the character of Chinese nationalism, it has been defined as “defensive nationalism,”9 “pragmatic nationalism,”10 “formless nationalism,”11 “revanchist nationalism,”12 “face nationalism,”13 “wounded nationalism,”14 “assertive nationalism,”15 or “radical and reckless nationalism.”16

In this section, Chinese nationalism will be examined from three distinctive whereas interrelated perspectives. They are (1), Chinese nationalism and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP); (2), Chinese nationalism and Chinese people; (3), Chinese nationalism and Taiwan independence. This structure was designed in accordance with the following understandings on this topic. First, the state-led patriotism campaign and the grassroots spontaneous nationalism in China are two distinctive historical consequences. They might be overlapping to some degree on certain issues, but they have never been congruent. Although they shared some common characters, they differ in origin, tactics, and objectives. In this section, these two versions of Chinese nationalisms will be examined and explored separately. Second, Taiwan independence has been the paramount and defining issue on China’s nationalism-related sentiments and activities. For example, it symbolizes China’s past humiliations during the colonial period (China had to cede Taiwan to Japan after a bitter defeat in 1895), China’s hatred toward Japan during the World War II (Japan had occupied Taiwan for fifty years from 1895 to 1945; and Japan has been covertly supporting Taiwan’s independence movement since 1990s), China’s unsettling anti-Americanism (the U.S. government has long been providing weapons to Taiwan and indicated that it may use force to defend Taiwan if CCP reunites it by force), and China’s strategic ascendance as a blue-water superpower (Taiwan is a geographically strategic island that separates mainland China from the Pacific Ocean). Therefore, it is hard to comprehend Chinese nationalism without knowing China’s “Taiwan Complex.” Third, nationalism is a combination of national self-identification developed in the process of one group of people interacting and intercommunicating with other peoples. It is dynamic, constantly evolving, and psychologically reciprocal. Chinese nationalism influences other people’s perception of China, and this perception will in return affect the future path of Chinese nationalism as well. So, instead of looking at China’s nationalism as a home-grown product, a reciprocal angle will be employed to assess the mutual cause-effect mechanism among the involved countries.

The review in this chapter covered the historical period starting from the late 1970s to the present time. Choosing the late 1970s as the starting point for China-related study is an easy and self-evident decision. Late 1970s in China is a watershed period by many standards. What had occurred during this several years fundamentally altered the fate of one-fifth of human beings in the world. During this time, politically, China ended Mao’s twenty-seven-year ruling of the country and forty-year ruling of the party (1976); economically, China gave up the highly centralized plan-economy and initiated the “opening and reform” process (1978); and diplomatically, China established formal relationship with the Untied States (1979), just to name a few. As a result, after nearly thirty years of mostly self-imposed and partly forced-upon isolation from the rest of the world, China once again thrust onto the world stage. It was against this grand background that the new version of Chinese nationalism came into being.

Chinese Nationalism and Chinese Communist Party

Ironically, the story of Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) success in 1949 was not a Communistic one, but a nationalistic one. When Chairman Mao proudly announced on the Tiananmen Tower that “Chinese people have stood up,” he spoke on behave of 400 million Chinese people, most of whom impoverished peasants. CCP’s ruling basis was not the several million Chinese workers in the treaty port cities, the so-called leading class envisioned in Marx’s theories. Though self-claimed the true followers of Marxism, few leaders in China’s first generation of “Communists” came from the working class. Mao himself was a peasant-intellectual. CCP’s leading figures, including Zhou Enlai, Liu Shaoqi, Lin Biao, and Deng Xiaoping all came from landlord families. Since there was no bourgeoisie class to be overthrown in China, Chinese intellectuals were haplessly singled out by Mao as the “petty bourgeoisie” in the anti-Rightist campaign (1955–1957) and the disastrous Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). However, since the founding of the People’s Republic of China, this apparent deviation from the classic Marxism had been largely overshadowed by two factors. On one hand, it was the dominating Cold War thinking pattern between the West bloc and the East bloc; and on the other hand, it was China’s overheated rhetoric and revolutionary fervor initiated by Mao and his ultra-left followers.

The collapse of the Soviet Union in early 1990s made such a Communist self-identification an unattractive and unwise approach. From then on, a long-disguised quasi-Communist party began to reclaim its original identity: a purely nationalist party.

Nationalism: The CCP’s Exit Strategy?

Was the CCP’s patriotic education campaign launched in mid-1990s an exit strategy? China researcher Zhao Suisheng’s study offered some evidence for the survival strategy argument.17 According to Zhao, the “Tiananmen Incident” in 1989 could be seen as “a result of the bankruptcy of the official ideology.” To savage the legitimacy crisis, CCP leaders “began to wrap themselves in the banner of nationalism which, they found, remained the one bedrock of political belief shared by most Chinese people in spite of the rapid decay of Communist official ideology.”18 A nation-wide propaganda campaign was launched around 1994 to boost CCP’s credential as the legitimate heir of Chinese tradition and the guardian of China’s national interest and territorial sovereignty. This political maneuver, coupled with China’s economic development, the Taiwan problem, and other international factors, gave rise to Chinese nationalism movement in 1990s. Therefore, Chinese nationalism in 1990s was “constructed and enacted from the top by the Communist state.”19 In other words, it was a calculated design, not a spontaneous movement.

However, this argument may be problematic for the following reasons. First and foremost, it overstated CCP’s capability and moral appeal in shaping and manipulating Chinese people’s minds. Decades of relentless propaganda campaigns in Mao’s era had already exhausted Chinese people’s enthusiasm toward anything promoted by the government. The increased interactions and contacts with the outside world provided people with alternative perspectives to view things and multiple channels to check the truth. In brief, Chinese people became apathetic, if not totally immune, to the officially promoted political rhetoric. Simply because there were a lot of editorials on People’s Daily and other official media calling for something doesn’t mean that the Chinese general public took them seriously. From a foreign observer’s standpoint, all of the CCP’s propaganda campaigns, without exception, appear to be omnipresent and overwhelming. However, how can you persuade people if the audience simply turns a deaf ear to you? That was the situation facing the CCP propagandists after the Culture Revolution. The so-called “three belief crises” in 1980s and early 1990s (crisis of faith in socialism, crisis of belief in Marxism, and crisis of trust in the party) were the embodiment of this prevalent public mindset.20 This situation of mutual-disbelief deteriorated after the military crackdown of the pro-democracy movement in 1989. Therefore, if the CCP’s official ideology and credibility had “bankrupted,”21 how come this “bankrupted” regime successfully turned the tide and won back the trust from the public within a short period of time?

Second, this exit strategy argument underestimated Chinese people’s wisdom and autonomy in forming public opinion. In fact, what happened both at home and abroad after 1989 was not something that can be brushed aside easily. The U.S.-led sanctions and hostilities against China after 1989 hit hard on Chinese people, not on Chinese Communist Party. The dramatic downfall of the former Communist Soviet Union and the economic and political agonies suffered by Russians were not something admirable to Chinese people. The “China threat” proposed by China-bashers in the West and the “containment policy” employed by Washington were certainly not something resonating favorably among Chinese people. Even in Zhao’s article, he revealed something that was quite contrary to what he had suggested,


However, after Chinese people had their own sources of information from the Voice of America (VOA), the BBC, and even had chances to visit Western countries in person as contact with the West widened in the 1990s, there was a convergence of perceptions about the West because many Chinese people found the behavior of the West similar to the portrait by the official propaganda.22 (emphasis added)



If the nationalism sentiment in China was a propaganda result orchestrated by the CCP, how come when people were allowed to draw their own conclusion, they concurred with the official rhetoric?

Third, this argument ignored China’s spontaneous root-searching cultural movement that started from early 1980s, and oversimplified the width and depth of the patriotism education campaign. The Cultural Revolution and Mao’s ultra-left movements tremendously destroyed China’s cultural linkage that had sustained for thousands of years. As soon as Deng started his great economic experiment in 1978, Chinese intellectuals desperately started a journey to rebuild and revive the lost cultural identity. The “root-searching fervor” (xun gen re) and “scar literature movement” (shang hen wen xue) were two of the cultural phenomena in 1980s in China. Although the CCP government might put more emphasis on the “Century’s Humiliation” (bai nian guo chi) in the patriotism campaign, China’s grievous experiences during the late nineteenth century had been a persistent theme in primary school textbooks well before the campaign. On the other hand, even during the patriotism campaign, in addition to those government endorsed publications, there were many books deviated from the pro-CCP storyline. For example, numerous history bestsellers published during this period actually depicted the CCP as a passive resisting force in the anti-Japanese war (1931–1945) and portrayed instead the CCP’s archrival—Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist Party as the leading actor.

Last but not the least, patriotism is not nationalism. As discussed in the earlier section, patriotism refers to one’s love toward one’s state or government, and nationalism refers to one’s feeling toward a set of symbols of cultural identity. Nation is a subjective entity, only existing in the minds of the people who associate themselves with certain culture, history, ethnicity, or all of the above. State, on the other hand, is an objective entity, including the political institution, the sovereign territory, the government, and its leadership. Patriotism and nationalism may concur sometimes, but they may conflict with each other too. Therefore, if there was something that the CCP truly wanted to promote, it should be patriotism, not nationalism. However, intentional or unintentional, every government in the world promotes patriotism. It is not helpful to treat these two concepts as identical while studying China’s political affairs.

In summary, China’s new wave of nationalism was not the result of the CCP’s political maneuver. Instead, it was the resurgence of an undercurrent that has shaped China’s political landscape in the past century. Even the founding of the CCP in 1921 was the result of the emerging Chinese nationalism. What the CCP was trying to do after 1989 was to catch up with the tide and redefine its political identity. It was Chinese nationalism that “constructed and enacted” the CCP’s new policy and strategy, not the other way around.

Nationalism: The CCP’s New Identity?

Although never declared in public, the CCP has launched an identity transformation campaign that changed itself from a Chinese Communist Party to a Chinese nationalist party since early 1990s. This transition helped it regain and reinforce the political legitimacy and credibility. Unlike those Communist counterparts in former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe who failed to readjust their historical role and as a result, quickly faded away, the CCP continues to lead the largest party in the world and the most populous country into the new century. How and why could the CCP achieve this?

First, CCP has never been a true Communist party from the very beginning. The CCP’s legitimacy has rested on its nationalist credential in fighting for China’s independence and prosperity.23 In contrast, the classic Marxism downplayed or intentionally neglected the significance of nationalism. Marx and Engels believed that the economic factors (not the cultural factors) and the class struggles (not the nation-state conflicts) were the driving forces for social development.24 However, China’s revolution cared more about its independence and getting rid of the foreign exploitation, not about the class struggles or ideological alliance. If not for the untimely Korean War, China might have been well on its way to developing a formal relationship with the United States and with the West.25 From 1949 to 1989, China engaged in four major military conflicts with foreign countries. They are the Korean War (1950–1954), Sino-Indian border conflict (1962), Sino-USSR border conflict (1969), and China-Vietnam border conflict (1979). Two of the military conflicts were with Communist comrades on border disputes. Ideologically, the CCP has never felt comfortable with any of the foreign ideological camps during the Cold War. China was the only country that fought with the two super nuclear powers during the Cold War. From Mao Zedong (1949–1976), to Deng Xiaoping (1978–1989), to Jiang Zemin (1989–2002), and to Hu Jintao (2002-present), no matter what type of ideological line, practical policy or political institution they applied, the nationalism appeal has always been the driving force in their decision-making.

Second, because of this ambivalent identity, the CCP can quickly and smoothly shift its color from the “Communist Red” to the “Chinese Red.” Deng Xiaoping’s famous design of “socialism with Chinese characteristics” was the first transplant operation. Pye criticized that this “is not a slogan that can grip the Chinese mind, and certainly it is not a driving ideal for the Chinese in their foreign relations.”26 He misinterpreted the underlying rationale of this definition. It was not an ideal, it was an identity. Jiang Zemin’s political legacy was his so-called “three represents” theory developed in 1997. In it, the then Party Secretary General declared that the CCP should represent the advanced productivity, represent the advanced course of China’s culture, and represent the broad interests of the majority of the Chinese people. Under this new guidance, tens of thousands of private businessmen, entrepreneurs, and red capitalists joined the CCP. As pointed out by Samuel Huntington in his classic Political Order in Changing Societies, “in terms of political development, however, what counts is not the number of parties but rather the strength and adaptability of the party system. The precondition of political stability is a party system capable of assimilating the new social forces produced through modernization.”27 Economically, China is a fast-growing market economy. Politically, China is a technocrat authoritarian entity. Ideologically, China is a melting pot for Confucianism, materialism, modernism, liberalism, and dozens of other schools of thoughts, with some residual Marxism. From this point of view, it is fair to say that the Chinese Communist Party only exists as a concept. The real ruling party is a nationalist one. Based on these understandings, it is easy to answer why the CCP has been so eager to join the nationalism chorus in the 1990s and why this mergence has been so seamless and smooth.

Chinese Nationalism and Chinese People

To understand the question about Chinese nationalism and Chinese people, it is better to divide it into two dimensions, namely, the grassroots nationalism and the elite nationalism. Grassroots nationalism refers to the nationalism feeling and activities initiated by the general public. It is usually latent in style and static in essence. Elite nationalism, instead, refers to the rhetoric and ideologies advocated by Chinese elite intellectuals. It is always manifest and floating. Sometimes, their arguments were adopted by the CCP government and became influential; and sometimes these ideological debates only took place within a small academic circle.

China’s Grassroots Nationalism

Just like most Western civilizations inherited some values from the Romans and Greeks, China inherits much of its character and self-identity from the Han Dynasty (B.C. 204–220 A.D.). Today, ethnic Chinese still call themselves han ren (Han People) and Han nationality accounts for 92 percent of the overall 1.3 billion Chinese population. Han Dynasty was one of China’s golden ages in art, politics and technology when China rivaled the Roman Empire in power, size, and prestige.28 One of the heart-beating remarks made by a famous Han general, Huo Qubing, has become a widely quoted nationalistic slogan on China’s online sphere recently. It said, “whoever dares to offend the mighty Han Empire, no matter how far he lives, he will be slaughtered” (fan wo qiang han zhe, sui yuan bi zhu). Notably, one nomadic group (xiong nu) driven by the Han army out of China’s territory eventually smashed the Roman Empire.29

However, the more proud people feel about their culture, their ethnicity, their tradition, and their ancestors, the more impotent, frustrated, and humiliated they become if being treated unjustly. Falling from an imagined superiority to an abject inferiority always drove a proud people psychologically paranoid. From 1840 to 1949, what the Chinese people had felt was this type of uncharacteristically paranoia. While assessing the historical role of imperialism and colonialism, John King Fairbank pointed out the dual-effect on those people who suffered from its impact,


Imperialism might be truly exploitative in some situations but in others more like a crude form of development. Sometimes it was even materially good for you. The real bite of imperialism was psychological. It was most of all humiliating and therefore a political evil to any proud people.30



The geo-political isolation imposed by Mao’s regime from 1949 to 1976 temporarily alleviated, but did not cure, this national psychological trauma. Deng’s “opening up to the outside world” policy once again opened the unhealed national wounds. Recognizing China’s economic backwardness in 1980s immediately revived this latent memory of the past humiliation and frustration. This gigantic emotional gap paved the way and prepared the public support for the conflicts between the impatient students and the infighting government in the late 1980s.

Judged by its general pattern of emotion and behavior, China’s grassroots nationalism possesses the following three characteristics. First, psychologically, grassroots nationalism is dualistic. It is a rare blend of a jubilant victor and a humiliated victim. When China was viewed as a victor, the voluminous documents of China’s rich history became an endless record of China’s superiority and invincibility. When China was viewed as a victim, the glory past turned into an unbearable burden and a thorny reminder of the impotence of its successors. China’s national character of ancestor respect thus painstakingly put its people on a trial before their common ancestors. This national psychological mood overshadows any other factors in determining Chinese people’s overall attitudinal and behavior reactions.

Second, grassroots nationalism is mostly passive and reactive, though under some circumstances it is easily to be fanned up into a wild flame. When David Shambaugh characterized Chinese nationalism as “defensive nationalism” which is “assertive in form, but reactive in essence,”31 he actually grasped one important feature of Chinese grassroots nationalism. However, like any massive emotion or massive movement, once ignited, grassroots nationalism is almost destined to be running out of control. China’s Boxer Movement at the turn of the twentieth century might not be a perfect example for the present reality, but it nonetheless illustrated the danger of radicalism and irrationality imbedded in any type of overheated mass movement.

Third, China’s grassroots nationalism is in itself highly concerted. The shared memory of glory and agony, the common ancestry and culture reinforced this inherent concordance and consistency. Faced with external pressure, this kind of Chinese collectivism can be easily used to form unity and solidarity. Although in the eyes of the foreign observers, this solidarity has been repeatedly interpreted as the CCP’s purposeful propaganda or fabrication, the degree of commonness among Chinese people in terms of character, emotion, and psychological mood can not be underestimated. For example, while analyzing Western media’s coverage of Chinese students’ protests after the U.S.’s bombing of China’s embassy in 1999, Chinese nationalism scholar Peter Gries noted that the “West’s ‘party propaganda’ view focuses on the instrumental motivations of Chinese nationalism, dangerously dismissing their emotions as irrelevant.”32

It needs to be noted here that the advent of Internet and the online sphere provided Chinese grassroots nationalists an unprecedented channel to vent their anger, form their opinions, and most importantly, impose their impact. This new change is enormously significant in China’s overall policy decision making process. In light of this historic change, some of the above mentioned characters of Chinese grassroots nationalism, such as latency or passivity, may have been affected and altered.

China’s Elite Nationalism

A large number of studies on Chinese nationalism actually focused on China’s elite nationalism.33 It is relatively easy to follow the evolution of China’s elite nationalism given the abundance of its manifestations. However, the fast-changing face of this elite group in the past several decades left many researchers bewildered.

First, China’s elite nationalism is divided and floating. It always sways between two extremes of anti-traditionalist and anti-modernist. As observed by Lucian Pye, this type of nationalism tends to “vacillate between the extremes of xenophobic distrust and unqualified admiration of all things foreign.”34 Months before the 1989 student movements, the intellectual blockbuster in China was a six-part television series titled “he shang” (River Elegy). It represented the apex of anti-traditionalism among China’s pro-West intellectuals. In this television documentary, China’s vanguard intellectuals demonized almost all aspects of China’s tradition and turned key symbols of China’s glorious past, such as the Great Wall, the Yellow River, and the “Four Great Inventions,” into the root causes of China’s contemporary backwardness. However, ten years after the broadcast of River Elegy, the most popular publications in China were a series of anti-West books led by China Can Say No (zhong guo ke yi shuo bu).35 The major theme of this new version of elite nationalism was anti-West in general and anti-American in particular.36 Ironically, these two camps of Chinese intellectuals may not be mutually exclusive.

Second, China’s elite nationalism is largely detached with the masses. Though prominent through publications, the elite nationalism only represents the small tip of a gigantic iceberg.37 Sometimes, this representation is not accurate. Take the publication of the book series China Can Say No as an example. This incident has been interpreted by Western scholars either as the CCP government’s propaganda effort or as the emergence of a monolithic nationalism among the public and intellectuals.38 However, the concurrence of public sentiment and intellectual advocacy was more a coincident. Simply put, it was a successful story for those commercial publishers who seized upon an undercurrent of the nationalistic sentiment. In fact, it was those profit-seeking publishers who composed the title, set the timetable, and took the market rewards.

The gap of perceptions between the mass public and the elite intellectuals has been gradually diminished since the advent of Internet. The online sphere has served as a platform for those otherwise lonely thinkers to magnify their thinking. The frequent online encounters between mass opinion and elite opinion help form a viable public opinion that supplements or checks the official political discourse. This ideological mergence, though far from completion, has challenged the CCP’s monopoly of foreign policy formulation and interpretation. This new political phenomenon could never be possible without the presence of online technology and an online sphere in China.

Chinese Nationalism and Taiwan Independence

The Taiwan problem is the touchstone of Chinese nationalism. No other issue in China has aroused so much emotion among so many people for so long a time. Before further exploring the historical, political, and psychological significance of Taiwan issues to most Chinese people, a brief historical review is needed.

The first record about Taiwan appeared in China’s historical document some 1,500 years ago. In 1387, parts of Taiwan islands (Penghu islands) were formally incorporated into the administrative system of China’s Ming Dynasty. In the early seventeenth century, Dutch and Spanish colonists temporarily occupied a small portion of Taiwan, but were completely expelled by Ming’s heroic loyalist Zheng Chenggong in 1662. Since 1683, Taiwan had been under the reign of China’s Qing Dynasty for over 200 years. In 1894, Qing’s imperial navy lost a decisive battle in the Yellow Sea to Japan and had to cede Taiwan as part of the war reparation. Taiwan’s resistance forces kept on fighting with the Japanese occupiers until the collapse of China’s last empire: Qing Dynasty in 1911.

China’s first modernized government was established by the Nationalist Party (KMT) in 1928, and only three years later China found itself once again in an all-out war with Japan. From 1931 to 1939, China had fought with Japanese invaders, heroically and helplessly, for eight years. Not until Germany’s invasion of Poland in 1939 and Japan’s bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941 did China’s brave effort be recognized by the world community. In a historic conference among allied leaders in Cairo, the post-WWII world landscape was totally redrawn. The Allied Cairo Declaration in 1943 clearly stated that Taiwan and the Penghu Islands be restored to China after the end of the war. The Nationalist Party-led central government regained the control of Taiwan in 1945, but quickly lost a civil war with its decades-long rival—the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). In 1949, the defeated Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, along with two million military personnel, government staff, and KMT’s elite groups retreated to Taiwan as the final stand for his hopeless resistance. It was only a matter of months, if not years, before the CCP could fight across the strait to reunify Taiwan with China.

North Korea’s sudden and untimely invasion against South Korea in 1950 totally disrupted the CCP’s Taiwan liberation plan. The newly founded People’s Republic of China (PRC) had to divert much of its attention to the fight on its northeast border. Most importantly, the Untied States regarded North Korea’s invasion as part of a larger scheme of the Communist’s expansion, and immediately included Taiwan under its protection umbrella in the Pacific region. The military conflicts and ideological hostility between the CCP government and the United States cut off any meaningful contacts between the two sides for two decades.

In the early 1970s, confronted by a common formidable enemy (the former Soviet Union), the Nixon administration, which was trapped in the destructive Vietnam War, and Mao’s ultra-left government, which was also in tremendous troubles due to the hysterical Cultural Revolution, found a rare common ground.39 As the result of the Realpolitik, China took back its seat in the United Nations, which had been filled by the Taiwan KMT for decades. In order to establish formal relationship with mainland China, as well as to protect Taiwan’s interests, the U.S. government developed a strategically ambiguous framework based on three Sino-U.S. communiqués and the Taiwan Relations Act.40 The core principles of this design include (1), the United States acknowledges that there is but one China and Taiwan is a part of China; (2), this issue has to be resolved peacefully by the two sides and acceptable to the peoples on both sides; (3), the United States will deter any unilateral military actions across the strait and promised to gradually reduce its arms sales to Taiwan. Ambiguous or not, this delicate equilibrium helped keep peace across the Taiwan Strait over three decades.

Taiwan’s economic miracles in the 1970s and 1980s fostered the democratic movements on the island. Coupled with the increasing confidence and pride was Taiwanese’s continuous frustration with its awkward political status. As a result, a growing number of younger Taiwan citizens began to identify themselves as Taiwanese instead of as Chinese.41 The tension across the strait reached to its peak when the United States issued a visa to Taiwan’s leader Lee Teng-hui in 1995. This act violated the United States’ promise of no official contact with Taiwan leaders. The PRC government saw such an unprecedented development as a significant step toward Taiwan independence and a worrisome sign of U.S.’s support for such a move. In return, the PRC angrily suspended the quasi-official cross-strait dialogues and test-fired ballistic missiles that landed around Taiwan’s two biggest ports in March 1996. The U.S. government warned Beijing that any military attack on the island would have “grave consequences” for China and quickly sent two aircraft carrier battle groups to the area. In response, one outraged Chinese hawkish general was quoted as saying to an U.S. envoy that “you care more about Los Angeles than you do about Taipei.”42

The Taiwan Strait crisis eventually subsided after 23 March 1996, when Lee Teng-hui won Taiwan’s first general and democratic reelection, but refrained from declaring independence. Sensing a strategic window when Sino-U.S. relationships plumed to a low point after the U.S.’s bombing of Chinese Embassy in Belgrade in May 1999, the long independence-leaning Taiwan president Lee Teng-hui released his provocative “two-state theory.” For the first time, a Taiwan leader placed the cross-strait relation as a state-to-state relationship or at least a special state-to-state relationship, rather than an internal relationship between a legitimate government and a renegade group, or between a central government and a local government.43 In 2000, Chen Shui-bian, the leader of Taiwan’s independence-oriented Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) won the plurality vote in a close presidential election. As the KMT ended its fifty-year ruling over the island, Taiwan’s political course slipped gradually toward the path of independence. Restricted by the one-China-based constitution, Chen Shui-bian’s administration in 2004 proposed to revise it and let twenty-three million Taiwanese determine Taiwan’s political status through referendums. Such a move, as repeatedly warned by the CCP government, will definitely lead to a unification war, which the majority of 1.3 billion Chinese people will stand by the government’s decision.

Thus, Taiwan problem is at the heart of Chinese nationalism. For foreigners, the origin and evolution of this issue may be like a series of perplexing interlocking mysteries. For the Chinese people, Taiwan is more like a symbol than a real entity. This heart-wrenching sentiment derived mainly from three aspects.

First, Taiwan symbolizes China’s last pain. This small island carries so much historical burden in Chinese people’s collective memory. From the impotence of the late Qing Dynasty, to the brutality of Japanese conquers; from the bitter divide between two ideological parties, to the intervention of foreign powers, Taiwan has become the last symbol of China’s national humiliation. In 1997, China regained control over Hong Kong, a territory it “lent” to Great Britain 100 years ago under the threat of gun boats. In 1999, Macao was turned over to China by the Portuguese government, ending another chapter of unfair history during the colonialism period. Although not controlled by foreigners, Taiwan has been portrayed by the CCP government and perceived by the general public as the result of the unjust world order imposed on China by the old and new imperialists.44 In China’s long recorded history, all the strongest and most glorious moments came with a united and centralized government. Likewise, separation meant backwardness, agony, and humiliation.

Second, Taiwan represents China’s national security. The issue on Taiwan is not about simple allocation of various interests, it is about China’s territorial integrity and national sovereignty. It is more like the fundamental conflict between the Union forces in the north and the Confederate states in the south during American’s Civil War. That is the underlying reason why the CCP’s government tailored a specific formula, which was more flexible than the “one country, two systems” design. It allows Taiwan to keep intact its own political, economic, and social system for fifty years, and no troops or officials would be sent to Taiwan from Beijing. Moreover, one of Taiwan’s leaders could become vice president of China’s central government. The only requirement is that Taiwan acknowledges there is only one China and it is part of China.45

Third, Taiwan implies a larger conflict with two of China’s unsettled rivals, Japan and the United States.46 Most of China’s agonies during the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth century were inflicted by Japan. Japan occupied Taiwan for half a century and covertly supported Taiwan’s independence movement since 1980s. Japan’s unrepentant manner toward its World War II crimes strengthened Chinese people’s resentment toward Japan.47 As the legacy of the Cold War, United States was deeply involved in the Taiwan issue also. Required by the international agreements signed with the CCP government and the domestic law (Taiwan Relations Act) passed by the Congress, the United States has to keep a delicate equilibrium between two hostile parties. Sadly, it seems that the United States has no absolute control over either party, but moves by either side can pull the United States into a complicated and dangerous situation. America’s strategically ambiguous role on the Taiwan issue was inevitably viewed by Chinese people as meddling in China’s internal affairs. As a result, Japan and United States have been consistently selected as the top two threats by China’s general public.48

In sum, Taiwan has been a symbol and rallying point that unifies all spectrums of China’s nationalism branches. The government-promoted patriotism, grass-roots nationalism, and elite nationalism, all share the same level of intensity and the same kind of mentality toward the Taiwan independence issue. This sentiment is so strong that it has the potential to shake China’s domestic politics as well as East Asia’s security structure.

The complexity of Chinese nationalism is partially due to China’s distinctive history and partially due to China’s fast-changing reality. Having reviewed the origin and evolution of Chinese nationalism, one still can not draw a complete picture of this powerful ideology and movement. For example, one factor, which has the potential to reshape many arguments introduced in this chapter, has not been fully considered. It is China’s online public sphere. Prior to the year of 2000, most of China’s online network infrastructure and online sphere was still in its infancy. No virtual sphere was widely available for the general public to search news, post opinions, or organize activities. There is simply no venue for the elite nationalism and the grass-roots nationalism to collide, intertwine, cooperate, or even merge. As illustrated in the previous sections, nationalism needs a network to form, to magnify, to function, and to mobilize. It is China’s online sphere that gave life to an ever-formidable new form of Chinese nationalism.


Chapter 10

Chinese Cyber Sphere


Indeed, the ability or inability of society to master technology, and particularly technologies that are strategically decisive in each historical period, largely shapes their destiny.

—Manuel Castells1



Three factors underline the significance of study on China’s online sphere development and government’s cyber-strategy. First of all, China’s Internet development in the past decade has been so dramatic that, in retrospect, even some of the most enthusiastic predictions in the 1990s proved to be too conservative.2 Even put China’s great leapfrog development in the telecommunication and Internet sector against the broader background of the global information revolution, such an explosive boom is still unparalleled. For example, in the year of 1994, roughly 20 million Chinese people had fixed-line telephone at home; while by July 2006, more than 400 million Chinese people used mobile phones to contact each other, and 123 million people spent an average of 16.5 hours per week surfing online.3 Moreover, unlike in the United States, Japan, and some European countries where the Internet growth has gradually slowed down due largely to Internet saturation, China’s current Internet population, though already the second largest in the world, only accounts for 9.4 percent of the total 1.3 billion population. In fact, China’s Internet growth is still at the booming stage, posting an annual growth rate of 20 percent in 2006.

Second, the soon-to-be world’s largest online country is governed, and in the foreseeable future will still be governed, by the CCP government, which regards the cyber sphere as another component of its gigantic propaganda machine. However, China’s media landscape has been changed, dramatically if not irreversibly, by the emerging players from the private sectors. For example, on the Alexa Global Top 500 websites traffic ranking list released on 6 August 2006, four of the world’s top ten websites are Chinese websites operated by privately owned companies. They are www.baidu.com (the Chinese equivalent of Google at No. 4), www.qq.com (No. 5), www.sina.com.cn (No. 6), and www.163.com (No. 9). On the same list, AOL (www.aol.com) is ranked at 35, CNN (www.cnn.com) at 30, and New York Times (www.nytimes.com) at 78. The Xinhua News Agency’s official website (www.xinhuanet.com) is the only Chinese state-owned news site that has made to the top-100 list, at 80.4 All these privately owned Chinese websites provide up-to-the-minute domestic and international news and have become the primary sources for Chinese online people to search, receive, and disseminate latest information. For example, during the first twenty-four-hour after the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United States, www.sina.com.cn posted a total of 590 news items, drawing a record-high 80 million page views on that single day.5 In a “Communist” country where privately owned mass media have been officially deemed illegal till today, such a development is revolutionary.

Third, China is the origin and cradle of “the first information processing revolution,”6 where the two key Chinese inventions, paper and printing, changed human history.7 Centuries later, as the most populous, as well as the largest developing country in the world, China once again wholeheartedly embraced the new information technology revolution. As communication scholar Manuel Castells pointed out, “the ability or inability of society to master technology, and particularly technologies that are strategically decisive in each historical period, largely shapes their destiny.”8 In the case of China, it is about the destiny of one-fifth of mankind.

To provide a concise yet comprehensive overview of China’s cyber sphere, two basic angles, namely, the government’s “top-down” angle and the online population’s “bottom-up” angle, were presented separately in this chapter. First, how did the CCP government establish the new online media order over the past decade? In other words, what measures were implemented, and what strategies were applied by the CCP leaders to incorporate this new online media system into its well established media hierarchy? Second, what are the general characteristics of Chinese online users as a whole? How do they react to the various Internet regulations? What are the overall sentiments online? How did Chinese online users help shape China’s cyber sphere through their innovative ideas and online activities?

China’s New Online Media Order9

A country’s media order refers to the institutionalized operation norm and management system of news media at national level. In Western democratic countries, such a media order is usually the composite result of market competitions, professional conventions, and public supervision. In Communist countries or authoritarian regimes, the media order is normally a designed political mechanism to ensure media’s “mouthpiece” function. The belief that “the media must serve both for the politics and for the party” is one of the written principles in the Marxism media doctrine and has been an integral part of the Chinese Communist Party’s governing strategy.10 China’s media order is a stable, systematic, and hierarchical structure that has been developed on the party’s past model, various disciplinary code and new policy adjustments. At times, the CCP’s leaders may deliberately issue an overly harsh media policy to halt those unruly forerunners; at times, they may make it look ambiguous in order to encourage internal competitions. Nonetheless, the essential part of the media order and the overall strategies remain stable.

China’s newly established online media order can be illustrated through five dimensions. First, the new order transforms the traditional vertical administrative hierarchy to a horizontal-vertical governing structure. Second, it relies on three major pillars, namely the state-owned news websites (xinwen wangzhan11), the privately owned commercial online media (wangluo meiti), and the regional online media complex (meiti wangzhan), to support the overall system. Thirdly, it tightly scrutinizes political news, while loosing restrictions on other types of news, such as sports news, entertaining news, and economic news. Fourth, it encourages the flow and exchange of professional journalists among traditional media, their online news branches, and those commercial online media. Finally, it calls for orderly competition and constructive cooperation among all online news portals. In the following sections, each of the five characteristics was explained respectively.

The Governance: From Vertical to Horizontal-Vertical

The de-centralized, instantaneous, and boundariless nature of online technology poses grave threat to any governing measure that is highly centralized, bureaucratic, and parochial. The CCP government apparently recognized this new challenge and adapted to it accordingly in its administrative strategy. Instead of preserving the top-down hierarchical structure used in traditional media, the online media supervision and administrative department adopted a composite horizontal-vertical style.

For example, many of the online media governing policies and initiatives were announced to the public by senior officials through news conferences, public addresses, or conference lectures. All of the online news portals, regardless of their ownership pattern, administrative rank, or geographic location, virtually got the information at the same time and usually in the same format. The traditional top-down internal proliferating channel has been largely replaced by a quicker, more transparent, and thus more efficient means of communicating and governing. Since June 2001, a national online media convention “China Online Media Forum” has been established by the Association of Chinese Journalists, a government-sponsored professional organization based in Beijing. China’s primary information-monitoring organ—the State Council’s News Office was in charge of the forum’s general direction and provided guidance from time to time. Each year, China’s major online news websites, both state-owned and privately owned, participated in this convention, and actively engaged in consultations with policy makers. In fact, this quasi-governmental organization took the role of interpreting party policy, ensuring internal discipline, and coordinating interactions among its members. For example, during the third convention held October 2003 in Beijing, forty representatives from dozens of China’s online media co-signed the “Beijing Declaration,” calling for online media to boost their awareness of social responsibility. On top of this social responsibility agenda was to promote the CCP’s new propaganda theme, the so-called “Three Represents”.12 Meanwhile, the administrative department downplayed its political color by substituting those political regulations with financial penalties as punitive measures. In so doing, the online news governing body mainly pulls the thread behind the curtain and pushes the self-governing organizations, such as the Association of Chinese Journalists and the Internet Society of China onto the front stage. Thus, the vertical governing structure prevailed in traditional media circle has been gently reconfigured to an online-era horizontal–vertical model.

The Pillars: From Uni-polar to Tri-polar

Within China’s traditional media order, the state-owned media basically play a one-man show. With the government’s endorsement, they controlled and monopolized China’s news gathering and news distributing business. However, given the robust development of the privately owned online portals, such a unipolar system can not be extended to the virtual sphere. To cope with China’s online media reality, and most importantly, to maximize the economic benefits of the online technology, the CCP government redefined the identity of China’s major online news players and allocated different tasks to them in line with their backgrounds and specialties.

The most important policy adjustment was the “Provisional Regulations on Governance of Internet-based News Providers,” jointly issued by the State Council’s News Office and the Ministry of Information Industry on 7 November 2000.13 According to this law, commercial portals run by non-news organizations didn’t have the right to gather news by themselves. However, they might carry news items on their websites after applying for a certificate. To qualify for this news-reporting status, they had to adopt specific regulations on their news publication operation, set up a necessary editorial department, and employ certain number of experienced news people who have credentials equivalent of a medium-level professional news editor. After getting the permit, the Internet portals can sign news service contracts with both domestic news organizations and foreign news media, pending the approval from the administrative departments. Most China observers abroad interpreted this regulation as a new restraint imposed upon the commercial online media. However, chief managers from commercial online media viewed this regulation differently. For example, Wang Zhidong, then chief executive of www.sina.com.cn, felt relieved after hearing this new law.14 For the first time since its operation, based on this new law, www.sina.com’s identity as a news medium, or more precisely, as a news distributor, was legalized and reaffirmed. This “online media” identity also clarified the uncertainty and ambiguity lingering in those foreign investors’ minds.

There is an old Chinese saying: “no proper title, no proper speech” (ming bu zheng ze yan bu shun). Those privately owned commercial websites had long been worrying about their proper identity. Although most of them listed “online news” as one of their online services, rarely did they publicly claim themselves the “online media”. Instead, they used more ambiguous names, such as online portals, or Internet Service Providers (ISP), to gloss over this sensitive issue in a country where privately owned media are still deemed illegal. However, things changed after the provisional regulations. Not only did they begin to call themselves “online media” (wangluo meiti), some of them even eyed the title of “mainstream online media” (zhu liu wangluo meiti).

As the result of this new policy adjustment, three online media players collectively uphold China’s online media system. The traditional news media’s online services still have the privilege of news gathering and news distributing. However, such an inborn advantage is largely undermined by their inherited bureaucratic structure, old-fashioned news collecting system, and lack of direct investment. Moreover, they have to keep a delicate balance between economic competitiveness and political correctness. In times of direct conflict between the party line and the bottom line, they have to sacrifice for their defined mission as the party’s virtual mouthpiece. As to the commercial portals, the new regulations prohibited them from gathering news directly, which in the end forced them to become news aggregators instead of news collectors. However, they enjoyed the flexibility of amassing news via as many sources as possible and packaging the information in a user-friendly way. In-between the state-owned online media and the venture capital-supported commercial media, the emerging regional online media platforms established themselves as the news windows for the municipal cities or regional communities. For example, www.qianlong.com (Beijing-based) and www.eastday.com (Shanghai-based) are two of the most successful representatives in this category. They are generally supported by the local government in policy inclination, by the major local media outlets in news content and staff, and by the local corporations in investment and management. The geographical proximity of the online contents and the well-targeted community services attracted a large number of stable and loyal online audiences.

From a uni-polar media system to a tri-polar online media system, China’s new online media order expanded its supporting basis and successfully assimilated the emerging competitors into the restructured system. This new structure resembled China’s economic reform pattern, in which several different types of ownership players (state-owned, collectively owned, and privately owned enterprises) operate side by side simultaneously.

The Contents: From Politically Correct to Commercially Profitable

Within this new online media order, not all news items are created equal. Some news categories, such as sports news, entertaining news, and economic news, had already entered the market economy stage. There is no explicit regulation or requirement with regard to what to report or how to report these types of stories. All news organizations, traditional or online media alike, compete for audiences’ attention and the overall advertising revenue in the same trench. Here, the government’s visible hand has mostly yielded to the market’s invisible hand. In return, the quality and quantity of China’s online sports news reporting and entertaining news reporting have improved dramatically, and for better or worse, quickly caught up with the world standard.

Encouraged by the government’s loosened policy on soft news and allured by enormous market profits, those commercial online media actually took one step further on the path toward becoming the real “news media.” For example, during the world-level sports events, such as Olympic Games, or World Soccer Cup, those commercial online media routinely invited a number of traditional media’s reporters as their guest columnists or commentators. Sometimes, they even paid those reporters’ traveling and lodging expenses in order to get firsthand, exclusive news. The “Provisional Regulations”, which clearly prohibit commercial online media from directly gathering news, had been circumvented in these occasions. In fact, no punishment or restriction was incurred to this type of practice.

In response to these marketing campaigns, the state-owned news websites set up various online forums to appeal to the massive young web users. The People’s Daily’s “Strong Nation Forum” (qiang guo lun tan) is the most telling example. In this political-oriented online forum, tens of thousands of people log on to dozens of topic forums everyday to discuss those commonly concerned political issues, ranging from Sino-U.S. relationship to Taiwan independence, from abstract democratic ideologies to domestic corruption cases. Some of the hot topics, such as the Sun Zhigang death case, the Nandan cover-up scandal, and the SARS coverage, actually stimulated government’s policy responses (see the Inconclusion section of this book for in-depth discussions on these incidents). Two state-owned flagship websites, People.com.cn and Xinhuanet.com also set up online “hotlines” to gather people’s feedbacks on public policy issues and lead information on criminal activities. In fact, this type of online forum has already become the party’s wind vane to test the public opinion and a new source of “Internal References.”15

However, with regard to the sensitive political news or foreign policy issues (the so-called “hard news”), the government still keeps a close eye on cyber sphere. For example, during the sensitive time period, such as the anniversary of some political events or party’s major conventions, party officials routinely summoned both the state-owned online media editors and the commercial online media managers to reaffirm news reporting guidance and political disciplines. Understandably, self-censorship was routinely applied by the state-owned news website, the regional online news platforms, and the commercial online media on certain topics. Since some of the previous forum discussions had drawn a lot of attentions from both home and abroad, the party officials also assigned special supervisors from time to time to monitor the forum operation in those state-owned online media.16

The Personnel: From Red-collar to White-collar

One of the most significant characteristics in this new media order is the free flow of professional journalists both from traditional media organizations to their online service branches and from state-owned news media to those commercial online media.17 For example, most of the chief managers of those state-owned news websites and those regional online news platforms are former editors or reporters in traditional news organizations. Their previous media backgrounds undoubtedly prepared them for the new job as the online version editor-in-chief. However, as compared to their commercial media counterparts, their common weaknesses, including the lack of advanced management skill, lack of technical knowledge, and lack of foreign connections, might influence their decision making and marketing strategy. Moreover, the state-owned news groups were not in a good position to compete for or even keep their most talented online news editors and technicians due to the low compensation and bureaucratic structure. Many chief managers or chief editors in the state-owned online media were frustrated by the fact that their best trained editors were easily lured away by the commercial online media rivals.18

From the perspective of the state-owned online media, such a brain drain is disturbing, frustrating, and seemingly unstoppable. From the perspective of those online media administrative officials, however, such a personnel flow and exchange had a rather preferable outcome. It solved the urgent problem of how to painlessly and efficiently educate those commercial online media editors in terms of their political consciousness and political sensitivity. Actually, the government seemed to have taken this issue into consideration all along. Inside the “Provisional Regulations on Governance of Internet-based News Providers” issued in 2000, an article was particularly assigned on this issue. In Article Nine, which outlined all the requirements for online media to be qualified for the news reporting license, one requirement read that the online portals “must have full-time news editorial director who has relevant news media experiences and above the middle-level media professional certificate, and it also must have sufficient number of full-time news editors who possess above the middle-level media professional certificate.”19 In a more detailed regulation on online news publishing that was introduced by the State Council’s News Office and the Ministry of Information Industry in September 2005, this requirement was reiterated.20 This requirement proved to be a cost-efficient and far-reaching measure for the long-term online media control. In fact, it shortened the process of integrating and assimilating those new comers into a well-established system. Since most of these commercial online news editors have been educated and trained by the old system for many years, there is no need to tell them how to differentiate the politically correct from the politically intolerable. That is one reason why in times of crisis, China’s online self-censorship seems so wide-spread and well synchronized.

The Interactions: From Competition to Cooperation

This tri-polar online media system could also be viewed as two different pyramids. Politically speaking, those traditional media had the government-endorsed authority and legal protection. Therefore, they sat on the top of the political significance pyramid. In contrast, those commercial portals, despite their tremendous marketing capability and large readership, are the step-children in the political family. They lack the political authority, legitimacy, and news gathering networks enjoyed by those state-owned online media. The regional online platforms combined the strengths of the above two groups, so they took up the middle area in this political pyramid. Commercially speaking, however, the pyramid is reversed. The commercial online media were in the commanding position in terms of capital investment, global market vision, and advanced management skill.

At the very beginning of this online media expedition, the CCP government infused a considerably large amount of money into those state-owned online news websites to level the battleground. Two major state-owned online media, www.peopledaily.com.cn and www.xinhuanet.com, received some 50 million RMB (6.25 million US dollar) subsidies from the government revenue as the start-up money in late 1990s.21 Moreover, according to the online news publishing regulation, the traditional media can sell their news to the commercial portals for profit. The CCP government’s investment was huge by traditional standard; however, it was still no match to those venture capital supported, Nasdaq-listed commercial online portals, which normally had hundreds of millions of dollar in their cash accounts.

Due to the constant competitions for readership and advertising revenues, a win-win cooperative model has developed by these two types of online media. For example, Xinhuanet.com and Sina.com successfully cooperated on the online live coverage of China’s fiftieth National Day celebration ceremony in 1999. The commercial media contributed money, technical specialty, and marketing skills, and the state-owned online news Web site provided its privileged news sources, political authority, and policy support. One got the political score, and the other got the economic profit. Both found their best position and enjoyed the orderly interactions inside the new online media order.

On 26 March 2002, the Internet Society of China, a semi-government organization, publicized a “Public Pledge on Self-Discipline for China’s Internet Industry,” in which it called on all its members to refrain from “producing, posting or disseminating pernicious information that may jeopardize state security and disrupt social stability.” Over 300 ICP/ISPs in China, including Yahoo!’s Chinese-language site, voluntarily signed this document.22 This well publicized event marked the successful conclusion of China’s newly established online media order. Its tri-polar system actually stabilized, at least in the current stage, the overall structure by providing choices and diversity for the self-motivated online users and unity and stability for the policy makers. Through expanding participation and broadening supportive basis, this new order combined continuity, flexibility, and creativity in its system. Like China’s gradual economic reform pattern, the transition of the online media structure may serve as the “special media zone” for China’s overall media reform.

China’s Online Public Sphere

China’s new online media order, however streamlined or effective, was only the tip of the iceberg. China’s massive and growing online population was by no means a group of passive recipients in this networked cyber sphere. Instead, they are diligent constructors, active contributors, and delighted beneficiaries of China’s information revolution.

How does a typical Chinese online user look like? According to the eighteenth national Internet survey report released on 19 July 2006 by Chinese Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC),23 a typical Chinese netizen would be a twenty-something urban unmarried male with an lower than four-year college degree who spends 16.5 hours per week surfing online for news and entertainment. He logs online usually at 8:00 P.M. from a home computer using broadband online service, and pays roughly 100 yuan (13 US $) per month for the online service fee.

Compared with China’s overall population and other countries’ online populations, the demographic profile of Chinese online users distinguishes itself in the following areas. First and foremost, they are much younger than other countries’ online population. For example, over 72 percent of the 123 million Chinese online users are below the age of 30.24 In contrast, in the United States, this age group of online users only accounts for about half of the overall online population.25 Second, over one-third (36.2 percent) of China’s online population are students. In other words, they don’t have regular income, though they do have a lot of classmates to contact, a lot of curiosity to satisfy, and a lot of energy to spend, both online and offline. Third, China’s online population has a much higher education-level than China’s overall population. For example, although less than 10 percent of Chinese population possesses some college-level degree, more than half of China’s online population does. Numerous research on political participation has found that education level is one of the most important factors affecting people’s interest, attitude, and behavior toward political issues.26

In China’s long history, intellectual group has traditionally been the most active and dynamic political group that, for better or worse, shaped China’s destiny. In fact, according to political scientist Samuel Huntington, the opposition of the urban middle-class, students, and intellectuals against the existing government is a normal pattern pervasive in almost all types of political systems.27 The core reason of this rebelliousness stems from “psychological insecurity, personal alienation and guilt, and an overriding need for a secure sense of identity . . . demands which no government can really ever meet.”28 Right now, one of the most popular nicknames on China’s online sphere is fen qing, meaning “raging youth.” It refers to a large group of online Chinese users, who are young, educated, self-motivated, and seem detested with anything orthodox, sequential, and foreign. They call for aggressive policy and action toward foreign pressure, and most importantly, they seem eager to devote themselves to their cause. The cyber sphere not only facilitated their emotional expression, but also enabled them to solidify with like-minded peers. In sum, the demographic distribution of Chinese online users sets the tone, determines the color, and shapes the sentiment for China’s cyber sphere.

China’s societal structure, cultural traditions, and political systems also contribute to the distinctive development path of China’s online sphere. For example, as discussed in the previous chapters, Chinese culture traditionally values the written form of communication over the oral form of communication. Both the online Bulletin Board System (BBS) and the Weblog diaries actually offer common Chinese people a means to communicate with each other or with a large group of people in the much-respected written form. Moreover, the barrier of oral communication among different Chinese dialects has been easily overcome by using the online chat room format. Over the telephone, a native Guangdong dialect speaker can not talk directly with a native Shanghai dialect speaker. However, this is no longer a problem in the cyber sphere. Another Chinese culture factor, the tradition of common ancestor worship, further binds Chinese people around the world together through the linkages of family, surname, hometown, or various sub-cultures. For example, studies on the co-evolution of the Internet and civil society in China pointed to the fact that the Internet facilitates civil society activities among Chinese citizens by offering the necessary social basis (citizens and citizen groups) for communication and interactions.29 Earlier research also noted that the role of ethnic media in fortifying the cultural binding among Chinese immigrants is expected to be further strengthened in the age of cyber space.30

From another angle, however, China’s Internet fever was more a political consequence than a cultural consequence. Although the CCP has never dreamed of Internet becoming the grave-digger for its political destiny, cyber space may very likely end up to be the hotbed for political disturbance. As German philosopher Habermas pointed out, the genuine public sphere, which is characterized by its inclusiveness, accessibility, autonomy, rational discourse, commonness, privacy, and interactivity, will lead to the critical discussion about political entity and social integration. For example, although the CCP has adopted various legal, administrative, and financial measures to control the information flowing online,31 computer-mediated communication proved itself a monstrous creature that was too resilient to tame. Some researchers noticed that “anti-blocking software, mirror sites, remailers, secret Usenet groups, and anonymous e-mail services have all contributed to a noticeable breakdown in Beijing’s enforcement mechanism.”32

There is a Chinese saying—qi hu nan xia (it is hard to get off from a tiger’s back)—that perfectly illustrates the current dilemma facing the CCP government. In 1970s, when Chairman Mao realized that his self-orchestrated Culture Revolution was running out of control because of young students’ limitless revolutionary energy and enthusiasm, he could still dispatch them to the remote villages for reeducation. At present time, how can you contain the momentum flowing at a supersonic speed across the globe among tens of millions of youngsters?

Control through Compromise

From the very beginning, few CCP’s leaders wanted to build a gigantic “virtual mouthpiece” on the online sphere, since they had already manipulated an effective traditional media machine. Likewise, none of them wanted to build a “virtual Tiananmen Square.” The advent of the Internet and cyber sphere brought both good news and bad news to China’s decision makers.

On top of the bad news list is the unconventional nature of the online media. Although the CCP decision makers strived to incorporate the emerging online media into the old hierarchical system, every new turn in the cyber sphere and every new development of online technology still caught the old system off-guard. For example, the government can block certain websites deemed subversive or obscene, but the determined web users can still circumvent the barriers through proxy server. The government can monitor and censor the sensitive information on state-owned online media or commercial portals, but the deleted sensitive information instantly becomes the hotly pursued “secrets” in those millions of chat rooms, BBS, and Web bolggers’ personal diaries. In the information age, it seems that the best way to highlight a story is to censor it. Second, it is too late to do anything that can put the genius back into the bottle. China’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO), coupled with tens of billions of dollar foreign investment pouring into China annually, made it legally and practically impossible to cut off the network of blood veins, which carry capitals, contracts, e-commerce and all kinds of business information. A decision about cyber sphere is no longer a political one, but an economic one. Third, the demographic composition of current online users, the distinctive Chinese communication tradition, the strict control on traditional media, and the large number of Chinese immigrants and students living and studying abroad, all contributes to the formation of an online mainstream opinion that is parallel to, and often different from, the government-endorsed print-media opinion. China’s cyber sphere may not be a genuine public sphere yet. But it is definitely not a virtual mouthpiece for the CCP government.

The good news is that the most rebellious communication technology comes at a time when China is realizing and witnessing the most stunning economic miracle in human history. Hundreds of millions of people, for the first time in the past 200 years, enjoy the life of happiness, prosperity, stability, and pride. Even the harshest China bashers have to acknowledge that the CCP has accomplished something beyond their expectations.33 Moreover, the spread of online technology not only increases civic communication among citizens, but also facilitates the administrative management of the central government.34 The CCP, believe it or not, is the initiator, sponsor, and manager of China’s spectacular information revolution. This credential adds to the strength and credibility of its policy implementation.

Therefore, a compromise, some called the “marriage of convenience,”35 seems to be the best choice between the empowered public and the endangered leaders. Among China experts in the West, a widely accepted understanding about this temporary compromise is the following: as long as CCP can sustain the current economic miracle, it can retain its political legitimacy. In other words, the CCP’s fate solely rests on the nation’s annual Gross Domestic Production (GDP) growth rate. This seems to be a convincing argument. The untold logic of this reasoning is that no nation can sustain forever a growth rate achieved by China in the past two decades. Therefore, CCP’s life is numbered. However, that is a typical Western-style misinterpretation of China’s political reality. In fact, there is a compromise between the party and the public. But it is not a compromise based solely on economic growth. It is a strong alliance aiming to bring China back to a strong, respectable, and great power status. Former Chinese President Jiang Zemin’s so-called “great power” diplomacy and the current leadership’s “peaceful rise” slogan stemmed from, resonated with, and appealed to this national mindset. The congruence of the strategic agendas between the ruling party and the ruled public has diminished the possibility of any massive anti-government movement, so long as the party stands firm on issues involving territorial sovereignty and national interests. Certainly, economic factor has always been a necessary premise for any stable governance. But, in the case of China, it is neither a sufficient nor a guaranteed condition for political legitimacy.


Chapter 11

Cyber Nationalism


Like a mothball, which goes from solid to gas directly, I expect the nation-state to evaporate without first going into a gooey, inoperative mess, before some global cyberstate commands the political ether.

—Nicholas Negroponte1



Canadian social scientist Marshall McLuhan was not the first techno-determinist in history, but he surely was one of the most famous spokespersons for the communication technology evolution in the twentieth century. As early as in 1964, he envisioned that the new telecommunication media and electronic technologies would amplify and extend the social and political functions of individuals as well as societies “in a sudden implosion.” As the consequence of this electrical extension of man, McLuhan proclaimed, “the globe is no more than a village.”2 Forty years later, McLuhan’s “global village” is more like a reality than a concept.

Unlike most other pioneer mass communication scholars who were rooted in sociology (such as Charles Cooley and Paul Lazarsfeld), or psychology (such as Carl Hovland, Harold Lasswell, and Kurt Lewin), McLuhan was a Canadian professor of English Literature. This academic background underscored his frame of references and his metaphorical writing style. For example, he likened telegraph to “the social hormone,” radio to “the tribal drum,” and television to “the timid giant.” However, the most famous and the most influential of McLuhan’s analogy was the title of the first chapter in his Understanding Media: “the medium is the message.”3 According to his analysis, the design and pattern of the medium would impose more impacts on the societal psychic and social structure than the contents carried by the medium. As McLuhan stated, “the effects of technology do not occur at the level of opinions or concepts, but alter sense ratios or patterns of perception steadily and without any resistance.”4 For example, the printing technology developed in the sixteenth century Europe led to the bourgeoning of nationalism, industrialism, individualism, and education reform in Western Europe. According to McLuhan, those social consequences were not the direct results of what had been printed in the books. Instead,


Psychically, the printed book, an extension of the visual faculty, intensified perspective and the fixed point of view. . . . The linearity precision and uniformity of the arrangement of movable types are inseparable from these great cultural forms and innovations of Renaissance experience. . . . For print presented an image of repeatable precision that inspired totally new forms of extending social energies.5



Nationalistic feelings were only possible when people could visually see their native language and cultural identity in the printed, standardized, and persistent form. In this sense, what was printed in the book was secondary to the printing technology in shaping people’s mentality. The medium, therefore, is not the messenger, but the message.

It is rather exaggerated to attribute the emergence of nationalism, individualism, and capitalism to the form of the medium rather than to the contents on the medium. However, McLuhan did tap a very significant aspect in mass communication research—the long-term social and psychological impact of communication technology. The printed books in the sixteenth century not only restored people’s memory of the ancient wisdom, but also molded the senses of uniformity, homogeneity, repeatability, and detachment into people’s minds. Similarly, the television technology in the mid-twentieth century not only brought the fierce battles fought in the Vietnam jungles into people’s living rooms, but also reshaped their mindset, and their understandings of war, world, and themselves. Following this logic, Nicholas Negroponte, one of the few WWW (World Wide Web) founding fathers in the famous MIT Media Lab, speculated that the “old-fashioned” physical nation-states would eventually evaporate under the reign of the cyber-technology. He proclaimed ten years ago that “the role of the nation-state will change dramatically and there will be no more room for nationalism than there is for smallpox.”6

If the medium is the message, then what kind of message can the online medium brought to the cyber world and to the real world? Is there any room or time left for the continual existence of nationalism? Will nationalism end up like “an almost dead fish flopping on a dock,” as claimed by some techno-determinist?7 Moreover, what nationalists can do and have been doing in using the online technology to promote their causes?

Cyber Nationalism as a McLuhanite Message

Before reviewing online technology’s interactions with nationalism, some misperceptions about information communication technology should be briefly clarified.

First, the innovativeness of the information technology refers to the technology, not to the information. Socially desirable ideas can be disseminated faster, cheaper, and wider by the online media, so are the socially undesirable ideas, such as the extreme racism, terrorism, and child pornographic materials. An old Chinese saying goes, “A new bottle can contain the old wine, and a pair of new shoes can always walk on the old path.” As far as the communication technology is concerned, neo-Nazism and neo-moralism are equally conveyable, and reachable. Second, information technology can facilitate communications among people, as long as people share the same cultural backgrounds. Although the current technology can translate a message from one language to another, no technology can implant instantaneously the knowledge of history, tradition, and culture about another culture into people’s mind. Therefore, people cannot not communicate, but only by using the same language, and about their familiar culture and experiences. Even when people use English as a lingua franca in business or intellectual communications, “it is a tool for communication not a source of identity and community. Because a Japanese banker and an Indonesian businessman talk to each other in English does not mean that either one of them is being Anglofied or Westernized.”8 Third, information overload is as bad as information underload. The white noise of the online junk information is the symbol of lack of quality information rather than the sufficiency of information. Unless the information is picked up by the attentive mind, the immenseness equates meaningless. In other words, the self-motivation and dedication of the information seeker is more important than the quality and the availability of the information in the cyber sphere.

That said, online technology’s potential as a catalyst for nationalistic ideology and nationalistic activities takes at least three forms. First of all, it serves as an information center for gathering and disseminating nationalism-related material. Such a feature is more salient in those countries where the traditional mass media can not be accessed freely by the nationalist groups. Second, it serves as an organizational platform for those nationalistic movements which otherwise have no other means and options to exist, survive, and expand. Third, it serves as an execution vehicle to fulfill nationalism group’s actionable objectives. To illustrate these points, three well-known world incidents, the Kosovo War in 1999, Mexico’s Chiapas Uprising in 1990s, and China’s Honker cyber wars in 2001 are discussed below.

Information Center for Nationalism Information

NATO’s bombing of Kosovo in 1999 was “the first major international conflict to be extensively reported and, arguably, fought on the Internet.”9 The death of former Communist Yugoslav leader Josip Tito in 1980 opened the lid on a bottle filled with nationalism explosives. The revived conflicts between Serbs and Albanians over Kosovo resulted in an eighty-day bombing campaign initiated by NATO. Though the tragedies and bloodiness of war remained the same, the presence of online technology and Internet communication overhauled the traditional war-time propaganda strategies, and sometimes even tilted the power-balance toward those traditionally disadvantageous groups.10

In retrospect, it seems that nationalist groups were the beneficiaries of this Web war fought in an area historically saturated with nationalistic confrontations. Online technology’s role as a war-time information center for nationalism groups was embodied in three aspects. First, as the outside journalists were expelled from Serbia and barred from Kosovo at the beginning of the bombing, individuals living in the war zones could use the Web to communicate directly with each other and literally with the online world community. Those live, unedited, on-the-spot, eyewitness reports from the war zone provided an unprecedented perspective among those fellow “countrymen” as well as those outside observers. Thanks to the Internet’s speed and reach, an individual’s voice can be heard, magnified, and resonated among an ever-larger population. Second, the opposition groups that had been suppressed by the Slobodan Milosevic’s regime could promote their anti-Milosevic but nonetheless nationalistic appeals online. Radio B92, a radio station inside Serbia, was a telling example of such a new phenomenon. Highly critical of Milosovic’s policies both home and abroad, B92 was often jammed and interrupted by the government. In response, the station “had established itself as the first ISP inside the country and it responded by sending its broadcasts abroad over the Internet and then having them rebroadcast back into Serbia from sympathetic stations in Montenegro, and later by CNN, the BBC and others.”11 During the time of war, B92 online website received about two million hits and over 700 emails per day from its audiences.12 Third, while Milosevic’s government was in no position to compete with its enemy (NATO) in the propaganda war fought on the traditional media, “they were able to conduct an alarmingly effective Netwar which left NATO looking outdated, out of touch and even vulnerable.”13 Serbia nationalists volunteered to keep updated the government websites, translated new information into English, argued about the war in numerous online chat rooms, and called for Serbian expatriates around the world to contribute to their common cause. Online technology indeed empowered those who are the most determined and dedicated.

Overall, nationalism was certainly not the only online theme during the Kosovo war. However, without the online technology, nationalism groups would never have found such a cheap, efficient, and controllable means to fight an asymmetrical information war. Their nationalism zealot was magnified by the virtual public sphere.

Operational Platform for Nationalism Organization

On 1 January 1994, when the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) came into effect, thousands of Mexico peasants who led by Subcomandante Marcos seized control of the main urban areas in the province of Chiapas. When the Mexican government sent military to repress the uprising, the guerrillas—the Zapatista Army of National Liberation (EZLN)—retreated to the nearby rainforest and started a ten-year long confrontation with the government forces.

It is hard to define the identity of the Zapatistas and the nature of this movement. The movement’s rhetoric was an intermingling of class struggle against capitalist exploitation, protection of indigenous tradition and culture, and Mexico’s past models of heroism and nationalism.14 However, what made this event so well-known and significant was its symbolic meaning. A group of primarily low-waged, indigenous Mexican peasants rose up against the seemingly unstoppable trend of globalization, and eventually it was the champion-product of the globalization—the Internet and the global communication network—helped Zapatistas achieve their goal.

Communication scholar Manuel Castells commented the significance of this event in his The Power of Identity,


Extensive use of the Internet allowed the Zapatistas to diffuse information and their call throughout the world instantly, and to create a network of support groups which helped to produce an international public opinion movement that made it literally impossible for the Mexican government to use repression on a large scale.15



Ironically, the globalized network facilitated the existence, spread, and success of an anti-globalization movement. The Internet’s indispensable role in the development of the Zapatistas movement was showcased in the following areas. First, when most national and international commercial media refused to publicize EZLN’s communiqués and letters, supporters of the movement uploaded those messages onto various Usenet groups, Peacenet conferences, and Internet lists related to Mexican issues. Such a maneuver was so successful that it helped create the popular tale of the “spokesman Sub-commander Marcos in the jungle, mobile phone in hand, uploading communiqués directly to the Internet.”16 Second, the leaders of the Zapatistas utilized the Internet technology and online community as a platform to rally support, mobilize sympathetic groups, and sway international public opinion online. Knowing that the Mexico government could not afford a negative world image in the face of the international financial assistance, the EZLN directly appealed to the “emerging transnational public sphere supported in part by the growth of the Internet, where it sought the leverage necessary to neutralize the Mexican government’s tactical advantages.”17 Third, the Internet’s organizational power also embodied through the plebiscite called on by the EZLN in 1995. Among those one million votes, 80,000 people, most of them living outside of Mexico, cast their vote via the Internet.

Although Zapatistas is not a strictly typical nationalism movement, its evolution and development may point to some possible patterns in future social movements. Online technology enables the non-mainstream or non-government ideological movement to exist, grow, and spread as a physically invisible whereas practically functional social force. In this sense, the Internet is not only an information center, it is also an organizational platform for daily meeting, recruiting, advocating, and operating.

Execution Vehicle for Nationalism Activity

On 26 April 2001 the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) of the United States issued an unusual national warning that Chinese hackers might mount online strikes against American government websites over the next few weeks.18 Meanwhile, Pentagon officials ordered all their computer service systems to take additional precautions to protect against any attacks from Chinese hackers into the Defense Department systems. Two days later, on the Department of Labor’s official website, a hacker posted a homage to Wang Wei, the Chinese pilot who lost his life in a collision with a United States Navy spy-plane on 1 April 2001. The official websites of Department of Health and Human Services (www.health.gov) and Surgeon General Office (www.surgeongeneal.gov) were also defaced.19

While the crew members of the damaged EP-3 reconnaissance plane were held in a military base in China’s Hainan Island, American hackers initiated a wave of cyber attacks on websites based in China. Weeks later, as Chinese government and American government were wrestling over what was the best way to say sorry, thousands of Chinese hackers held their first general online meeting organized by a newly established nationalism-oriented group: “Honker Union of China.” As the revenge toward the spy-plane collision and the Bush Administration’s handling of the post-collision relations with China, the Honker Union of China declared online warfare against America’s government websites and set out their objectives and attacking strategies. From 1 May to 9 May, nearly a hundred American’s websites in government, military, and education sectors were defaced or taken out of services. The peak of the battle occurred in the morning of 4 May 2001, when hundreds of thousands of well-coordinated online service requests jammed and eventually brought down the service of the White House’s official website at www.whitehouse.gov. According to a report posted by the Honker Union of China, an estimated 80,000 or so Chinese hackers participated in the collective attacks on the White House’s website.20 New York Times correspondent Craig Smith used a sensational title for his coverage of this online conflict between Chinese hackers and American hackers: “May 6–12: The First World Hacker War.”21

Many China experts in the United States quickly drew the conclusion that the Chinese government was somehow behind this people’s online war. As James Adams, the Chief Executive Officer of iDefense and member of the advisory board of the U.S. National Security Agency, pointed out that “there is no question that China is sponsoring these attacks. The difference between American hackers and Chinese hackers is that the Chinese government has a pretty good history of sponsoring attacks using surrogates.”22 Apparently, James Adams didn’t have the opportunity to visit numerous online chat rooms before the attacks. In the days immediately following the spy-plane collision, China’s hundreds of online chat rooms filled with not only anti-American rhetoric but also harsh criticism toward Chinese government’s weak response.23 It was the double-resentment toward American government’s “arrogance” and Chinese government’s “impotence” that prompted this highly coordinated nationalism activity.

From this brief online cyber-war fought between two groups of “virtually” organized nationalists, online technology’s potential role as an execution vehicle was evident. Hackers, driven by unsatisfied nationalism feeling, turned online technology’s interactive and borderless feature into a lethal weapon. Individuals around the world can rally behind a common cause, share information, coordinate timetable, set objectives, adjust strategy, launch attack, and report victory. Even if the Chinese government has the total control over online activities taking place within its physical border, there are more than three million Chinese students studying abroad and about fifty million diaspora Chinese living abroad. How can any government control these “virtually nationless” nationalists? From this perspective, online medium is not only a message, it is an invisible army.

Cyber Nationalism and Some Reflections

Nationalism is an exclusive, unsettling, and super ideology. Cyber space is an all-embracing, dynamic, and unconventional sphere. It seems counterintuitive at the first sight to think that the globalizing cyber technology would promote an exclusive ideology or movement. Further scrutiny of the internal linkage between this innovative communication technology and the old-fashioned ideology revealed something noteworthy.

First of all, online technology possesses more subversive power in those societies where information can not flow freely through traditional mass media. Online technology became the only viable and affordable means for those non-mainstream or non-government groups to communicate, to function, and to grow. Coincidently, in those politically authoritarian societies, nationalism sentiment is historically strong. The nationalistic appeal was so attractive and popular that even the most repressive government could not simply turn it off. Therefore, in those well-developed democratic societies, citizens will naturally focus on the democratic functions imbedded in the online technology and online sphere. In contrast, in those pre-democratic countries, the Internet’s communication and organizational functions would be magnified to serve the nationalistic ends. For example, Serbia’s Radio B92, Mexico’s Zapatistas, and China’s honker groups demonstrated such a tendency.

Second, nationalism is an ideology developed in the process of one nation interacting with another. The Internet has provided individuals with a cheaper and faster means to interact with people from other countries like no other communication technologies. For example, people can get information about a foreign nation from local newspaper, radio, or TV news report, as long as those media carry information about foreign countries. However, using traditional news media, the general public can never have a chance to search information from the foreign sources by themselves, or talk directly with a foreigner, or engage in a direct conflict with a foreigner. The Internet has forever overcome these restrictions. Online technology enables individual to act as an active subject rather than a passive object in the cross-national interactions. The diplomacy is no longer the privileged turf occupied only by professional diplomats. In the online age, diplomatic negotiations take place not only among diplomats behind the closed doors, but also among fervent online surfers in chat rooms, BBS, or on the online battlefield. For example, the Muslim Hacker Club and Pakistan Hacker Club could engage in an “e-jihad” on the India-Pakistan border conflict over Kashmir.24

Third, online technology directly gave rise to the formation of a virtual nationalist community which no longer relied on a physical entity to exist. Ten years ago, a wild accusation against China aired by a U.S. domestic television program could never arouse any reaction from China. Today, due to the Internet, such news would immediately spread across over 100 million Chinese online population and the next day, that television program’s web service would be flooded with angry protests coming from every corner of the world. As online communication technology helped shrink the world into a global village, nationalism feelings may also be globalized.

Stanley Hoffmann, political scientist at Harvard University, once commented on the propaganda power of nationalism that “ideologies need mobilized believers who will propagate it and do battle for it. Few ideologies have been so resourceful in their choices of vehicles of propagation.”25 Another Harvard professor Samuel Huntington put the cyclical human interactions in a concise way, “people are discovering new but often old identities and marching under new but often old flags which lead to wars with new but often old enemies.”26 In other words, although we are living in a global village, we still quarrel about the same old trifles. Returning to Negroponte’s confident declaration that “without question, the role of the nation-state will change dramatically and there will be no more room for nationalism than there is for smallpox,”27 the first part of his statement is truly “without question,” but for the second part, it is still too early to tell. Actually, according to the present evidence, the traditional nationalism has been expanding from a physical “room” to a virtual cyber sphere.


Chapter 12

Chinese Cyber Nationalism

Having reviewed the literature on “Chineseness,” “cyber public sphere,” “nationalism,” “Chinese nationalism,” “Chinese cyber sphere,” and “cyber nationalism,” respectively, this theoretical exploration came to a crucial conjuncture that the conceptual and operational definition of the “Chinese cyber nationalism” should be clarified.

Definition

Chinese cyber nationalism is certainly not the simple addition of the three separate concepts: Chinese, cyber sphere, and nationalism. Instead, it is a distinct phenomenon derived from the intermixing of multiple factors, including but not limited to, culture, technology, politics, history, and various ideologies. A comprehensive literature review on these components put this new phenomenon back into its specific cultural, political, and historical context.

What is Chinese cyber nationalism?

Chinese cyber nationalism is a non-government sponsored ideology and movement that has originated, existed, and developed in China’s online sphere over the past decade (1994–present). It is a natural extension from China’s century-long nationalism movement, but it is different from both the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) official version of patriotism, and the traditional Chinese nationalism movement. Taking advantages of the online communication technology (Internet media, online chat rooms, online forums, bulletin board systems, personal blogs, etc.), Chinese cyber nationalists have been utilizing the Internet as a communication center, organizational platform, and execution channel to promote the nationalistic causes among Chinese people around the world. They focused primarily on those international issues involving China and strived to retain China’s historical status as a respectable power. The waning Communism doctrine, the reach and power of online technology, and nationalism’s inherent grassroots appeal, made Chinese cyber nationalism a new and powerful factor in China’s overall policy decision-making process.

Three circumstantial factors contributed to the formation of this nascent movement. First, the end of the Cold War forced China and Chinese people to search and redefine their new identity in a drastically different world. Over the past half century, the impact of a lasting and comprehensive confrontation between two ideological camps was both physical and psychological. During the Cold War, people were used to identifying themselves by both who they were and who their enemies were. The sudden disappearance of a formidable enemy brought about not only a long-expected sense of security, but also an unfamiliar sense of lost identity. If Americans began to ask themselves, “without the Cold War, what’s the point of being an American,”1 Chinese people were also bewildered by the new world reality and their true identity. The process of searching for its national identity motivated the resurgence of a strong wave of nationalism sentiment. Second, China’s breathtaking economic reform really took off in the early 1990s. Deng Xiaoping’s timely policy initiative in 1992 dismantled the lingering ideological straightjackets. Chinese people’s long-repressed entrepreneurship was unleashed. The quickly improved living standards boosted people’s self-confidence and its growing identification with their homeland. This regained confidence nurtured the growth of a strong sense of nationalism across the country. Third, the advent of Internet and online community provided this emerging nationalistic sentiment a place to exist, to grow, and to radiate. The Chinese cyber nationalism differs from the previous forms of Chinese nationalism in its popularity, persistence, and independence. All these characters can be attributed to the online communication and networked online community. In sum, the end of the Cold War and the beginning of China’s modernization campaign required and validated China’s self-identification process. The advent of Internet facilitated and emboldened this process.

Characteristics

Like any ideological movement, Chinese cyber nationalism has its own factions. It has a radical front, which calls for aggressive policies and confrontational approaches toward Taiwan, Japan, and the United States; it also has its moderate branch, which prefers strategic, long-term and calculated policies toward other countries, especially the United States (see Chapter 13 for details). The anonymous nature of online communications made the radical front of this movement more visible and salient, but this radicalism is neither a complete nor an accurate representation of the entire movement. It is simplistic to regard Chinese cyber nationalism as a monolithic and homogenous entity and lump all factions together. However, it is also erroneous to ignore their shared cause and similar features. The following four characteristics summarized the fundamentals of Chinese cyber nationalism.

First and foremost, Chinese cyber nationalism is a non-government movement. Its orientation, structure, and operation are independent of the CCP government’s political system. This does not mean that the CCP government could not intervene, interrupt, or restrict its activities. In fact, the evolution history of Chinese cyber nationalism is also a history of CCP government trying to contain this social and political movement. In spite of these external pressures, the Chinese cyber nationalists kept their issue agenda, applied their own campaign strategies, and most importantly, followed their own national interest guidance. All these agenda, strategies, and guidance may comply with the CCP government’s existing policies. However, they may also conflict with those policies. For example, the fervent reactions in China’s cyber sphere toward NATO’s bombing of Chinese Embassy in 1999 was in line with the government’s stance; but the voyages to the disputed Diaoyu Islands by Chinese cyber nationalists were apparently at odds with the government’s designed strategy toward Japan. The CCP government may consider the ideologies of communism or internationalism in its overall foreign policy design, but the Chinese cyber nationalists only have China’s national interest in their minds. For example, the CCP government may feel obliged to give Cuba or North Korea material and moral support on the basis of shared political beliefs, though it is debatable how much common ground they actually share. Most Chinese cyber nationalists don’t think it is necessary and wise to do that (see Chapters 13 and 15 for references). This kind of deviation also existed in other foreign policy areas, such as the relationships with Russia, African countries, and Middle Eastern countries. Failing to recognize the independent nature of Chinese cyber nationalism may cause tremendous trouble while dealing with the CCP government (see a full discussion on this issue in the Inconclusion section).

Second, Chinese cyber nationalism is a grassroots movement. As the Internet transformed from an educational tool in the ivory tower to a household communication medium, Chinese cyber nationalism extended its appealing power to the average citizens both inside China and outside its geographic sphere. The unlimited reach and organizational power of online networks turned those otherwise scattered talks into a coordinated force. The elite theorists may debate their ideological stands on various issues through scholarly publications, but Chinese cyber nationalists were more interested in showing their position through actions. The Internet provided them with both the platform and the weapon. The massive cyber war with American hacker groups over the spy plane collision incident in May 2001 mobilized tens of thousands of Chinese online users to join into a common cause. The stunningly large number—more than forty million—of China’s anti-Japanese online petition signatories in 2005 indicated the rallying power of this nationalistic cause and its supporting base in China’s cyber sphere. Even after deducting some redundancies in the signatories, this campaign must have motivated about one-third of China’s overall online population. That is a formidable political force by any standards, and to any government. Since it is a grassroots movement, it also has all the trademarks of a grassroots movement. For example, its participants are diverse and scattered, its objectives are volatile and emotional, and its operation is multifaceted and decentralized. In other words, it is both powerful and unpredictable.

Third, Chinese cyber nationalism is primarily a modern ideological movement. Here, the concept “modern” refers to the basic progressive, liberal, and democratic principles. This is a rarely noticed but nonetheless very significant characteristic of Chinese cyber nationalism. For one example, unlike previous Chinese nationalism movements in the past century, Chinese cyber nationalism is not xenophobic or indiscriminately anti-Western. In fact, some of the leading figures of this movement were either educated in the West, or inspired by the Western thoughts or ideologies. The constant communication between people inside China and outside China in a common online sphere further diminished the extreme xenophobic tendency. In the online discourse, the isolationism school of thought has been consistently ridiculed by China’s mainstream online opinion. Moreover, although the nationalistic movement seemed to some extent chaotic and radical, the participants actually followed the basic democratic procedures in their planning and operation process. For example, most of the online chat room masters were elected by the registered users in a public vote. Many of the online activities, such as the cyber warfare and online petition, were the results of public discussions and endorsed by the majority of the participants. This is not to say that all online discussions are rational, meaningful, or critical. However, what is significant is that the basic liberal democratic principles have been accepted, and consciously observed by this group of cyber nationalists. This online environment may not be a full-fetched democratic public sphere, but it is proceeding in the right direction. Believe it or not, the cyber nationalists’ discussion on foreign policy issues did serve as a check-and-balance factor in the CCP’s overall decision making process (see Chapter 14 for a detailed discussion).

Fourth, Chinese cyber nationalism is by and large a reactive movement. In other words, it has been event-driven and case-sensitive. Almost all of the online activities organized by Chinese cyber nationalists in the past decade were triggered by an event or incident that was forced upon China by a foreign force or party. From Indonesia’s anti-Chinese riot, to the embassy bombing in former Yugoslavia; from the spy-plane collision incident, to the Yasukuni shrine visit, what Chinese cyber nationalists did was to react to a situation where, in their judgment, China’s national interests had been damaged. In fact, the issue agenda of Chinese cyber nationalists has been changing all the time, much in sync with the shift of external pressure during the same period. For example, when the United States elevated its threat level against China, such as during the Taiwan Strait crisis in 1996, the embassy bombing in 1999, and the spy-plane collision in 2001, so did the anti-American cyber nationalistic movement in China’s cyber sphere. By the same token, when the Untied States redirected its focus to the so-called “Axis of Evil” after the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001, Chinese cyber nationalists toned down their anti-American rhetoric and turned their attention toward other fronts. The growing anti-Japanese sentiment since 2003 in China’s cyber sphere was the result of a rain of provocative gestures from the Japanese government, including the repeated shrine visits by Japan’s Prime Minister, the whitewashed history textbook, and the belligerent move by Japan’s right wing group over the Diaoyu Islands, etc. Most importantly, there is no religious, racial or ideological predispositions imbedded in Chinese cyber nationalists’ considerations. Unlike the Islamic fundamentalists, Chinese cyber nationalists don’t have a religious mission to accomplish. Unlike the Nazi Germany and militarist Japanese Empire in the 1930s where an aggressive nationalism was also race-driven, Chinese civilization contains fifty-six different nationalities and there has been no serious racial infighting among them over the past century. Unlike Cuba or North Korea where an ideological line still dominates foreign policy making, Chinese cyber nationalists put national interests and national security over any ideological barriers. In sum, the secular nature of Chinese cyber nationalism made it a passionate but nonetheless pragmatic force.

Organizations

The decentralized nature of Chinese cyber nationalism movement, coupled with the fast changing reality of the cyber sphere, increased the difficulty of compiling a complete list of the major cyber nationalistic organizations in China’s online sphere. However, a small number of websites and online organizations did play an irreplaceable role in the short history of Chinese cyber nationalism movement. Over the past decade, some of these organizations have changed their names, some have changed their objectives, and some have ceased to operate. Nonetheless, their name and brief history are worth repeating. Below is a short list of candidates.

“Green Corps” (lǜ se bing tuan)

“Green Corps” was one of China’s earliest and largest grassroots hacker organizations. It was first founded by “Goodwell” (gong wei) and several Chinese hackers in 1997.2 During its heydays, it claimed that it had about 3,000 registered members. The original purpose of “Green Corps” was to exchange and explore computer security technology among fellow computer fans. It gained its fame and popularity among Chinese Internet users during the retaliation campaign against Indonesia’s anti-Chinese riot in 1998. On 23 January 1999, the “Green Corps” held its first offline convention in a Web café in Shanghai, and within months, it quickly transformed to a venture capital-supported web security company—“Shanghai Green Alliance Computer Safety Technology Co, Ltd.”

Honker Union of China (H.U.C.)

H.U.C. was founded by a twenty-two year old Chinese hacker nicknamed “lion” at the end of 2000 and was dismissed four years later (the official websites www.cnhonker.net and www.cnhonker.com are no longer accessible). It was one of the leading forces behind the Sino-U.S. cyber warfare in May 2001. At the peak of its development, H.U.C. boasted that it had more than 80,000 regular members, which made it the largest Chinese hacker group and world’s fifth largest hacker group by then.3 One of the important contributions of H.U.C. was the concept it created during its massive online campaign—Honker (hong ke), meaning “red hacker.” After the dismissal of the original H.U.C., many Chinese computer security groups still kept “honker” in their names, such as www.chinahonker.net; www.honkercn.net; www.honkerunion.com, etc.

China 9.18 Patriot Net

China “9.18” Patriot Net (9.18 ai guo wang) was first founded in Shanghai by a retired factory manager Wu Zukang (nicknamed lao Wu) in March 2000 (www.china918.net). The purpose of this website was to gather, exhibit, and study the historical records of Japan’s invasion of China from 1931 to 1945. As outlined in its mission, the website aims at “remembering the national humiliation, reflecting the history, discussing ways to strengthen our country, building up the spirit of Chinese people, promoting understanding between nations, and advocating the world peace.”4 So far, Mr. Wu’s website has compiled thousands of historical documents, pictures, videos, films, and academic publications on this topic and become one of the most comprehensive nationalism education centers in China’s cyber sphere. In 2005, the “9.18” Patriot Net led the effort in the global online petition against Japan’s bid for permanent membership on the United Nations Security Council and collected over forty million signatures within four months.5

China Eagle Union

China Eagle Union (www.chinaeagle.org) was first founded by Wan Tao, known for his online nickname “Chinaeagle,” on 8 May 2001, the second anniversary of NATO’s bombing of Chinese embassy. Its members took part in the Sino-U.S. cyber warfare during the spy-plane collision incident in 2001. Since 2002, China Eagle Union voluntarily gave up the “aimless” cyber attacks as its operation strategy, and changed its focus to “building up a unique hacker culture with Chinese characteristics.”6 It has held several annual conferences in Guangzhou, Shanghai among China Eagle Community members. Its online communities on culture, computer security, military, history, and partnership were among the most vibrant, collaborative, and constructive groups in China’s cyber sphere.

Patriot Alliance Net

Patriot Alliance Net (www.1931-9-18.org) was a non-profit, volunteer-based online community founded on 1 May 2002 in Beijing. Its mission is to “safeguard national interest and promote social justice,” and its goal is to “build up a spiritual cyber homeland for the new generation of Chinese patriots, and oppose Japanese right-wing, militarist groups and all the other anti-China reactionary forces.”7 In the past four years, Patriot Alliance Net sponsored and organized dozens of large scale online campaigns, including the first and second protecting Diaoyu Islands voyages in 2003 and 2004, the online petition against Japan’s construction contract of a major railway line between Beijing and Shanghai in 2003 and 2004, the “One Million Signatures Protest” over the poisonous gas incident in 2003, etc. Their steadfast online campaigns over the railway project and the Diaoyu Islands voyages caused the CCP government to shut down its website twice. Although under close surveillance and receiving constant warnings from the government, Patriot Alliance Net has strived to survive, operate, and make their voice heard. In fact, the key figures of this website, Feng Jinhua and Lu Yunfei, have been the most vocal and visible spokespersons in China’s grassroots anti-Japanese movement.

Internet and Chinese Patriotism Education Symposium

The “Internet & Chinese Patriotism Education Symposium” is a non-government annual conference organized by several major Chinese nationalism websites. The first meeting was held on 9 December 2000 in Nanjing, Jiangsu, the historic site of the Nanjing Massacre in 1937. Since then, it has organized five annual national symposiums. The participants normally included the Web masters of China’s leading nationalism-oriented websites, representatives from various Chinese online communities, scholars on Sino-Japan relationships, Japanese scholars and veteran soldiers, etc. During the two-day conference, the participants reported their activities over the past year, shared their experiences, discussed future strategies, and signed a common mission statement to be released by the involved websites.8

So far, the historical evolution and the theoretical orientation of Chinese cyber nationalism have been reviewed and discussed. The previous chapters addressed the questions of when, where, who, how, what, and why, regarding this important online movement. However, the questions of “who cares” and “so what” are still left unanswered. For example, how do those cyber nationalists envision their future objectives and influences? How do those foreign policy decision makers in China view this type of online activities, and most importantly, how did they deal with the pressure coming from cyber nationalistic activities in the past? Also, how does Chinese general online public evaluate those cyber nationalists’ campaign and strategies? Most of all, how do all these factors weigh into China’s overall foreign policy making and its modernization process? The answers to these questions will be the focus of the Part Three.


Part Three

Reflections


Chapter 13

Key Players


“Peaceful rise”? Is it a slogan, or a strategy? If it is a slogan, I have no problem with that. If it is a strategy, then we should first ask ourselves, “Is it possible?” Do we have the leverage to guarantee a peaceful development environment?

—Wang Xiaodong, a personal interview
in Beijing, 31 May 2006



Who are those leading Chinese cyber nationalists, why do they devote to such a cause and how do they evaluate their activities? To answer these questions, the method of face-to-face in-depth interview was employed here. Four individuals, Wan Tao (the founder of China Eagle Union), Wu Zukang (the founder of China 9.18 Patriot Net), Wang Xiaodong (the leading scholar and vocal advocate of Chinese nationalism movement), and Lu Yunfei (the founder of Patriot Alliance Net), were chosen as the spokespersons for Chinese cyber nationalism movement. Their affiliated online organizations took charge of the major Chinese cyber nationalistic campaigns in the past decade, including the cyber attacks against Indonesia’ anti-Chinese riot in 1998, the cyber wars with the United States in 1999 and 2001, the protecting Diaoyu Islands voyages in 2003 and 2004, and the massive online petition against Japan’s bid for U.N. Security Council permanent membership in 2005.

Their representation was exemplified not only by their diverse personal profiles, such as age (from early thirties to mid-fifties), education level (from some college to graduate degree), and work experiences (from five-year computer programmer to thirty-year factory manager), but also by their different geographic location (Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou) and ideological stance in the movement (from moderate to radical). From March 2005, a series of long distance telephone interviews were conducted by the author with Wang Xiaodong and Wu Zukang. From May to June 2006, the author interviewed face-to-face with these four individuals in Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, respectively. The interviews ran from one and a half hours to four hours, and the conversations were recorded with the consent of the interviewees.

Wan Tao (China Eagle)1

Wan Tao, best known by his online nickname China Eagle (lao ying), was born in 1971 in China’s Jiangxi Province. He graduated in 1993 from Northern Jiaotong University in Beijing with an accounting major. “I barely took classes during the last two years of my undergraduate study, and devoted all my time to learning various computer programming languages,” Wan recalled. Upon graduation, his talent in computer hacking and security programming was shown through several primitive computer viruses he created for fun.

“Ideals at the Tip of Bayonet”

In June 1997, Wan Tao, then a professional computer programmer in Guangzhou, established his first online site “Chinawill” aiming to promote “China’s will” in the new information age. The next year, he joined China’s earliest hacker group—the Green Corps—and became a core member in China’s first organized cyber attack against Indonesia’s anti-Chinese riot. When asked why he chose “eagle” as the key symbol for his nickname, in his organization’s name, and on the group’s logo, Wan explained passionately,


All peoples and nations in the world worship symbols with strong characters. Eagle represents the character and capability that I like the most. In Chinese culture, dragon and phoenix are the totemistic symbols. But, they are mystic creations, not real creatures. Besides, dragon is an evil and satanic monster in the Western culture. Some people criticized me, saying that I borrowed an American symbol here. That is not accurate. Eagle has long been a well-respected animal in Chinese tradition too, and we have numerous fairly tales, popular maxims about the divine eagle. What I like the most of eagle is its pride, strength, self-reliance, skill, and far-reaching vision. For example, eagle’s eyes are sharper and brighter than other animals’. It flies higher, sees farther, and relies on its own strength to protect its territory. Also, eagle is brave, but it is not aggressive. In English, aggressive means hawkish, which is not my message for this title.



Wan Tao was a pioneering computer security practitioner in China’s cyber sphere, a creative thinker of China’s geopolitical strategy, and an active promoter of “the hacker culture with Chinese characteristics.”2 In May 2000, Wan Tao came up with the idea of establishing a computer specialists-based cyber community—China Eagle Union. The subsequent events across the Taiwan Strait in 2000 and the spy-plane collision in early 2001 facilitated the formation of this well organized online community (www.chinaeagle.org). On the welcome page of its website, a black eagle extended its huge wings against the blue sky, with a line of slogan written in red, “Ideals at the tip of bayonet; we are a powerful force on the Internet.” As to the history, structure and vision of this organization, Wan revealed some inside stories,


After reviewing our online discussions and activities, an American computer research agency i-Defense concluded that we were not a hacker group, but a secretive political group, and a grave threat to the U.S.’s and Japan’s national security. Because they thought we must be a government-sponsored organization. It couldn’t be farther from the reality. Actually, I would say, the opposite is true. The government has been persistent and consistent in impeding our development. It is true that under certain circumstances, the government and some non-government groups might resonate with each other—take the present environmental issues promoted by some social groups as an example. At the surface level or from the outside, it may seem these two parties must cooperate closely or follow the same guidelines. In fact, there is no real linkage whatsoever. We are operating purely on our own. Within the Eagle Union, we have two levels of membership, the volunteer level and the formal member level. Although right now China doesn’t have a clear definition and regulation for non-government organizations, we try to abide by the rules in line with the Western model. For example, like Western non-profit organizations, we follow the normal fiscal year calendar and report our revenue and expense to our members regularly. The real problem is that China doesn’t have a clear legal status for non-profit organization. Therefore, we can not raise money or collect membership dues. What has been left for us to survive is donations from our members. This is a very awkward situation right now. Without a clear regulation, it is very difficult for us to operate.



In early 2002, Wan Tao and his China Eagle Union made a significant move in China’s overall cyber nationalism movement—they announced publicly that they would stop any cyber attacks in their future operations. This decision, which was in compliance with the government’s requirement, nonetheless stirred up some disputes and controversies among those fervent cyber warriors. Wan explained this decision,


Several factors led to this. Of course, the government’s pressure played a role, but not as much as some people speculated. In fact, our government had in the past withheld a lot of historical accounts away from the public eyes. For example, I didn’t know the Nanking Massacre until I was a middle school student. So, the government has never supported the self-organized nationalism activities all along. Second, during this period, I traveled across China, from North to South, to meet face-to-face with those online friends. I paid the trip out of my own pocket. I found, to my disappointment, that people’s motives were too diverse and too disarrayed. Some for money and some for personal fame. Meanwhile, the mass media began to join in the chorus, provoking the nationalism sentiment blindly. I knew the whole cyber warfare had span out of our original purpose and might backfire. So I decided to quit. And lastly, to be frank, our hacking skill and technology still lagged behind that of the U.S. hackers’. Most of our attacks either inflicted no impact at all, or helped them correct the weak points. It is better to sharpen our skill first.



I Have a Dream

During the widely covered 2001 cyber warfare between Chinese honker groups and American hacker groups, Wan Tao wrote a public letter to President Bush, imitating sentence-by-sentence Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous speech I Have a Dream. In it, he outlined his vision and his dream,


The Eighth of May has become an unforgettable date in Chinese people’s memory. Over the last one hundred years, China’s calendar was filled with too much suffering and resentment. To those who consoled us, we will appreciate forever. To those who spilled salt to our wounds, we will never forget. China’s next generation has become accustomed to eating Kentucky Fried Chicken and McDonald’s, and going to see a Hollywood blockbuster every month. Ironically, as the older generation was worried about the new tendencies among the youngsters, it is the U.S.’s policies that awaken them. . . . It is time for us to reject the miscalculated crimes. We shouldn’t use the bitter wine of hatred to ease our thirst for freedom. As a great nation and proud people, we should stand atop the history mountain, igniting the world’s hope by holding high the torch of freedom. Like the Goddess of Liberty, we should spread love, wisdom, morality, integrity, peace, and freedom. Mr. President, I want to tell you today: although there are so many difficulties ahead of us, we still have a dream. This dream is rooted deeply in Chinese people’s mind. We dream that one day, our two nations can hold hand in hand, realizing the creed that “nation and people, regardless of size, are born equal.” We sincerely hope that we can join together with the great nation on the other side of the Pacific Ocean, and with all the other peace-loving nations in the world, to respect our common mother—this great, beautiful and energetic earth.3



This passionate letter was circulated widely in China’s cyber sphere amid the growing tension between China and the United States in the real world. Asked how he came up with such an idea, Wan revealed his complex feeling toward the United States,


I have more than 2,000 video tapes at home, most of them American movies. To be frank, I can operate an American movie shop in Beijing with my collections. As I observed, American people have very strong ideological beliefs, which dominated their culture and political system. They are self-centered, but they are also very mission-driven. The America’s society pays much attention to patriotism education, far better than our country’s system does. Although they promote democratic ideas throughout the world, we all know that all democracies, American’s included, are relative. The national interest has always been the paramount concern. In comparison, although China has fallen behind in the past two hundred years, it is only a blip in its historical course. So far as China preserves its value system and cultural essence, it will definitely regain its footing in the near future. In the past, you may categorize me as a China-centered ideologue, because I regard our culture as the best. But, after traveling to other cultural centers in the world, India, Egypt, and Europe over the past years, I changed my mind. I respect all other cultures, and believe they all have their positions in human history.



The Big Chess Board

Wan Tao has been thinking and writing about the topic of how China should prepare for the upcoming transformation of geopolitics in East Asia region in particular and in the world in general. When we walked toward the cafeteria where this interview was conducted, he threw a question to me unexpectedly, “how do you assess our current policy toward North Korea?” Below is his take on this issue,


We should change our current North Korea policy. It doesn’t work, and in the long run, it will hurt us. Instead of the current short-sighted approach, we should ally with South Korea, and force the North to reform. Sooner or later, the Koreans will reunite. Our pro-unification stance will help us expel the American influences in the Korean Peninsula, and use the new Korea as a counterbalance against Japan and the United States. After a peaceful unification of two Koreas, the Taiwan problem will be solved naturally and easily. The cultural inclination of these areas to China will inevitably lead to a European Union-type pan-Asian community, in which China will play a leading and indispensable role. The current pro-North position, however, put the party’s ideological interest above our nation’s strategic interest. It is wrong, it is shortsighted, and it is dangerous.



According to Wan, he was the first Chinese mainland citizen that ever sent an e-mail to Taiwan’s two major parties, the Nationalist Party (KMT) and the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). It was in 1995, a full year before the first Taiwan presidential election and the Taiwan Strait crisis. As to the Taiwan unification issue, Wan has its own understandings,


Taiwan’s opposition to unification was based partially on ideology, because they reject mainland China’s political system. Our current approach is to promote infightings among Taiwan’s parties and hope to get benefits from the chaos. In fact, we can never benefit from that. China is a large country. As a large country, you must have a long-term strategy. A better option may be to gradually democratize and legalize the current party system in China. China doesn’t need a strong party, but China always needs a strong leader, like Russia’s President Putin. Just like playing China’s chess game weiqi, we should have a grand vision and strategy. We should aim at the future changes decades down in the road. Maybe we need another one hundred years to get there, but we should be prepared and determined. All in all, in the long run, I am optimistic; but in the short run, I am not so sure.



Wu Zukang (Old Wu)4

Wu Zukang (nicknamed old Wu), a fifty-eight year old former factory officer, doesn’t seem to fit the profile of a “Chinese cyber nationalist” very well. He was born in 1949 in Shanghai, and was sent with tens of thousands of students to China’s remote northeastern rural area in 1968 to “receive reeducation.” After the Cultural Revolution, Wu returned to Shanghai and worked in a state-owned factory for twenty years. Since March 2000, Mr. Wu devoted much of his time and income to an online patriotism expedition: the founding and daily operation of China 9.18 Patriot Net (www.china918.org, initially registered as www.china1937.net). In February 2004, Mr. Wu was forced by his employer to sign a “layoff contract.” Since then, he became an unemployed worker and a full-time Web master.

Building an Online Patriotism Education Base

Living in a tiny and extremely simple apartment with his wife and daughter, Wu Zukang built up China’s largest online museum of Anti-Japanese War historical archives. The operation expenses of the website came mainly from the donations by online users and Mr. Wu’s quickly shrinking retirement savings. He kept a detailed balance sheet for the website operation and posted it online for public review. For much of the operation period since 2002, Old Wu’s online education base was in red ink. What motivated a common Chinese citizen to take up this ambitious mission at his senior age?


In the spring of 1998, I visited my relatives in Anhui, en route Nanjing. By accident, I went to the Memorial Museum of Nanjing Massacre located just near the bus station. I was so shocked and enraged by the content of the exhibition that I could not eat my lunch—for me, this was the first time facing directly with a piece of almost forgotten history. In January 2000, Japanese right-wingers organized a notorious public conference titled “The Biggest Lie in the Twentieth Century: Reexamining Nanking Massacre.” I felt I was responsible, as a Chinese citizen and in the name of thirty million Chinese victims, to do something to rebuke those distortions and whitewashings. After consulting with some friends online, www.china1937.net was up and running. The first project we did was to upload all the 400 pictures of a pictorial publication Nanjing Massacre online.



For Mr. Wu, establishing a patriotism education base online is a noble cause, but it was surely not a smooth journey. At first, he found that there was not so much information available in China about this very important piece of history. The existing documents were either too sketchy or too superficial. This lack of proper documentation nonetheless hardened Old Wu’s determination. However, what really caught him off guard was the intervention from the Japanese government and Chinese administrators.


Only six months after our opening, one of the articles posted in our chat room brought us big trouble. It was a poster discussing China’s military strategy with strong anti-Japanese rhetoric. Since we rented our web space from a computer center affiliated with China’s Ministry of Culture, Japanese government accused China of supporting this type of anti-Japanese activities. As a result, Chinese officials decided to shut down our website, delete all the materials, and investigate my personal background. That was a heart-wrenching moment. After several appeals to the Beijing’s administers, our website was reopened a month later. But we had to de-link any ties to the government agency. It turned out positive for us actually, because we have been a non-government group from the very beginning. All editors and BBS masters of our website, about thirty of them, are volunteers. They spread across the country and contribute to the web operation in their spare time through online communication.



Till August 2006, Mr. Wu and his China 9.18 Patriot Net have sponsored dozens of memorial activities under the major theme of “remembering history, and consolidating national spirit.” These activities included online exhibitions, online essay competitions, research conference, online charity auction, online petitions, etc. Among them, the worldwide online petition against Japan’s bid for the UNSC membership, and a series of Internet and Patriotism Education Symposiums were the most influential.5

The Message to Next Generation

More than half a century has passed since Japan’s invasion of China. What kind of message should we send to the next generation of Chinese and Japanese youngsters? Old Wu kept asking this question to himself. Should it be a message of hatred or a message of love? “I believe,” Old Wu summarized his thought, “if we can not face our history truthfully and honestly, we may repeat the tragedy again and again.” In an interview with Japan’s major TV network NHK in July 2002, some of Old Wu’s responses are worth repeating.6


NHK: In your opinion, what is Japan’s problem?

Wu: First and foremost, Japan’s view of its aggressive past is problematic. For example, Japanese prime minister repeatedly visited the Yasukuni shrine during his term. Japan’s revised history textbook was filled with distortions and whitewashings. All these irresponsible moves inevitably offended Chinese people. Moreover, many Japanese politicians even denied the existence of those massacres committed by Japanese army during the invasion. This tendency reflected Japanese government’s unrepentant stance. It is hard to develop a friendly relationship if we can not resolve this issue. In addition, since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Japan modified its peace constitution. It not only sent troops overseas, but also increased military spending in response toward the so-called “China Threat.” Asian peoples had suffered tremendously in the hands of Japanese militarists. This new phenomenon naturally arouses people’s resentment and alertness.

NHK: What do you want to tell your daughter and Chinese youngsters via the website?

Wu: Our website is a patriotism and history education base. What I want to speak to the youngsters is, “history should not be forgotten; moreover, history should not be distorted or denied.” Nowadays, China’s young generation has become increasingly apathetic of history. That is troublesome. The blood of our ancestors should not be shed in vain. Only if we learn the lesson from the past, can we build a better and stronger nation. We should also notice that Japan’s right-wingers are using a variety of advanced communication methods, including cartoon, video game, and animation, to distort and rewrite history. This is dangerous, and we should not let the lies overshadow the true history.

NHK: Don’t you think that your actions may hurt Chinese people’s feeling toward Japan, and Japanese people’s feeling toward China?

Wu: Our website is basically a history education base. It is strange if an educational website which intends to tell the truth would hurt somebody’s feeling. If telling the truth would discomfort somebody, then denying the true history is committing a hideous crime. If we don’t tell the truth, history will be rewritten by some irresponsible parties.



At the end of the interview, Old Wu, on behalf of the editors and China 9.18 Patriot Net, thanked NHK network for providing such an opportunity to communicate directly and honestly with Japanese people. According to Mr. Wu, he agreed with former Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping’s approach here. “Deng Xiaoping put it wisely, ‘the best way to deal with Japanese right-wingers is to strengthen the exchange and communication between Chinese people and Japanese people.’ All in all, Japanese problems rest on their own people’s shoulder to solve.”

“Devote to the Web for Our Nation”

Old Wu has a motto posted prominently on the China 9.18 Patriot Net. It says, “devote to the Web for our nation; show my loyalty with my heart.” (tou shen wan wei wei min zu, wo yi wo xin xian zhong cheng). Needless to say, Old Wu’s understanding of nation and loyalty was shaped largely by his personal background and experiences. Compare with the younger generation of cyber nationalists, Mr. Wu’s strategies and tactics were considerably different. As to the interactions between the government authority and the grassroots online movement, Mr. Wu noted,


It is necessary and beneficial for our country to have a civil cyber sphere that presents people’s voice and demands. The spontaneous online nationalism movement built a bridge linking the party’s foreign policy and the general public’s concerns. In the end, this new channel not only serves as a huge grassroots think tank, but also offer our government some leverage in negotiations. For example, in the case of Japan’s bid for UNSC membership, our government was in a much better position to take a tough stance on this issue because of the tremendous support shown through the online petition campaign in 2005. That said, the cyber sphere should be an auxiliary and complimentary instrument. Otherwise, it may disrupt and cause trouble to our country’s grand strategies.



Though a passionate patriot himself, Mr. Wu doesn’t agree with some of the aggressive rhetoric and confrontational tactics adopted by some young cyber nationalists. He emphasized,


Nationalism should be an inspiring power that guides our country’s renaissance. Most of China’s online people are youngsters or college students. They are active, energetic, and self-motivated. But they also lack in-depth understanding of society and politics. Online sphere provides them a place to vent whatever opinion they may have. However, some irrational and irresponsible rhetoric may be counterproductive. Also, before taking any action, people should inform and consult with the government for understanding and cooperation. In the end, we can deceive the Japanese government, but we should never deceive our own government. Of course, Chinese officials should also adjust their mindset—be more participative, not too judgmental. Blocking or censoring a website is neither a long term nor a cost-efficient management policy.



Facing various problems, ranging from lack of financial support, lack of editorial personnel, and periodic government pressure, Mr. Wu is nonetheless optimistic and forward-looking. “I am an old revolutionary,” he joked, “I am in shortage of everything but confidence and patience.” In addition to the mountainous task of maintaining the China 9.18 Patriot Net, Mr. Wu has been actively involving a new social activity, “Shanghai Intellectual Youth Arts Assemblage” (Shanghai zhi qing yi shu tuan). This self-organized social group consists of Shanghai natives who had been working and living in Heilongjiang Province as the so-called “intellectual youth” (zhi shi qing nian) during the Cultural Revolution in 1960s. Hundreds of them, now in their senior ages, reconvened together to present an arts festival for their second hometown. Mr. Wu, a former “intellectual” youth who had lived in Helongjiang for nearly a decade, stood out on another stage.

Lu Yunfei7

Lu Yunfei, the chief editor of Patriot Alliance Net (www.1931-9-18.org), has an unusual online pseudonym: Yang Jingyu. Yang was a legendary Chinese hero who led a fierce resisting campaign against the Japanese invasion in 1930s in the northeastern part of China. He was killed after a close encounter with Japanese army in early 1940. To scare off other followers, the Japanese invaders chopped off his head and exhibited it as a trophy across China’s Northern provinces. “Yang Jingyu is a great hero in my mind,” said Lu, “I use his name to show my respect to him, learn from him, memorize him, and hope we have more Yang Jingyus in China.”

Patriot Alliance Net was founded on 1 May 2002 in Beijing by a group of youngsters, such as Lu, who were strongly opposed to Japanese government’s policies on a wide range of issues. It was a non-profit, volunteer-based online community which consists of twenty-four discussion sessions, nineteen special net-friend communities, and some seventy voluntary web editors. Lu recalled the early stage of this soon-to-be anti-Japanese campaign headquarter,


When we first started, we had little money and resource. In fact, during the first year, we had to borrow the equipments, servers, and online space from our friends. Nobody paid attention to us. After our first “Protecting Diaoyu Islands Voyage” campaign and the online petitions against Japan’s bid for the high-speed railway project, tens of thousands of fellow net-friends began to pour their support toward us. As the donations grew, we finally established our own cyber space. However, we were temporarily shut down by the government because of the online petition in 2004.



Because of its uncompromising stance, coordinated online and offline campaigns, and well organized national networks, Patriot Alliance Net quickly became the leading force in the unfolding anti-Japanese campaign in China’s cyber sphere. Like many of his fellow organizers, Lu was born in the 1970s. They shared some common characteristics that distinguish them from other similar groups. They are politically determined, technologically sophisticated, and most important, media savvy. Most of their campaigns and street protests were widely covered by foreign media stationed in Beijing. They used some eye-catching tactics, such as flag-burning, blood donation, public signature collecting campaign, patriotism song competition, to draw mainstream media’s attention. Lu himself was interviewed by New York Times, Washington Post, BBC, the Strait Times, among other prominent media outlets in many occasions. In response to the accusation that they staged these events purely for personal fame, Lu answered,


The Diaoyu Islands and the abandoned poisonous gas weapons are not issues relating only to a few people like us. They may impact and hurt hundreds of thousands of Chinese people tomorrow or in the near future. Through the online petition and the protecting Diaoyu Islands voyage, we made a lot of people beware of the urgency and significance of these issues. For us, we learned a lot too, since we need to search a lot of documents, and wrote many opinion pieces online. At first, my will was not that strong and resolute. However, as time passes by, I became more determined. Right now, many net-friends, including myself, are willing to make this cause as our lifetime mission.



The organization structure showcased the potential of the self-sponsored online communities in China’s future political landscape. For example, the headquarter of Patriot Alliance Net is located in Beijing, but its local branches spread across over twenty provinces, including Shanghai, Sichuan, Shandong, Hubei, Hunan, Guangdong, etc. In addition to the frequent online communications and collaborations, the individual sub-groups routinely carried out various nationalism-oriented activities, such as paying respect to Chinese war heroes, visiting old soldiers, planting trees at memorial park, and advocating boycott of Japanese goods. After each of these events, they shared their pictures, videos, and stories with other members on the Web.8 In time of major events, such as Japanese prime minister’s shrine visit, its well established cyber network became an efficient mobilizing machine. Lu talked about a real story,


On 5 April 2005, the news broke out that Japan once again revised its history textbook. People were outraged. Somebody called for a public demonstration the next day. But, nothing was worked out in detail. Next morning, some people began to gather around the location mentioned in an online rally poster. Most of them actually were bystanders who wanted to see what was going to happen. As the crowd grew, some people took pictures of the crowd and uploaded them onto many websites, shouting, “There is a demonstration! It is real! Here are the pictures.” The message was quickly copied, forwarded, resent, and became a lightning rod. Eventually, it turned out to be one of the largest public demonstrations in Beijing since the Tiananmen incident. During the course of the demonstration, a short messaging company broadcast the event live to millions of mobile phone users in Beijing. In the end, the government could not trace down who was the initial organizer.



In contrast to Wu Zukang’s primarily cooperative approach toward the authority, Lu and his partners have been more independent and self-determined. However, they had to pay the price for their unruly nationalism impulse. Their website was shut down during their second online petition against the high-speed railway project, and their application for protest in front of the Japanese Embassy in Beijing was repeatedly turned down by local authority. After the massive anti-Japanese protest in 2005, the restrictions were tightened. According to Lu, among the regular traffic on their website, a considerable amount now came from the Internet police who closely monitored their activities. Lu was disappointed, if not totally frustrated, by the government interventions,


What we did was part of China’s public diplomacy. We hope we can accomplish something that is not suitable for our government to do. The government should have government’s policy and strategy, but the civilians should express their own opinions in their own way. Our position was in line with the government’s long-standing position on many issues. In fact, our actions not only drew attentions from normal Chinese people, but also sent a strong signal to the world community. It actually united all Chinese across the world. There is nothing we need to hide, so we made public and transparent all the information regarding the donation accounts, equipment arrangement, and volunteer names. All of our partners are volunteers. We have our full-time job, and only contribute to this cause during our spare time. Frankly, we spent a lot of money out of our own pocket. But, we want to find a path for China’s non-government and non-profit organizations.



Though deeply disappointed, the external pressure doesn’t seem to dampen Lu’s determination. As he said, “as long as the Diaoyu Islands is not under China’s control, we will keep on our protecting Diaoyu Islands efforts. Even if we can not accomplish this in our life time, the following generations will carry on our mission.” On 15 August 2006, hours after Japanese Prime Minister Kozumi made his sixth visit to the Yasukuni shrine, Lu Yunfei and several members of Patriot Alliance Net staged a protest in front of the Japanese Consulate in Chongqing, his hometown. Meanwhile, similar protests were also carried out in other cities.

Wang Xiaodong9

Wang Xiaodong’s personality contrasts many stereotypes that people may have in their minds about a Chinese scholar. He talks fast, eats fast, and walk fast. He is outspoken, point-blank, and a little combative. Even more rebellious than his personality are his series of theses on Chinese nationalism and China’s long term national strategies. In 1988, when the Chinese intellectual circle was overwhelmed by Western ideologies and pro-democracy sentiment, Wang was among the first group of scholars, if not the first scholar, to publicly challenge what he later characterized as the “reverse racism” tendency. In 1996, Wang published a long paper on “Chinese Nationalism and China’s Future,” which was later posted online and spread across the Chinese cyber sphere by a major online journal China News Digest.10 His persistent advocacy of Chinese nationalism and his hard-line position on China’s security issues won him the reputation among Chinese youngsters as the “Godfather” of China’s new nationalism.

The “Reverse Racism” and the Return of Nationalism

Wang was born in 1955 and graduated from China’s elite Peking University in 1982. Unlike most of his contemporaries, Wang received solid Western academic training in Japan and Canada. He went to Japan in mid-1980s and got a master’s degree in Business Administration, and then went to Canada and the United States as a visiting scholar. Because of his academic background, Wang was also among the first group of Chinese who had access to the Internet. “It was 1991, and I was a visiting scholar in Canada. The technology was still primitive, but sufficient for us to communicate with fellow friends studying in Europe or in the United States,” Wang recalled. It was three years before China was officially connected to the World Wide Web. During that period, Wang began to systematically think about nationalism-related issues,


After the CCP came into power in 1949, nationalism has lost its ideological position in China. Because the official ideology was Marx-Leninism, so there was no room left for the so-called “provincial and parochial” nationalism. Believe it or not, I had never heard of the word “nationalism” until I was thirty years old. For a long time, I had no idea what this word meant, let alone to think about being a flag-carrier of China’s nationalism.



China’s “reform and opening up to the world” policy introduced by Deng Xiaoping in the early 1980s exposed a generation of deeply depressed and bewildered intellectuals to a shockingly prosperous capitalist world. The sudden realization of backwardness and poverty pushed many Chinese elites toward the edge of self-doubt and self-denigration. As a first-hand observer, Wang summarized this across-the-society psychological transition,


The disillusionment of Communism in the 1980s led to the short-lived pro-Western impulse. After Tiananmen, many intellectuals lost faith to CCP, even to China’s future. However, China is a huge nation and a resilient civilization. After a short slip, it regained confidence and began to relocate its position in the world. The resurgent of nationalism movement in 1990s was an answer and rebuttal to the previous reverse racism tendency among a small group of elite intellectuals. This is returning to the normal, not something irregular. Even till today, China’s mainstream media still have the tendency to beautify the Western world. This type of thinking style is more prevalent among elite intellectuals and some so-called think tanks. This undercurrent of pro-Western mindset among a considerable group of media gatekeepers in China resulted in the flourishing development of Chinese nationalism in the cyber sphere, where the government control has been the least effective.



As to the widespread notion in the West that the CCP has purposely used nationalism to replace the waning Communism, Wang dismissed this argument as “nonsense.” Instead, Wang argued that the CCP has never given up the Communism ideology. He further challenged the argument that the ongoing cyber nationalism was a result of government’s manipulation,


If Chinese government really wants to promote nationalism, why don’t they use traditional media? After all, the traditional media are totally controlled by the government, unlike the cyber sphere. Take me as an example. There are very few channels for me to publish my paper in China’s traditional media. Most of my publications were through personal relations, and often under tremendous pressure from above. In fact, in my mind, nationalism is not contradictory with democracy. I myself have supported political reform and democracy all along. The question for China is not whether we should have democracy or not, but how and when we should have it. From 1990 to 2000, in merely ten years, more than 100 million Chinese peasants became urban citizens. This urbanization process is faster than any other nation-states in human history, and it is accelerating. The real threat to the world peace and stability is not an undemocratic China, but an unstable China.



Wang’s harsh criticism on the liberal fraction of China’s intellectuals, coupled with his outspoken manner, made him an outlier in China’s overall political spectrum. He was sacked from his posts as an editor in the Strategy and Management magazine, and as a professor at the University of International Business and Economics in late 1990s. Now, he works as an associate research fellow at the Research Center of Chinese Youth and Children in Beijing. He established his personal blogs on dozens of commercial portals, posting all his previous publications online for review.11

China’s “Splendid Isolation”

Wang borrowed another Western political concept—“splendid isolation”—to illustrate his grand proposal for China’s future position. During the late nineteenth century, the British Empire introduced the so-called “splendid isolation” policy to maintain the balance of power with its European rivals. Wang outlined his Chinese version application,


The geopolitical circumstance surrounding China has changed drastically since Deng Xiaoping’s death. Deng’s judgment in early 1980s that the Soviet Union-U.S. confrontation was the major power struggle and China could and should take this strategic time window to concentrate on its economy was a far-reaching and brilliant one. It won China a decade to recover. But now, China needs a new global strategy to guarantee its national security and a favorable world order. China is so huge, and nobody will and has the capability to shoulder all the problems China may have in the future. Don’t bet on any other country’s help in times of crisis. We have to prepare for a long and difficult period of isolation. Some of the challenges, such as energy and environment, are real and imminent. The modernization campaign driven by 1.3 billion people surely will cause a lot of shock and uncertainties. To avoid any grave consequences, China must prepare for the worst scenario, and sometimes may have to play the role of a “bad boy” (huai hai zi).



Wang has been an acute critic of—in his words—China’s “pro-American, pro-wealth and pro-Western democracy” foreign policy platform. He was not a big fan of former leader Jiang Zemin’s grand design of “peace and development are the major theme of the world,” nor was he supportive of the current “peaceful rise” assertion put forth by the present leadership.12


“Peaceful rise”? Is it a slogan, or a strategy? If it is a slogan, I have no problem with that. If it is a strategy, then we should first ask ourselves, “Is it possible?” Do we have the leverage to guarantee a peaceful development environment?



The Internet really opened a fresh window for Wang, who himself may have been in a situation of “splendid isolation” in China’s academic circle. Through his multiple online blogs, he kept on his passionate mission. In an article posted on 1 August 2006, Wang used a vivid metaphor to depict China’s geopolitical position in the world and its proper reaction,


In the current world order, China’s position is acceptable in the short run, but awkward in the long run. China is not strong enough to be a polar, but is strong enough for others to worry about and guard against. How China should deal with this problem? . . . I would like to use a “rain shelter theory” to make my point. We can treat the current world order as a rain shelter. Since it can protect people from the rain, it is a good thing and we should help maintain it. However, if the host of the rain shelter rejects us to enter, then we shouldn’t help sustain it. Instead, we may throw stone at it. If people understand that we have the capability and the will to destroy the shelter, nobody dares to kick us out.13



From this perspective, Wang himself acts like a bad boy, consistently throwing stones at various establishments. The Internet helps make his stone flying and resounding.


Chapter 14

Policy Makers


As to the information network, our guiding principles are: develop it actively, strengthen its management, take benefit from its capacity, and avoid its harms. We should strive to occupy a favorable position in the ongoing worldwide information revolution.

—Remarks by Jiang Zemin, during a roundtable seminar
on law and legislation, 12 July 2001.



For any country, foreign policy decision making has always been a highly secretive process among all of the governing practices. The lasting consequence of a foreign policy and the complex nature of foreign relations demand a relatively small and capable decision making body and a responsive whereas cooperative bureaucratic system. If this is true for most of the countries in the world, it is more so for China. Recently, although scholars pointed out some promising changes in China’s foreign policy-making process, such as the trends of professionalization in China’s decision makers, the proliferation of decision making participants, the decentralization of decision making structure, and the globalization of decision making means and goals,1 the real dynamism for many of China’s foreign policies in the past decade remain sketchy and elusive.

Without doubt, Chinese online public opinion in general and Chinese cyber nationalism movement in particular played a significant role in China’s overall decision-making process. But, how large is this role, through which channel did these factors weigh in, and with what tangible effect? To piece together these puzzles, some public records, especially those news reports about Chinese leaders’ comments on foreign policy-related issues, were compiled and analyzed. Moreover, two minister-level Chinese foreign policy makers (one is the former director of State Council’s News Office, and one is the sitting director of China’s major foreign cultural exchange institution) were interviewed. The interviews were conducted in May 2005 and June 2006, respectively, and the real name and official title were omitted in this report as required by the interviewees.

Public Records

The public comments made by Chinese leaders on foreign policy-related issues were grouped into two categories. The first part covered some representative remarks made by China’s top leaders, including former President and Party Secretary General Jiang Zemin, current President and Party Secretary General Hu Jintao, and Premier Wen Jiabao. The second part presented some comments made by or online activities participated by China’s senior foreign policy makers or executers, including current Chinese Foreign Minister and a spokesperson for China’s State Council.

Reflections from China’s Top Leaders

Jiang Zemin

On 17 June 2000, in an interview with American magazine Science, then President Jiang Zemin pointed out that the Internet provides Chinese youngsters a “mutually shared and open” platform to communicate with the outside world. He was quoted as saying,


We are facing all kinds of information coming from every corner of the world. We need to make sure that the facts are not distorted or manipulated. This problem exists on the Internet too. People may ask, how can we distinguish facts from lies on the Internet? All nations in the world need to ensure their people not to be impacted by the negative information online.2



On 11 January 2001, in a meeting participated by China’s publicity officials at all levels, Jiang emphasized the importance of Internet as a publicity battlefield. He was quoted as saying,


We should pay high attention to the publicity and opinions on the Internet. We should develop it actively, use it sufficiently, strengthen its management, take advantage of its benefits and avoid the harms. Our goal is to transfer it into a new battlefield for China’s ideological and political training, and a new publicity channel toward the outside world.3



On 12 July 2001, during roundtable seminar on law and legislation participated by senior leaders, President Jiang made a hallmark speech on China’s Internet regulation and management. He said,


As to the information network, our guiding principles are: develop it actively, strengthen the management, take benefit from its capacity, and avoid its harms. We should strive to hold a favorable position in the ongoing worldwide information revolution. Meanwhile, we should pay high attention to the challenges brought about by the networked information. . . . Although we have achieved a fast development in the information technology over the past several years, we should also recognize the new problems brought about by the Internet on such issues as the government regulations and societal management. For example, the spread of superstitious, pornographic, violent, and other harmful information online posed tremendous threat to the physical and psychological wellbeing of our citizens, especially to those youngsters. As to the issue of national information security, we should take further steps to reinforce the establishment of the Internet security protecting system. We should use those legal measures to administer the information online, and promote a fast and healthy development of China’s Internet.4



On 7 November 2002, while greeting foreign guests at the annual conference of Television and Broadcasting Museum’s International Council, Jiang Zemin praised the fast development of China’s television and broadcasting industry in general and China’s Internet growth in particular. He concluded by saying that “Internet has become an important component of China’s news media establishment.”5

Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao

On 9 May 1999, one day after NATO’s bombing of Chinese Embassy in Belgrade, a stone-faced Hu Jintao, then Vice President, read a carefully worded announcement in front of television camera to a national audience. Over the past twenty-four hours, a strong wave of indignation and anger was stirred up by unprecedented online discussions and offline protests, some of which turned violently. In this crisis management-type statement, Hu, on one hand, put forward a list of diplomatic maneuvers taken by the Chinese government, and on the other hand, called for calm and caution among young students. What was significant of this speech was not its content, but its tone. In the face of mounting pressure, Hu’s speech sounded more like a plea than a policy statement,


Since yesterday, people across the country were holding forums, organizing rallies, filing protest letters or telegrams, in support of our government’s solemn statement and in condemnation of the American-led NATO’s barbarian acts. Students and normal citizens in the large cities of Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Chengdu, Shenyang, etc., staged protests in front of the United States’ diplomatic agencies. All these activities reflected Chinese people’s utmost indignation toward NATO’s bombing of our embassy in Yugoslavia and strong patriotic feelings. Chinese government unequivocally supports and protects all those protesting activities abiding by the law and regulation. We also believe that the vast majority of people will take into account the vital interests of our nation, voluntarily safeguard the stability, and keep this type of activities within legal boundary.6



On 3 March 2006, when China’s annual People’s Congress was convening in Beijing, www.xinhuanet.com’s “Development Forum” (fa zhan lun tan) organized a mock-press conference on its website, calling its members to file questions to Premier Wen Jiabao. This campaign was in reaction to Premier Hu’s revelation last year that he had been to this forum. Till noon 13 March 2006, when Wen was scheduled to hold his post-Congress press conference in the Great Hall, a total of 4,211 questions were raised among some 307,140 registered forum users. The questions ranged from health care reform, education, employment, income gap, to government operation, anti-corruption, agriculture, and of course, national security issues.7 For example, a discussant nicknamed “ainimen” posted several questions on China’s strategy on foreign policy issues, such as how the government should readjust its understanding of the world order in light of the new developments, how the government should modify its military spending in accordance with China’s rise and economic prowess, and how the government should implement its diplomatic grand policy.

The reaction from online users to the mock-press conferences was so overwhelming that Premier Wen made an unusual announcement before the actual press conference which was open to foreign media. He said, passionately,


Ladies and gentlemen, good morning! At this moment, the journalists in front of me are only a small group of people, and I must first address to the vast majority of people who are listening to me outside this conference room. This Congress meeting has attracted tremendous attention from Chinese people. They submit large amounts of advice and comments to the government via their representatives, news media, and the Internet. According to an incomplete estimation by People.com, Xinhuanet.com, Sohu.com, Sina.com, and CCTV.com, the questions raised by online users to the government and to me personally number over several hundreds of thousands. From these questions and comments, I feel our people’s expectation and encouragement, and I also see our people’s confidence and strength.8



Reflections from China’s Senior Officials

In consistent with former President Jiang Zemin and the current top leader Hu Jintao’s position on Internet development and management, various Chinese leaders in propaganda, media, and information areas expressed similar policy statements on many occasions.

Li Zhaoxing (Chinese Foreign Minister)

In an unprecedented move, Chinese Foreign Minister Li Zhaoxing on 23 December 2003 attended a special online forum discussion, which was jointly sponsored by the official website of Chinese Foreign Ministry and Xinhuanet’s “Development Forum.” The online chat attracted more than 20,000 Web users. During the two-hour long conversation, Minister Li answered, rather candidly, over forty questions out of the 2,000 questions filed by viewers.9 Particularly, he elaborated on some foreign policy issues commonly concerned by China’s online citizen. Some of the representative questions included, “How do you evaluate China-Russia relationship from the aspect of energy?” “Is North Korea still a friendly neighbor to us? How can we solve the North Korea nuclear issue?” “Taiwan problem is our internal affair. Why should we care about American’s stance?” “How does China-E.U. relationship affect the world order?” “How do you comment on Japan’s sending troops to Iraq and the recent development of Sino-Japan relationship?”

Below is an excerpt of his live online chat with several nicknamed online users.


Genyun: How do you grade China’s diplomacy performance? A pass or an A+?

Li Zhaoxing: This question should be answered by all Chinese people. I believe as a whole our diplomatic efforts over the past year have created a relatively favorable international environment for China’s development. This should be first and foremost attributed to the collaborated effort of our people and sound leadership of our central government.

Desperate Sushi: Do you often go to the online forums like the “Foreign Forum” or others? Have you ever felt inspired by web users’ discussions?

Li Zhaoxing: I wish I had more time surfing online. There are so many valuable suggestions on the Internet. For example, I was enlightened and impressed by the online debate on whether China’s foreign policy was “too soft” or “too strong.” Our diplomats have strong patriotic feelings. However, being patriotic doesn’t mean to be emotional. At the current stage, the biggest task for China’s diplomacy is to create a healthy and friendly outer environment for China’s all-out modernization process.

CF619: Minister Li, how do you feel about this face-to-face contact between a senior leader and common netizens? Is this a new approach by the new administration?

Li Zhaoxing: Mr. 619, while talking with you online, I regard myself not as a senior official, but as a regular netizen. Like a saying in the diplomacy circle: I am one of us. That is the most important similarity between you and me. The Internet has no border, but the netizens have their homeland. I believe the majority of discussants today love China, or at least are interested in China. I am so excited to be able to join you all.

Chinese13yiren: As Chinese Foreign Minister, which option do you feel is better: going abroad more often or going online talking with people more often?

Li Zhaoxing: Too much is just like too little. Foreign visit is only one form. What really matters is whether we can bring back concrete results to Chinese people. I am also excited by the opportunity to communicate directly with netizens online. I can tell you, I was so excited last night about today’s event. I hope I can learn something from our netizens, and absorb some fresh ideas to my job, especially those thoughts that can benefit our people.



Cai Mingzhao (Deputy Director of Information Office, State Council)

As a top official in charge of China’s news publicity at home and broad, Cai Mingzhao summarized China’s strategy and policy on Internet management in an article published on People’s Daily, 11 August 2001,


In recent years, many central and local government websites have made tremendous progresses. These online media concentrated on the central task of our government, cooperated with the major platform, and promoted our government’s political theme in a colorful, comprehensive, and efficient way. They actively guided online public opinion, exhibited China’s positive image, and accumulated remarkable experiences and achievements.

President Jiang stressed that we should use legal measures to manage the online media. . . . After the passage of several relevant regulations, the fake news and harmful information online have been gradually restrained, and the illegal online activities have been primarily controlled. After a fair and transparent procedure, a group of respectable, well-organized and law-abiding online portals obtained legal certificate to publish news on their websites, and greatly supplemented news publicity online.10



Personal Interviews

In personal interviews conducted in 2005 and 2006 in Beijing, two minister-level Chinese foreign policy makers provided their opinions on China’s fast changing cyber sphere and the growing cyber nationalism movement. One interviewee was a senior leader of State Council’s News Office, and the other was the current director of China’s foreign culture exchange institute. Both two leaders possessed insightful knowledge of China’s foreign policy making process and, interestingly, both had a journalist background. To keep their identity anonymous, the following report referred them as Mr. Z and Mr. G, respectively.

In sum, their comments on China’s cyber sphere and online public opinion could be grouped into three key understandings. First, China’s so-called “people’s diplomacy” (ren min wai jiao) tradition has been reenergized and remolded by the Internet technology and online sphere. Second, Chinese cyber nationalism, if left unrestricted or misguided, may hurt China’s interest and strategy in the long run. Third, China’s foreign policy decision making body have developed various means to study, synthesize, and incorporate online public opinion.

People’s Diplomacy Online

China’s diplomacy has long been defined by the CCP leaders as “people’s diplomacy” or “people first diplomacy.” The CCP’s decision makers claim that they have always put the Chinese people’s interest as the top priority in their policy consideration. However, according to Mr. Z, “not until the advent of Internet technology, we didn’t have a real grip of what this ‘people’s interest’ means.” As the Internet technology entered common citizens’ bedroom, people’s ability to participate in the process of foreign policy decision making has been realized, or drastically empowered. Mr. Z used the online petition against Japan’s bid for the U.N. Security Council permanent membership in 2005 as an example, “the Chinese government’s position has been validated and greatly reaffirmed in light of the online petition signed by tens of millions of Chinese online citizens.”

On a similar point, Mr. G traced back to the origin and structure of China’s foreign policy making,


China’s diplomacy is the socialist diplomacy, which contains three interrelated components, namely, the official diplomacy, semi-official diplomacy, and civilian diplomacy. In the information age, the branch of the civilian diplomacy becomes more important and visible. For example, online media break down the physical borders that separate people in different countries. At the same time, our citizens’ behavior, manner, and comments on the cyber sphere may directly affect our national image or influence our country’s decision making. In other words, diplomacy is no longer a privileged turf occupied only by diplomats.



Mr. Z also pointed out the diplomatic role played by tens of millions of Chinese online citizens in their interactions with foreigners through the Internet,


I have been to so many foreign countries. What I found out is that many foreigners’ knowledge of China was too limited and outdated. China’s development has surprised so many experts and also created a huge perception gap between the China in reality and the China in people’s mind. Our government has been working really hard to bridge this gap, but it is neither easy nor sufficient. The daily communication and interaction between common people on the Internet can help achieve this objective.



Mr. G used Harvard professor Joseph Nye’s “soft power”11 concept to explain this new grassroots diplomacy online,


Although China is the second largest online country in the world, our voice in the world community is still underrepresented. The majority of online information and content is still written in English. How to present a nascent and modern image of China as a nation and Chinese as a people is part of our process of building up the soft power for China. Undoubtedly, how Chinese people behave in the cyber sphere will contribute to the grand theme of China’s peaceful renaissance.



Cyber Nationalism as a Double-edged Sword

Both leaders stressed the double-face nature of cyber nationalistic movements. According to them, a swift and resolute reaction, which was often called for by the online public opinion, might sacrifice China’s long-term foreign policy design. Moreover, in times of diplomatic crisis, such as the spy-plane collision in 2001 and the embassy bombing in 1999, people’s spontaneous online responses might complicate the situation and impede a smooth resolution in China’s interest.

As a long-time diplomat, Mr. Z fully understood people’s desire for China to have a stronger and respectable image on the world stage,


As a diplomat for our country, I am a passionate patriot myself. Some people criticize us as being “too soft.” However, the description of “soft” or “tough” can never adequately summarize the complexity and delicacy of diplomatic issues. When former leader Deng Xiaoping set up the principle for our country’s foreign policy, he said that we should bide our time, and never claim leadership. We don’t want to be a bully in the world stage. Although China has a fast growing economy, China as a nation still is a developing country. The first and foremost priority for us today is and in the foreseeable future will be to safeguard a relatively peaceful environment for the economic development. China has been in the chaotic situation over the past one and half centuries. We have lost so much time. If we lose the current peaceful and stable environment, we may lose all the opportunities.



This mindset of maintaining the status quo is sometimes at odds with the impulse and demand showcased through those nationalistic rhetoric and activities in China’s cyber sphere. The gap between people’s growing expectation online and the diplomatic maneuver in reality yields two unpromising results: the worry among leaders and the frustration among common citizens. So far, the Chinese government has proved its capability to adapt to the changing reality and put this new online movement largely under control. But, while looking into the future, both leaders saw some uncertainties that may tip the current balance as well as the power structure. As pointed out by Mr. G,


China’s strategy of keeping peace with our neighbors is a well thought-out one. Over the past decade, we solved major border disputes with Vietnam, Russia, and India, based on the genuine belief that we should put aside the past and look forward to the future. This policy has yielded fruitful and lasting results. However, uncertainties do exist, and some may deride China from the current track. The online technology and the cyber sphere are not the problems. But the online public opinion and cyber activities can be magnified by a trigger event and move ahead on its own momentum. From this perspective, the Chinese government should and must have an effective system to guide and monitor the online behaviors.



In sum, both Mr. G and Mr. Z emphasized that the cyber nationalism activities was a good sign of Chinese people’s growing concern of and caring for the country’s foreign affairs. Nonetheless, they both noted that overreactions might be counterproductive both domestically and internationally.

Online Think Tanks for Policy-making

In fact, according to these two officials, Chinese government has neither tried to stamp out people’s expression of nationalistic emotion, nor sat idly on the sideline of this online movement. Instead, the government has diligently merged itself with the popular trend, and harvested the best suggestions on foreign policy-related issues.

According to Mr. Z, China’s foreign policy decision making body has developed many ways to study and synthesize online public opinions.


An office in the Foreign Ministry has been assigned the task to collect people’s opinion online on foreign policy related issues and submit in a memo to senior leaders. The Ministry’s official website has a BBS where people from across the world can talk about China’s current foreign policy. In fact, in the past five years, some two dozen senior diplomats held online discussions with Chinese Internet user on their specialized area. For example, Chinese Foreign Minister Li Zhaoxing’s forum attracted tens of thousands of online viewers. When we work on some policy issues, we may take into considerations those online suggestions.



In addition to these ministry-level measures, the Chinese central government also actively monitors the online public opinion and online activities. According to Mr. G,


Since late 1990s, the State Council’s office has edited a classified briefing titled Online Information Digest for Chinese senior leaders. It is a compilation of major occurrences and tendencies in China’s online sphere. Over half of the contents are devoted to problematic issues or criticisms of the existing policies. Although it mainly focuses on domestic issues, foreign policy is also an integral part of it. Former President Jiang, current President Hu, and Primer Wen all read and commented these digests on a regular basis. To some extent, China’s cyber sphere is also an inexhaustible think tank for China’s decision makers.



“Don’t forget: I am an online citizen too,” Mr. Z proudly concluded his interview.


Chapter 15

General Online Public


People in the online age can distinguish the difference between party, nation, and the ruling class. In China’s orthodox indoctrination, the party’s interest is said to be identical with nation’s interest and people’s interest. But the reality revealed by the Internet pointed to the other direction.

—An anonymous survey participant wrote in his/her
feedback to the online survey in May 2005



Who are those nameless, faceless, and seemingly fearless Chinese cyber nationalists? In fact, given the considerable negative connotation associated with nationalism in China’s intellectual discourse, many Chinese cyber nationalists purposefully shun the title of nationalists, and prefer a universally acceptable title of patriots. Although there is no such a political organization called Chinese cyber nationalist in China, an invisible group of people—maybe tens of millions of them—did carry this nationalistic cause on their shoulder and functioned like a well organized political force. Who are they and how do they become who they are? Is there a way to quantify or characterize them as a group?

The characteristics of Chinese cyber nationalism rest on both the collective character of its participants and the results of their communicative actions. Their collective characters can be drawn from their answers to a range of questions, such as, how many hours per week do you surf online? Do you participate in any form of online political discussions? Do you contact in person with other discussants? How frequently do you use traditional media? Do you trust state-owned media? How do you assess nationalism? To what degree do you affiliate with China’s culture, tradition, ethnicity, and current political entity? How do you evaluate China’s current leader and their foreign policies? How do you view the Taiwan issue, Sino-Japan and Sino-U.S. relationships? And last but not the least, what are your socioeconomic background and demographic data?

Although it is easy to talk about the abstract “they,” it is fairly difficult to find a sample of “they” in the cyber sphere, let alone to ask them a laundry list of questions. To walk the balance between feasibility and validity, the researcher came up with a mixed sampling method to locate the target subjects and to assess their online behavior.

The Sample

First of all, four leading Chinese websites were chosen as the target websites for the sample frame. Based on their particular function and role played in China’s overall online media sphere, they can be categorized into two groups, namely, the state-owned news organizations’ websites (www.xinhuanet.com; www.peopledaily.com.cn), and the privately owned commercial online media (www.sina.com.cn; www.sohu.com).1

China’s government news agency—Xinhua News Agency—established its official website in November 1997 (www.xinhuanet.com). It not only posts in six different languages all kinds of domestic and international news items on this website, but also provides a wealth of online services, including online forums, live broadcasting, online news hotlines, etc. It identified itself to be the “online aircraft carrier of news and information” and was ranked the 61st busiest website by a global online traffic monitoring system as of December 2005.2 People’s Daily—the official newspaper of CCP’s Central Committee—was also among China’s first group of traditional news media going online. It established the online version (www.people.com.cn) in January 1997 and provided in eight different languages various news information and online services. Within twenty-four-hour of NATO’s bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, www.people.com.cn set up a special forum, named “Protest against NATO’s Crime Forum,” (kang yi bei yue bao xing lun tan) for those Chinese online population to voice their anger. This online forum, soon changed its name to “Strong Nation Forum” (qiang guo lun tan), became a hotbed for political discussions among Chinese online population.

Both www.sina.com.cn and www.sohu.com.cn are commercial online portals established by China’s private business sector and listed on the Nasdaq stock market in the Untied States. Thanks to the strong support from the Wall Street’s venture capital and advanced management structure, these two websites have been leading China’s Internet “Great Leap Forward” movement since around 1998. According to the “Global Top 500” list released in December 2005 by Alexa Web Search, www.sina.com.cn and www.sohu.com.cn were ranked No. 6 and No. 9 across the world in terms of total global online traffics.3

All four websites provide various kinds of chat room services, hot-topic discussions, and online forums for their registered members. For example, in www.sohu.com’s chat room service section, there are more than 200 self-organized active discussion groups, each focusing on one particular topic or theme. The chat room theme can be a common habit (i.e., stamp collecting, buying stocks, or weapon fans), a common hometown (“Beijing teahouse”, “Shanghai Metro,” “Hong Kong Life,” etc.), a common purpose (i.e., friends-making, online gaming, joke-talking), or a common issue (i.e., Sino-U.S. relationship, Taiwan problem). In www.xinhuanet.com, there are twenty-five common forums, each with one general theme and one or two assigned web masters to monitor the daily operation. All of the chat rooms or forums require the users to register an account name and provide an e-mail address for verification. The discussant can decide if he or she wants to release this information to the public. Roughly one-third of the discussants chose to do so.

Using multistage cluster sampling method, a total of 2,000 e-mail addresses were collected by the researcher in November 2004 (about 500 from each website). First of all, for each of the four websites, a total of twenty chat rooms or forums were randomly selected. Second, in these selected chat rooms or forums, at least five discussion threads were chosen from the topic list by using systematic sampling method. Third, under those discussion threads, at least five discussants’ records were randomly checked to obtain their e-mail addresses. If a discussion thread doesn’t yield five e-mail addresses, the searching will continue in the next immediate discussion thread.

This sample of Chinese online users was used as the target group for the online survey. From 1 January 2005 to 5 January 2005, an invitation letter containing a URL link to a web-page survey questionnaire was sent to the 2,000 e-mail addresses. Two follow-up e-mail reminders were sent out one week and two weeks after the first e-mail notice, and a thank-you note was automatically sent to the respondents after they completed the survey. A total of 456 e-mail addresses were either out of service or nonexistent, since the e-mail contacts with these addresses failed repeatedly. By mid-February, 358 respondents completed the online survey questionnaire, which yielded a response rate of about 23.2 percent. Though lower than the standard response rate for traditional survey, this result was on par with or even better than the online survey research with the similar design.4

The Questionnaire

The questionnaire contained four sections, each of which focused on one type of questions, including online users’ media use habit, their political attitude, their nationalism sentiment, and the demographic data, respectively.

In the media use habit section, respondents were asked about their online media use pattern (most visited websites, purpose of surfing online, average time per week, through what channel, how often do they participate in online discussion, for what topic, and their opinion on the quality and impact of online discussion, etc.), their traditional media use habit (how long do they watch television, read newspaper, magazines, etc.), and their primary news source (do they use foreign online media as news source, do they go to Taiwan’s websites, etc.).

In the political attitude section, respondents were first asked about their evaluation of the current CCP leadership on several foreign policy issues. On a 100-degree feeling thermometer, respondents were required to rate the government’s performance on Sino-U.S. relationship, Sino-Japan relationship, Taiwan policy, general foreign policy, and overall performance. The respondents were then asked to provide opinions on their overall interest in Taiwan-related issues, their major information source, their judgment on the current situation and the origin of the problem, and the possibility of a military conflict in the near future.

In the third section, respondents were asked to respond to seven statements about China. These seven statements were composed in line with the nationalism definition in general and the orientation of Chinese nationalism in particular.5 These seven indicators were used to construct a composite index of the Chinese nationalism sentiment for later analyses.6 On a five-point Likert-scale, respondents were asked to choose from “strongly disagree with” (1 point) to “strongly agree with” (5 points) the following statements,


1. “Chinese people are one of the smartest and most diligent peoples in the world.”

2. “In essence, China’s Confucian-centered civilization is better than other civilizations in the world.”

3. “I am proud to be a Chinese. If I were given a chance to choose again, I wouldn’t hesitate a moment to choose Chinese as my nationality.”

4. “Chinese civilization will surely reestablish its past glory and success in the near future.”

5. “Most China’s atrocities and tragedies experienced in the past one and a half century were the results of foreign exploitations and interventions.”

6. “China’s rise will pose no threat toward peace and prosperity in East Asia and the world.”

7. “Generally speaking, the love for the CCP equates with the love for China.”



In the fourth section, respondents were asked to provide their background information, including age, gender, income, education, profession, and CCP party membership.

The Results

The survey results were input into the statistical software of Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) and the following data analyses were performed. First, the basic frequencies and means were calculated and then compared with the national survey data conducted by CNNIC during the same period. Second, the nationalism sentiment index (based on responses to seven nationalism-related statements) and the leadership evaluation index (based on the five policy assessment scores) were summed up after checking the coefficient of reliability (Cronbach’s alpha “α”). Third, to examine the relationships between the respondents’ online media use, Taiwan debate participation, the nationalism index and leadership evaluation, multiple correlation analyses were employed. Fourth, hierarchical regression analysis was conducted to examine the extent to which nationalism sentiment predicts leadership evaluation after controlling for demographics (age, gender, martial status, income, education, and party membership), and online media usage (Web age, daily online time, and online forum participation), respectively. Fifth, based on the standardized regression coefficients, a path analysis was employed to further illustrate and compare the total effects of different variables in the overall model.

Respondents’ Profile

Out of the 358 respondents, 44.8% of them visited the state-owned online media outlet (including www.peopledaily.com.cn, and www.xinhuanet.com) most frequently in the week prior to the survey, 36.3% visited the commercial online portals (www.sina.com.cn, and www.sohu.com), and 18.9% chose others. More than half of the respondents (52.7%) had access to the Internet from home and 31.3% from their office. Over 55% of 358 respondents spent more than three hours per day surfing online. Moreover, 68.2% had participated in various forms of online discussions at least once a week, and a large majority (79.1%) of those discussions was about current events. It is noteworthy that more than 80% of those online users believed that the online discussions would either “definitely” (36.8%) or “fairly likely” (43.3%) affect China’s overall policy decision making. Interestingly, more than one-fifth of those respondents had taken part in some form of offline activities sponsored by online organizers. The average time as an online citizen was 5.51 years among the respondents (standard deviation=2.07), and more than half of them (57.2%) chose online news sources (either the traditional media’s online service or commercial online media) as their major source for information, as compared to 10.0% relied on national newspaper and 22.4% relied on national TV networks. As to the demographic distribution, 92% of the respondents were male, 56.8% had a four-year college degree, the average age was about 29.4 years (standard deviation=10.2), 63.2% earned less than 2,000 RMB per month (roughly 244 US$), and more than one-fifth were CCP members.

Compared with the fifteenth CNNIC’s national survey data released in January 2005, the sample of this study was apparently more male-dominated (92% vs. 61%), relatively older (29.4 years of age vs. 26.0 years of age), with fewer students (21.6% vs. 32.4%), and higher average monthly income (63.2% earned less than 2,000 RMB vs. 80.6% earned less than 2,000 RMB per month). As to other demographic variables, there were no significant differences. The disproportional gender distribution in this online survey might be the result of (1) Chinese male users are more likely than female users to engage in online debates; (2) male online users are more likely to provide their e-mail addresses and make it public in their online registration account; (3) male online users check their e-mail box more frequently than female users do; and (4) male users are more likely to participate in survey research.

Nationalism Sentiment and Leadership Evaluation

As Chinese nationalism is a multidimensional concept, seven interrelated statements were used to assess the multiple aspects of it. On a five-point Likert-scale, respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement toward seven statements concerning Chinese nationalism. The responses were coded as 5 for “strongly agree,” 4 for “slightly agree,” 3 for “neutral/no opinion,” 2 for “slightly disagree,” and 1 for “strongly disagree.” To check the internal consistency of these seven measures, Cronbach’s alpha was computed. The reliability coefficient α for these seven statements was .80, a figure that is considered satisfactory in most social science applications. In other words, these seven measurements were reliable and consistent in capturing the multiple aspects of Chinese nationalism sentiment. These seven statements were then aggregated to create an index of Chinese nationalism sentiment (Mean=3.39; Standard Deviation=0.83). This composite nationalism sentiment index (NSI) was used as a key variable in the next sessions of data analyses.

Most of the respondents tended to agree with the statement about Chinese ethnic identity (M=4.25, SD=1.14). More than three-fourths of the respondents either “strongly agree with” (62.2%) or “slightly agree with” (15.5%) the statement that “I am proud to be a Chinese.” Also, the respondents’ overall reactions toward China’s future position (“Chinese civilization will surely reestablish its past glory and success in the near future;” M=3.91), peaceful image (“China’s rise will pose no threat toward peace and prosperity in East Asia and the world;” M=3.85), and collective identity (“Chinese people are one of the smartest and most diligent peoples in the world;” M=3.79) demonstrated more favorable feeling toward the statements. However, as to the statements about the superiority of the Confucian-centered civilization (“In essence, China’s Confucian-centered civilization is better than other civilizations in the world;” M=2.75) and the past humiliation memory (“Most China’s atrocities and tragedies experienced in the past one and a half century were the results of foreign exploitations and interventions;” M=2.77), more respondents seemed to reject the ethno-centered mindset and the xenophobia sentiment. Most important, a moderate majority of the respondents recognized the distinction between “the love for the CCP” and “the love for China” (M=2.44). Actually, about 64.6% of the respondents chose either “strongly disagree” or “slightly disagree” with the statement which regarded these two affections as identical. This result suggests an understanding among online users to separate or distinguish between state-promoted patriotism and grass-roots nationalism.

Just like the concept of Chinese nationalism, online users’ evaluations of Chinese current leadership were also measured by five factors. On a 100-degree thermometer, respondents were asked to rate China’s current leadership in terms of its “overall performance,” “general performance in foreign policy issues,” “performance in Sino-U.S. relations,” “performance in Sino-Japan relations,” and “performance in Taiwan-related policies.” The Cronbach’s alpha for these five measurements was .88, a strong indicator of the internal consistency. To grasp online users’ overall evaluation of Chinese leaders, a leadership evaluation index (LEI) was created by summing the five measurements and then dividing the results by five.

Online respondents rated Chinese leaders’ “overall performance” (M=74.2, SD=15.8) higher than any other four foreign policy-related areas, namely, “overall foreign policy (M=72.9, SD=19.1), “Sino-U.S. relations,” (M=73.0, SD=18.2), “Sino-Japan relation” (M=58.5, SD=28.5), and “Taiwan-related policy” (M=67.3, SD=24.3). Since the “overall performance” normally entailed domestic policy issues and foreign policy issues, it could be inferred that Chinese online population was satisfied more with the leadership’s domestic performance than with its performance in international arena. The rating for “Sino-Japan relations”—58.5 points out of 100 points—was undoubtedly a warning sign for the current leadership, whose Japanese policy had been widely denounced online over the past several years. Meanwhile, the rating for “Sino-U.S. relations” was much higher than “Sino-Japan relations,” a perception gap underlying the shift of tension and public attention from the possible “Sino-U.S.” conflict to the possible “Sino-Japan” conflict.

Correlations between Variables

The relationships between respondents’ online media use, their political sentiment toward the government and other policy-related issues are of importance in understanding the influence of the online sphere. The data analysis revealed the correlations among several ratio factors, including respondents’ daily surfing time, their Web age (the number of years being online), their frequency of participating online debates, their estimate of a possible Taiwan Strait conflict before 2008 (ranging from 0% possibility to 100% possibility), the degree of support for a military conflict over Taiwan (ranging from 0% support to 100% support), and the NSI & LEI scores.

In fact, demographic variables such as age, monthly income, and education level were not associated with the nationalism sentiment index (NSI). In other words, the variance of the NSI score among online users largely ran across the board, regardless of respondents’ social economic backgrounds. In contrast, evaluation of the leadership was negatively associated with age (r=-.13, p<.05) and income (r=-.15, p<.05). Interestingly, the NSI was significantly correlated with respondents’ average number of online debates per week (r=.ll, p<.05), and the number of times they chatted about Taiwan-related issues online (r=.21, p<.01). The more frequently people went to online forums and discussed something related to Taiwan, the higher their nationalism sentiment index score was. Likewise, the higher a person’s NSI figure, the more likely he or she would predict an across the Taiwan Strait conflict before the year of 2008 (r=.18, p<.01), and the more likely he or she would support this military conflict (r-=.33, p<.01). However, it needs to be noted that respondents’ education level was negatively associated with both the war prediction and the support for a military conflict.

One of the major focuses of the survey concerned with the relationship between respondents’ nationalism sentiment and their evaluation of the leadership. As revealed by data analysis results, NSI was significantly associated with all of the leadership evaluation measurements. The higher a person’s NSI score, the more likely he or she rated favorably the current leadership’s performance. This type of positive association was the strongest for the “overall performance” (r=.44, p<.001) and the weakest for the “Sino-Japan relation” (r=.22, p<.001). These results indicated a strong correlation between online citizen’s nationalism sentiment and their evaluation of the government’s performance.

Predictor of Nationalism and Political Sentiment

What demographic factors have influenced people’s nationalism sentiment? Which online media use habits would predict people’s political judgments? To answer these research questions, hierarchical regression analyses were employed. The first hierarchical regression was conducted to examine the extent to which online media usage habits predict nationalism sentiment after controlling for demographic variables. The predictors were entered as blocks in the SPSS data analysis software. Demographic variables included gender (dummy variable, male=l), education, income, CCP membership (dummy variable, CCP=1) and age. The online media use variables included the amount of time surfing online each day, online user’s Web age, frequency of participating in online debates, and whether the online media were the primary news source for the respondents (dummy variable, online media primary source=l). Demographic variables were entered first, followed by online media use patterns.

Hierarchical regression analyses revealed that among all the variation in people’s nationalism sentiment, 5% could be explained by demographic variables [R2=.05, F(5, 355) =2.53, p<.05)] and 10% could be explained after adding online media use patterns to the model [R2=.10, F(9, 352) =3.15, p<.001)]. While the CCP membership significantly predicted nationalism sentiment (β=.22, p<.01), the online user’s age was another significant predictor of the sentiment result (β=-.16, p<.05), but in a negative direction. In other words, an online user with a CCP membership would be more likely to have a higher nationalism sentiment score. Meanwhile, the younger an online user was, the higher their nationalism sentiment was. However, according to the regression results, a respondent’s gender, education level and monthly income had no impact on people’s nationalism sentiment index score. As expected, the online debate variable did have a significant impact on the overall nationalism sentiment after controlling for the demographic variables (β=.22, p<.01). For those online users who participated in the online debates more frequently, their nationalism sentiment was more likely to be higher. Similarly, whether an online user chose the online media as his or her primary news source would positively impact the individual’s nationalism sentiment (β=.15, p<.05). However, respondents’ daily online time had a marginally significant negative impact on nationalism sentiment (β=-.12, p=.05).

The second hierarchical regression was conducted to examine the extent to which nationalism sentiment predicts leadership evaluation after controlling for demographic variables and online media usage patterns. The first block of independent variables included gender (dummy variable, male=l), education, income, CCP membership (dummy variable, CCP=1) and age. The second block of online media usage variables included the amount of time surfing online each day, respondents’ Web age, frequency of participating in online debate, and whether the online media were the primary news source for the respondents (dummy variable, online media primary source=l). The third block independent variable was the nationalism sentiment index (NSI) score. Hierarchical regression analyses revealed that among all the variation in people’s leadership evaluation, 6% could be explained by demographic variables [R2=.06, F(5, 341) =2.96, p<.05)], 8% could be explained after adding online media usage patterns to the model [R2=.08, F(9, 339)=2.39, p<.05)], and 19% could be explained after adding the nationalism sentiment index into the model [R2=.19, F(10, 335)=5.56, p<.001)].

Overall, the nationalism sentiment index proved to be the single most important predictor of leadership evaluation (β.=34, p<.001). The stronger an online respondent’s nationalism sentiment, the higher score they would give to the current Chinese leadership. In addition to this most important predictor, online user’s age was negatively associated with the leadership evaluation variable, indicating that the younger generation tended to be more critical of the leadership than their senior fellow countrymen were (β=-.20, p<.01). Also, people’s online media source preference was a predictor of the leadership evaluation after controlling for all the demographic variables. It is noteworthy that the variation of leadership evaluation could not be explained by demographic variables such as gender, education, income, CCP membership, and by online media use factors such as online surfing time, online debate frequency and Web age.

Path Analysis

Path analysis is a statistical technique by which researchers can evaluate the accuracy of a conceptual model that specifies the causal relationships among numerous variables. The previous analysis has shown that some demographic variables, including age, gender and CCP membership, might directly affect Chinese online users’ choice of online news sources, the amount of time surfing online, and the likelihood of participating in online debates. Furthermore, because of the relative freedom of discussion provided by the online sphere and the overwhelming nationalism sentiment in China’s online chat rooms, respondents’ online media usage patterns might lead to changes both in their overall nationalism sentiment and subsequently, in their evaluation of the leadership and other political judgments. Since the nationalism sentiment has been an overriding factor in people’s judging of leadership performance, it is assumed that the nationalism sentiment variable would directly lead to the leadership evaluation variable. Therefore, This multiple-step hypothetical model (demographic variables—online media usage patterns—nationalism sentiment index—leadership evaluation index) was tested by running a series of least squares regressions to calculate the standardized regression coefficients.

As the final results showed, the nationalism sentiment was directly influenced by online debate participation, choice of a primary news source, CCP membership, and the amount of time people spent surfing online. If an online user is a CCP member, and frequently participates in online discussions, he or she is more likely to have a higher nationalism sentiment score. However, the choice of online media as his/her primary news source, and the amount of time surfing online had a negative impact on the overall nationalism sentiment. Although age, income, gender, and education had no direct impact on the nationalism sentiment, they did influence the intermediate variables, such as online debate, online surfing time, and online source choice, respectively. The nationalism sentiment index served as the single most important item which influenced respondents’ evaluation of China’s current leadership.

Some disguised patterns that were not linked by the correlation arrows in this model were nonetheless significantly related to the overall research question in this study. For example, it is rather revealing that the CCP membership didn’t have any direct impact on the evaluation of the ruling party leaders. Moreover, none of the major demographic variables, except for age, were directly correlated with the nationalism sentiment score, a fact indicating the across-the-board basis for the nationalism appeal in China’s online sphere.

The Feedbacks

At the end of the questionnaire, the respondent was asked to provide whatever comment they may have on the issues covered by the survey. Over a dozen survey participants did write down some of their thoughts and sent back to the researcher.

Their answers were too diverse to be synthesized into some streamlined categories. However, some general themes stood out, illustrating the influence of China’s historical transition at the individual level. For example, some contended that online technology has not only changed common people’s approach toward political issues, but also changed government’s control of information and public opinion. As one anonymous respondent pointed out,


Since Qin Dynasty (221 B.C.), China’s authority has been successful in controlling people’s mind. The CCP’s slogan of “guiding the public opinion” was a disguise of its control of people’s freedom of speech. Prior to the advent of Internet, all the information people can get is, without exception, from various CCP’s propaganda organs. The flow of information in China had been unidirectional and tightly controlled. The emergence of the Internet was a Gospel for the common Chinese. It drastically changed the interactive structure between people and information. People can get the information they want; they can express their opinion relatively freely; they can form various political organizations, and even hold elections online.



One retired worker responded by saying, “if not for the online technology, how could it be possible for me, a retired worker living in the remote Helongjiang Province, to have a chance participating in this survey?” One respondent summarized three political impacts brought about by the Internet.


First, people in the online age can distinguish the difference between party, nation, and the ruling class. In China’s orthodox indoctrination, the party’s interest is said to be identical with nation’s interest and people’s interest. But the reality revealed by the Internet pointed to the other direction. Second, people now can have a more realistic understanding of the socialism system. For example, the collapse of the social welfare system after the market reform exposed the failure of the government’s policies in the areas of education, employment, health care, pension, etc. Third, the Internet has become the breeding place for China’s systematic transition. Because of the Internet, the discussion about China’s political reform was no longer a question of feasibility, but a question of intensity and extensity.



The respondents also expressed their complicated feeling toward the online nationalism sentiment. Some dismissed it as “youngsters’ aimless fooling-around,” and some called it “China’s true spirit.” One newspaper reporter pointed out the discrepancy between China’s official policy stance and online people’s opinion. He or she wrote,


The foreign media always tried to highlight the most radical portion of China’s online nationalism. That image will contradict China’s government policy and eventually hurt China. Some rhetoric online gave those China-bashers a reason to defame China. The nationalism ideology is powerful, but it is only a part of the overall driving force in China.



One company manager viewed this issue from his personal experience. He recalled,


The 2005 anti-Japan demonstration in Beijing was different from the anti-U.S. protest in 1999 in many aspects. For one thing, the protesters included a lot of people in their thirties. Some drove their cars to follow the parade. And some who came late hailed a taxi to catch up with the protesters. As far as I know, some companies in our office plaza explicitly forbad their employees to purchase any Japanese-made goods or electronic appliance for office use.



All in all, the respondents’ comments resonated with what was laid out by Marshall McLuhan half a century ago—“the medium is the message.” The message that has been brought about by the Internet to China is surely an intriguing and influential one.


Inconclusion


Neither we nor the Chinese believe that there is anything inevitable about our relationship any longer—either inevitably bad or inevitably good. Instead, we now believe that it is up to us, together, to take responsibility for our common future.

—Colin Powell1



It is worth repeating once again that China is not a rising power, but instead a returning power. It is not a power rising from nowhere, but a power returning from a rich and well documented past. If history is any indication, it is highly unlikely and surely uncharacteristic that a renascent China will adopt any aggressive or expansive policy toward the outside world in the near future.

During its many glorious periods, Chinese civilization had never indulged in expansionist and militaristic policy, except for one short-lived alien-ruled dynasty, namely the Mongol-led Yuan Dynasty (1271–1368). For example, the first unified Chinese empire, Qin Dynasty (221 B.C.–206 B.C.) was famous for building the Great Wall to expel intruders. The powerful Han Dynasty (206 B.C.–A.D. 220) developed a mutually beneficial tributary system to keep peace with its much weaker neighbors. This tributary ties were normally established and reinforced through intermarriages between Han’s royal family and the peripheral kingdoms. The famous Silk Road built in this period pioneered the earliest inter-continental trade route. During the Tang Dynasty (618–907), when Chinese civilization reached its zenith point, China’s capital Chang’an (now xi’an) was the most cosmopolitan city in the world, with thousands of foreigners from various foreign countries happily living there. When Ming Dynasty’s Emperor Yongle dispatched Zheng He and its formidable 300-ship fleet, 28,000-men envoy in 1405 to the Indian Ocean and the Arabian Sea, their mission was to establish trade and good will with all countries en route.

In short, China, at its deepest cultural roots, doesn’t have a missionary impulse to impose something on others, no matter how capable and powerful China as a nation might be. The tributary system, which has been conspicuously demeaned by the Western scholars, was far superior, both morally and practically, to colonization and slavery. As a secular culture, Chinese civilization lacks the crusading complex that had sparked innumerous conflicts and agonies in human history. The core pillar of Chinese ideological thinking has been based on the Confucian doctrine, which calls for harmonious co-existence and self-restraint. The fast waning Communism doctrine strips China off the last shred of the universalism mindset, and sends China right back to its tradition of living and enjoying the present life. In brief, Chinese civilization is secular, realistic, and most of all, rational. While evaluating the role and dynamism of Chinese cyber nationalism both as an ideology and as a movement, we need to keep in mind this historical and cultural context.

That said, it doesn’t mean Chinese cyber nationalism will be a charitable factor in China’s overall power structure. All in all, China as a resilient civilization, won its respect and survival not because it is weak, but because it is persistent and highly adaptable. Even under the brutal governance of several alien intruders, such as the Mongol-led Yuan Dynasty and the Manchurian-led Qing Dynasty, Chinese civilization still managed to keep intact its core cultural values and political structure, and regained its footing on the Confucian-dominated values eventually. China’s performance during the Second World War was another telling example. From 1931 to 1941, China had resisted, almost single-handedly, Japan’s Imperial Army in the Far East for over a decade. With no hope in sight, China fought heroically with a much-superior enemy, even when most of the Asian countries and the North Pacific Ocean fell into the hands of Japan and much of Europe surrendered to Nazi Germany. China’s courage and persistence won itself a permanent membership on the U.N. Security Council after the Second World War. To some extent, the Chinese cyber nationalism is an integral part of this characteristic persistence and much-deserved pride.

It is too early to evaluate the overall impact of Chinese cyber nationalism on China’s modernization process. Nonetheless, the available evidence does signify some implications on China’s foreign policy making as well as on China’s domestic political structure. In the following sections, multiple scenarios will be presented and assessed from these perspectives.

A Wild Card in Foreign Policy Making

Chinese cyber nationalism is a transitional force. Here, the word transitional has two-fold meanings. On one hand, Chinese cyber nationalism has the potential to transform China’s decision-making dynamism; and on the other hand, Chinese cyber nationalism itself is in the process of transforming. This constantly changing reality, coupled with the volatile external environment surrounding China, makes any prediction about the interactions between Chinese cyber nationalism and China’s policy making fairly difficult and inherently inconclusive. Before scrutinizing Chinese cyber nationalism’s impact on some key issues, such as the Sino-U.S., Sino-Japan, and across the Taiwan Strait relations, it is necessary to clarify two misperceptions about Chinese cyber nationalism.

Two Misperceptions

The first misperception misjudged the inter-relationship between the CCP and Chinese cyber nationalism. Purposefully or not, some China observers regarded Chinese cyber nationalism as a series of staged events sponsored and manipulated by the central government to reap public support or to divert people’s attention on domestic problems. This kind of storyline has dominated Western media’s interpretation of China’s politics over the last half century, and has been accepted as conventional wisdom by many experts. However, even if this stereotype was true twenty years ago, it is inaccurate and misleading nowadays.

This understanding is both outdated and simplistic. Moreover, if it is employed by foreign government while dealing with China, it is counterproductive, if not dangerous. This misperception is wrong in two aspects. It overestimated the government’s capability in controlling this grassroots movement on one hand, and underestimated the organizational power and political influence of this well networked social force on the other hand. Although the Chinese Communist Party has a well established reputation of suppressing opposition and unorthodox ideas, it doesn’t command a moral superiority and political legitimacy to quell the nationalism sentiment. Even if it chose to do so, it had to be carried out covertly, and often under the disguise of “maintaining social stability.” The Internet and online communication technology made the oppressive measures more difficult to implement and less effective in its results.

As many events implied, the CCP’s decision making process was often complicated and delayed by the increasing concerns of a negative public reaction. Aside from the judgment of broad national interest, the CCP’s decision makers had to ponder over how the final policy would be viewed by the public opinion, especially by the nationalistic group both inside and outside the government. For example, in August 1998, the CCP government, under mounting pressure from the cyber sphere and general public, had to make clear its stance on Indonesia’s anti-Chinese riot occurred five months before. In May 1999, Premier Zhu Rongji had to swallow the public outrage over his failed mission to get China an admission ticket to the World Trade Organization. Immediately after his trip to the United States, rumors that Mr. Zhu was going to resign began to circulate in China’s cyber sphere. As a result, Hong Kong’s stock market plummeted amidst this public displeasure.2 During the spy-plane collision incident in 2001, the CCP government intervened in the fervent cyber warfare between Chinese honker groups and American hackers only after the massive cyber attacks began to die down. In 2003 and 2004, the CCP government had to come to the rescue of those cyber nationalist group’s voyages to the disputed Diaoyu Islands.

In present China, there are actually three kinds of public opinions. The first type is the public opinion articulated and promoted by the official media, the second type is the public opinion within the silent majority, and the third type is the public opinion vented in the cyber sphere by online population. Intriguingly, these three types of public opinion are highly likely to be different on certain issues. Since there are few public opinion polls conducted on political issues in China, it is hard, if not impossible, for foreign observers to sense the second and the third type of Chinese public opinion. For one example, during the Sino-U.S. online cyber war in 2001, the official media largely shunned this story. In contrast, this event was one of the hottest topics in the cyber sphere, and those honkers were hailed as “patriotic heroes” by the majority of Chinese online population. However, as to those general Chinese public who either has no computer or Internet access, or has no interest in political affairs, what happened in the cyber sphere was irrelevant or simply nonexistent. Taking any one of these three public opinions as China’s only version of public sentiment would be misleading and problematic. Similarly, ignoring any of these three public opinions also misrepresented the overall picture of China’s political reality.

Although not elected democratically by the public, the current CCP’s leadership nonetheless took public opinions seriously, especially those regarding foreign policy issues. The slow response of the CCP government after a major foreign crisis reflected some substantial and positive changes in China’s decision-making establishment, including, for example, the new trends of decentralization, pluralization, professionalization, etc.3 Like most governments in the world, probably even more so, the CCP government has constantly monitored the fluctuation of the public opinion, and strived to surf the tide of it. Although the synchronizing reactions between the CCP’s policy and the cyber nationalism movement look like a well coordinated plan, the balance of power has gradually tilted toward the cyber public opinion.

The second misperception of Chinese cyber nationalism misplaced its origin and purpose. It is a common thinking pattern for people to use familiar frame of references to interpret a foreign issue. In the past decade, China has been likened, most frequently, to pre-WWII Japan or Wilhelmine Germany in the early twentieth century, both of which had challenged the existing world order after their dramatic rise to major world power status.4 As one scholar argued, “the history of international relations shows that rising great powers, especially those with territorial claims, typically pursue assertive and abrasive policies; consider the United States throughout the nineteenth century or Wilhelmine Germany during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.”5 Understandably, Chinese cyber nationalism, or any type of assertive claims by China, was viewed in conjunction with Nazi Germany’s Fascism or Japan Empire’s militant expansionism in 1930s. This is a convenient analogy, but it is misleading in many fundamental ways.

Culturally, ethnically, politically, and religiously, China belongs to its own category. Throughout its long history, China’s developing path has been a constant exception to almost every social, political, and economic pattern established by the West. In this case, the rise of Chinese cyber nationalism was not the result of military defeat or territory ambition, but instead a result of China’s modernization process and the identity-searching effort that accompanied with the multifaceted reform. It derived from a psychological desire of returning to the cultural and historical roots of Chinese civilization. As a multi-ethnic and secular society, China has never developed a missionary mentality to forcefully impose its cultural values, religious belief and political system upon foreign countries or cultures. In fact, the vast continental land span and the natural boundaries which are delimited by the tallest mountain in the West and Southwest, the largest Gobi desert in the Northeast, and the largest ocean in the East, cultivated Chinese people’s inward-looking mindset and defensive-driven strategy. Even China’s firm stance on issues over Taiwan concerns more about the form of unification rather than the essence of territory occupation.

China shares land borders with fourteen nations and shares seawater with seven nations. Over the past decade, even when Chinese cyber nationalism was fomenting on the Internet, the CCP has been able to solve the border disputes with Russia, India, Vietnam, and build cooperative relationships with all nations on its periphery. Not all of the border treaties were in favor of China’s original claim, but Chinese government encountered no major oppositions from the public throughout the negotiation process. As acknowledged by China expert David Shambaugh in his analysis of Chinese military reform, “This is no small diplomatic feat considering, the numerous difficulties Beijing has had with its neighbors since the Chinese Communist Party came to power in 1949.”6 To lump China and Chinese cyber nationalism into the same category with some of the most destructive and vicious powers in human history does no good either for people’s understanding of China or for working with China in the future.7 Robert Manning, a senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations offered his fair-minded observation on this issue. “Like other great powers,” he argued, “China can be—and often is—at once nationalistic and integrated into global institutions seeking to bend rules to serve its interest. It is not a case of either/or.”8

U.S., Japan, and Taiwan

As discussed in the previous chapters, nationalism is a super ideology that possesses the power to override competing ideologies in times of crises. Unlike a status-quo ideology, nationalism is normally driven by the unsatisfied desire of national self-identification and self-fulfillment. When faced with external pressure, it becomes more solidified and intensified. This interactive and reciprocal nature of nationalism makes it an extremely volatile and unpredictable force.

Charles H. Cooley, a famous social psychologist, developed a “looking-glass self” theory to explain the process of human socialization. According to Cooley, one person’s self-identity is the reflection of what he/she thinks other people think about him/her—just like looking into a mirror to find his/her image. In brief, “I am what I think you think I am.”9 Therefore, people’s sense of self-identity derives from their living environment. This theory, though focusing mainly on human beings, might as well be applied to our understanding about Chinese cyber nationalism. As China became more open and interacted more frequently with the outside world, China’s self-identity has been evolving. Meanwhile, Chinese cyber nationalism has been forming and transforming too. How will China’s increasing interactions with U.S., Japan, India, Russia and other counties define Chinese cyber nationalism in the future? Moreover, how will China’s newly developed self-identity impact these bilateral relationships, respectively? In the next several sessions, the Sino-U.S., Sino-Japan, and across the Taiwan Strait relationships will be specifically reviewed in light of this “looking-glass self” thesis. Needless to say, China’s interactions with its close neighbors in particular, and with other countries in the world in general, all contributed to its self-identification process. The purpose of selecting these three issues is more for exemplification purpose than for importance judgment.

Sino-U.S. Relationship

What has been China’s self-identity with regard to the United States in the past decade? In retrospect, this self-identification process is surely like a wild ride on a roller-coaster, filled with scary dives, thrilling soars, dazzling lights, and sizzling screams. The ups and downs of Sino-U.S. relationship not only foretold the motion of Chinese cyber nationalistic movement, but to a large extent cultivated and bred its growth.

The end of the Cold War in early 1990s pushed China into an awkward and unfamiliar position on the world arena. The collapse and disintegration of the former Soviet Union and its Eastern Europe bloc first shocked China, and then pushed China into the world’s limelight as the largest remaining Communist stronghold (the other three, North Korea, Cuba, and Vietnam were disproportionately smaller and less important in terms of size, population, and influence). Deserved or not, China has been unexpectedly singled out as the banner-bearer of Marxism and Communism. China shouldered much of the attention, pressure, blame, and repercussion from the United States government and mass media in the post-Cold War era. The economic sanctions imposed by the West after 1989, coupled with the repeated accusations about China’s human rights violations, Tibet problem, religion repression, etc. installed an abysmal mirror in front of a proud nation.

In 1993, U.S. navy forces boarded and inspected the Chinese ship Yinhe (Milky Way) on suspicion that it was smuggling chemical weapons to Iran. Although no weapon was found, China as a nation was publicly humiliated in front of the world. At the same year, China lost to Sydney in a close bid for hosting the 2000 Olympic Games in Beijing. China’s desperate effort to save face ended up with another dead blow to its psyche. Then came the 1996 Taiwan Strait standoff, the espionage charge against Chinese-ethnic scientists in the U.S., and the endless pessimistic predictions from the United States, such as “the coming conflict with China,”10 “the coming collapse of China.”11 Taking all these surrounding mirrors into consideration, it is understandable that anti-Americanism overlapped and overwhelmed Chinese cyber nationalism in the 1990s.

In 2000, Condoleezza Rice, then senior fellow at the Hoover Institution, laid out the foreign policy blueprint for the incoming Bush administration in a paper published on Foreign Affair. Regarding China, she concluded that China was “not a ‘status quo’ power but one that would like to alter Asia’s balance of power in its own favor. That alone makes it a strategic competitor not the ‘strategic partner.’ ”12 This bold and unfriendly characterization of China certainly reassured the pessimistic view inside China and emboldened the radical front of Chinese nationalism movement. In April 2001, President Bush played hardball on the most sensitive issue in the Sino-U.S. relationship, proclaiming unequivocally that the United States would help Taiwan defend itself, should there be a military invasion by the mainland.13 Along this deteriorating path, the spy-plane collision happened weeks earlier was more like predestined. While the hostility toward China was rising on the U.S. part, the anti-Americanism also spread across China’s cyber sphere. Like a self-fulfilling prophecy, the U.S.’s government envisioned a strategic competitor, and it got a strategic competitor.

As most experts began worrying about a head-on collision between the world’s largest developed country and the largest developing country, history made a sharp and unexpected turn. After the morning of 11 September 2001, American policy makers suddenly found a new China, a country that they could and should work with in the war against global terrorism. China didn’t change overnight. What changed was people’s perception. As later events showed, this perception is reciprocal and contagious. In the years followed, China supported the U.S.’s military operation in Afghanistan and Iraq; China sponsored the six-party talk with North Korea on the nuclear weapon issue; China became the U.S.’s major trade partner and deficit creditor. When Secretary of State Colin Powell wrote in late 2003 that “U.S. relations with China are the best they have been since President Richard Nixon first visited Beijing more than 30 years ago,”14 the perceived image of China once again oscillated from a vicious dragon to a lovely panda. Meanwhile, in China’s cyber sphere, the once-heated anti-Americanism was submerged by the talking points such as Yao Ming’s sensational blocks in NBA games, China Baidu.com’s IPO in the Nasdaq, President Bush’s warning against Taiwan leader Chen Shuibian, etc.

In fact, the bilateral relationship between China and the United States in the post-9/11 world was not getting better, but getting more normal. As two major world powers, China and the United States not only have profound differences in many areas, but also share common interests on many fronts. Good intent may be a one way ticket, but hatred and hostility surely are roundtrip journey. China’s new form of nationalism has been cultivated by the external suspicion, contempt, misperception, and hostility. Similarly, Chinese cyber nationalism can also be tamed, normalized, and disarmed by respect, consultation, cooperation, and good faith. On 21 September 2005, in a speech given to National Committee on U.S.-China Relations, then Deputy Secretary of State Robert B. Zoellick put forward a mirror that resonated well with the majority of Chinese audience. While addressing the essential question of how China will use its growing influence in the world, he suggested that “it is time to take our policy beyond opening doors to China’s membership into the international system: We need to urge China to become a responsible stakeholder in that system” (italic as in original).15 This shift of tone and perception may not directly solve the compound questions at hand, but it surely will defuse some of the hostility that impeded any final solution.

The single most important and serious question commanding the Sino-U.S. relationship has been, and in the foreseeable future will be, the Taiwan issue. The two countries have been deadlocked in a sword-of-Damocles situation where the stakes are high for both parties, and none has total control of the Taiwan leaders who are on the central stage of this drama. One of the deadliest mistakes for American policy makers to make is to underestimate the sincerity of the CCP’s constant warning of a military response, and the nationalistic pressure behind this stance. Simply put, no Chinese government can pass the legitimacy test, if it officially lost Taiwan. In October 1995, during a heated private debate between an American diplomat and a Chinese military officer, the Chinese officer Xiong Guangkai, was quoted as saying,


You do not have the strategic leverage that you had in the 1950’s when you threatened nuclear strikes on us. You were able to do that because we could not hit back. But if you hit us now, we can hit back. So you will not make those threats. In the end you care more about Los Angeles than you do about Taipei.16



These remarks were picked up by New York Times and became the notoriously famous threat by China to bomb Los Angeles. Ten years later, on 15 July 2005, another high level Chinese military general Zhu Chenghu spoke up his “personal views” during an official press briefing,


If the Americans draw their missiles and position-guided ammunition on to the target zone on China’s territory, I think we will have to respond with nuclear weapons. . . . If the Americans are determined to interfere, then we will be determined to respond. We Chinese will prepare ourselves for the destruction of all the cities east of Xi’an. Of course the Americans will have to be prepared that hundreds of cities will be destroyed by the Chinese.17



American media and officials were genuinely shocked and angered by the so-called belligerent and irresponsible remarks from a nuclear power. From the U.S. standpoint, their anger and shock were warranted and understandable. However, if anger was the only reaction, they completely missed the point. In fact, put against a broader backdrop, what was said by these high level Chinese generals was less important than why they said so. Why did they send out these unpleasant, undiplomatic, and unequivocal messages then? Because they knew from their observations that the American side has not only underestimated Chinese government’s determination to use whatever force if necessary to reunify Taiwan, but also underestimated the pressures behind this policy. Moreover, they need to reassure the general public that the current CCP government is really serious and up to the job on this issue. From this perspective, their remarks were more like a confession than a threat. While talking about how to prevent a war over Taiwan, China expert Kenneth Lieberthal characterized such a conflict as “not only tragic but also unnecessary.”18 Chinese generals’ remarks, though a bit blunt, were actually another version of this same judgment.

On the future Sino-U.S. relationship, former Secretary of State Colin Powell’s prescription is insightful and instructive. He wrote in an article published on Foreign Affairs that,


Neither we nor the Chinese believe that there is anything inevitable about our relationship any longer—either inevitably bad or inevitably good. Instead, we now believe that it is up to us, together, to take responsibility for our common future.19



Sino-Japan Relationship

The future Sino-Japan relationship will be shaped not only by Chinese cyber nationalism, but also by the growing trend of Japanese nationalism.20 Unlike the Sino-U.S. relationship where sentiment and rhetoric rarely paralyze strategic calculation, the Sino-Japan relationship has been clouded by the unsettled past and deep-rooted suspicion on both parties. This mutually felt distrust has been growing like a tumor in the bilateral relationship, and threatening the health and stability of two of the world’s large economies and political entities.

The Sino-Japan relationship really took a sharp turn when Japanese Prime Minister Koizumi paid the highly controversial and provocative visit to the Yasukuni shrine in August 2001. For the next five years, he kept the pre-election promise and repeated this ritual annually, in spite of the furious protests and serious warnings from its neighbors, notably China and South Korea. His assertive foreign policy stances and unreserved alliance with the United States won him popular support inside Japan, but alienated many of Japan’s close neighbors. Worrying about its own legitimacy, the CCP leadership had to, although reluctantly at first, take a firm stance against Japan’s unrepentant attitude toward its invasion of China and the crimes committed during the Second World War. China’s response inevitably fueled Japan’s nationalistic sentiment, which added more political incentive to Koizumi’s unyielding gesture. His repeated worship, in return, slapped the CCP’s face, time and time again, in front of China’s increasingly unruly and formidable public opinion. This vicious spiral drove these two major powers in East Asia to the lowest point of their bilateral relationship in 2005. As some scholar pointed out,


Whatever the personal or political rationale for Koizumi’s visits, Yasukuni is a flashpoint for widespread, if often ill-informed, international misgivings about Japan’s foreign policies, misgivings that erode the regional and global effectiveness of Japanese diplomacy. The visits make it difficult for leaders in both Japan and China to manage bilateral economic and security relations; hurt Japan’s ability to take proactive diplomatic steps; reduce Japan’s leverage with third countries, such as Russia, that may care little about the visits themselves but care about tensions between Japan and China, with which they do business; and divert Japanese public attention from the serious security issues looming over Northeast Asia. There is a danger that, down the road, Japan could find itself increasingly isolated diplomatically from other countries in the region.21



Yet Koizumi still determined that it was in Japan’s national interest to visit the shrine purposely on 15 August 2006, the anniversary of the end of World War II. As a result, the anti-Japanese sentiment has been the most solidified, most vocal, and most dominant feature in China’s cyber sphere over the past five years. In China’s online discourse, if the topic is about Sino-U.S. relationship, you can always encounter two opposing points of view, one pro-American, and one anti-American. However, if the topic is about Sino-Japan relationship, chances are that you can hardly find any favorable comments about Japan. Right now, if anti-Americanism can be categorized as a radical and extreme branch of China’s public opinion, anti-Japan sentiment is surely the mainstream public opinion. What is troubling to the future Asian security is that the CCP government really can do nothing to alter the current trend. Instead, it had to carefully watch and surf the tide, hoping Japan’s upcoming political transition may provide some fresh air to breathe. This awkward bilateral relationship leaves no room for misjudgment and crisis. And the escalating disputes between China and Japan over the Diaoyu Islands and the East China Sea gas fields certainly provide no comforting feeling.

Taiwan

Taiwan has been, is, and in the near future will be, the bull’s-eye of Chinese cyber nationalism. To a large extent, the Sino-U.S. and Sino-Japan relationships have been defined over the past decade, and will be defined in the foreseeable future, by the Taiwan issue. Moreover, the CCP’s fate as a legitimate ruling party will also be hinged upon the final outcome of the Taiwan issue. Simply put, Taiwan is not about face or politics; it is about war or peace.

Mysteriously, Chinese general public’s demand for a reunified China has been downplayed or totally neglected by the Western media, as well as by some China experts in the West. While talking about China’s Taiwan policy or strategy, observers in the West habitually isolated the CCP government from the general public, and viewed any policy initiative only from the perspective of a ruling party’s selfish calculation or ambition. This observing pattern is wrong, outdated, and dangerous. China is not a democracy, but that doesn’t mean Chinese people’s opinion doesn’t matter. In fact, as the Communism ideology gradually faded away from the general public’s belief system in the 1990s, the CCP has become a permanent lame duck government. Unlike the democratically elected government, the CCP government has no lapse for the cyclical rest, comfort, and mandate between elections. Especially for foreign policy issues, the CCP government is more sensitive, responsive, and careful to the public sentiment. This dynamism makes Taiwan-related policy decision-making more complicated, hence less predictable.

The political development in Taiwan over the past decade certainly added more complicity and uncertainty to the situation. In late 2003 and early 2004, as a campaign strategy, Taiwan’s leader Chen Shui-bian, whose party explicitly set as its goal the formal independence of Taiwan, proposed a new constitution through referendum. This policy, if fully implemented, would cross an important psychological red line. Not only is it a red line implied by the CCP government to the Taiwan leaders, it is also a red line drawn by the Chinese public to the CCP leaders. In March 2005, China’s National People’s Congress in its annual meeting passed the Anti-Secession Law, reflecting and reassuring the uneasy public opinion inside China. This legislation was strongly criticized by the United States and some European countries as an aggressive and irresponsible gesture. The European Union even postponed its decision to lift an arms embargo imposed on China after the crackdown on the June Fourth incident in 1989.22 However, this Anti-Secession Law was a message sent not so much toward the Taiwan’s leaders and public as toward the general public in China.

In the policy debates on Taiwan-related issues, the most frequently used phrase is “status quo.” What is the status quo across the Taiwan Strait? In brief, it means no independence on the Taiwan part and no war on the mainland part. In a testimony presented in September 2005 before the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, senior fellow of the Brookings Institute Richard Bush depicted the delicate role played by the United States in maintaining the status quo,


Briefly, Washington’s approach evolved in the 1990s from the traditional stance of strategic ambiguity to dual deterrence. Under dual deterrence, the United States warns Beijing not to use force against Taiwan but reassures it that we do not support what it fears, Taiwan independence. We warn Taipei not to take political initiatives that would provoke Beijing into using force, but we reassure it that we will not do what it fears, abandon the people of Taiwan. What we have today is more of a conditional commitment to each side. Ambiguities remain but it is more in the operationalization of the commitment.23



On the same topic, China expert Kenneth Lieberthal presented a long-term strategy for the involving parties to keep the status quo,


A second and politically more feasible approach would be to lock in the status quo by having Beijing and Taipei negotiate a 20-to-30 year “agreed framework” for stability across the Taiwan Strait. . . . Such an agreement would be built on the recognition that deep-rooted political factors in both Beijing and Taipei preclude negotiating a peaceful resolution to the cross-strait issue for at least another generation-something that officials on both sides acknowledge privately. It would also be rooted in a sense that the current obsession with final-status issues (“reunification” for Beijing and “independence” for Taiwan) has made the situation pregnant with catastrophe.24



This kicking-the-can-down-the-road policy is only possible if the two governments across the Strait are satisfied with the status quo, and most importantly, have the power to persuade their anti-status quo forces on board. For the Taiwan side, the anti-status quo force is already in power and gradually promoting its agenda. For the mainland side, the anti-status quo forces, namely the new nationalistic groups, become more influential and active, thanks to the communication technology and the Internet. To further tilt this balance, the foreign media consistently portrayed the CCP government as the party that wants to destroy the status quo. This is a gross misreading of China’s domestic politics and of the CCP government’s delicate walk on a nationalistic tightrope.

A Transitional Force in Domestic Politics

In China’s domestic politics, Chinese cyber nationalism is also a transitional force. It has the potential to either alter China’s existing policies, or transform China’s political structure. Its impact may lead to two possible outcomes.

Two Possibilities

Needless to say, China has stepped into a gigantic transition period since early 1980s. In the past decade, the pace of this historic transition has been accelerating in many fronts. Chinese cyber nationalism is both the result of this transition, and the catalyst for future transitions. As a non-government, grassroots, modern, and reactive movement, Chinese cyber nationalism is most likely to end up in one of the following two scenarios.

First, Chinese cyber nationalism will be effectively incorporated into the current CCP political system. Its objective will be diluted, restructured, and absorbed into the official doctrine. Its key figures will be recruited, reformed, and retained by the current political structure. Its communication channel will be closely monitored, managed, and controlled by all levels of administrators and censors. To achieve this end result, however, the CCP must fulfill two indispensable preconditions. One condition is a highly nationalistic credential, and the other is an effective and efficient bureaucratic system. Right now, the current CCP administration comfortably possesses both of these two premises, although not without erosion over the past decade. This absorbing and melding process can be illustrated through an analogy. The Chinese cyber nationalism sentiment is like a tropical storm forming over the North Atlantic Ocean. Under certain weather conditions, it may quickly develop into a monstrous hurricane, and move toward the populated coastal areas. If the weather forecast is accurate and precautionary measures are taken, the hurricane may cause little damage, and quickly downgrades to a group of rain clouds. The rain and water brought about by the storm may help irrigate the fields, cool the heat, and clear up people’s mind. At present, the CCP leadership has been playing the multiple roles of weatherman, rescue workers, and local officials, watching closely and vigilantly at the hot air in China’s cyber sphere. Although several major hurricanes had formed in China’s cyber sphere and made landing on China’s political landscape over the past decade, the CCP government has managed to outmaneuver the Chinese cyber nationalism movements and indoctrinate this grassroots sentiment into its legitimacy campaign. However, as a permanent lame duck government, the CCP leadership is sitting on top of an active volcano. As long as the Taiwan issue remains unresolved, no Chinese government dares to downgrade its monitoring and alert system on the nationalism movement.

Second, Chinese cyber nationalism develops into a political movement, which will force the CCP to share or yield its power. This scenario is possible only if the CCP lost its nationalistic credential in a major crisis involving China’s territorial integrity and national sovereignty. For example, while the Taiwan leaders take actual steps toward formal independence, the CCP government fails to act or fails to achieve its repeatedly stated goal. Another example, in a military conflict between China and Japan over the Diaoyu Islands or other territories in East China Sea, the CCP government loses the battle and bends over to Japanese or American pressure. These are hypothetical, though not impossible, scenarios. Under these circumstances, Chinese cyber nationalism may lead the public discourse on China’s national interest and security issues, and turn itself into a formidable political force. During this process, the nationalism wing of the CCP may split from the dominant power center within the party and align with the cyber nationalistic movement outside the system. If China’s military can remain neutral over this restructuring period, then China will be embracing its first two-party or multiple-party political system since 1949. If not, then history must have opened another chapter of instability, chaos and disaster for China.

In either scenario, Chinese cyber nationalism will play a substantial role in shaping China’s future.

Other “Missing” Messages

The medium is the message, according to Canadian social scientist Marshall McLuhan.25 Apparently, if his thesis is true, then Chinese cyber nationalism must be a powerful message brought about by the online media to China in the past decade. However, it is grossly wrong to think that Chinese cyber nationalism is the only message brought about to China through the Internet. The design of this research was to thoroughly examine a significant phenomenon in modern China’s politics, not to distort the grand picture. If the previous chapters somehow gave people the perception that Chinese cyber nationalism is the only message in China’s cyber sphere, here is a disclaimer.

The changes brought about to China by the Internet are too multifaceted and diverse to be digested in one volume, let alone under one umbrella concept. Here are a few telling examples of this ongoing multifaceted transition.


Sun Zhigang Case: in March 2003, Sun Zhigang, a twenty-seven year old graduate student from Hubei Province, was arrested on the street of Guangzhou for not carrying a temporary residence card and identification card. Hours later, he was beaten to death by his inmates in a “custody and repatriation” center, one of the hundreds of detention facilities run by China’s large cities to control migrant populations. His death set up a prairie fire across China’s tens of thousands of chat rooms, BBSs, and personal blogs, as no national newspaper picked up this story initially. This heated debate pointed directly toward the unconstitutional status of the abuse-ridden and two-decade-old “custody and repatriation” system.26 As more and more legal experts jumped into this online debate, the public opinion on the information highway began to shake the government’s stance on this issue. In June 2003, Premier Wen Jiabao announced that the old administrative procedure was abolished and would be replaced by a new policy to assist those immigrant people. This is a trademark case in which the Chinese authority yielded to the online public opinion on a major legal issue.

Lin Hai & Liu Di: in March 1998, Lin Hai, a thirty year old computer entrepreneur, was arrested in Shanghai for selling 30,000 Chinese e-mail addresses—part of his database—to the Washington-based Chinese VIP Reference, and several other electronic magazines run by overseas Chinese dissidents. These online-based dissident groups had been disseminating anti-CCP and pro-democracy materials to more than 200,000 e-mail addresses in China regularly.27 He was charged with “inciting to overthrow the state power” and sentenced to two years in prison by Shanghai’s court. According to an article published by Christian Science Monitor, Lin Hai “was the first Chinese charged with launching a ‘cyber-attack’ on the Communist system.”28 He surely was not the last one in this category. In November 2002, Liu Di, a junior psychology student at Beijing Normal University, was taken away by plain-clothes police from her home in Beijing. Liu, known by her cyber nickname “stainless-steel mouse” (bu xiu gang lao shu), posted on her web page some absurdist and sarcastic essays ridiculing the current CCP ruling ideology. For example, she called upon all website members to sell Marxist classics on the street and preach Lenin’s theory like “real Communists.”29 After her detention, several online petitions for her release, some involving thousands of signatories, had been organized in China’s cyber sphere. In December 2003, after one-year detention without any charge, Liu was released on a bail from Qincheng Prison, a famous site for political detainees in China.

Anti-Web-Pornography Campaign: On 9 April 2006, fourteen major websites jointly published a proposal to reject and combat the increasing trend of the so-called “Yellow Pollution” in China’s online sphere. According to a survey conducted among youngsters, 48.7% of Chinese male students and 14.3% of female students admitted they visited pornographic websites before.30 In 2005, the police in Anhui Province cracked down a well-organized online pornographic organization titled “99 Sexy Forum,” whose operation center was in North America. On its website, it posted over 6,000 porn videos, 100,000 pictures, and 20,000 articles. It had over 300,000 registered members in China, and attracted over 400 millions visits during its less than one-year operation.31 The director of Beijing Adolescent Reeducation Center introduced that among those 500 problem-kids in the center, half of the crimes were committed due to the online violence or pornographic materials.32 The online pornographic contends were so omnipresent and penetrating that Chinese education officials initiated in early 2006 a nationwide “Chinese Youngsters Green-Web Campaign” to resist the influences.33

Falun Gong: In July 1999, the Chinese government declared Falun Gong an evil cult and started a long and ruthless campaign to root out this quickly spreading quasi-religious movement. Just weeks ago, over 10,000 Falun Gong practitioners shocked the CCP senior leaders and the whole nation by besieging the headquarters of the Chinese government in Beijing for a whole day. Most importantly, these silent protestors came from all corners of China, by train, by bus, or by air, without any prior knowledge from China’s well-established security networks. Their military-like discipline and secretive communication channel certainly caught the government totally off-guard. It was later revealed that Falun Gong practitioners communicated with each other through the Internet, using coded words and signals to avoid notice.34 Although Falun Gong has been banned in China for seven years and all documents containing the words related to Falun Gong have been heavily censored in China’s cyber sphere, it still exists on the global Internet. Its leader raises money online, disseminates new sermons online, and communicates with followers through e-mails till today.

HBVers’ Right-Protection Campaign: By some estimate, 120 million Chinese people are carriers of hepatitis B virus (HBV), a virus that can cause lifelong infection, liver cancer, and even death.35 Although Hepatitis B is mainly transmitted through bodily fluids containing the virus, the HBV carriers have long been mistreated, discriminated, and excluded from some basic rights in China. For one example, the HBV carriers were graded as disqualified for many civil servant jobs in China according to the Civil Servant Physical Examination Standard. Since late 1990s, a campaign of protecting HBV carriers’ right was initiated online by some civil rights activists in China. On November 20, 2003, this anti-discrimination campaign reached a milestone. An appeal letter signed by 1,611 HBV carriers was sent to China’s highest legislative offices in the Health Ministry, and senior officials in the National People’s Congress. In this letter, it called for revision of the current administrative procedures which explicitly discriminate the HBV carriers, and “gravely violated the HBV carriers’ constitutional right for work and equality.”36 This campaign was organized by an Internet-based interest group (www.hbvhbv.com), named “gan dan xiang zhao.” It had more than 16,000 registered members, most of whom HBV carriers. They called themselves “HBVers” and fought collectively against a social taboo that had been neglected by the traditional media for a long time. After the petition letter, however, many national media joined their cause and greatly raised people’s awareness of this epidemic and the social issues involved.37



These Internet-based and Internet-empowered messages are competing with each other, and collectively constituting China’s online-age public opinion.

Final Thoughts

In human communication history, few inventions have revolutionized people’s private life and society’s operation as fundamentally as online technology. Similarly, in world politics, few events have the power of shaking current world order as dramatically as China’s modernization process, which has dragged 1.3 billion people and a 4,000-year old civilization onto the fast-speed lane. Against this grand backdrop, Chinese cyber nationalism is by no means a domestic concern relevant only to Chinese people or scholars studying Chinese communication and politics. Instead, it is an important research question that has profound and lasting significance to China’s transformation, to the East Asia security, and to the new world order as a whole.

In the past decade, a lot of research has been done on topics related to China’s political transition and China’s online sphere. However, as to the emerging phenomenon of Chinese cyber nationalism, this book is so far the most comprehensive attempt to explore this concept both theoretically and empirically. Nonetheless, it only opened a small window toward better understanding of this very important phenomenon. As some political scientist suggested, “political research usually begins with a ‘hunch,’ an educated guess that some phenomenon is caused by some other phenomenon.”38 This book began with “an educated guess” that a new phenomenon of “Chinese cyber nationalism” was caused by a variety of social, economic, political, and technological factors, and this new phenomenon of “Chinese cyber nationalism” is going to cause more social, economic, political, and technological phenomena in China’s historical transition. As documented in this book, this powerful social movement and political ideology have helped shape China’s policy decision making in the past decade, and will definitely be shaping China’s policy decision making in the near future. As far as Chinese cyber nationalism is concerned, what we have witnessed in the past decade is more like the end of the beginning, rather than the beginning of the end.

In the coming decades, issues involving China will be shaped and determined not only by how well China integrates into the existing world system, but also by how well the world understands China and copes with China’s return. This book is a step toward that extremely important and much-needed goal of mutual-understanding.
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