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Abstract 

 

This study explores how China’s indigenous social media weibo was used in the discussion of 

seven major cases of environmental pollution and related unrest between 2010 and 2012 in 

China. We found that the majority of Chinese netizens frame these incidents as conflicts 

between “the state and the people”, and economic development and citizen’s well-being, and 

attribute responsibility for the wrongdoing to the government. In terms of communicative 

functions, weibo creates a public sphere for articulating critical opinions as well as requesting 

and sharing information about the cases, but also expressing strong emotions. We developed a 

specific research design that helps conduct empirical research (select cases, accumulate data, 

analyze content, and interpret results) in a censored media environment. In this sense, we 

present an exercise in de-Westernization (specifically, Sinification) of the methodology of 

social media research. 

  

Keywords: social media, weibo, environmental conflicts, China, online methodology, public 

sphere, framing, communicative functions, De-Westernization, Sinification 

 

 



2 
 

Introduction 

 

Since the emergence of the Internet, and particularly the boom of social media, many scholars 

have discussed and envisioned the potential of online communication to create a more open 

public sphere. In China, there are also expectations that social media could contribute to civic 

engagement and democratization of the authoritarian regime (e.g., Shao et al., 2012). 

However, despite fervent discussion, few studies have been crafted to examine the role of 

social media in the Chinese public sphere with empirical data.  

 

In this study we explore how environmental incidents are discussed in the social media in 

China. Over thirty years of rapid economic development has brought China tremendous 

changes in terms of modernization and industrialization. At the same time, a consistent 

overlook of environmental problems have also brought unprecedented environmental 

degradation (Liu & Diamond, 2008). Several recent high-profile environmental conflicts have 

revealed the underlying and increasing tension between economic development and  

citizens’ well-being. At the same time, online discussions of the incidents also highlighted the 

important contribution of social media to the public sphere in China.  

 

This study examines the social uses of China’s indigenous microblog platform Sina Weibo in 

major environmental conflicts and assesses their contributions to public discussion in the 

complex media and political landscapes of China. 

 

 

Contexts: social media, propaganda/censorship, and environmentalism in China 

 

Our study is situated in the overlapping areas of several academic discourses and research 

agendas. We argue that instead of directly employing Western concepts and discussions of the 

potential power of social media, we need to reflect on the specific political and media 

contexts of China. These include the relationship of social media and civic engagement in 

China; online propaganda and censorship; and the environmental public sphere and its 

interaction with traditional and social media in China. 

 

Internet, social media and civic engagement in China 

 

Following the argument that communication technologies must be examined within the 

specific social contexts of a society (Howard and Jones, 2004), several scholars have pointed 

out that the Western concept of the public sphere (Habermas, [1962] 1989) should not be 

rigidly applied in the study of the Chinese media, which differs tremendously from the 

Western media (Huang, 1993; Wakeman, 1993; Harp, Backmann, and Guo, 2012) and that 

many media phenomenon in China require high sensitivity of the political, social, and 

cultural contexts (Yang, 2011). 

 

According to official statistics, China had 538 million Internet users by mid- 2012 (CNNIC, 

2012), which is much larger than in any other nations. The quickly growing size of Internet 
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users in China has brought hope that online discussions will help facilitate civic engagement 

and China’s transition to a more democratic regime (Shao et al., 2012). Social media, which 

started to flourish in China a few years ago, have certainly become the center of such hope. 

Chinese Internet users spend 46 minutes a day on average on social media sites. This is 39 

minutes more than Japanese netizens and 9 minutes more than those in the United States 

(Chiu, Lin and Silverman, 2012).  

 

The democratizing potential of social media in China has been discussed specifically in the 

context of the political environment (one-party authoritarian rule, lack of rule of law and 

human rights, including freedom of speech) and the history of citizen participation in political 

issues. Shao et al. (2012) notes that while there has been a growing dissatisfaction with the 

government, most Chinese citizens tend to be politically disengaged because of the lack of 

rights and legal procedures that encourages robust civil engagement. Yang (2011) also points 

out that the use of new media by protesters in China is socially conditioned by the lack of 

institutional channels for dissent and redressing grievances. However, the fast development of 

new media has the potential of improving civil engagement in social issues by providing 

information, articulation, and channels for civic engagement and motivating citizen 

participation and therefore pushing for democratization in China (Shao et al., 2012).  

 

Among all kinds of social media platforms in China, weibo, literally the Chinese term for 

“micro-blog”, has gained phenomenal popularity. The two dominant domestic weibo service 

providers are Sina Weibo and Tencent Weibo. According to official statistics, by mid-2012, 

there were 274 million weibo users in China. This means that among all the Chinese netizens, 

more than half (51%) had a weibo account (CNNIC, 2012). Survey results indicate that 

among all social media users, 70% have registered a weibo account (Yang and You, 2012). 

Hereafter we use the word “weibo” to refer to either a genre of online writing and messaging, 

(i.e., “a weibo post”); or the social medium and platform in general (where it means 

“micro-blog”). The uppercased word “Weibo” refers to particular weibo service providers 

like Sina Weibo. 

 

In terms of communication options and applications, weibo is often compared to Twitter. One 

may argue that weibo is more social in terms of the openness of networks, applications and 

multimedia choices than the early version of Twitter (Chen et al, 2011). The platform allows 

its users to publish posts within 140 Chinese characters or 280 Western characters, with the 

attachment of video, pictures, or links to external web pages. On the home page of each 

user’s account, there is a “timeline”, showing the user’s weibo messages, typically consisting 

of text and thumbnails of pictures, in a chronological order. Weibo users can subscribe to 

(follow) other users’ weibo accounts, and repost (the equivalent of retweet) other users’ posts. 

However, the weibo platform also allows users to post comments in the format of traditional 

online forum (there is no such function in Twitter). These comments do not automatically 

show up in the users’ timeline but are attached to the original post. The comment contributor 

also has the option to repost the comment. Moreover, weibo users can directly send private 

messages to any user, including those who do not subscribe to them (which is not allowed on 

Twitter). 
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Weibo may look like an ideal online service for public discussion compared with other social 

media platforms because of its openness. Connections on the platform are not restricted to 

one’s social networks. This downplays the importance of users’ personal backgrounds and 

makes weibo an open space for the discussion of public issues. It gives an opportunity for a 

fairly large degree of self-expression and hence encourages civic participation in political 

discussion more than other forms of online publication. 

 

Social media and censorship: the online political context in China 

 

As we discuss the implications of social media for public discussion, we must take into 

consideration the general media landscape of China. Media in China in the official discourse 

are conceptualized as a battlefield for public opinion and utilized for top-down propaganda, 

i.e., targeted promotion of party ideology. The Chinese government also explicitly justifies its 

online censorship in a white paper on “The Internet in China”, having realized the importance 

of the online public sphere and the spread of online dissent (Yang, 2011). According to the 

white paper, while the government plans to promote extensive Internet use, it must also curb 

the harmful effects of illegal information on state security, public interests and children 

(Bristow, 2010).  

 

China implements a plethora of practices to oversee domestic Internet usage, including online 

filtering mechanisms, licensing of cybercafé operators, Internet police and punishment 

system for those who violate relevant regulations (Cannici, 2009). The censorship and 

surveillance system also adopts what is known as the Great Firewall that denies access to key 

Western news sites (e.g. CNN), search engines (e.g. Google), and social media (e.g. Facebook, 

Twitter, Youtube) in China. At least 18,000 foreign websites are blocked within mainland 

China (Zittrain and Edelman, 2003). Content concerning sensitive issues on foreign search 

engines and discussion boards are often the target of censorship. A connection containing  

censored terms may also be closed by the Great Firewall, and cannot be reestablished for 

several minutes (Tsui, 2001). 

Besides direct state control of the Internet, online companies in the private sector also have to 

implement self-censorship to keep their operating licenses and to avoid other penalties 

(MacKinnon, 2010). Social media in China are constrained by the same set of censorship 

rules as all other online information services. China’s most popular social media platforms, 

such as Sina Weibo and Renren.com, set strict controls over the posts in their services. Posts 

containing blacklisted keywords and comments on sensitive political topics cannot be 

actually published (posting is prevented by a pre-publication censorship software), or are 

swiftly deleted after posting (by human censorship or software). It is believed that Sina 

Weibo employs approximately 1,000 human web monitors for censoring the posts of its users 

(MacKinnon, 2011).  

To survive in this political context, some social media strategically positioned themself as 

platforms for entertainment and leisure-related information exchanges (Ma, 2010). A study on 

the trends of social media has found that in China the majority of the most reposted posts on 
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weibo are related to entertainment and leisure activities rather than current affairs, whereas 

the most discussed topics on Twitter are highly related to contemporary news events (Yu, 

Asur and Huberman, 2011). 

However, despite the tight Internet control in China, empirical evidence indicates that a 

variety of political activism and expression exists in the social media. Yang (2011) describes 

the impact of China’s social media on politics as a gradual (r)evolution. Jiang (2010) argues 

that institutional democracy is not prerequisite to public deliberation. Despite the fact that the 

government constantly restricts the boundaries of the political public sphere in China, 

cyberspace does serve as a place for Chinese netizens to challenge the status quo of politics. 

In this sense, the flourishing public deliberation in China, as argued by Jiang (2010), could be 

viewed as “authoritarian deliberation” in the absence of pluralist democracy. 

Environmental problems and unrest in China 

 

The third context of our project is provided by the environmental problems and related social 

discontent in the country. One of the by-products that rapid economic growth brought to 

China in the past few decades is dramatic environmental degradation. The country ranks 

among the bottom on the world’s environmental sustainability index. Although the goal of 

turning the tide of environmental degradation is always on the country’s Five-Year Plans, 

environmental issues are constantly overlooked in local governance, as the primary criterion 

for promoting leaders is economic growth (Liu & Diamond, 2008).  

 

China’s environmental activism is situated in a political context that does not allow 

generating contentious social movements (Ho, 2001). Genuine social movements, including a 

sustained green movement, have been therefore absent from China’s protest landscape. 

Although environmental deterioration (and corruption) are identified by citizens as the major 

problems facing the state today, environmental movements in China tend to be scattered, 

sporadic, and often located in rural areas and motivated by single incidents rather than more 

comprehensive agendas that aim at a nation-wide change (Ho, 2001; Hess, 2011). Many cases 

of local pollution lack publicity and support from social elites, so they tend to be suppressed 

and do not get enough governmental attention to solve the problem. Lawsuits can usually not 

offer effective ways to solve the problems, since many cases go hand in hand with other 

social problems such as corruption and the general lack or rule of law.  

 

However, the outbreak of several large-scale environment-related unrests in recent years has 

highlighted the deeply rooted conflicts between economic growth and citizens’ quality of life, 

and brought environmental issues to the public agenda. The development of the 

environmental public sphere is to some extent representative of the general development of 

the public sphere in China, in which the public, various civil associations, the media and 

policy makers engage in organic interactions (Calhoun and Yang, 2007). In recent years, the 

country was also shaken by the discovery of “cancer villages”, where mortality rates increase 

dramatically due to sustained pollution, as well as urban conflicts around environmental 

deterioration.  
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Research Questions 

 

Considering these contexs, this paper investigates the uses of social media in China’s public 

sphere by exploring communication content and communicative functions regarding seven 

major cases of environmental pollution and related social unrest on Sina Weibo. We attempt 

to answer two sets of questions: 

 

1. Empirical and conceptual questions. How do Chinese netizens use social media to 

discuss environmental incidents as a public issue? On the one hand, what are the 

cognitive frames of interpretation that netizens use in their posts to make sense of, and 

argue about, major cases of environmental pollution (or its threat) and related social 

discontent? On the other hand, what are the communicative functions or purposes of 

weibo posts? In other words, how is weibo used; what are the functions it is used for? 

While framing analysis captures how environmental conflicts are discussed in social 

media, it does not reflect the multiple ways weibo is used as a multi-functional, popular 

platform of online communication. For example, the communicative act of simply 

reposting lies in the sheer act of repost, which helps to create larger visibility for the same 

message. Our approach regarding communicative functions explores patterns of reposting, 

expressions of emotions and several other communicative acts (behavioral patterns of use) 

online. Conceptualizing our empirical results regarding frames and functions, what roles 

weibo play in the dynamics of the public sphere in China? 

 

2. Methodological questions. Our study takes a quantitative approach with some qualitative 

examples to illustrate typical frames and functions of weibo posts. However, the political 

context of China, including the suppression of social unrest, poses serious challenges for 

social media research. To start with, widespread offline censorship often prevents the 

coverage and thus makes it hard to identify relevant cases of major environmental 

pollution and related social discontent in traditional media. However, the number of 

environment-related messages may be too large to identify relevant local cases online. 

What could be then meaningful yet technically possible ways of identifying relevant cases? 

Also, how could one build data sets and take samples from weibo services in China? How 

could the interpretation of findings take into consideration the presence of censorship, the 

lack of freedom of speech, and political authoritarianism? In short, what kind of specific 

research design and methods could be developed for empirical social media research in 

China in the tradition of contextualization of communication research (cf. Lee, 2011; 

Curran and Park, 2000)?        

 

Methods 

 

Case identification 

 

In China, many cases of social unrest, including those that follow instances of major 

environmental pollution, are considered politically sensitive subjects. As a result, the 

coverage of such cases is often fully or partly censored, and consequently missing, in the 
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offline media in China. Also, weibo posts with environmental content may be too numerous 

and scattered for meaningful case selection. Therefore we decided to choose a third route for 

case identification: reviewing the international press. The reason that the case identification 

process had to start with international media coverage was to ensure maximum inclusion of 

relevant cases that took place within the given time frame.  

 

We used the English language newspapers and news services in the database Factiva. We 

selected one of the potential subject filters (search criteria) on Factiva, "environmental news". 

The keywords used for the case identification were “assembly”, “protest”, “demonstration”, 

“riot”, “protester”, “tear gas”, “police”, “violent”, “clash” and “repress”. The region of the 

environmental stories was limited to Mainland China. All articles containing “environment” 

and at least one of these keywords, either in the headline or in the content were included in 

the search results. 

 

In this way, we identified 55 articles about 11 major environmental pollution and related 

unrest cases that took place between September 2009 and July, 2012 in China. (See Appendix 

1 for the description of the cases, their social contexts and outcomes.) Our strategy might 

have missed cases that were not able to attract international journalists, e.g. happened in 

small villages in the countryside. These missing cases could be only targeted in a different 

research design (see the Conclusions). 

 

Data collection and sampling 

We collected weibo messages from the online database developed by the University of Hong 

Kong Weiboscope project (Fu, Chan, Chau, 2013). This project has been regularly sampling 

the timelines of more than 350,000 Chinese microbloggers who have at least 1,000 followers 

since January 2011. By searching the name of the place where these cases took place (i.e., 

Dalian, Haimen, or Qidong), a total of 76,993 weibo messages were collected for the seven 

out of the eleven cases identified from international coverage. For four cases identified from 

international coverage (Inner Mongolia, Tibet, Anhui and Shifang) weibos could not be 

retrieved from the Internet, which could be resulted from censorship. 

Messages that carried the keyword (the name of the locality) but were irrelevant to 

environmental conflicts were excluded from the sample. Among the relevant posts, we 

identified the two most often reposted original weibo post (i.e., the two most popular original 

post) each case. Once the two most popular original posts in each case was identified, the 

whole (full) set of their reposts was collected by using Sina Weibo API for data analysis. 

From these full sets of reposts we took random samples, in total 1,639 messages (Table 1). 

Cognitive framing and communicative functions 

 

Cognitive frames imply interpretations in the communication of information and text – in our 

case, about the environmental incidents in the social media discussion. Frames exert 

influence over human consciousness by selecting some aspects of reality and make them 

salient; omit or lessen salience of other aspects (Entman, 1993). Even in a short weibo, 
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frames may promote particular problem definition (define problems), suggesting causal 

interpretation (diagnose causes), moral evaluation (make moral judgment and attribute 

responsibility) and recommend treatment (suggest remedies) (Entman, 1993). 

  

Our categories and protocol for framing analysis were partly adapted from Semetko and 

Valkenburg (2000): 1) “Responsibility” frame: for messages blaming or expressing criticism; 

suggesting some actors have the ability, or should have done, differently to alleviate the 

problem; 2) “Human interest” frame: for messages that discuss how the incidents impact 

peoples’ own life (e.g., health) at the micro level; 3) “Conflict” frame: for messages that 

define the situation in terms of conflict of actors, or interests; 4) “Economic” frame: for 

messages with a major economic interpretation; 5) “Morality” frame: for messages making 

reference to moral or religious ethical behavior.  

 

Using an inductive approach by encoding weibo samples, we identified seven additional 

frames to reflect our specific subject and unique study context. 6) The “Ecology” frame 

represents messages dominated by ecological perspectives; 7) “What’s next” denotes the 

posts characterized by a concern for or speculation over the future development of the issue; 

8) “Purely informational” includes the messages sharing or requesting factual information; 9) 

“Personal” indicates weibos that are not related directly to the environmental incident in the 

original post. We also designed the protocol to reflect characteristics of weibo communication 

in the specific media and political context of China, hence introducing categories such as 10) 

“Censorship” and 11) “Propaganda”, for posts that reflect on the government’s media control 

and propaganda practices in the related environmental cases. Last, we added a category 12) 

“Uninterpretable/unclassified” for the messages with no substantial meaning (which is not 

uncommon in social media). In total, we defined protocols for these twelve categories for 

framing analysis. We coded each weibo post into only one category, by the major (most 

prominent), frame of each message.  

 

The categories of communicative functions reflect the fact that social media revolutionized 

the ways of online communication. While framing analysis captures how environmental 

conflicts are discussed in social media, it does not reflect well enough the multiple ways 

weibo as a popular platform of communication is utilized in online public discussion of 

environmental conflicts, in particular the communicative purposes and functions of posting. 

For example, on weibo, a repost attached with no comments carries no frame in itself, but the 

meaning and value of the repost lies in the sheer communicative act of repost, which helps to 

create larger visibility for the message. The majority of users access weibo on smart phones 

and other mobile devices (e.g., on the bus or in the subway), so communicative functions 

with short reaction span, like forwarding, deserve attention as significant patterns of online 

behavior. In 2012, 72.2% of the Chinese Internet population used mobile devices to access 

the internet (CNNIC, 2012).  

 

For these reasons, we developed another set of coding protocols for the communicative 

functions of weibo messages. Harlow (2011) developed five categories of communicative 

functions of social media posts. We regrouped those into three categories: 1) 
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“Information-oriented” messages: the main communicative function of the post is providing 

or asking for information; 2) “Stating opinions”: the main function is to express an opinion, 

judgement, or argument; 3) “Action/mobilization-oriented”: calling people to online or 

offline action to change the situation. In addition, we developed three new categories: 4) 

“Expressing emotions” (like support, discontent, hatred, etc.); 5) “Forwarding” the original 

post; 6) “Questioning credibility” was developed with an aim to reflect how much Chinese 

netizens are aware of or question the credibility of what is being spread on weibo. As long as 

a message questions the credibility of the information stated in the original post, it was 

classified into the “Questioning credibility” category. Each message was coded into one 

category, according to its major communicative function.  

 

For detailed definitions of all frame and function categories, see Coding Protocol in Appendix 

2.  

 

Inter-coder reliability 

 

After the coding protocol was developed, a pilot study was conducted to test inter-coder 

reliability. Representative samples were drawn from the collected posts. To balance sample 

disparity, we set different sampling proportions for each case, i.e. case with <100 samples: 

100%; between 100 and 200: 50%; between 200 and 10,000: 10%; more than 10,000: 5%. 

Two native Chinese speaker coders were trained to familiarize with the coding protocol. Then, 

pilot coding were conducted on the pilot sample. If the inter-coder reliability was not 

satisfactory, the coders were debriefed for another attempt of pilot coding. This process was 

repeated until an acceptable inter-coder reliability rate was yielded. The final inter-coder 

reliability rates were calculated as .579 (95% CI 0.522-0.636, p <0.001) for framing and .674 

(95% CI 0.617-0.73, p<0.001) for communicative functions.  

 

Results and Discussion 

 

Framing: “the state vs. the people” in environmental conflicts, and the responsibility of the 

government 

 

Among all frames, “Conflict” (28.6%) and “Responsibility” (20%) are the most prevalent 

(see Table 2 for all framing results, with examples). This means that in the discussion of 

environmental discontent in China, most weibo users tend to interpret the situation as the 

clash of actors or interests, and point to the government’s misconduct. The most common 

type of messages in the “Responsibility” frame contains direct criticism of the government 

rather than responsible corporations. The government, especially the central government, is 

also often blamed for corruption, the lack of efforts in environmental legislation and its 

implementation, and ignoring citizens’ well-being by introducing polluting factories into or 

near human settlements. The combined 48.6% of “Conflict” and “Responsibility” frames 

presents a politicized and polarized interpretation of environmental incidents, in which the 

interpretation of the situation as “the state vs. the people” constitutes a bipolar worldview. 

Chinese companies are cognitively located on the government’s side in a 
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“government-industrial complex”, both because they are often state-owned, and the perceived 

lack of their environmental regulation (which also suggests the common interests of firms 

and the state). The common perception of the situation is the conflict between “the state vs. 

the people”, which can be seen in comments like “this [the victory of relocating the polluting 

industry] is a huge triumph of the Chinese people”.  

 

In the “Conflict” frame, several messages tend to frame the situation as a conflict between 

economic development and citizens’ living standards and quality of life. It is noteworthy that 

the responsibility and conflict frames often overlap. For instance, comments that express the 

idea that “the government is too corrupted to recognize the conflict between economic 

development and people’s health” entail both frames. In the study, the coders were instructed 

to code messages according to the most prominent frame of a message (in this case, the 

responsibility frame). In fact, the overlap between the two frames reveals the fact that 

underlying the environmental conflicts in China are the deeper conflicts between people and 

the policies of the ruling party. 

 

Correspondingly, the “Purely informational” (11.8%) and especially the “Ecology” (6.8%) 

frames do not feature prominently. This indicates that the “Conflict/Responsibility” (48%) 

joint frame (master frame) overshadows other interpretations, especially the 

ecological-environmentalist framing of the incidents despite the fact that their nature was 

originally environment-related.     

 

Another finding that is worth mentioning is Chinese netizens’ attitudes towards censorship 

which is reflected in some posts on weibo. Among all messages analyzed in the study, a small 

portion (1.4%) is dedicated solely or mostly to the issue of online censorship in China. A 

typical message reads “I need to forward this message before it is removed so that more 

people can see it”. These posts reflect the fact that many Chinese netizens are aware of the 

censorship efforts by the government. They also show that Chinese weibo users regard the 

platform as an important source of information that is not available in the mainstream media 

and regard their forwarding behavior as a race with the censorship effort of the government. 

In some cases, authors mock censorship in a witty and humorous style. For example, one 

message reads “Oops, a slip of hand, I just forwarded this message”. Another example reads 

“I’d like to report that someone is still discussing this (forbidden) matter on weibo.” Besides 

witty taunting of censorship, netizens in China also actively circumvent censorship by using 

alternative forms to represent sensitive words. The most common example in the coded 

sample of this study is the word “government”, which in Chinese is referred to as “Zheng Fu”. 

In their criticism towards the government, many netizens used the initial letters of the word 

“ZF” to represent the meaning of government to reduce the chance of being censored.  

 

Somewhat surprisingly, no message with a propaganda frame was found in the coded sample. 

This suggests that the work of paid post-writing propagandists (the famed “Fifty Cent Army” 

of the government) is not represented prominently in cases of environmental incidents in 

China.     
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If we compare the frame of the original post and the two most popular frames among the 

reposts, we find that in five of the seven cases the frame of the original post is identical with 

the two most popular repost frames. In other words, the frame of an original weibo post 

seems to influence the responses to it (Table 3). In more conceptual terms, the way the 

original post frames the issue may tend to set the framing pattern or “framing agenda” for the 

discussion around the original post. Further statistical exploration of this observation could 

help to analyze the nature of agenda setting on social networking sites. 

 

Communicative functions: expressing opinions and emotions 

The results of communicative functions analysis reflect the diverse uses of weibo in 

environmental conflicts (for all communicative functions results, see Table 4). In terms of 

communicative functions, the majority of netizens use weibo in two ways, to articulate 

“Opinions” (35.3%) or express “Emotions” (28.8%) to convey environmental grievances. 

These two types of popular uses realize different opportunities provided by the platform.  

On the one hand, even though the 140-character limit of weibo posts may not allow for a 

complete and detailed argument, it is still easy for users to get their main ideas across. Such 

opinions are statements or judgments that entail a sense of rationality. In this sense the 

“Opinion” (35.3%) function, along with the “Information-oriented” (15.7%), 

“Action/mobilization” (8.2%) and “Credibility” (5.2%) function, realizes the potentials for 

open discussion on social media, and relates to the concept of the public sphere as the space 

for open-ended argumentation (Habermas [1962] 1989). These public sphere-related, 

argumentative communication functions together represent 64.4% of messages in 

environmental conflicts in China. 

On the other hand, expressing emotions differ from arguments and opinion. The interpretation 

of the strong presence of “Emotions” (28.8%) may follow Yang (2009) who argues that 

mobilization in internet incidents depends on the expressive forms and content that may 

produce emotional responses among internet users. In this view, the occurrence of internet 

incidents in China is strongly related to emotional mobilization. For example, although a 

message that says “it is clear that the corrupted government is a part of this” and a message 

that says “I’m so angry with the government” both belong to the responsibility frame, but in 

terms of communication functions, the former represents an opinion and the latter expresses 

an immediate feeling that contributes to emotional mobilization. 

Simply reposting the original post, i.e., “Forward” (6.8%) carries additional meaning in the 

context of Chinese media environment, where the dissemination of sensitive information is 

often hindered by state censorship and self-censorship by social media service providers. 

Because of the democratic and open nature of weibo, any user can contribute to the 

discussion by providing some of the missing information. One example is the Qidong case, in 

which thousands of citizens protested against planned drainage pipelines from a Japanese 

paper factory. One of the discussion topics on weibo about this case was whether the 

eucalyptus trees in southern China, allegedly planned by Japanese paper companies, are 

causing drought and destroying other plants. In the discussion, a number of users contributed 
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information by posting links to scientific articles on the ecological impact of eucalypti. In a 

similar way, forwarding emotional comments or emoticons amplifies anger and other feelings 

online.   

 

In contrast, action-related messages are not very prevalent on weibo, as indicated by the low 

proportion of “Action/mobilization” (8.2%). Most messages that do serve the purpose of 

action are not aimed at mobilizing people to offline protests but rather concern changing 

personal and collective consumption habits. For example, these posts call on people to use 

less tissue and more handkerchiefs to help improving the environment. The most common 

type of action-related message calls for or relates to boycotting the companies for the 

pollution, e.g., “I never buy their products anymore.” These findings are line with Ho 

(2001)’s observation that environmental activism in China tends to have an 

“unconfrontational” nature. Another reason could be that the more direct mobilization 

messages are censored on weibo (King et al, 2013). 

 

Another point worth discussing is the credibility of posts on weibo. In fact, it is not 

uncommon to see rumors on Chinese social media. One example is the Xiamen PX protest, 

during which rumors exaggerating the adverse impact of toxic chemical paraxylene spread  

all over the Chinese internet, partly due to the lack of reliable information channel (Zheng, 

2012). Building credibility also remains a challenge to traditional media where trust in media 

sources is often undermined by government propaganda. Out of all weibos coded, 5.2% 

expressed doubts towards the original posts (“Credibility”, 5.2%). In most cases, the authors 

simply ask “Is that real?” This suggests that many users look at information on weibo with a 

critical eye. They are aware of the fact that as a crowd-sourcing that tolerates a high degree of 

anonymity, it is easy for rumors to spread in a viral manner on weibo. Yang (2011) argues that 

the spread of online rumors in China reveals the intricate but changing dynamics between 

citizens and state authorities and that the interpretation of these rumors requires high 

sensitivity of the cultural and social context. For instance, in the Qidong example above, the 

accusations that the original post makes about tree planting by the Japan-based paper 

company and the netizens’ hostile responses are linked to the problematic historical legacy of 

China-Japan relations. This legacy became one of the reasons for much of the doubts casted 

on the credibility of the original post as to whether it is exaggerating the negative ecological 

impact of eucalypti to conform to the general sentiment towards Japan.  

 

 

Conclusions 

 

This study explores how weibo, one of the most important indigenous social media genres, 

was used in the discussion of seven major environmental incidents that took place between 

2010 and 2012 in China. We found that the majority of Chinese netizens frame these events 

as conflicts between the state and the people, and rapid economic development and citizens’ 

well-being respectively, and attribute responsibility for the wrongdoing to the government. In 

the shadow of the combined 48.6% of conflict and responsibility frames and “the state vs. the 

people” master frame involved in them, ecological and all other frames remain less prevalent, 
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even marginal. Political interpretations override environmental framing (6.8%), despite the 

fact that the conflicts concerned environmental incidents. (Twenty-two percent of messages 

remain un-interpretable in terms of frames.) We do not find any sign of formation of a 

national green social movement: discontent with the government remains case-specific, 

localized, time-bound, and unrelated to other cases. Protest arguments target single issues in 

singular times in a “not-in-my-backyard” fashion. “The state vs. people” interpretation 

remains spontaneous and much less reflected than a “civil society against the state” type of 

strategic frame would be. The term “people” in these weibos usually means people impacted 

here and now in this particular case, or refer to a generalized national identity; it does not 

imply a purposeful, strategically acting, civil society.    

 

In terms of communicative functions, weibo serves as an effective platform for multiple types 

of communication purposes. The majority of messages articulate rational communication, 

including critical opinions, requests for and sharing information, questioning the credibility 

of sources, and calling for action. These four functions with their overwhelming joint 

majority (64.4%) highlight the argumentative, public sphere side of weibo’s Janus-faced 

character. On the other side, emotional weibos (28.8%) express eruptive feelings of anger, 

distrust, loss of faith and other anti-government affections as well as nationalism. At the same 

time, we found little evidence for mobilization for action besides consumer boycott. The 

heavy presence of conflict and responsibility frames and anti-government feelings, together 

with a low level of mobilization, indicate high levels of social and political tension 

accumulated around the environmental incidents.  

 

Despite of the tight state control of the internet, a variety of large-scale communicative 

activism, including political expression, can be found on weibo. In this sense, weibo provides 

a space for creating critical discourses that can be accessed and contributed to at any time. 

Such visibility itself and the sense of community and encouragement it creates can be viewed 

as a democratizing force in the public sphere in China. Keeping the official taboos on 

sensitive topics is gradually and permanently challenged by the dynamics of rational, 

argumentative, open-ended communication. Censorship may keep taboos, but these are 

becoming like well-defined, visible islands, surrounded by a flood of bottom-up 

communication. However, censorship remains a major obstacle to the spread of sensitive 

information on weibo, especially in terms of mobilization. We therefore argue that the 

optimism towards the democratizing potentials of social media in China is supported by 

empirical evidence, but should be upheld with caution given the complex media landscape of 

the country. At the same time, netizens are highly aware of censorship and actively and 

creatively seek ways to circumvent it.  

 

Censorship of traditional and online media also poses challenges for empirical social media 

research in China. We developed a specific research design that helps to conduct empirical 

research in this highly censored media environment. Elements of such Sinification of social 

media research methodology include case selection from the international press to circumvent 

domestic media censorship; the development and use of Weiboscope as an autonomous, 

original database of weibo messages; and including censorship itself among the content 
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analysis categories as netizens often discuss it despite a different original subject.   

 

Our findings also have to be qualified in the context of censorship. Although we attempted to 

collect pre-censored data from weibo, messages regarding four of the eleven major 

environmental incidents identified by the international press could not be retrieved, because 

they had been removed before the posts were downloaded to our database. Therefore, 

discussion of results cannot be automatically generalized to “weibo communication about 

local environmental conflicts”, but have to be qualified as “officially tolerated weibo 

communication about local environmental conflicts” or “non-censored weibo communication 

in local environmental conflicts”. At the same time, if we want to explore and interpret 

weibo’s impact on online public opinion, the presently analyzed data is exactly relevant. In 

fact, in terms of critical and sensitive content, our findings under-evaluate their presence as a 

certain part of such posts had been removed by censors so they were not included in the 

database.   

 

Also, numerous smaller environmental incidents (especially in the Chinese countryside) were 

not included among the cases in the study as they could not attract foreign media attention. 

Future investigations on social media discussion about environmental conflicts in China 

could seek to combat this limitation by starting with lists of environmental incidents obtained 

from other sources in the field such as environmental NGOs.   
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Tables  

 

Table 1: Summary of samples  

 

Case Sample size Percentage in the sample 

1. Haining 73 4.4% 

2. Haimen 309 18.8% 

3. Dalian 64 3.9% 

4. Jiaoyang 143 8.7% 

5. Yinggehai 107 6.5% 

6. Jingxi 24 1.5% 

7. Qidong 919 56% 

Total 1639 
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Table 2: Framing results, with examples 

 

Frame % Example 

Conflict 28.6  “There is going to be a prairie fire”1 [The conflict between people and the state] 

 “Unlimited commercial exploitation is bound to cause irreversible ecological damage” [The conflict between two issues] 

Responsibility 20.0  “The government must take the primary responsibility!” 

 “[The governors] are trading for money and promotions with the well-being of the people.” 

Purely informational 11.8  “Asking for the truth” 

Ecology 6.8  “I remember that eucalyptus is originated from Australia. I don’t think it has such a strong negative impact to the ecology 

as alleged [in the original post]. But I do think single cropping of eucalyptus could upset the balance of local ecological 

system. Want more information on this @ Guoke Wang2.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Human interest 3.2  “Poor citizens in Dalian” 

Personal and 

unrelated 

2.1  “Yinggehai, a beautiful name, I knew since I was young that the place is abundant in sea salt. I still store sea salt at home 

these days. I drink salt water when I have a sour throat. It works very well.” 

What’s next 1.7  “Concerned!” 

 “Let’s just see what happens” 

Censorship 1.4  “I need to forward this message before it is removed so that more people can see it.”  

Morality 1.3  “Ignoring the future generations for a little money and a position. Where is justice? Where is the conscience?” 

Economic 1.1  “Be cautious of Japan’s economic imperialism” 

Uninterpretable/ 

Unclassified 

22.0  “Forwarding” 

 “I’m so sad that my hometown is on the list [of places being affected]”  

Propaganda 0.0 N/A 

Total 100.0  

                                                             
1 The message makes use of Mao’s famous quotation “A single spark can start a prairie fire”, which was used to refute the pessimistic views existing in the Party when the Communist Party 
fought to take over China. In recent times, the quotation is commonly used to describe a sense of confidence in a seemingly weak force to combat strong enemies.  
2 The Weibo account of Guokr.com, a website that specializes in providing science-related knowledge and information. 
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Table 3: Comparison of the most numerous frames of original posts and their reposts 

 

Case Most numerous  frame 

of original posts  

Most numerous frames of 

resposts 

Qidong Conflict  Responsibility; Conflict 

Haimen Conflict Conflict; Uninterpretable 

Jiaoyang Human interest Human interest; 

Uninterpretable  

Yinggehai Conflict Conflict; Uninterpretable 

Haining Conflict Responsibility; 

Uninterpretable 

Dalian Purely informational Responsibility; 

Uninterpretable 

Jingxi Ecology Conflict; Ecology 
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Table 4: Communicative functions results, with examples 

 

Function Proportion (%) Example 

Opinions 35.3  “What’s the use of economic 

development without caring 

about people’s health!” 

Emotions 28.8  “So sad for China!” 

Info-oriented 15.7  “Can I ask for some 

explanations from environmental 

protection specialists?” [Asking 

for information] 

 “For those who are concerned, 

you can read this article about 

foreign companies planting 

eucalyptus in China 

[Contributing information] 

Action/mobilization 8.2  “I think we should use less 

tissue paper and switch back to 

handkerchiefs” 

 “Boycott products from Oji 

Paper Company!” 

Forwarding 6.8  “Forwarding” 

Credibility 5.2  “Is the news reliable?” 

 “I think the weibo message 

contains over-exaggerated 

information. I’ve already 

reported it.” 

Total 100.0  
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Appendices  

 

Appendix 1 : Summary of environmental incidents  

 

Date Case Description Social context  Outcome 

1. July 28, 

2012 

Qidong 

protest 

against 

paper 

factory 

Thousands of demonstrators in 

Qidong, a coastal city near 

Shanghai, protested against alleged 

pollution from a paper factory that 

belongs to a Japanese paper 

company. The protestors overturned 

cars and mini bus and beat up at 

least two police officers. 

Demonstrators seized bottles 

of liquor and wine and other 

items that Chinese officials 

frequently receive as bribes 

from the local government 

offices. 

The city mayor said in a 

statement that the 

planned pipeline that 

would have drained 

water from the factory 

would be cancelled. 

2. July 2, 

2012 

Shifang 

copper 

plant 

protest 

Local residents protested against 

plan to build copper factory. The 

protest turned into violent clashes 

with the police. 

 Municipal government 

agreed to temporarily 

suspend the construction 

of the factory.  

3. April 12, 

2012 

Yinggehai 

protest 

against 

coal plant 

Thousands of villagers in Yinggehai, 

a small fishing town in Hainan 

Province, surrounded the 

government building to protest 

against a coal-fire plant they say are 

endangering the fishing business. 

Villagers were injured in the police 

crackdown. 

 

 

 No government officials 

came out to meet the 

villagers. The protestors 

ended up storming the 

government buildings. 

Residents in big cities in 

Hainan were warned not 

to support the protest. 

Police set up 

checkpoints after the 

protest. 

4. December 

20, 2011 

Haimen 

protest 

against the 

expansion 

of a power 

plant 

Around 2000 local residents in 

Haimen, Fujian Province blocked a 

highway to protest against a coal-

fired power plant, saying that it is 

behind the increase of the number of 

cancer patients. TV in Hong Kong 

showed police firing gas canisters 

towards the crowd. Residents say a 

15-year-old boy and a woman was 

killed. Xinhua denied this 

information.  

Haimen is a fishing town. 

The power plant is owned by 

state-run Huaneng Power. 

The protest followed months 

of labor unrest because of 

the slowing down of the 

manufacturing industry in 

Guangdong. Protest in 

nearby village Wukan has 

previously attracted 

worldwide media attention. 

The protest is a challenge for 

Guangdong Party Chief 

Wang Yang, a contender for 

promotion to the highest 

echelons of the Communist 

Party in a leadership 

transition in late 2012. 

State-run television 

broadcasted a message 

from Shantou Party 

officials, promising 

temporary suspension of 

the expansion plan. 
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5. September 

17, 2011 

Haining 

protest 

against 

US-listed 

solar panel 

plant 

More than 500 residents in Haining, 

Zhejiang protested for three days 

against a plant making solar panels 

for discharging toxins into a river. 

Riot police cracked down the protest 

with violence. Protestors also 

smashed the window of the factory 

and police vehicles. 

The protest was spurred by a 

rising environment protest 

online. 

The project was 

suspended. 

6. August 14, 

2011 

Dalian PX 

protest 

12,000 protestors took it to the street 

in Dalian against Fujia Chemical 

Plant, which produces paraxylene 

(PX). Xinhua said there was no 

injury.    

The incident was spurred by 

the damage of a dyke at the 

perimeter of the plant. 

Citizens protested on the fear 

that there would be leakage 

of toxins. 

Authorities agreed to 

shut down and relocate 

the chemical plant. On 

August 15, 2011, 

Reuters reported that the 

factory kept on running 

despite the shutdown 

order. 

 

7. June 25, 

2011 

Protest in 

Inner 

Mongolia 

Mongol students and traditional 

herders in Inner Mongolia marched 

to a lead mine that they say are 

discharging toxic waste into the 

local environment. About 50 riot 

police moved in, beat and took away 

many protesters. China accused 

“foreign forces” of trying to fuel the 

protest. 

The incident started after a 

Mongolian herder was killed 

by a coal truck driven by a 

member of China’s dominant 

Han ethnic group as a group 

of herders sought to block a 

convoy from crossing 

pastureland. The Chinese 

government was thought to 

be anxious to ensure that the 

unrest did not escalate in the 

same way that anti-Chinese 

protests did in Tibet in 2008. 

The fate of the taken 

away ones was 

unknown. Government 

and police officials 

refused to comment on 

the incident.  

8. July 28, 

2010 

Anhui 

unrest 

over 

landfill 

Thousands of villagers in Shucheng, 

Anhui clashed with the police in a 

protest against the government’s 

plan to build a garbage processing 

plant on the upper reaches of a river 

that provides their drinking water. 

 The county government 

said the project had been 

suspended permanently. 

9. July 15, 

2010 

Jingxi 

County 

riot 

More than 1000 villagers at Jingxi, 

Guangxi Province, protested over 

poisoned water caused by an 

aluminum plant. 

 The riot was quieted 

down. 

10.10. May, 

19, 2010 

Tibetan 

villagers 

protest in 

Madang  

Villagers in Tibet protested against 

pollution problems they say caused 

by a nearby cement factory. The 

protestors clashed with the police 

causing several injuries. 

 15 protestors were taken 

to the hospital after the 

police fired at the 

villagers. 

11.11. Jiaoyang, Hundreds of Villagers in Jiaoyang, a  The county government 

Formatted: Bullets and Numbering

Formatted: Bullets and Numbering
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September 17, 

2009 

Fujian, 

protest 

against 

lead 

poisoning 

township in Fujian Province 

protested against suspected lead 

poisoning caused by a local battery 

factory.  

ordered the 

environmental 

protection bureau to 

increase supervision on 

the plant. The factory 

was ordered to shut 

down. 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 2 

 

Coding Protocols 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Date-Month-Year 

 

 

 

Framing 

 

1. Responsibility frame 

 

The media content blames or expresses criticism towards the misbehavior of a single 

party or several parties, or suggests that one or more parties have the ability or should 

have done differently to alleviate the problem.  

 

2. Human interest frame 

 

The media content expresses concerns about the individuals and groups affected by 

the issue/problem or talking about how the incidents affect people’s lives at a micro 

scale (e.g. how it impacts a person’s health). It could employ adjectives or personal 

vignettes that generate feelings of outrage, empathy, caring, sympathy or compassion, 

or going into the private or personal lives of the actors (e.g. by quoting local residents 

in the story). 

 

3. Conflict Frame 

 

The media content defines the situation as a conflict by referring the parties involved 

 

 

Framing and functions of media content  

on Sina Weibo 
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as winners and losers (e.g. people vs. the government/the company) by using words 

such as “bowed to…”, or talking about conflicting statements/disagreements among 

different parties, or talking about two or more than two sides of the problem or issue, 

or two conflicting interests in the issue (e.g. money vs. human health), or showing 

support to one party in the conflict, or making reference to conflicts happened in the 

past, or calling for actions from people. Action-related messages that offer support to 

people participating in the conflict also belong to this category. 

 

4. Economic frame 

 

The media content addresses the situation from economic points of view by talking 

about the economical impact of a project, or the financial losses or gains in the future, 

or the costs/degree of expense involved, or the economic consequences of pursuing or 

not pursuing a course of action. Messages that support or object the construction of a 

project with potential to pollute also belong to this category if the message makes the 

argument based on economic concerns. 

 

5. Ecology frame 

 

The media content addresses the situation from environmental points of view by 

mentioning the contemporary environmental or ecological consequences of the 

problem or talking about the environmental or ecological impacts of the problem on 

the future, or expressing concerns about the ecology in the future.  

 

6. Morality frame 

 

The media content makes reference to morality (e.g. by using the word “conscience”), 

God, and other religious tenets or offer specific prescriptions about how to behave out 

of considerations of future generations.  

 

7. “What’s next” frame 

 

The media content shows concerns for the future development of the issue itself by 

asking for more information or by simply asking “what’s next”.  Note that messages 

that post question about the future could also incorporate other frames. For example, 

the message could be concerned about the future development of the economic 

consequences (economic frame) or the future generations’ well-being (morality 

frame) after the environmental pollution. In that case, the message should be coded 

into other relevant categories.  

 

8. Censorship frame 

 

The focus of the media content is censorship. The message could employ sarcastic 

comments on how certain media content is censored in different media outlets or how 

the government makes efforts to conceal certain facts from the public. 
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9. Propaganda frame 

 

The media content can be easily discerned as a propaganda piece, which is defined by 

an obvious agenda of praising the government.  For example, the media content could 

talk about the merits of the governments’ performances in the environmental incident 

without backing up the argument with convincing rationales.  

 

10. Personal frame 

 

The media content is characterized by a personal angle. In some cases, the message could 

be entirely unrelated to the subject matter of environmental activism. For instance, the 

message could express personal attachment to a place where an environmental incident 

happened or the subject of the message could be swayed to an entirely irrelevant matter 

by the author or interaction with the previous re-poster regarding another issue. All 

messages that belong to this category should be related to the issue, if the message is 

personal and NOT relevant, it should be put into category 12 instead. 

 

11. Purely informational frame 

 

The message only contributes more information to the discussion or asking for more 

information. The frame should enjoy lower priority than the others above, that is, an 

informational message should be first interpreted according to any possible frame it 

carries. Only the ones that do not bear any detectable frame belong to this category. 

 

12. Uninterpretable/unclassified  

 

The message can not be properly interpreted within the context or can not be classified 

into one of the above categories. Emoticons, weibo messages that says “forwarding”, 

purely emotional expressions that do not carry a detectable frame and messages that 

simply do not make sense to the coders belong to this category. The category should be 

given the least priority among all the frames.  

 

Communicative functions 

 

1. Information-oriented 

 

The function of the message is information-related, which could be asking for 

information/clarification or contributing more information to the discussion 

 

 

2. Stating opinions 

    

The message conveys the poster’s opinion on the issue with the indication of rationality 

and reasoning behind it. The message should basically express an idea instead of pure 

emotions. It could be a judgement (e.g. “I think this is just another attempt of the 

government to fool the citizens”) or an argument (e.g. “Similar case happened in XX 
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ended up like this, so I think this one will be pretty much the same”).  

 

3. Expressing emotions 

    

The message expresses the poster’s emotions, such as offering general support, 

expressing discontent or hatred, or emoticons. 

 

4. Action/mobilization-oriented 

   

The message aims at mobilizing people into online or offline actions with the purpose of 

changing the situation. 

 

5. Questioning credibility 

 

The message questions the credibility of the original post or simply points out that the 

post is a rumor. It can also cast doubts on the original message by providing alternative 

information. The category enjoys more priority than other categories. As long as a 

message doubts the credibility of the original post, either the source of the information or 

the content, the message should be classified into this category but not the others. 

 

6. Forwarding 
 

The message mainly reflects the poster’s effort to repost. Messages tagging other users 

while forwarding or messages only attached with a emoticon also belong to this category. 

If a message says “forwarding” but is also attached with the poster’s comments, then the 

main functionality of the message should be coded according to comments. Messages 

that only reflect the author’s ramble and messages that can not be classified into any of 

the previous category also belong to this category.  

 

Other guidelines for coding: 
 

 If a message contains more than one frame, which typically happens with longer 

posts, take the most prevalent frame that appears in the message. 

 

 Oftentimes the reposts need to be interpreted within a context. In that case, the coder 

needs to look at the previous message or the original post for interpretation. 

However, no assumptions should be made about the author’s intended meaning in the 

coding process.  
 

 If a message mixes more than one communicative function, take the most prevalent 

function.  
 
 


