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China in the new millennium has witnessed the surge of the digital wave, which 

has played a pivotal role in reshaping the social and cultural landscapes. This dissertation 

employs institutional and content analysis to link the ascendance of Internet culture with 

the state-led marketization, commercialization, and modernization project. By 

systematically examining blog and Bulletin Board Systems (BBSs), two of the most 

dynamic online spaces in China, it brings to the fore the intertwining official, 

commercial, individual, and social forces conducive to the vitality, ingenuity, and 

diversity of Internet culture in China.  

The main body of this dissertation is divided into four chapters. Chapter one 

describes the developmental history of the Internet and blogging industry in China, and 

discusses how the rule of the attention economy dominates the industrial practice of 

commercial Internet portals. By taking Sina.com as a primary case study, this chapter 

elucidates how the strategic structuring of attention is paramount for Sina.com’s success 

in promoting celebrity blogs. In turn, celebrity blogging has fundamentally changed the 

social and cultural landscape of China. The following three chapters delineate three 

prominent cultural modes digital media have fostered: fun-seeking, trailblazing, and 

taboo-breaking. Each formulation epitomizes how a particular style of attention rule is 
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implemented in online space. Chapter two investigates how the playful collective 

attention projected on an alternative media type fosters the birth of China’s first Internet 

celebrity: Furong Jiejie (Sister Lotus). Chapter three explores how the “attention-haves,” 

represented by such celebrities as Yang Lan and Xu Jinglei, innovatively capitalize on the 

attention rule and engage in new modes of cultural production via new media. In chapter 

four, I use blogs of Mu Zimei and Han Han as examples, and detail how their taboo-

breaking practices disrupt preset parameters of social, cultural, and political norms. I 

contend their particular style of blogging greatly contributes to catching public attention 

and engaging in contentious issues, which further fosters the emergence of a literal public 

sphere in contemporary China.  
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Introduction 

China is not yet a country that excels in the art of writing (shuxie, to express 
feelings and write), but the emergence of blogs … 

The above quote is what Issac Xianghui Mao posted on the home page of 

CNBlog.org (zhongwen Blog xindeji) in October 2002, when he co-founded China’s first 

online discussion forum about blogging technology and culture. Nicknamed the 

“Chairman Mao on the Internet” (wangluo maozhuxi), it is hard not to draw connections 

between Issac Mao’s nickname and another wave of revolution fostered by digital 

technologies. What is most interesting about Issac Mao’s statement is the use of ellipsis 

at the end. Drawing connections between the blog as a newly emerged technology and 

writing (shuxie) as an old convention, it remains enigmatic as to why Issac Mao thinks 

that writing is still at a disadvantage in China, which, as a matter of fact, has a rather long 

history of writing and publishing. It is also left unsaid regarding how the appearance of a 

blog might (or might not) facilitate any change of the status quo.  

This dissertation is an endeavor to unravel the mystery and fill in the many blanks 

left unsaid by Issac Mao’s unfinished and yet very intriguing statement. A decade after 

the blog was first introduced to China (2002-2012), Chinese society has been undergoing 

a drastic transformation, fostered by the accelerated pace of economic liberalization, the 

dominance of market mechanisms in the field of cultural production, the rapid 

urbanization and modernization process, and most importantly, the exponential growth of 

Internet users and bloggers. This surge of the digital wave has played a pivotal role in 

reshaping the social and cultural landscapes in China.  

The central question this dissertation addresses is how culture has been re-defined, 

re-appropriated, and re-shaped in China’s digital era, and how have technical features 
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changed the function of culture accordingly. It proposes to move beyond the predominant 

narratives of closure and revolution revolving around Internet studies on China, and 

makes a significant shift from researching on the “eyes” of the Internet (state control and 

surveillance) to the “I”s—numerous individuals—on the Internet, along with their daily 

experiences of surfing the Web. As the history of electronic inventions such as the 

telephone and television has shown, technological breakthrough has never been a single 

event isolated from social needs, technological imaginary, and economic and political 

factors. 1  Correspondingly, emergent new phenomena accelerated by the pace of 

technological development can be regarded an extension and continuity of previous ones 

to varying degrees. Thus, an examination of the cultural dimension of Internet use best 

illustrates in what ways are new modes of cultural formation interlinked with previous 

cultural trends. It also manifests how new media has greatly facilitated the opening up of 

discursive space, which in turn catalyzes the crucial transformation of mainstream and 

dominant culture in the new millennium.  

This dissertation employs institutional and content analysis to link the ascendance 

of Internet culture with the state-led marketization, commercialization, and 

modernization project by prioritizing science and education. It brings to the fore the 

intertwining official, commercial, individual, and social forces conducive to the vitality, 

ingenuity, and diversity of Internet culture in China. In this regard, blog and Bulletin 

Board Systems (BBS), two of the most dynamic online spaces in China, constitute the 

                                                   

1 Carolyn Marvin, “When Old Technologies Were New: Implementing the Future,” in When Old 

Technologies Were New: Thinking about Electric Communications in Late Nineteenth Century, ed. Carolyn 
Marvin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 209-31; Raymond Williams, “The Technology and the 
Society,” in Electronic Media and Technoculture, ed. John Thornton Coldwell (New Brunswick, N.J.: 
Rutgers University Press, 2000), 35-50. 
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primary sites of investigation. This is not only because of the two genres’ quotidian 

nature, but also because they best exemplify how new cultural formation, in terms of both 

styles and content, have been reinvigorated and remediated in the new millennium. What 

are their social ramifications?   

This introduction chapter begins with a literature review of major scholarly work 

on Internet studies on China, intertwined with an analysis of main approaches employed 

in this dissertation. Then, it offers a background of the study by delineating the structural 

transformation of cultural production in China since the economic reforms in 1978, and 

demonstrates how the primary principle of media production has shifted from embracing 

the Party line to the attention rule. Finally, the chapter theorizes the cultural logic of 

attention economy, which constitutes the primary operational logic of the nascent dotcom 

industry in China.  

LITERATURE REVIEW: FROM THE “EYES” OF THE INTERNET TO THE “I”S OF THE 

INTERNET  

The nascent stage of Internet studies on China exemplifies a popular application 

of the “repressive hypothesis” interpreted by Elaine Jeffreys. In her study of sexuality in 

China, Jeffreys points out that it is often assumed that the Chinese state merely serves as 

censors of sexual discourse and repressors of sexual freedoms. Therefore sexual 

expressions in China are commonly approached as “perceived sites of resistance to 

official discourses.”2 Consequently, the government-led modernization agenda and the 

role state-affiliated actors play, such as government administrators, media representatives, 

                                                   

2 Elaine Jeffreys, Sex and Sexuality in China (London: Routledge, 2006), 4. 
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and university professors, in creating new forms of sexual culture is largely neglected.3 

By the same token, the rhetoric of the “repressive hypothesis” is frequently reiterated in 

both Internet studies and popular commentaries on new media and China, which tend to 

reinforce the prevalent ideological demarcation between democracy and autocracy, 

between freedom of speech and governmental control. In these studies, the Chinese 

government and new media users are oftentimes characterized as antagonistic, the former 

being a monolithic force that constantly violates human rights, represses free speech, and 

oppresses the latter. Accordingly, the Chinese state’s control of information and 

repression of its citizens seem to have constituted one of the most popular and convincing 

explanations for emerging cultural issues of any kind. The following examples showcase 

how this “repressive hypothesis” about authoritarian regimes is applied in analyzing 

Internet studies on China.  

In two articles revolving around the issue of the global digital divide, respectively 

entitled “Explaining the Global Digital Divide: Economic, Political, and Sociological 

Drivers of Cross-National Internet Use”4 and “The Digital Divide: the Role of Political 

Institutions in Technological Diffusion,”5  the authors all agree that the spread of 

democracy would reduce the digital divide that now exists. Milner asserts that censorship 

control in such authoritarian regimes as China certainly reduces people’s interest in 

utilizing new media, hence it will deepen the digital divide. In a similar vein, while 

investigating how economic, political, and sociological factors play roles in the global 
                                                   

3 Ibid., 9. 
4 Mauro F. Guillén and Sandra L Suárez, “Explaining the Global Digital Divide: Economic, Political, and 
Sociological Drivers of Cross-National Internet Use,” Social Forces 84, no.2 (2005): 681-708. 
5 Helen V Milner, “The Digital Divide: The Role of Political Institutions in Technology Diffusion,” 
Comparative Political Studies 39, no.2 (March 2006): 176-199. 
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digital divide, Guillén and Suárez maintain that the digital divide in China is mainly 

caused by the lack of democracy. They quote second-hand reports stating that the 

Chinese prefer access through cybercafés over use in private spaces because of strict 

censorship control, and further conclude that governmental censorship explains why 99 

percent of Chinese homes did not have a computer by 2002. 6  This statement 

simplistically attributes two societal phenomena—the popularity of Internet cafés and the 

low penetration rate of home computers in China—to censorship control. The argument 

is problematic as it entirely neglects the particular economic, cultural, and official factors 

at play in this case. First and foremost, the Internet industry in China did not take off until 

the late 1990s, and the high cost of computers and Internet connectivity mainly accounted 

for the low penetration rate of home computers at that time. Internet cafés rise in 

popularity primarily for their affordability and accessibility to everyone interested in 

surfing the Web, at an hourly charge as low as RMB ¥0.30 ($0.03-0.04 USD) in 

Chongqing, as one Morgan Stanley report states.7 Moreover, the study completely 

neglects the imbalance in regional Internet development in China. A research project 

conducted in 2003 has shown that youth living in big cities such as Beijing and Shanghai 

access the Internet more often at home, while those living in underdeveloped areas such 

as Xi’ning and Huhehaote access the Internet mostly at cybercafés due to the lack of 

                                                   

6 Guillén and Suárez, “Explaining the Global Digital Divide,” 688. Authors’ statistic is from Marcus 
Franda’s book Launching into Cyberspace: Internet Development and Politics in Five World Regions. 
Franda does not specify the source of the information, and imprecisely states that the number is quoted 
from a “Survey of Obstacles to E-commerce.” Marcus Franda, Launching into Cyberspace: Internet 
Development and Politics in Five World Regions (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2002), 195. 
7 Zixue Tai, The Internet in China: Cyberspace and Civil Society, (New York: Routledge, 2006), 158. 
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access at home.8 Thus, economic factors and Internet access primarily account for the 

popularity of Internet cafés. Secondly, this research neglects the more nuanced interplay 

between youth culture, cybercafés, and governmental control in contemporary China. The 

younger generation constitutes the majority of those who prefer to access the Internet in 

public spaces, so that they can skip classes for leisure time activities and entertainment, 

such as making online friends and playing videogames without their parents’ notice.9 

Finally, as Zixue Tai’s research shows, despite the low penetration rate of Internet 

connectivity and home computers, the growth rate of the Internet in China surpasses the 

general global growth rate during 1994-2005, which would not have been possible 

without the heavy investment of government in network infrastructure.10  

This being said, the burgeoning of cybercafés in China is mostly related to 

economic reasons and a particular mode of youth culture, instead of political factors. As 

these aforementioned examples have made manifest, while official factors have played an 

indispensable role in shaping China’s Internet path, attributing each and every 

phenomenon to political control tends to be biased and fruitless. What is more, the 

dominance of the “repressive hypothesis” results in a narrow focus on certain politically 

sensitive issues in Internet studies on China. On the one hand, narratives of closure are 

prevalent in scholarly research, in particular how the state employs new technologies and 

issues formal regulations to censor the Web, and imposes an omnipresent surveillance of 

                                                   

8 Wei Bu, “Internet Use among Chinese Youth,” in Chinese Youth in Transition, eds. Jieying Xi, Yuxiao 
Sun, and Jing Jian Xiao, (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2006), 215-232.  
9 For a detailed account of the nuanced interplay between youth culture, cybercafés, and governmental 
control, see Yongming Zhou, Historicizing Online Politics: Telegraphy, the Internet, and Political 

Participation in China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006), 139-141.  
10 Tai, The Internet in China, 145.  
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netizens, thereby constantly suffocating free speech and violating human rights. Delving 

into how the Chinese government enforces strict control over new media from legal, 

economic, social, and technological perspectives,11 researchers conclude that all policies 

“are implemented to constrain the liberalizing effects of the Internet so that the Chinese 

people will use the new medium in the old hegemonic modes of political 

communication”12 and thus “resistance is futile.”13 On the other hand, there is a more 

optimistic view of new media technologies in relation to the authoritarian regime, such as 

how the revolutionary spirit revives in online space and facilitates the progress in 

democratization. Scholars have been discussing the rise of digital activism, represented 

by how dissident groups use the Internet to promote their political agenda and resist 

against government control.14 Although being delivered in different ways, narratives of 

closure and discourse on revolution are two sides of the same coin and both fall into the 

fallacy of technological determinism.15 It assumes that technological breakthroughs will 

                                                   

11 Examples are: Lokman Tsui, “The Panopticon as the Antithesis of a Space of Freedom: Control and 
Regulation of the Internet in China,” China Information 17, no. 2. (2003): 65–82; Jonathan Zittrain and 
Benjamin Edelman, “Internet Filtering in China,” The IEEE Computer Society (March/April 2003): 70-77; 
Tamara Renee Shie, “The Tangled Web: Does the Internet Offer Promise or Peril for the Chinese 
Communist Party?” Journal of Contemporary China 13, issue 40 (August 2004): 523-540.   
12 Jack Linchuan Qiu, “Virtual Censorship in China: Keeping the Gate between the Cyberspaces,” 
International Journal of Communications: Law and Policy 4 (Winter 1999/2000): 1-25. 
13 Gudrun Wacker, “Resistance is Futile: Control and Censorship of the Internet in China,” in From 

Woodblocks to the Internet: Chinese Publishing and Print Culture in Transition, circa 1800 to 2008, eds. 
Cynthia Brokaw and Christopher A. Reed, (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 356.  
14 Michael Chase, You’ve Got Dissent!: Chinese Dissident Use of the Internet and Beijing’s Counter-

Strategies (Santa Monica, CA: Rand, 2002). 
15 The tendency of unanimously positioning Chinese Internet culture within the framework of resistance 
and control is prevalent in popular media practices in the West. This way of stereotyping China has 
stimulated different levels of aversion among Internet users in China, be they entrepreneurs, activists, or 
ordinary netizens. For instance, when CNN’s journalist Kristie Lu Stout conducted an interview with 
Charles Chao, the CEO of Sina.com—one of China’s dominant Internet content providers, Chao was 
constantly asked to comment on the Jasmine revolution and censorship. Stout’s self-righteous gesture of 
“representing” democracy is reflected in her somewhat “sympathetic” and yet aggressive note to Chao that 
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either induce a dramatic break away from existing social and political structures or 

maintain them, which leads to a simplistic presentation of Internet culture in China as an 

either top-down repression or bottom-up resistance. The binary opposition between the 

state and its citizens not only ignores the reality of a more sophisticated interplay between 

the two, but also dismisses the daily experiences of netizens in their actual encounters 

with the Internet.  

A growing body of recent scholarship has evidenced a significant effort to move 

beyond this oversimplified framework of resistance and control, and focus on the 

multifaceted role the state and non-state actors play in China’s technological 

                                                                                                                                                       

“I can tell that discussing this topic, this political topic, is making you a little bit uncomfortable.” This led 
to Chao’s direct retort: “One thing that is very common about Western journalists, I mean, most of the time, 
that [censorship] is probably the only topic they are interested in. In a way ... I think … this shows your 
bias ... you are only interested [in censorship]. Without exception, this is a topic people are paying most of 
attention to. But on the other hand, while you are paying lots of attention to that, I mean people tend to not 
to pay attention to the 99 percent of the Internet, the industry, products, and development has been going 
very very well.” In a slightly different vein, China’s activist Zhao Jing, a.k.a. Michael Anti, reported a 
walk-out of journalists at Xin Jing Bao (Beijing News) on his MSN Space, which was deleted by Microsoft 
in December 2005. Subsequently, a U.S. Congressional hearing was held on February 15, 2006 and people 
discussed what Americans can or should do to decrease the censorship of Chinese bloggers. Ironically, Anti, 
who has been fighting for free speech in China, wrote an open letter titled “The Freedom of Chinese 
Internet Users Is Not a Slave Girl of the Americans: A Statement Regarding the Proposed Information Bill 
to be Submitted to the U.S. Congress.” In the open letter, Anti writes: “For the U.S. Congress to hold a 
hearing on the freedom of Internet information of the Chinese, this is indeed an issue for the American 
people. But the bill to be submitted about freedom of Internet information treats the freedom of Chinese 
Internet users as a slave girl to be dressed as you please.” A less “radical” example is Chinese bloggers’ 
experience with Western journalists in November 2005, when the First Conference on Blog was hosted in 
Shanghai: “When the meeting was over, several bloggers expressed annoyance that Western media 
reporters covering the meeting seemed interested only in the censorship issue … Wang Jianshuo wrote: ‘the 
BBC is trying to find piece of information, filter it and create an exciting picture for people in the ‘civilized’ 
world … The reason I was not comfortable with the interview is not talking about censorship. The problem 
is, I don’t want to be put into a condition that there is a pre-set conclusion and my role is just to act as a 
victim in the story and confirm it.” Charles Chao, “Sina Weibo CEO Speaks out on China Net Freedom ... 
and Censorship,” interview by Kristie Lu Stout. CNN. August 3, 2011, accessed August 4, 2012, 
http://newsstream.blogs.cnn.com/2011/08/03/sina-weibo-ceo-speaks-out-on-china-net-freedom-and-
censorship/.  
Rebecca MacKinnon, “Flatter World and Thicker Walls? Blogs, Censorship and Civic Discourse in China,” 
Public Choice 134 (2008): 42-43. 
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modernization process, to which this dissertation is indebted. Drawing on Gramsci’s 

discussion of hegemony, Xiaoling Zhang’s book-length study on the transformation of 

political communication convincingly demonstrates how China has moved away from 

totalitarianism towards hegemonic rule, which “requires a combination of coercion and 

consensus, with the latter as the driving force in social and political relations.”16 Thus, 

“bargaining and reciprocity” are more effective forms of domination than “coercion.” As 

a result, both the Party-state and other social forces, and in particular media organizations, 

have undergone important mutual transformations. Although the state still enforces 

coercive measures to repress those challenging its authority, it has made continuous 

efforts to adjust the existing structure in accordance with the changing socio-economic 

environment to maintain power with legitimacy. Meanwhile, as Zhang suggests, media 

has played a pivotal role in China’s transition from totalitarianism to hegemony. Yet, 

media not only participates in “manufactur[ing] consent” but also has gained a certain 

amount of bargaining power and autonomy from the Party-state. For Zhang, the 

interaction and negotiation process between the state and the media constitute the major 

dynamic of China’s social transformation. More importantly, she points out that areas 

open to negotiation lie in the existence of a “grey zone” between the “Sphere of 

Consensus” and the “Sphere of Illegitimate Controversy.” The “Sphere of Consensus” 

encompasses issues such as the CCP ideology, the one-party political system, and 

governmental policies, which all media organizations are required to espouse and 

advocate. The “Sphere of Illegitimate Controversy” refers to issues such as ethnic 

                                                   

16 Xiaoling Zhang, The Transformation of Political Communication in China: from Propaganda to 

Hegemony, (Hackensack, NJ: World Scientific, 2011), 192. 
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conflicts, human rights, religious freedom, and multi-party democracy, and media will be 

severely punished if they cross the line. Zhang analyzes how the “grey zone”—“Sphere 

of Legitimate Controversy”—has been in constant flux and has opened up new 

possibilities for media professionals to push the boundary.17  

Zhang’s project mostly focuses on the transformation of conventional media, such 

as the state-owned China Central Television (CCTV) and print media, yet her analysis on 

the state’s hegemonic rule and the mutual transformation of the state and society bears 

significant implications for our understanding of Internet media in China. It is worth 

contemplating why Zhang devotes so little attention to analyzing the role new media play 

in “manufacturing consent” and thereby maintaining the state hegemony. More than 30 

years after the economic reforms in 1978, market mechanisms completely triumphed over 

the previously state-planned economy, and have taken the dominant role in the field of 

cultural production. The takeoff of China’s Internet industry in the late 1990s went hand-

in-hand with the deepening of economic reform, which led to the continuous reforms of 

all previously state-owned cultural institutions, such as film industry, television stations, 

and print media. By contrast, exempt from this institutional restructuring due to its 

belated start, the Internet industry does not carry the same degree of ideological burden as 

other institutions, and is commercial and global from its birth. Thus, compared with 

traditional media, the extent to which online media fulfill their ideological function is far 

surpassed by the need to generate profits by increasing Web traffic. In addition, the state 

has yet to establish influential propaganda organizations online. For instance, despite the 

                                                   

17 Zhang Xiaoling’s model is based on Danial Hallin’s division of media workers’ world into three spheres: 
“the sphere of consensus, legitimate controversy, and unacceptable controversy.” Zhang, The 
Transformation of Political Communication in China, 140-42.     
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state’s effort to promote e-government since the late 1990s, government Web sites fall far 

behind commercial sites in terms of popularity, influence, and timeliness. 18 

Consequently, the Internet has proven to be the fastest growing commercial media, and 

has exemplified the most vigorous, diverse, and innovative aspects of contemporary 

culture. More importantly, compared with traditional media, the Internet has 

demonstrated its greater potential of contesting the boundary of “Legitimate 

Controversy.”19  

The role new media play in pushing the discursive boundary is systematically 

examined in Guobin Yang’s pioneering book The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen 

Activism Online. The title makes it explicit that Yang’s primary focus is on digital 

activism, which he categorizes into four types: cultural, social, political, and 

nationalistic.20 Broadly defining online activism as “Internet-related struggles,” Yang 

discusses how digital activism is constituted in the process of the creative use of 

contentious rituals, genres, styles, and practices, and delineates the broad contours of 

historical continuity and change of popular contention in modern China.21 Central to 

Yang’s argument is how Internet control and online activism “co-evolve” given that they 

“interact with and adapt to each other,” and the forms and practices of both have been 

getting more sophisticated over time.22 Also, Yang points out the emerging synergy 

                                                   

18 Personal interviews with Web editors at CNTV.cn, the online portal of the state-owned China Central 
Television (CCTV).  
19 Zhang, The Transformation of Political Communication in China, 140-42. 
20 Guobin Yang, The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism Online (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2009). 
21 Ibid., 1.  
22 Ibid., 13. 
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between Internet business and activism under market conditions. Despite the danger of 

manipulation, dotcom companies greatly invest in promoting online contention to boost 

Web traffic, and meanwhile activists adopt marketing strategies to advocate their causes. 

Moreover, Yang insightfully points out social movements and collective action “may 

assume a variety of styles, some epic and heroic, others quotidian and prosaic.”23 

Particularly in the arena of cultural contention, online activism has evidenced a stylish 

change from being “epic” to a “more prosaic and playful style.”24   

This dissertation draws on Guobin Yang’s proposition on the “co-evolution” of 

the state, commercial media, and society, as well as the significance of style in the age of 

digital contention, and explores the cultural dimension of Internet use in everyday life. 

Taking blogs and Bulletin Board Systems (BBS) as primary sites of investigation, my 

dissertation addresses what prominent cultural modes emerge in China’s digital era, and 

how are they rooted in and yet differ from traditional media/writing practices. Although 

Yang stresses the importance of culture, conventions, and cultural forms in his model of 

“multi-interactional” contention, he primarily addresses how culture enables action. 

Therefore the “cultures of contention” constitutes a sub-category of citizen activism in 

Yang’s project. My dissertation takes a departure from the hard-core activist dimension 

of culture that has been increasingly visible with the aid of new media, and focuses 

instead on the plebian aspects of Internet culture. As Raymond Williams has long stated, 

culture is “a particular way of life which expresses certain meanings and values not only 

in art and learning, but also in institutions and ordinary behaviour.”25 With new media 
                                                   

23 Ibid., 14.  
24 Ibid., 24.  
25 Raymond Williams, The Long Revolution (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1965), 47. 
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being increasingly embedded in daily life, accompanied by the convergence of office and 

home (as seen in telecommuting), work and leisure, and the public and private, everyday 

life has become not only “the site in which the popular meanings and uses of new media 

are negotiated and played out,” but also has been constantly reshaped, transformed, and 

transcended by new technologies to a lesser or greater degree.26 Thus, by highlighting 

daily experiences of ordinary netizens, this dissertation endeavors to elucidate what 

particular cultural “meanings and values” emerge in China’s digital age, and how the 

particularity of technological forms and styles contributes to the changing cultural 

modes.27 These prominent modes, in turn, mirror larger trends and various contradictory 

forces that have driven the Chinese society undergoing drastic changes in the past decade.  

This being said, the inherent prosaic nature of the blog and BBS makes them the 

most ideal candidates for this study. As Web-specific genres, browsing, posting, and 

responding to online entries are trivial and quotidian in essence, and constitute daily 

routines for most Internet users in China. As a comprehensive forum that comprises all 

aspects of life, ranging from entertainment, sports, dating, and food, to academic 

disciplines, BBS sites constitute primary “online communities for everyday 

socialization.”28 As a remediated version of the traditional diary, the blog is designed to 

chronicle personal experiences and one of the blog’s Chinese translations “rizhi” (daily 

entries) manifests this point. Posts published on blogs and BBS are mostly informal, 

personal, and timely updated. These features enable both genres to serve as important 

barometers for identifying the most recent cultural trends. Moreover, the development of 
                                                   

26 Martin Lister et al., New Media: A Critical Introduction (New York: Routledge, 2003), 220. 
27 Williams, The Long Revolution, 47. 
28 Yang, The Power of the Internet in China, 73.  
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the blog and BBS marks a landmark event in the short social history of the Internet in 

China. They have proven to be the most dynamic and productive discursive space in 

China, which has not only reinvigorated writing practices but also manifests the 

prominent role they play in shaping public opinions, promoting citizen journalism, and 

facilitating social activism. Since the late 1990s, a series of influential social, political, 

and cultural events have been derived from these two media platforms and focused much 

media attention to online dynamics. Therefore, a systematic study of the blog and BBS 

best illustrates how the state, Internet business, and social forces “co-evolve” in online 

space.29  

To be more specific, existing scholarly works contain insights on how the virtual 

regulatory regime has grown more expansive, institutionalized, and hegemonic over the 

past decade. It is commonly agreed that the Chinese state now faces the dilemma of 

promoting modernization and informatization on the one hand, while resisting 

democratization on the other hand.30 Consequently, politicized study of the Chinese 

blogosphere and BBS prevails. Scholars analyze online discussions revolving around 

particular political events, and address how subtle forms of political expression rise from 

the blogosphere, such as coded speech, explicit but guarded criticism, and political 

satire.31 So far the most systematic investigation of the Chinese blogosphere is Peter 

                                                   

29 Yang, The Power of the Internet in China.  
30 Junhao Hong and Li Huang, “A Split and Swaying Approach to Building Information Society: The Case 
of Internet cafés in China,” Telematics and Informatics 22 (2005): 377-393; Zixiang Tan, “Regulating 
China’s Internet: Convergence toward a Coherent Regulatory Regime,” Telecommunications Policy 23 
(1999): 261-276.  
31 Xiang Zhou, “The Political Blogosphere in China: A Content Analysis of the Blogs Regarding the 
Dismissal of Shanghai Leader Chen Liangyu,” New Media & Society 11, issue 6 (2009): 1003-1022; 
Ashley Esarey and Qiang Xiao, “Political Expression in the Chinese Blogosphere: Below the Radar,” Asian 
Survey 48, no.5 (September/October 2008): 752-772.  
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Wolfgang Marolt’s dissertation entitled “Blogging in China: Individual Agency, the 

Production of Cyburban ‘Space of Dissent’ in Beijing, and Societal Transformation in 

China.” As the title has made explicit, Marolt focuses on how the blogosphere serves as a 

new type of social space for dissident groups to catalyze action and change. He 

insightfully points out how “individual everyday life perspectives,” albeit partial and 

fleeting, “can produce invigoratingly diverse responses and … create a counter-balance to 

China’s hegemonic perceptions of the use of space in macro, long-term, and official 

ways.”32 This argument accords with the aforementioned Guobin Yang’s proposition that 

the style of digital contention has made a significant shift from being “epic” to “prosaic.” 

Regardless of the many insights presented in these works, particularly on how these 

nascent discursive spaces shape the political culture in China, these studies largely 

neglect the mainstream application of the blog and BBS. As the survey results of the 

China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC) show, the majority of Internet users 

in China blog about their daily life experiences and personal reflections, while those 

writing about current affairs and news constitute a very small subset among all bloggers, 

with dissident bloggers representing an even smaller percentage.33 

In contrast with the overly politicized emphasis on the Web’s liberating potential, 

an extremely critical view of entertainment culture in relation to Internet industry 

emerges. James Leibold’s article “Blogging Alone: China, the Internet, and the 

                                                   

32 Peter Wolfgang Marolt, “Blogging in China: Individual Agency, the Production of Cyburban ‘Space of 
Dissent’ in Beijing, and Societal Transformation in China,” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Southern 
California, 2008), 217.  
33 China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), “2006 nian zhongguo boke diaocha baogao” 
[Survey results of Chinese blogs in 2006], September 28, 2006, accessed August 2, 2012, 
http://www.cnnic.cn/uploadfiles/pdf/2006/9/28/182836.pdf , 21-27.  
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Democratic Illusion” exemplifies this viewpoint. Assuming that political control only 

leads to the era of “amusing ourselves to death,” Linbold proposes that the blogosphere 

only rekindles the collective sentiments of “digital escapism,” represented by netizens’ 

use of the Internet to seek fun, browse infotainment-related news, and socialize online. 

Meanwhile, the negative aspects of Internet use in China, such as the shallow 

infotainment, pernicious misinformation, and interest-based ghettos, dominate online 

sphere. Leibold concludes that the Chinese blogosphere has great potential for 

depoliticizing large segments of the population, since “the Internet now provides Chinese 

netizens with even more diverse and far more engrossing ways to distract and dampen 

any subversive thoughts and actions.”34 Leibold rightly points out the booming of the 

entertainment industry in China, which has been greatly fostered by digital media. 

However, his analysis dismisses too easily the particular role that the entertainment 

culture plays in an authoritarian regime.  

This dissertation takes the middle road between these two extreme ways of 

reading Chinese online space—excessively politicized or apolitical—and argues both 

views neglect the specific process of “being and becoming,” during which the nascent 

Internet culture is shaped and defined. 35  This project stresses the importance of 

mainstream Internet users’ actual experiences in engaging new media on a daily basis, 

and addresses in what aspects the Internet has empowered netizens, which might relate to, 

but are not necessarily restricted within the political arena. Thus, a systematic study of 

                                                   

34 James Leibold, “Blogging Alone: China, the Internet, and the Democratic Illusion?” The Journal of 
Asian Studies 70, no. 4 (November 2011): 1028.   
35 Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” in Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A 

Reader, eds. Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 392-403. 
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the Chinese blogosphere and BBS can shed some light on our understanding of the 

intertwined relationship between public deliberation and private reflection in online space, 

as well as how new modes of cultural production and expression emerge during this 

process. What is more, this study addresses an issue that has not been paid adequate 

scholarly attention: the “co-evolution” of China’s booming entertainment industry and a 

rising cultural public sphere. 36  As Kong Shuyu has pointed out, the Internet has 

constituted the fastest-growing entertainment medium since 1999,37 and this trend has 

become even more prominent with the adoption of Web 2.0 technologies that provide the 

feature of real interaction. The Internet has not only ensured an unprecedented level of 

star-making process and publicity campaigns for celebrities, but it has also directed much 

public attention to controversial issues that have not been attended to previously. Some 

issues fall into the sphere of “Legitimate Controversy,”38 and yet many more are 

ambiguous and intended to expand the discursive boundary, albeit not subversive in 

nature. It is in this regard that an intermingling of factors such as star power, fan worship, 

and the accelerated pace of commercialization has proven to exert a more positive 

influence on society than negative one.  

Thus, while Habermas and many others bemoan the decline of public sphere 

exacerbated by media commercialization, the emergence of online space which 

transcends the restrictions of time and space in normal life has nevertheless rekindled 

scholarly interest in discussing public sphere in the digital age. Correspondingly, a large 

                                                   

36 Yang, The Power of Internet in China.  
37 Shuyu Kong, Consuming Literature: Best Sellers and the Commercialization of Literary Production in 

Contemporary China, (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2005), 171.  
38 Zhang, The Transformation of Political Communication in China.  
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body of scholarly work has been devoted to whether the Internet can reinvigorate public 

sphere in a Habermasian sense, and whether an online (global or transnational) public 

sphere—if it exists—will better foster political deliberation and rational dialogues in 

contrast to earlier historical periods.39 Peter Dahlgren’s framework is an attempt to 

remodify Habermas’s public sphere in the Internet age and is of particular interest. 

Dahlgren defines the “public sphere” as “a constellation of communicative spaces in 

society that permit the circulation of information, ideas, debates—ideally in an unfettered 

manner—and also the formation of political will,” and maintains that the public sphere 

needs to be addressed in plural forms due to its “fluid, sprawling quality.”40 Furthermore, 

as the Internet has destabilized traditional manners of political communication, 

Habermas’s notion of “deliberative democracy” on its own is no longer adequate to 

address new structural, representational, and interactional dimensions of an online public 

sphere. Therefore Dahlgren proposes to approach online public spheres from the vantage 

point of civic cultures, which emphasize the citizen’s agency and “seeks to identify the 

possibilities of people acting in the role of citizens … a role which can have non- or pre-

political aspects, but which may develop toward politics and evolve into formalized 

politics.”41 Dahlgren’s framework extends the scope of the public sphere based on 

political deliberation, to the more nuanced aspects of political practices and tendencies 

embedded in the context of civic lives.  

                                                   

39 Guobin Yang, “The Internet and the Rise of a Transnational Chinese Cultural Sphere,” Media, Culture 

and Society 25 (2003): 469-490; Bart Cammaerts and Leo Van Audenhove, “Online Political Debate, 
Unbounded Citizenship, and the Problematic Nature of a Transnational Public Sphere,” Political 
Communication 22, no. 2 (2005): 179-196.  
40 Peter Dahlgren, “The Internet, Public Spheres, and Political Communication: Dispersion and 
Deliberation,” Political Communication 22 (2005): 148-149. 
41 Ibid., 158.  



 

19 

 

Within the Chinese context, scholars have demonstrated the limitations of 

applying the “deliberative democracy” model to analyze online contentions, be they of 

political or mundane in nature. For instance, in his analysis of the cross-Strait tension 

among netizens from China and Taiwan, Liu Shi-Diing convincingly argues that Internet 

chat rooms constitute an “‘affective space’ of a terrain of contestation,” which is in many 

ways incompatible with the normative image of a consensual public sphere.42 The 

display of emotional intensity, the creation of the terrain of contestation, and the desire to 

let other parties feel the sentiments are far more important than reaching a consensus. By 

the same token, in their respective studies of online spoofs and entertainment shows, 

Meng Bingchun and Wu Jingsi contend how these popular cultural forms—usually 

deemed less serious in political studies—constitute significant components of civic 

culture, and online discussions usually extend into areas of broader concern.43 These 

studies shed some new light on our understanding of the role “affect” plays in 

constructing a public sphere that is not intended to reach an agreement, nor is it based on 

rationality. Likewise, many cases examined in this dissertation are controversial to a 

greater or lesser degree, and the online discussion they spark is often chaotic, antagonistic, 

violent, and range from ephemeral to everlasting. Yet, it is through the public 

confrontation of these various and contending forces that netizens travel across 

established boundaries and broaden their intellectual horizons. This is exactly why online 

                                                   

42 Shi-Diing Liu, “Undomesticated Hostilities: The Affective Space of Internet Chat Rooms across the 
Taiwan Strait,” Positions 16, no.2 (Fall 2008): 438. 
43 Bingchun Meng, “Regulating e gao: Futile Efforts of Recentralization?” in China’s Information and 

Technology Revolution, eds. Xiaoling Zhang and Yongnian Zheng (Hoboken: Routledge, 2009), 52-67; 
Jingsi Wu, “Enlightenment or Entertainment: The Nurturance of an Aesthetic Public Sphere through a 
Popular Talent Show in China,” The Communication Review 14, no. 1 (March 2011): 46-67. 
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contention can be read as a significant and productive phenomenon open to multilayered 

interpretations.    

Correspondingly, this dissertation addresses another issue that is widely 

acknowledged, albeit mostly in a derogative manner, and which has been seldom 

examined in detail: the role commercial media play in fostering online discussion of 

controversial issues. On occasions of social controversy, the terms “stir fry” (chaozuo) 

and “pushing hands” (tuishou) are often deployed to indicate manipulation of commercial 

mechanisms when promoting sensational issues. However, these overly generalized 

words fail to explain the operational logic of the Internet business, and how is it different 

from the way traditional media work. What are the strategies Internet corporations adopt 

to enhance popularity? How do they decide when to promote certain issues and neglect 

others? How exactly do network media differ from traditional media when reporting on 

sensitive issues? In my dissertation, I examine these issues by theorizing the cultural 

logic of the attention economy through the lens of institutional, individual, and collective 

entities (see later section of this chapter), and contribute to current scholarship by 

facilitating an understanding of how Internet portals frame contentious issues and engage 

their audience in practice. In order to gain an industrial perspective, I conducted 

interviews with Web editors and management personnel at a variety of Internet content 

providers, including the state-sponsored CNTV.cn and the dominant commercial portals 

Sina.com, Sohu.com, Tencent.com, and Ifeng.com. Particular attention is paid to the 

promotional strategies of Sina.com, the leading information and entertainment 

commercial portal in China, that has attracted the largest number of bloggers and micro-

bloggers since 2005. I argue that Internet content providers mediate the relationship 
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between the state and ordinary users on the one hand, while pushing the discursive 

boundary of discussing contentious issues on the other hand. Also, I pay special attention 

to the strong ties between the Internet and traditional media, and particularly television 

and news media. I contend that, on occasions of sensational public events, public 

opinions are often shaped by the joint forces of new and old media, which sometimes 

cooperate and yet at other times compete with one another. Therefore online cultural and 

social trends mirror what is taking place off-line to a large degree.  

The main body of this dissertation is divided into four chapters. Chapter one 

describes the developmental history of the Internet and blogging industry in China, and 

discusses how the rule of the attention economy dominates the industrial practice of 

commercial Internet portals. By taking Sina.com as a primary case study, this chapter 

elucidates how the strategic structuring of attention is paramount for Sina.com’s success 

in promoting celebrity blogs. In turn, celebrity blogging has fundamentally changed the 

social and cultural landscape of China. The following three chapters examine this point 

and delineate three prominent cultural modes digital media have fostered: fun-seeking, 

trailblazing, and taboo-breaking. These three cultural modes are rooted in and yet differ 

from traditional media and writing practices, and each formulation epitomizes how a 

particular style of attention rule is implemented in online space. Chapter two investigates 

the process of how the playful collective attention projected on an alternative media type 

fosters the birth of China’s first Internet celebrity: Furong Jiejie (Sister Lotus). Her case 

exemplifies how the class of “attention-deficit” can be transformed into attention agents. 

It investigates the cultural economy of audience engagement through the lens of mock 

fandom, and discusses how the shared “structure of feelings” of the first generation of 
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Chinese netizens lays the groundwork for the flourishing of parody genres and facilitates 

the emergence of digital agents.44 These agents swiftly convert online popular cultural 

capital into upward career opportunities, as exemplified by the case of Furong jiejie, 

whose mysterious transition from a public laughingstock to an inspirational role model 

illustrates the flexibility of popular cultural capital and the more intricate interplay 

between the alternative and official/dominant cultures. Chapter three explores how the 

“attention-haves,” represented by such celebrities as Yang Lan, Xu Jinglei, and Hong 

Huang, innovatively capitalize on the attention rule and engage in new modes of cultural 

production via new media. These celebrities take a “detour” from previous professions 

(TV, film, and print media) and have been transformed into cultural entrepreneurs in 

China’s digital age. Straddling the alternative and the dominant/mainstream positions, 

their strategic appropriation of cultural capital in online spaces enables them to 

continuously develop new career paths, and evidences their particular cultural appeal to 

the growing middle-class audience. These female entrepreneurs blaze a trail that helps 

transform how culture is produced and promoted in the new millennium, and how 

cultural products are closely tied in with multimedia platforms. In Chapter four, I use 

blogs of Mu Zimei and Han Han as examples, and detail how their taboo-breaking 

practices disrupt preset parameters of social, cultural, and political norms. I contend their 

particular style of blogging greatly contributes to catching public attention and engaging 

in contentious issues, and the burgeoning of the entertainment industry and commercial 

media further fosters the emergence of a literal public sphere. On the basis of these 

investigations, I argue that the nascent rise of attention law governs the operational logic 
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of Chinese online space at the institutional, individual, and collective levels. Also, it is 

through the interaction and negotiation of official, commercial, and alternative forces that 

individual expressions flourish in Chinese blogosphere and BBS sites, which further 

catalyze a vigorous cultural public sphere.   

FROM THE PARTY PRINCIPLE TO THE ATTENTION RULE: THE STRUCTURAL 

TRANSFORMATION OF THE CULTURAL FIELD SINCE THE 1980S 

This section outlines the shifting role culture plays in different stages of China’s 

modern history, and focuses on the restructuring of the cultural field since the 1980s from 

the vantage point of film, TV, print media, and new media. It argues that the economic 

reforms led by the state have fostered a fundamental change of perceiving culture from 

enlightening and ideological tools to consumable goods as a whole. Consequently, the 

surge of the popular entertainment trend has dominated contemporary cultural production, 

with the Internet constituting the primary platform. Thus new media best exemplify the 

rise of a new cultural logic in the new millennium, namely how the attention rule takes 

precedence over the former dominance of Party principle in the field of cultural 

production in previous decades. 

Specifically, since the founding of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 1921, 

literature and arts have always been an essential component of the CCP’s mass line 

policy, and hence have played an indispensible role in mobilizing and educating masses. 

This line of reasoning was reinforced in Mao Zedong’s famous “Talks at the Conference 

on Literature and Art” in Yan’an in 1942, which constituted a turning point in modern 

Chinese literature and culture. Mao emphasized that literature and art should be at the 

service of the revolution and people, represented by workers, peasants, soldiers, and 
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urban petty bourgeoisie. The “Talks” were subsequently canonized as the guidelines of 

literary and artistic policies since the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 

in 1949, and the political correctness of literary and artistic works took precedence over 

their intrinsic quality.45 Modeled after the Soviet cultural system, political control over 

artworks is embodied at the aspect of establishing state-directed cultural institutions and 

the gradual elimination of private ownership. For instance, the Chinese Writers’ 

Association (zhongguo zuojia xiehui) was founded in 1953, for which “the Party 

leadership organized the editorial boards of China’s literary magazines, sponsored 

meetings on literary controversies, ran seminars and training sessions for young writers, 

assigned subcommittees to write or edit certain kinds of collective works, and handled 

liaison with other ‘units’ in the Chinese bureaucracy, as well as with foreign countries.” 

46 For writers, joining the association meant receiving both symbolic and practical 

advantages and the competition was rather fierce, since it “was the only route to the 

prestige and advantages of a ‘professional writer,’ whose state-assigned work was to 

write and whose work unit became the Writers’ Association itself.”47 In addition to its 

national branch in Beijing, the Writers’ Association has a provincial or municipal branch 
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in every province, so that the Party-state can exert control over creative writing at all 

levels. Likewise, the Film Bureau (dianyingju) was founded by the state in 1949, and its 

main function was to oversee all activities pertaining to film production, distribution, and 

exhibition. Thus, in 1949-1976, amidst political upheaval, prosecution of intellectuals and 

dissidents, and social unrest, the state owned, controlled, and financed all media 

organizations, including newspapers, journals, radio stations, movie studios, and TV 

stations. Consequently, literary and artworks were primarily used as an ideological tool. 

The severe reduction of art and literary works reached a pinnacle during the Great 

Proletarian Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), when there were eight model plays and 

only a few “politically correct” movies available for repetitious viewing.   

The death of Mao in 1976 and the change of political leadership turned over a 

new leaf in modern Chinese history. Since 1978, China has opened its doors to the world 

and launched a series of economic reforms, and media commercialization has been an 

integral part of this. The iconic event in this regard was the removal of the reins on media 

advertising in 1978, followed by the appearance of the first TV advertising on the 

Shanghai-based Dragon TV in the same year. This officially marked the recognition of 

media space as a tradable commodity instead of mere governmental mouthpiece. 

Consequently, the state gradually cut back on subsidizing media organizations and 

required them to gain financial independence with the exception of a few party organs.48 

While such central party organizations as Xinhua News Agency, People’s Daily, and 

China Central Television Station (CCTV) still monopolize political news reports at the 

national level, other previously state-sponsored media sectors have become increasingly 
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decentralized and have had to learn how to sustain themselves and survive in a market 

economy, along with the vigorous growth of non-state sectors.49 In the aftermath of the 

Tiananmen Incident in 1989, the market mechanism completely triumphed and the pace 

of commercialization has greatly accelerated, as reflected in the official rhetoric of 

“getting rich is glorious.” Correspondingly, the mid-1990s onward has witnessed an even 

more drastic transformation of the media and cultural landscape manifested in the 

following aspects.   

First and foremost, amid the strong tide of state-led commercialization and 

privatization campaigns, the function of culture as both enlightenment and propaganda 

tools declined to a large degree by the mid-1990s. The golden age of “high culture fever” 

in the 1980s, represented by the revived status of intellectuals as social elites, the 

burgeoning of serious artistic pursuits such as art cinema and literary experiments, and 

the massive introduction of Western cultural works to China, has been eclipsed by the 

rise of popular cultural trends in the 1990s.50 Moreover, the transformation of cultural 

trends takes place within the context of the state’s continuous endeavor to adjust cultural 

policies and redefine culture at different stages of economic reforms. For instance, by the 

mid-1990s, the Chinese state has initiated a series of campaigns to promote the 
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cultivation and consumption of popular culture, after realizing the role popular culture 

plays in furthering economic reforms.51 Then, in November 2002, Jiang Zemin, the then 

secretary general of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), distinguished “cultural 

undertakings” (wenhua shiye) from “cultural industry” (wenhua chanye) in his report to 

the Sixteenth National Party Congress, and emphasized “cultural industry” was “an 

important avenue to enriching socialist culture in the market economy and to meeting the 

spiritual and cultural needs of the people.” Moreover, the report called for continuing to 

deepen cultural restructuring, and “to improve policies toward the cultural industry, 

support its development and enhance its overall strength and competitiveness.”52 This 

marks the official recognition of culture as commercial activities and enterprises for the 

first time. In July 2003, the Party-state launched a new reform program and aimed to shift 

“the culture sector, including the media, from the periphery of policy-making to the 

core.”53 Therefore, the burgeoning development of the popular cultural field in the new 

millennium has become indispensible with the state’s definition of culture as an industry 

as well as the important role culture plays in enhancing China’s soft power globally.  

Second, in response to state-led reforms, in practice the deepening of institutional 

restructuring has taken place in all areas of cultural production, including film, TV, and 

print media, which all begin to learn how to cope with market laws and foster the surge of 

entertainment trends in cultural industry. To be more specific, in the field of cinematic 

production, film reform brought about overall institutional restructuring that started at the 
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level of distribution and exhibition and later extended into production.54 The ultimate 

goal was to decentralize the state-run film industry, grant local distributors more financial 

autonomy and responsibility, and position cinema as an industrial product. Despite that 

goal, though the state still tries to retain cinema’s ideological function and social impact 

by allocating special funds for propaganda movies, the total number of films invested in 

by the state has decreased sharply since the 1990s.55 As a result, many film studios were 

in debt, and had to adopt various reform measures to fix their dire financial situation, 

including “institutional restructuring, private investment, horizontal integration, and 

international coproduction.”56 In the meantime, Hollywood’s reentry into the mainland 

market sparked a nationalistic concern about the viability of the domestic film industry 

that is under external threat. Within this context, there emerges a surge of Chinese 

entertainment cinema from the mid-1990s onward, as Zhu Ying has analyzed. Many film 

critics and practitioners made a populist turn and considered producing entertainment 

pictures as the only way out of the financial trouble the film industry encountered. Many 

previously renowned art film directors such as Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige began to 

experiment with the commercial mechanisms of filmmaking, and Feng Xiaogang has 

made his name recognized as China’s most successful commercial film director. Feng’s 

New Year Pictures have gained enormous commercial success from 1997 to 1999.57 

Subsequently, the new millennium witnessed a gradual resurgence of the film industry 
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manifested by a more diversified and segmented filmmaking practice. A case in point is 

how Feng Xiaogang’s dominance in commercial filmmaking in the late 1990s has been 

challenged by directors of various backgrounds and inclinations, partly brought about by 

the legitimizing of independent films and a relative loosening of censorship control over 

film by the state. For instance, in addition to the continuous popularity of Feng’s urban 

comedies, there have emerged Chinese blockbusters of various genres that set numerous 

domestic box office records, ranging from martial arts genre Hero (2001), war movie 

Assembly (2007), disaster film Aftershock (2010), to dark comedy Let the Bullets Fly 

(2010). In the meantime small-budget films targeting the middle-class audience begin to 

flourish, representatively Dreams May Come (2006), Sophie’s Revenge (2009), Go Lala 

Go (2010), and Dear Enemy (2011). In a nutshell, under the rubric of state policy, 

commercialization, privatization, and marketization have fostered a fundamental change 

of China’s film industry, which tends to stress cinema’s function as entertainment instead 

of enlightenment and pedagogy.  

The surge of the entertainment tide is more evidently shown in the arena of the 

TV industry, which used to be monopolized by the state-sponsored China Central 

Television (CCTV), the only national level broadcaster in China. Under the rule of 

market, all television stations have gone through structural transformation to be 

financially self-reliant, and commercial advertising has constituted nearly 95 percent of 

television stations’ revenues.58 In February 2003, CCTV’s president demanded that all 

channels, except the News Channel, be commercialized; the permanent employment 

                                                   

58 Shengmin Huang et al., Zhongguo chuanmei shichang dabianju [A new century for China’s media 
market] (Beijing: Zhongxin chubanshe, 2003), 67. 



 

30 

 

system was also dismantled and replaced by a contractual labor system. The reform of 

TV industry has brought about a twofold effect. On the one hand, CCTV has been 

transformed into a giant media conglomerate, and possesses vast production and 

distribution resources incomparable to regional and satellite TV channels. CCTV has a 

network of 22 channels broadcasting different programs and is accessible to more than 

one billion viewers. It owns multiple corporations in charge of producing TV dramas, 

documentaries, science and educational films, in addition to its ownership of TV journals, 

newspapers, and online network. With the backing of governmental policies, CCTV 

retains its predominant position in audience rating, continues to monopolize the news 

media, and remains authoritative in the aspect of “guiding public opinion.” For instance, 

all provincial TV stations are required to carry CCTV’s thirty-minute evening news 

broadcast Xinwen lianbo (News Simulcast), including the commercials that follow the 

news broadcast.59 This ensures CCTV’s accessibility to the biggest national audience 

and a handsome amount of advertising revenue.  

On the other hand, the rapid growth of cable television at the provincial, 

municipal, and county-levels, the decentralization of the television industry, and imported 

programming from Taiwan and Hong Kong pose challenges to the dominance of CCTV, 

which has witnessed a declining viewership since the early 1990s.60 As news programs 

are still heavily controlled by the state, entertainment-oriented programs flourish on 

regional TV stations. Less restrained by propaganda purposes, channels such as Hunan 
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Satellite TV and Jiangsu Satellite TV have demonstrated a greater degree of flexibility 

and ingenuity in creating entertainment shows, producing TV dramas, and attracting a 

nationwide audience. The television industry has become one of the largest platforms of 

mass entertainment, represented by the prevalence of serial dramas and reality shows on 

the television screen. Specifically urban dramas, espionage series, and dynasty dramas 

that are mixed with elements of time travel, imperial history, martial arts, and romance, 

have dominated the domestic TV screen since the 1990s. Also, entertainment programs, 

particularly reality shows in various forms such as talent shows, dating shows, and talk 

shows, proliferate on TV screens following the phenomenal success of Super Girl (chaoji 

nvsheng) and Happy Boy (kuaile nansheng)—a Chinese counterpart of American Idol—

hosted by Hunan Satellite TV. 

Against this backdrop, the dominant mainstream television culture epitomized by 

CCTV has been greatly transformed to fulfill the needs of market demand and ideological 

control. For instance, CCTV has invested and produced a large variety of prime time 

dramas that gained unprecedented popularity in the domestic and overseas markets, 

ranging from high quality historical dramas Yongzheng Dynasty (yongzheng wangchao, 

1999), Marching towards the Republic (zouxiang gonghe, 2003), The Great Emperor 

Hanwu (hanwu dadi, 2005), to popular genres such as romance Romance in the Rain 

(qingshenshen yumengmeng, 2001) and sitcom My Own Swordsman (wulin waizhuan, 

2006). CCTV has also launched a series of entertainment shows, such as the quiz show 

Lucky 52 (xingyun 52)—a copycat of Happy Camp sponsored by Hunan Satellite TV, 

and the talent show Star Boulevard (xingguang dadao) that imitates Super Girl. The case 

of CCTV illustrates a crucial transformation of the dominant mainstream culture that 
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aims to consolidate the state’s ideological control and stresses the importance of popular 

appeal at the same time. Furthermore, promoting television culture has been recently 

recognized by the state as an important measure to enhance China’s soft power. For 

example, in 2005, the State Administration of Radio, Television, and Film (SARTF) 

stipulated that one of its major tasks of the year was to promote domestic TV dramas and 

to increase China’s global competitiveness in the cultural field.61 

In the arena of print media, institutional reform has transformed publishing houses 

and literary institutions into self-reliant entities that no longer merely serve as the 

ideological tools of the state. Under the socialist literary system, writing and publishing 

activities were fully sponsored by the state, with the Chinese Writers’ Association at 

national and local levels mediating the relationship between writers and the Communist 

Party’s Department of Propaganda. Since the inauguration of reform in the 1980s, the 

state has significantly reduced funding to literary magazines and institutions, which then 

have to learn to cope with market logic and cater to the tastes of modern readers. While 

the state still supports older writers and provides pensions for those affiliated with 

Writers’ Associations, new writers are pushed to the forefront of the cultural marketplace 

in the 1990s.62 With serious literature losing its appeal, the boom in popular reading rises 

against the backdrop of literary and cultural commercialization, as illustrated by the 

carving out of niche markets such as women’s writings, urban fiction, and teen literature, 

the promotion of best sellers, and the decentralization of distribution channels such as 
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second-hand book agents and the private book distribution system.63 Consequently, the 

entertainment function of literature is highlighted, with the prevalence of literary works 

that revolve around white-collar women and their modern lifestyles, romance, and family 

relations.64 Moreover, autobiographical writing of entertainment celebrities began to 

flourish in the 1990s, epitomized by writings of famous hosts of CCTV such as Yang Lan, 

Ni Ping, and Zhao Zhongxiang, as well as actress Zhao Wei. Paparazzi journalism and 

tabloid press also are on the rise, as manifested by the increasing proportion that 

entertainment news takes up in evening newspapers and weekend editions.  

Therefore the media commercialization, decentralization, and recentralization 

process since the 1980s has fostered the fundamental structural change of state-affiliated 

cultural institutions in a fairly short time span. With the transformation of the media’s 

property from governmental mouthpieces to self-financed business enterprises at the 

central, the provincial, and the prefectural level, they not only catalyze the booming 

entertainment culture but also are in a position to bargain with the Party-state for greater 

autonomy.65 Meanwhile, in response to the surge of entertainment trends, the dominant 

official culture is under considerable pressure to make ideological works more effective 

by softening the tones of political propaganda and espousing populist sensibilities. The 

aforementioned reform of CCTV is a case in point. The launching of CNTV.cn, CCTV’s 

online counterpart, manifests another endeavor to enhance official media’s influence and 

visibility. In addition to broadcasting CCTV’s programs online, CNTV creates its own 
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entertainment programs and employs star power to expand the network, which will be 

discussed in chapter one.   

Thirdly, this surge of the entertainment wave and the commercialization of the 

cultural industry have been greatly enhanced with the integration of new media into 

people’s everyday life since the late 1990s. In contrast with the industry of TV, film, and 

print media, all of which have suffered from massive budget cuts and gone through 

institutional restructuring to fit into the market logic in the 1990s, the Internet industry 

has received large amounts of state subsidy due to the great emphasis the Chinese 

government puts on technical modernization. 66  Because of that, the Internet has 

developed at a remarkable speed, and its seemingly belated take-off has turned out to be a 

true blessing. As kindred spirits, China’s Internet industry goes hand-in-hand with the 

furthering of commercialization and marketization, and is commercial and global since its 

very outset. Free from the previously centralized institutional constraints—for instance: 

news, television, and literature are respectively controlled by Xinhua News Agency, 

CCTV, and the National Writers’ Association—Internet media enjoy a greater degree of 

freedom when experimenting with commercial mechanisms. The decentralized nature of 

the Internet also makes the state monopoly of information and cultural production much 

less effective compared to conventional media. Moreover, the state has yet to establish an 

authoritative propaganda organization online, as it has with radio broadcast, TV, and the 

news media. Under such circumstances, the Chinese Internet is mostly driven by 

commercial imperatives, which contribute to its ascending status as a prevailing medium 

of China’s nascent entertainment culture, most evidently manifested by the prevalence of 
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celebrity blogging since 2005. Furthermore, the Internet has proven to constitute the most 

viable and vibrant platform of cultural innovation and its unique interconnections with 

traditional media, in particular print journalism, literature, and television programs. 

Online content not only serves as an important news feed of traditional media, but it also 

manifests how public opinions are shaped by the frequent interaction of discussion on 

new and old media platforms. Most importantly, the Internet best exemplifies the newest 

development of popular cultural trends, namely how the attention law rules new media 

and how it facilitates a dramatic change of the entertainment culture.  

THE RULE OF ATTENTION ECONOMY 

As one of the most vibrant cultural platforms, the Internet best exemplifies how 

the operational logic of the media mechanism makes a dramatic shift from adhering to the 

Party principle to the embracing of the attention rule in China’s digital era. Since the term 

“attention economy” was invented, it has been studied in fields ranging from psychology, 

physiology, to economics, business, and management. Yet, very little has been written on 

how the law of the attention economy enforces a fundamental change of cultural 

behaviors, and how the attention rule is operated at institutional levels, but despite that, 

all dotcom corporations have deployed and structured attention to its greatest effect in 

hopes of generating profits. This section zeroes in on the uncharted waters. It addresses 

why attention is of particular significance to the digital economy, and outlines the general 

attributes of the attention economy from the vantage point of technological, corporate, 

and individual levels. It argues that style, roughly defined as a conglomeration of 

elements including language, subject matter, online sociality, and the structure and layout 
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of Web pages, largely factors in directing the flow of attention and stimulating public 

discussion of contentious issues.   

The term “attention economy” was first utilized in 1997 by economist Michael 

Goldhaber, who argues that it is becoming the dominant economy on the Internet. 

According to Goldhaber, the attention economy not only replaces and transforms the old 

economy based “on money, on the market, and on the industrialized exchange, 

distribution and production of standardized material goods,”67 but it also redefines the 

role information plays in post-industrial economy. This line of thinking was first 

articulated in 1971 by Herbert Simon, a Nobel prize-winning economist, who has long 

stated that: “… in an information-rich world, the wealth of information means a dearth of 

something else: a scarcity of whatever it is that information consumes. What information 

consumes is rather obvious: it consumes the attention of its recipients. Hence a wealth of 

information creates a poverty of attention and a need to allocate that attention efficiently 

among the overabundance of information sources that might consume it.” 68  The 

counterbalancing dynamic of information and attention leverages the importance of 

attention to the digital economy. Given the definite nature of attention, namely the finite 

number of items a person can attend to in a given time period, it is no longer the sought 

for information, but the competition for attention created by information proliferation that 

serves as the primary driving force of the economy. Thus, as “focused mental 
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engagement on a particular item of information,”69 attention can be viewed as a scarce 

and tradable commodity; while the attention economy refers to “a system that revolves 

primarily around paying, receiving, and seeking what is most intrinsically limited and not 

replaceable by anything else, namely the attention of other human beings.”70 This new 

economy is symbolic and metaphysical in nature, since the exchange and transaction of 

attention cannot be immediately converted into economic capital, regardless of the great 

potential which attention possesses.  

There is no doubt that attention has always been important for cultural industry, 

since the quest to win audiences is always intended as an exchange for monetary value in 

both traditional media and on the Internet. Attention industries, such as movies, television, 

advertising, and print media, have long vied for audiences and their attention-grabbing 

capacities are roughly measured by box office rankings, audience ratings, and 

subscription numbers of journals and newspapers. Nevertheless, obtaining and retaining 

the attention of Internet users has proven to be essential to the operational logic of 

dotcom corporations for several reasons. First of all, the core elements of the Web—

hyperlinks, hypertexts, permalinks, and the search function—make it extremely feasible 

for new media users to control what to attend to, and they also may be constantly directed 

to new sites of possible interest at the click of a mouse. Attention and diversion are 

concurrent in online space: when Internet users engage in specific activities (browsing, 

writing, playing games, watching videos, etc.) online, they also are continuously 

distracted by other “attractions,” such as related items, pop-up and inline text ads, instant 
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messaging, and so on. Consequently, attention online is increasingly fickle, transient, and 

easily transferable. Meanwhile each individual’s attention finds it a lot easier to go viral 

online and thus evolve into a group phenomenon than in traditional media. Therefore 

Internet companies that succeed in capturing public attention can quickly reap substantial 

rewards by selling advertising space, launching an Initial Public Offering (IPO), and 

setting up new business models. Conversely, Web sites that suffer from attention deficit 

could fail to attract advertising agencies and encounter dire financial situations. Likewise, 

individuals capable of gathering more attention possess a great degree of symbolic 

prestige and recognition, which, at times, may be converted into upward career 

opportunities. It suffices to argue that the vital link between attention and its potential to 

be converted into economic capital plays a central role in the digital economy, and that 

battle for the attention market has constituted the primary concern of dotcom enterprises. 

Consequently, Internet companies have striven to employ multi-faceted strategies 

to improve the stickiness of Web sites in order to attract and retain customer attention. 

Some of these strategies include incorporating visually appealing design elements, 

soliciting user feedback, providing novel and diversified content, and oftentimes, 

building up attention traps to lure Web surfers. In contrast with traditional media, Web-

based companies are under more pressure to constantly reinvent and refresh operational 

models even though they seem to be working out perfectly at present. Although it is 

rather common that successful TV shows, popular film genres, and best-sellers are 

followed by numerous copycats, such as the spawning of copycat programs of American 

Idol globally, imitating and modifying popular generic models on the Web takes place at 

a much faster pace and lower cost. A case in point is how such Chinese companies as 
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Baidu.com, Taobao.com, and Kaixin001.com have quickly copied the business formulas 

of Google, Ebay, and Facebook, and gained enormous success for their local adaptation 

and innovation. Therefore Internet companies’ battle for attention is trapped in an endless 

cycle of imitation and reinvention, which is exacerbated by the capricious nature of 

consumer preferences, as reflected in the following quote: “If one company succeeds in 

entertaining its customers, its competitors are going to have to entertain them even better 

or more uniquely. Even more burdensome, businesses will have to reinvent their 

successes to pull customers back for repeat business.”71 This is especially true for 

Internet content providers, which need to continually incorporate new elements into their 

products and services and enhance the sense of communities among Internet users in 

order to improve customer loyalty.  

Another factor that contributes to the central role attention plays in the new 

economy is the advancements in attention-monitoring tools. Until the late 1990s, it was 

rather challenging to measure attention, which relied largely on user documentation, 

selected samples, and the recent invention of metering technology that could 

automatically upload data. The measurement results have been partial and imprecise. For 

instance, audience ratings of television programs are assessed based on the metering 

system installed in selected households, and it is impossible to gather demographic 

information of all viewers.72 In contrast, despite its elusive and fleeting nature, attention 

is traceable and quantifiable on the Web. At the technical level, various measurement 

programs (e.g., Google Analytics) are available to monitor Internet traffic. Commonly 
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used parameters range from the number of hits, page views, click-throughs, subscription 

numbers of a Web site, and page rank in search, to viewer preferences recorded in an 

excruciatingly detailed manner, such as the total time a person spends at a page, the 

number of visits each person makes, and personal browsing preferences. These hard-core 

data are not only quantifiable indicators of the attention a Web site generates, but they 

also serve as a barometer of user preferences which may in turn shape the offerings of 

Internet content providers. These data further function as major evaluation standards for 

venture capitalists, investors, and advertising agencies to make business decisions. By 

contrast, these levels of usage details are generally unavailable for traditional media. 

More importantly, while Internet companies attend to customer needs at an 

unprecedented pace by analyzing user behaviors and soliciting feedback, individual 

Internet users also clamor for the attention of others. Owing to the flourishing of personal 

media channels and the high level of interactivity facilitated by Web 2.0 technologies, 

there has been an explosion of self-expression that lives in symbiosis with yearning for 

others’ attention. Thus Internet users not only exert much control over what to browse, 

they are also active content contributors. Accordingly, apart from the high degree of 

calculability of attention online, it also is reified in such concrete forms as blogs, instant 

messaging, Wikis, and BBS postings. Thus, new forms of sociality and netiquette arise 

from online space. For instance, reciprocating attention is extremely crucial for retaining 

a Web dynamic and establishing and maintaining the bonds of Internet users, represented 

by an exchange of messages, a reply to others’ posts, a click on the “like” button on 

Facebook, or visiting and linking to others’ blogs. As reciprocating attentive behavior 

shapes new social norms online, this aspect also is significantly enhanced by attention 
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users and gained online fame and symbolic prestige for various reasons. The length of 

time spent online, the number of posts one publishes, level of technical prowess, specialty 

one displays (good writing style, humor, critical analysis skills, etc.), and social skills all 

contribute to the recognition and symbolic power of posters. Posts of these well-known 

IDs can quickly generate numerous follow-up threads, and in a way they function as 

opinion leaders since their proposals can be easily translated into action. While these 

Web enthusiasts do not necessarily foresee new career opportunities for their 

involvement with online forums, some of them have nonetheless started on a new career 

path unexpectedly. The attention-getting capacity and accumulation of social capital of 

these BBS stars are considered as possessing great commercial value, for which many 

Internet service providers hire them as professional attention agents. The case of Chen 

Tong, a former BBS forum host who was later appointed as the editor-in-chief of 

Sina.com, and Furong jiejie, the most notorious Internet celebrity in China, exemplify 

how these attention agents’ online recognition and free labor—be they positive, negative, 

or an amalgam of both—can effect a fundamental change of individual career path and 

foster their rise to fame in the real world. Moreover, the emergence and 

professionalization of these digital attention agents, represented by Web editors, public 

relations personnel, journalists, and writer-bloggers, are crucial to the success of Internet 

companies. Thus, attention agents have factored in a profound changing perception of 

sociality, writing, and online culture, where they adopt a different set of discursive 

systems and rules to interact with Internet users in order to “stretch the organizational 

attention span.”73  
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Finally, although the Internet offers equal opportunities for each individual to 

gather attention, it is nevertheless hierarchically structured and is undergoing constant 

restructuring online. The gap between attention-haves and have-nots can be further 

exacerbated in online space, and this aspect is evidently manifested at the intersection of 

the attention economy and entertainment culture. In retrospect, Goldhaber’s prediction 

was rather insightful when he suggested in 1998 that attention economy would foster a 

dramatic change of celebrity culture in two ways: an aggravated imbalance of power 

between stars and fans, and a reshaping of the concept of privacy. For Goldhaber, the rule 

of the attention economy foregrounds “class” distinction between stars and fans, 

epitomized by the “real” vs. “illusory” attention each party receives.74  As natural 

attention getters, stars can receive even more “real” attention from fans, with the 

explosion of entertainment-oriented information and its rapid dissemination via digital 

technologies. In contrast, while fans devote “real” attention to stars, they only get 

“illusory” attention back, because stars generally have no knowledge of fans’ existence 

and do not know much about them. Also, Goldhaber points out how the notion of privacy 

is redefined under the new economy, given that celebrities now are pressured to 

selectively “sell out” privacy to obtain attention from the public.  

Goldhaber’s rough analysis of the star-fan dynamic revolving around the attention 

imbalance in the dotcom era has some valid points. Indeed, for well-established figures, 

the attention they receive in social life can be quickly transferred to and proliferate on the 

Web, and this aspect is greatly enhanced by initiatives many celebrities take to volunteer 

                                                   

74 Michael H. Goldhaber, “The Attention Economy Will Change Everything,” interview by Florian Rötzer, 
May 3, 1998, Telepolis, accessed May 18, 2012, http://www.heise.de/tp/english/inhalt/te/1419/1.html. 
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private information via personal space online. Thus attention-haves can take advantage of 

new technologies to bump up the attention levels and accumulate even more attention 

like a snowball; meanwhile Internet content providers, for the sake of attracting users, 

also highlight updates of these celebrities and further enhance their media visibility. Thus 

the hierarchy of attention is also reflected in the aspect of how attention is structured and 

directed online: Internet content providers often present first the most salient items on the 

Web page while displaying items deemed less important in a less notable place. 

Celebrities, thus, occupy a much more prominent position in online media coverage than 

their fans. Therefore the divide between attention-excessive and attention-deficit groups 

as exemplified in star-fan relations only seems to get exacerbated in the digital era.   

Nevertheless, Goldhaber’s discussion fails to account for the more intricate 

dynamics between celebrities and those who pay attention to them. If, as Goldhaber has 

stated, paying attention “takes effort” and thus is not a passive activity,75 then fans 

should not be regarded as passive receivers of “illusory” attention either. For instance, in 

the case of celebrity blogging, as the attention fans devote to celebrities is automatically 

documented, in various forms such as messages, RSS subscriptions, and clicks on 

“paying attention” (guanzhu), fans enhance their sense of agency by being able to access 

celebrities’ personal space and following their updates anytime. In turn celebrities now 

need to follow a different set of rules and return fans’ gaze by engaging in interactive 

activities. Driven by the need of retaining popularity and publicity, many celebrities 

employ a rather personalized approach and reciprocate the attention of fans. More 

importantly, celebrities, their work team, and Internet content providers capitalize on the 
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attention fans devote to stars, and convert it into economic capital by constantly soliciting 

user feedback and analyzing attention-related statistics. Thus, the online productivity of 

fans should not be underestimated. On the flip side, on occasions of crisis, the excessive 

attention fans and the general public project in online space may place celebrities in a 

rather vulnerable position. Thus, while old hierarchy and power relations are very likely 

to be retained and transferred to online space, they are also subject to being restructured. 

Consequently, the intersection of the digital attention economy and the entertainment 

industry presents a more complex picture of interplay among stars, fans, attention agents, 

and dotcom companies, and the following chapters on celebrity blogging will illuminate 

this point.   

To recapitulate, although it is less tangible than material goods, attention has a 

high productive value and bears important implications for both the Internet industry and 

new media users. On the one hand, the non-linear flow of attention, its definite limits, as 

well as its fleeting nature allow individuals to extend their attention at will online, 

therefore it is rather challenging for Internet companies to maximize the likelihood of 

grabbing and retaining user attention. The implementation of the attention rule thus is 

essential to the success of dotcom companies on a much more fundamental level than in 

traditional media. On the other hand, Web technologies enable a more precise manner of 

capturing and analyzing attention than traditional media outlets, and position Internet 

users under 24/7 surveillance. This facet leads to the greater weight attention plays in the 

new economy. Thus, the desire of seeking, retaining, and exchanging attention for 

corporations and individuals underlies its significance to a click-driven Internet industry. 

At the institutional level, the advertising revenue a dotcom company generates is directly 



 

46 

 

proportional to the size of its user base and stickiness of its Website. The dynamics 

between attention and capital puts pressure on Web-based sites to employ multi-faceted 

strategies and strive for attention, such as engaging in attention-getting devices, 

managing and measuring attention, customizing user preferences, and hiring attention 

agents to boost Web traffic. For individuals, the burgeoning of potential self-expression 

online foregrounds the importance of reciprocating attention among individual users, and 

fosters a different set of netiquette, sociality, as well as the rise of amateur and 

professional attention agents.  

It is within this context that the significance of style is brought to the fore. As 

Richard Lanham has pointed out, one notable characteristic of the attention economy is 

an emphasis on “fluff” (such as style and form) over “stuff” (such as substance and 

commercial goods), the latter being the marker of the information economy. For Lanham, 

“stylistic devices” regulate the flow of attention, and determine how cultural capital is 

created and traded.76 In this dissertation, I further develop Lanham’s proposition and 

examine the importance of style by delving into the following questions: What roles does 

the style play in the attention economy? What are the strategies Internet content providers 

employ to structure the layout and design of Web pages and to direct the attention flow? 

How is the rhetorical style of online expressions conducive to the diversification of civil 

discourses and the forming of the cultural public sphere in China? I contend that the 

competition for distinctive styles and attention among dotcom companies serves as the 

primary driving force of cultural innovation in China, which not only contributes to the 

                                                   

76 Richard A. Lanham, The Economics of Attention: Style and Substance in the Age of Information 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006).  
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burgeoning development of the entertainment industry, but also “increasingly leads to the 

dissemination of information and interpretations of facts labeled not desirable by 

authorities at various levels.”77 What is more, style functions as primary markers of both 

individual expressions and online sociality, which broadly refer to elements of language, 

interactivity, social networking, and the specific medium employed in online 

communications. Although style and content are often intermingled together, analysis in 

the following chapters demonstrate how style is essential to cultural innovation in 

China’s digital age.  
  

                                                   

77 Karsten Giese, “Speaker’s Corner or Virtual Panopticon: Discursive Construction of Chinese Identities 
Online,” in Cyber China: Reshaping National Identities in the Age of Information, ed. Francoise Mengin 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 24.  
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Chapter One: Internet and Blogging Industry in China 

INTRODUCTION 

Compared with the United States, the Internet industry in China took off at a 

considerably later time, and yet its developmental speed has been remarkable. In 1994, 

there were approximately 1,600 users in China who could access the Internet.1 Over a 

decade later, China surpassed the United States and became the country with the largest 

number of Internet users in 2008, and the number of Chinese netizens reached 513 

million by the end of 2011, a number that equals 38.3 percent of China’s overall 

population.2 Despite the striking regional differences in terms of the diffusion of the 

Internet, the scale and scope of Internet development in China is unprecedented and 

cannot be achieved without the joint forces of state and commercial sectors.  

This chapter begins by outlining the major phases of the Internet development in 

China, and delineates an Internet with Chinese characteristics. Special attention is paid to 

the role the Chinese government and commercial portals play in building research and 

education networks, creating innovative business models, and continuously expanding 

into new markets. Then, the chapter discusses the evolution of the blog—its 

transformation from a marginalized and elite-oriented genre to one that has been 

increasingly popularized and integrated into urban lifestyles since 2002—as well as the 

indispensible role Web portals have played in the development of blogs along the way. It 

                                                   

1 John Wong and Seok Ling Nah, China’s Emerging New Economy: The Internet and E-Commerce 
(Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2001), 8. 
2 China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), “Zhongguo hulianwang fazhan zhuangkuang 
tongji baogao” [Survey results of the Internet development in China], January 2012, accessed August 1, 
2012, http://www.cnnic.cn/dtygg/dtgg/201201/W020120116337628870651.pdf.  
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argues that the nascent law of attention economy rules the development of Chinese 

Internet enterprises in general, and in particular, the blogging industry. Finally, this 

chapter looks at Sina.com, a leading information and entertainment news portal, as a case 

study and explores how the website innovatively capitalizes on the logic of attention 

economy and thus dominates the blogging scene in China. I contend that the rise of 

attention agents, such as Web editors and Bulletin Board System (BBS) forum hosts, play 

a significant role in mediating the relationship between Internet users and websites, by 

publicizing well-written blog articles and employing technology of attention to improve 

the stickiness of the site. Also, Sina.com’s sophisticated recommendation and ranking 

mechanism, which is constantly being updated, epitomizes how the site effectively 

appropriates both celebrity appeal and the lure of the grassroots to encourage user 

participation and popularize blogging. In this way, blog, as a new genre of writing, 

reshapes the social, cultural, and political landscape in China’s digital era.  

“CROSS THE GREAT WALL TO CONNECT WITH THE WORLD:” FROM INTRANET TO 

INTERNET  

Since its inception, the development of the Internet in China has been in essence, 

global, as represented by the frequent cooperation between Chinese and Western 

academic institutions, the rush of international venture capital, the returning of IT 

entrepreneurs with overseas work experience, and the domestic adaptation of global 

technologies and business models. The Internet development in China started with 

researchers, scientists, faculty, and students in leading academic institutions in the late 

1980s, who set up intranets on their campuses that would later connect to each other with 

the help from European and North American universities. In 1986, the Beijing Applied 
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Computing Institute and Karlsruhe University in Germany reached an agreement to 

cooperatively develop the Chinese Academic Network (CANET). Subsequently, in 

September 1987, Professor Qian Tianbai sent out China’s first email, which said “cross 

the Great Wall to connect with the world (yueguo changcheng, zouxiang shijie).”3 

CANET provides support for research in computer science and facilitates data sharing 

and email exchange among researchers. Shortly after, the network of the Institute of High 

Energy Physics (IHEP) and the China Education and Research Network (CERNET) were 

established. These networks were initially machine-to-machine, which were continuously 

expanded and updated. In April 1994, the National Computing Facilities of China 

(NCFC), a collaborative network involving prestigious higher education institutions like 

the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS), Peking University, and Tsinghua University, 

became the first network directly connected to the emerging World Wide Web with the 

help of the American National Science Foundation Network (NSFNET). In the following 

year, the nationwide network China Public Computer Internet (CHINANET) was 

founded, and commercial Internet service was open to the public in 1996.4 The China 

Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), directed by the Ministry of Information 

Industry and operated by CAS, was established in 1997 and is in charge of managing 

Chinese domain name registration, allocating IP Addresses and Autonomous System 

Numbers (AS Number), and crafting Internet policy proposals, among other duties. From 

                                                   

3 Lan Peng, Zhongguo wangluo meiti de diyige shinian [The first ten years of Internet media in China] 
(Beijing: Tsinghua University Press, 2005), 16.  
4 Fengshu Liu, Urban Youth in China: Modernity, the Internet and the Self (New York: Routledge, 2011), 
36-37.  
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1998 onward, CNNIC has conducted and published semiannual research reports on 

Internet development in China.  

This brief summary of the development of Internet in China has manifested the 

first important aspect of Chinese Internet: the dual role the state plays as both censor and 

promoter. Convinced that new media technologies are paramount for China’s 

modernization project and its integration into the global economy, the Chinese 

government has invested substantially to expand and modernize telecommunication 

infrastructures since the 1980s. As Zhang Yongming has discussed, previous state leaders 

such as Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin both “stressed the crucial role of development of 

the information infrastructure to China’s goal of achieving the ‘four modernizations’ in 

agriculture, industry, national defense, and science and technology.”5 In particular, in the 

mid-1990s, alarmed by the Clinton Administration’s unwavering support for building up 

the “Information Superhighway” in the United States, 6  the Chinese government 

conducted extensive research and made substantial investments to “foster a national 

information network infrastructure that would accelerate China’s economic expansion 

and increase its competitiveness.” 7  For instance, in 1994-1996, the four national 

backbones of China’s Internet infrastructure were inaugurated and put into service in 

specific areas: general public (CHINANET) sponsored by the Ministry of Posts and 

Telecommunications (now Ministry of Industry and Information Technology), education 

(CERNET) hosted by the State Education Commission, research (CSTNET) hosted by 

                                                   

5 Zhou, Historicizing Online Politics, 137.  
6 In October 1993, the Clinton administration opened the Internet, which had been a U.S. military project, 
to commercial traffic, and the Web thus gained momentum throughout the late 1990s. 
7 Tai, The Internet in China, 129.  



 

52 

 

the Chinese Academy of Sciences, and commerce (CHINAGBN) sponsored by Ministry 

of Electronics Industry. These networks were linked with one another and were also 

connected to the global Internet in 1996.8 These comprehensive state-led infrastructure-

building projects have greatly sped up the development of the Internet industry in China, 

and it has also made state surveillance feasible since all Internet Service Providers must 

use the national infrastructure, and all international Internet traffic must go through these 

networks. Another important factor contributing to the phenomenal growth of China’s 

Internet sector is the deregulation of telecommunication industry in the 1990s,9 which 

enabled large-scale cooperation between the telecommunication industry and the 

different Internet sectors. Against this backdrop, all university campuses in China have 

been connected to the Internet within ten years (1994-2004), a project funded by the State 

Planning Commission. Its next state project is to provide all high schools, elementary 

schools, and other educational units with Internet service, as well as provide rural areas 

with access to Internet, telephone networks, and cable TV.10 

In addition to propelling the construction of infrastructures, the Chinese 

government also took the initiative in experimenting with digital publishing and engaging 

in e-government applications. For example, China’s first electronic magazine Shenzhou 

xueren (China scholars abroad), which targeted overseas Chinese students, was published 

via CERNET under the sponsorship of the State Education Commission in January 1995. 

In the same year, two state-affiliated media organizations, China Daily and China News 

                                                   

8 Peng, Zhongguo wangluo meiti de diyige shinian, 19-20.  
9 Liwen Jin, “Chinese Online BBS Sphere: What BBS Has Brought to China” (master’s thesis, 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2008), 15. 
10 Tai, The Internet in China, 127-28. 
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Service, pioneered the digitalization of their content, as well as the setting up of Internet 

portals, which immediately spawned the creation of government mouthpieces such as 

Xinhua News Agency, China Central Television Station (CCTV), China Radio 

International (CRI), and Guangming Daily.11 By 2001, government-controlled news 

websites were developed and launched on a massive scale. In a way these measures 

reflect the challenge that propaganda organizations face, particularly from the burgeoning 

of commercial media and the diversification of entertainment platforms.12 Meanwhile, at 

the administrative level, the State Council of China launched the “Government Online 

Project” to promote the applications of Internet-based technology at all levels of 

government. This is a three-stage initiative that includes 1), putting up government 

websites for the public to acquire information and procure services, 2), implementing 

office automation via these websites, and 3) facilitating the collaboration between the 

government and IT enterprises in China.13 The overarching goal is to sustain China’s 

economic development by enhancing transparency and decentralizing administration by 

adding new channels for propaganda, while effectively monitoring the dissemination of 

information and economic activities.14  In practice, current leaders such as China’s 

President Hu Jintao and Prime Minister Wen Jiabao have both stressed the importance of 

learning about public opinion via the Internet. Wen has conducted an annual online chat 

session with Chinese netizens since 2009. Government officials have also experimented 

                                                   

11 Peng, Zhongguo wangluo meiti de diyige shinian, 23-33. 
12 Ibid., 45. 
13 Junhua Zhang, “China’s ‘Government Online’ and Attempts to Gain Technical Legitimacy,” Asien 80 
(July 2001): 93-115.  
14 Lianjie Ma, Jongpil Chung, and Stuart Thorson, “E-government in China: Bringing Economic 
Development through Administrative Reform,” Government Information Quarterly 22 (2005): 20–37. 
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with the newest offering of technologies to foster communication with citizens, such as 

launching personal blogs and engaging in online conversations with Internet users.15 In a 

nutshell, since the introduction of the Internet in China, the Chinese government has fully 

embraced its potential to boost economy in hopes of generating good economic returns, 

to modernize the nation, and to enhance online presence of the state, at the same time 

keenly aware of the importance of regulating and censoring the Web.  

Second, given that Internet development began with leading universities in China, 

the first cohort of Chinese netizens consisted mainly of college students in the late 1990s, 

when free intranet service and File Transfer Protocol (FTP) became available on 

university campuses. This generation was born after China’s economic reforms, came of 

age in the late 1990s, and became acculturated to society and socialized through the 

Internet. Yang Guobin has proposed that sociological generations are also technological 

generations: “Each generation has its own technologies of expression and 

communication,”16 characterized by their tastes, expressive styles, and lifestyles. Thus to 

a large degree this generation’s cultural preferences define the early trend of Internet 

culture, which is still predominantly an urban youth phenomenon given the extreme short 

span of Internet development in China. Although the overall Internet population is 

expanding at a breathtaking pace, the most active groups are those aged 20-29, with a 

                                                   

15 The most successful case in this regard was “The First Blog of Public Security” (zhongguo gongan diyi 
boke) hosted by the News Center at the Department of Public Security in Hebei, China. One of the staff 
members Hao Chao created the blog, which attracted a large number of visitors. This was also the first 
governmental organization to have a blogging account in China. The blog continues to remain active. 
Zhongguo gongan diyi boke [The first blog of Public Security in China], accessed April 30, 2012, 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/gongan.  
16 Guobin Yang, “Chinese Internet Literature and the Changing Field of Print Culture,” in From 

Woodblocks to the Internet: Chinese Publishing and Print Culture in Transition, Circa 1800 to 2008, eds. 
Cynthia Brokaw and Christopher A. Reed (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 341. 
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penetration rate of 72.9% in 2011, followed by those aged 10-19 (69.4%) and 30-39 

(50.5%). Users mainly comprise of teenagers, college students, and young professionals 

residing in urban areas, and the statistics from 2007 to 2011 show that more than 93% of 

Internet users have associate degrees or higher.17 

Against this backdrop, it is self-evident why university Bulletin Board Systems 

(BBS) has been the prominent Internet application since the late 1990s. Partly due to the 

scarcity of online content in 1995-1996, early netizens gathered around some of the first 

few student-run discussion forums, specifically SMTH BBS (shuimu qinghua) at 

Tsinghua Universtiy, Unknown Space of Peking University (weiming kongjian), and 

Little Lily (xiao baihe) at Nanjing University, all of which were open to all netizens until 

2005. While the popularity of BBS quickly declined in the United States during the 1990s, 

partly brought on by the commercialization of the World Wide Web in that era, BBS in 

China has played an important role as the very first collaborative platform accessible to 

every Internet user.18 As a comprehensive online forum that comprises all aspects of 

                                                   

17 China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), “Zhongguo hulianwang fazhan zhuangkuang 
tongji baogao” [Survey results of the Internet development in China], from 2007 to 2011, accessed July 1, 
2012, http://www.cnnic.cn/research/zx/qwfb/.  
18 It is important to point out the perceptual differences of BBS in the United States and China. BBS was 
first invented in the United States in 1974, and was made available to public in 1977. As “the first 
collaborative tools for users of personal computers,” BBSs needed to be accessed over a phone line through 
the terminal software Telnet. Early BBS enabled users to send and receive local emails, upload and 
download files, and play online games with rudimentary graphics. The early 1990s was the golden age of 
BBS in the United States, when there were more than 60,000 registered users. However, the popularity of 
BBS declined sharply in 1995-97, partly brought on by the emergence of the World Wide Web which 
offered more connectivity and enabled users to access BBS via Web browsers. Therefore in the United 
States BBS has commonly been perceived as an antiquated technology before the advent of the Internet, 
given that BBS existed 15 years before the appearance of World Wide Web. In China, however, BBS 
rapidly shifted from Telnet-based access to Web-based interfaces within a couple of years. Despite the fact 
that technically speaking, BBS differs from online forums, the two terms are used interchangeably in the 
Chinese context. BBS has exerted a fundamental influence on Internet culture in China, and its 
predominance is made possible by the constant incorporation of new elements into an older platform, such 



 

56 

 

college life, including entertainment, sports, academic disciplines, dating, and creative 

writing, college students in the late 1990s were the first generation to “live” online. Early 

features of BBS were mainly group discussion, news post, file sharing, and new services 

such as chat rooms, blog, and online games—search engines were later incorporated. 

Despite all these features, the discussion board still remains one of the key functions of 

the BBS, which offers a simple environment for Internet users to exchange messages, 

share information, and discuss public affairs. With the ascent of a new kind of collective 

and public culture, the college BBS has played an important role in social activism and 

resulted in the subsequent governmental regulation in 2005, which ironically contributed 

to the boom of blogging around the same time.19 Because of the important role both BBS 

and blog have continued to play in shaping online culture—despite debuting at different 

times—and the close affinity between the two, my discussion zeroes in on both forms.   

Third, government sponsorship of infrastructure building has paved the way for 

the immediate takeoff of China’s Internet industry since 1997. All major commercial 

websites in China were founded between 1997 and 2000, and they have quickly taken up 

market shares and established brand names through their specialized content services, 

                                                                                                                                                       

as the transformation from a text-based platform to a multimedia Web interface that integrates services 
such as email, instant messaging, chat room, online game, blog, videos, etc. Theresa M. Senft, “Bulletin-
Board Systems,” in Encyclopedia of New Media (Thousand Oaks, California: Sage, 2003), 45-47.  
19 With the rise of social activism organized via college BBS, the Ministry of Education in China issued a 
mandate in March 2005. The regulation stipulates that users off campus should be denied access to college 
BBS sites, and that users need to register with their real names. Furthermore, several university BBSs were 
shut down. In practice the regulation was first implemented on SMTH BBS, in hopes of setting an example 
for other college BBSs. Despite large-scale protests on- and off- line, SMTH BBS became restricted to 
campus users only. The immediate consequence was the founding of NEW SMTH (shuimu shequ) as a 
commercial site in May 2005, which gathered previous SMTH BBS users and continues to possess a 
massive user base. Meanwhile the old SMTH BBS lost its appeal among student users. Nevertheless, the 
requirement for real-name registration has never been strictly implemented, and all BBS users can still post 
anonymously online.   
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such as Sina.com’s news aggregate, Sohu.com’s search function, Netease.com’s online 

gaming and news, and Tencent.com’s instant messaging, just to name a few. Online 

forums are also important components of these Web portals, such as Baidu, Sina, and 

Sohu. Commercial BBS sites also flourished and brought together massive audiences— 

the most renowned ones being Tianya Community, Xici Valley, and Mop.com. The rise 

of these Internet start-ups went hand-in-hand with the furthering of marketization and the 

commercialization in all areas of the economy. These firms have timely capitalized on the 

deepening of economic liberalization, by continuously expanding into new markets, and 

thereby remaining dominant players of China’s IT industry because of their size, breadth 

of offerings, and massive user base. Because market orientation constitutes a defining 

feature of the development of China’s Internet industry, all content providers strive to 

fully implement the rule of attention economy in hopes of turning a profit. On the one 

hand, as an innate attention-getter, a commercially-charged entertainment culture has 

grown into Chinese Internet, as exemplified by the proliferation of celebrity gossip, the 

explosion of media sensations, as well as the prevalent mood of “fun seeking” among 

netizens. On the other hand, a politically-charged public sphere also arises from the 

online space when Internet users are increasingly involved in the discussions of 

controversial, and at times sensitive, issues, frequently created and promoted by 

commercial companies for the sake of increasing Web traffic. Consequently, the IT 

industry in particular, and commercial media in general, has catalyzed the opening up of 

discursive space that is simultaneously entertainment oriented and politically concerned.   

Undoubtedly, a central question major commercial portals need to address is how 

to walk the fine line between engaging in interesting, and at times controversial, issues to 
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attract Internet users, and yet at the same time cope with censorship laws. The state 

legislation stipulates that all Internet Service Providers (ISP) and Internet Content 

Providers (ICP) are responsible for what is published on their websites, and those who 

violate that rule may face the consequences of the state’s “reprimanding, rectifying, 

imposing financial fines on, and, in serious cases, temporarily or even permanently 

closing down Web sites.”20 Domestic Internet companies tend to be more willing to 

cooperate with the state, and take self-regulatory measures to comply with governmental 

rules. In addition to implementing filter software to block out unwanted content, all Web 

portals designate special teams to scrutinize online content and remove posts deemed 

inappropriate or subversive. They also encourage self-censorship and mutual surveillance 

among new media users, who are encouraged to inform webmasters of misinformation 

and improper content by clicking on the “report” (jubao) button on Web pages. However, 

because the wording for many regulations on Internet content is broad and vague, Internet 

businesses are granted a high degree of freedom to explore uncharted waters.21 In spite 

of the enforcement of a complex system of infrastructural filtering, content censorship, 

policy enforcement, and Internet service control, the restrictions exerted upon China’s 

online space are much less rigid and pervasive compared with the way conventional 

medium is controlled, such as television, film, and print media. More importantly, despite 

its authoritarian nature, the Chinese state also is pressured into transforming itself and 

redefining its relations with multiple players in an increasingly crowded marketplace, 

represented by business groups, academics, global media forces, and domestic media 

                                                   

20 Wacker, “Resistance is Futile,” 367.  
21 Tai, The Internet in China, 98. 
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industry.22 Thus, the relationship between state actors and commercial players has 

become much more intricate, and negotiation and co-operation has become common 

practice.23 Apart from the state’s top-down guidance of “public opinions,” dotcom 

enterprises often use the commercial imperative and their massive user base to bargain 

with propaganda officials for greater freedom. For instance, Chinese law stipulates that 

“all online news items and stories must originate from professional journalists controlled 

by officialdom,”24 but in practice, Web portals like Sina.com and Netease.com have 

gained unprecedented success in disseminating their own exclusive reports on sports, 

entertainment, technology, and finance.25 Also, SARFT exerts looser censorship control 

over influential commercial websites, such as Sina.com and Sohu.com. When these sites 

touch on hot-button issues, SARFT will issue different levels of warnings first instead of 

directly shutting them down. Furthermore, aside from the ongoing negotiation process 

between the IT sector and the Party-state, the cooperation between the two is rather 

common, as manifested in the reporting of major national events (the 2008 Sichuan 

earthquake, Beijing Olympic Games, etc.), as well as the foundation of research 

                                                   

22 Zhang, The Transformation of Political Communication in China, 121.  
23 Several scholarly works have addressed this issue. For instance, Yu Haiqing prefers to use the word 
“interplay” to examine the sophisticated relationships between the local, national, global, as well as the 
state and non-state actors. Johan Lagerkvist points out the emergence of a “new cadre ethos” emanating 
from inside Party-state institutions. Lagerkvist argues that power holders and censors also participate on the 
Internet not just as agents or tools of censorship and control. Lagerkvist also discusses the joint agreements 
between state agents, editors of state-owned media organizations, and executives of leading Internet 
businesses in China. Haiqing Yu, Media and Cultural Transformation in China (Abingdon, Oxon: 
Routledge, 2009); Johan Lagerkvist, After the Internet, before Democracy: Competing Norms in Chinese 

Media and Society (Bern; New York: Peter Lang, 2010). 
24 Johan Lagerkvist, After the Internet, before Democracy: Competing Norms in Chinese Media and 

Society (Bern; New York: Peter Lang, 2010), 85. 
25 News on domestic and international public affairs is the only exception. In this regard, all websites carry 
out news reports of official media organizations; as for uncontroversial international news, Sina.com hires 
personnel to translate them into Chinese. Personal interviews with Web editors. 
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institution to boost Internet economy.26 It is within this context that this dissertation 

wishes to explore the ways that the state, commercial media, and the cultural public 

sphere have “co-evolved”27 in China’s digital age, as well as the rise of the Chinese 

blogosphere and its previous “stand-in,” BBS, both of which constitute the most 

prevalent online applications. Before detailing the intermingling of these multiple forces 

in the following three chapters, the next section will discuss the emergence of the blog as 

a new medium of publishing and communication, followed by an examination of the 

blogging industry in China.    

WHAT IS BLOG? 

Blogs can be understood as a by-product of manually updated personal websites. 

On December 17, 1997, the American artificial intelligence expert Jorn Barger first used 

the word “Weblog” on his personal website to portray the experience of “logging the 

web.” “Weblog” was later jokingly divided into “we blog” by Peter Merholz in 1999. 

Soon, Evan Williams at Pyra Labs used “blog” as both a verb and noun, and coined the 

term “blogger” to refer to those who write blogs.28 Early bloggers were mostly tech-

savvy people who already knew how to create and maintain a website. The exponential 

growth of less technically competent bloggers did not begin until 1999, when free do-it-

                                                   

26 In 2001, state media organizations, academics, and over 40 Internet enterprises cooperated to launch the 
Internet Society of China (zhongguo hulianwang xiehui). The organization is affiliated with the Ministry of 
Information Industry (MII) and mediates the relationship between the IT industry and the state. All major 
media organizations are participants, including the state-affiliated CCTV, People’s Daily Internet Edition, 
and Xinhua Net, as well as commercial media sectors such as Sina.com, Netease.com, and Sohu.com.  
27 Yang, The Power of the Internet.  
28 “It’s the links, Stupid. Blogging Is Just Another Word for Having Conversations,” The Economist, 
April 20, 2006, accessed April 24, 2012, http://www.economist.com/node/6794172?story_id=6794172;  
Rebecca Blood, “Weblogs: A History and Perspective,” Rebecca's Pocket, September 7, 2000, accessed 
July 12 2011, http://www.rebeccablood.net/essays/Weblog_history.html.  
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yourself weblog tools such as Pitas and Edit This Page came out and enabled non-IT 

specialists to create and customize their own blogs.29 During this same time, blog hosting 

websites thrived in the United States, and some popular sites include LiveJournal.com, 

Xanga.com, and Blogspot.com (now Blogger.com). Internet users can create a blog in 

several ways, such as signing up for a dedicated blog hosting service, using blog software, 

or manually creating a blog through a regular Web site. The blog also has evolved from a 

text-based platform to one that integrates textual elements, with other audio and/or visual 

elements. The rapid growth of the global blogging community was affirmed when 

Merriam-Webster, a U.S. reference book publisher, announced in 2004 that blog was one 

of the most looked-up words on its Internet site.30  

A blog differs from a personal website in two ways—its frequency of update and 

interactivity. As Himmelsbach summarizes, the blog is “a web application representing a 

website accessible by every Internet user, which is [not only] updated on a regular basis 

with pieces of text, links to other websites, [and] readers’ comments but also with image 

files and, increasingly, audio- and video- clips as well.”31 Each update of a blog, 

including texts, audios, and visuals, can be categorized into different tags, and is 

displayed in reverse chronological order, so that the most recent entry appears on top; 

while personal websites are usually static with few updates. Blogs also offer a highly 

                                                   

29 Rebecca Blood, “Weblogs: A History and Perspective,” Rebecca's Pocket, September 7, 2000, accessed 
July 12 2011, http://www.rebeccablood.net/essays/Weblog_history.html.  
30 “‘Blog’ Picked as Word of the Year: The Term ‘Blog’ Has Been Chosen as the Top Word of 2004 by a 
US Dictionary Publisher,” BBC News, December 1, 2004, accessed May 4, 2012, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/technology/4059291.stm.  
31 Sabine Himmelsbach, “Blogs. The New Public Forum--Private Matters, Political Issues, Corporate 
Interests,” trans. Barbara Filser, in Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democarcy, eds. Bruno Latour 
and Peter Weibel (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2005), 916. 
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interactive platform with the multi-level connecting mechanisms embedded on each blog 

entry. Under each blog entry is a message board that resembles a mini-BBS discussion 

forum, where visitors can leave comments for bloggers—unless this function has been 

disabled by the blogger or the blog-hosting sites. Posts on the message board usually 

respond to specific articles, and thus discussion in the comment section is more 

centralized than a BBS forum. Further, main features of a blog, namely permalinks and 

trackbacks,32 enable users to easily reciprocate visits on blogosphere, thus effectively 

facilitating conversations among bloggers. Permalinks give each blog entry a distinct 

URL so that it can be linked to or cited from a source outside of the original site. 

Trackbacks enable bloggers to keep track of who is linking to their articles, as well as 

what other readers have commented on the original article outside of the original site. A 

blogger can also recommend other blogs by providing links to them, usually in a sidebar 

list called the “blogroll.” These features increase the chances of Internet users paying 

mutual visits online and contribute to a more fluid flow of content.   

In contrast to the BBS, the blog’s organizational structure, interactive pattern, and 

individual-oriented nature, distinguishes itself from the BBS. First of all, at the structural 

level, Web editors of Blog Service Providers (BSP) and commercial portals have the 

authority over bloggers to censor content flow and manage user accounts. However, a 

blogger usually has complete control over what to publish and to whom to link, as well as 

censoring user comments and the message board. The organizational structure of a BBS 

site is more complicated. As a comprehensive online forum, a BBS is comprised of many 

                                                   

32 In early 2000, Blogger introduced the permalink to Weblogs, and Trackback was introduced by 
Movable Type in 2001.  
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At the administrative level, a newly formed pattern of hierarchy and democracy 

arises from this collective-based forum. Each BBS has webmasters (zhanzhang), and 

each forum is managed by moderators (banzhu). Moderators are mostly volunteers 

elected by BBS users, and they are in charge of mediating online disputes, recommending 

and compiling valuable posts, and removing posts or blocking BBS users who are 

deemed detrimental to the online community. However, moderators cannot remove or 

delete posts at will since any arbitrary decision will be questioned by BBS users. As for 

ordinary users, they may delete or revise their own posts, but are not authorized to 

remove and edit others’ posts. Another symbolic hierarchy is formed based on a BBS 

user’s online seniority, reputation, and influence on the forums. For instance, the IDs of 

posts that stand out for being witty, helpful, or knowledgeable are generally recognized 

by other users in the communities, and hence tend to gather more attention and exert a 

greater degree of influence among netizens.  

Second, since most blog hosting websites do not require commenters to register 

an account to post comments, these users are less likely to acquaint with one another 

since they can randomly choose or change usernames all the time. Therefore interaction 

is more likely to take place among bloggers and between bloggers and readers, rather 

than among readers themselves. It is usually the blogger who is the center of attention, 

instead of the participants of message boards. In contrast, discussions on BBS are a lot 

more collectively oriented and comprehensive in essence. BBS users are required to 

formally register in order to publish posts. Therefore users who frequent similar forums 

may recognize one another’s online names and avatars, and the homogeneity of early 

BBS users also makes it easy for them to acquaint with one another and socialize in on- 
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and off- line spaces. Finally, the overall design, content, connectivity, and interaction of a 

blogging site reflects its host’s personal preference and individual thinking process. 

Bloggers tend to offer a more in-depth analysis of issues that capture a reader’s attention 

than a BBS user because blog entries are less restricted in terms of length limit and 

formatting. In comparison, posts on BBS are a lot more scattered, less systematic, and 

thus lacks the personal tone due to the diversification of contributors.  

To sum up, the significance of the blog lies in how a single medium incorporates 

and delivers the technological promises of the 1990s, including “the high degrees of 

interactivity, personalization, and contextualization we would experience on the Web, as 

well as the promise of ubiquity, centrality, and ease of use of Web-based 

communications.”33 Thus on the one hand, along with Web 2.0 applications such as RSS 

feeds, Wikis, and new search tools, the blog exemplifies the rise of a new kind of public 

culture for the interactivity and connectivity it offers. On the other hand, the blog is a 

highly personalized media platform, due to the blogger ability to customize the content 

selection, degree of openness, and linking to sites of the blogger’s preference. As the 

Chinese translation of the word blogger (bozhu) has shown, a blogger is considered as the 

host of a blog, a personalized space, and visitors are viewed as guests or friends (boyou) 

the host gets to know through blogging. If the appearance of the BBS in the late 1990s 

spearheaded the forthcoming of China’s digital era, then the mounting number of 

bloggers in the new millennium manifests how online expression and sociality have been 

increasingly integrated into people’s everyday lives. More importantly, in order to remain 

                                                   

33 David Kline and Dan Burstein, Blog! How the Newest Media Revolution is Changing Politics, Business, 

and Culture (New York: CDS Books, 2005), xxi. 
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competitive, the BBS and blog—both dominant Internet applications in China— 

constantly incorporate new features in its basic design. For example, after the blog was 

introduced to China, BBS sites integrated a function into their main page, which allowed 

registered BBS users to open up a personal blog account (Figure 1). Likewise, blogging 

services have incorporated new interactive functions, in particular social networking tools. 

That is to say, bloggers can now not only read feedback, link to other blogs, and interact 

with net friends, but they can also “tag” friends in notes and posts, a function similar to 

the one found on Facebook. Both instances demonstrate a prominent trend of the Chinese 

Internet industry, one in which websites often integrate and accommodate the newest 

technological offerings into their existing platforms. The next section discusses China’s 

blogging industry, followed by a theoretical examination of how the nascent law of 

attention economy operates in online spaces, as represented by the blog and BBS.   

BLOGGING IN CHINA: THEORY AND PRACTICE 

The development of the blog in China manifests how technologies of 

communication effectively embody “time-space compression” in the postindustrial era.34 

Shortly after the blog came out in the United States, this concept was introduced to China 

by Sun Jianhua, a journalist who has been keeping up with advanced technological 

developments in Western countries and publishing his reports and observations on his 

personal website “New Media Review” (xinmeiti guancha). Sun introduced to Chinese 

technocrats the Drudge Report, a news aggregation website, which is well-known for 

disclosing the political sex scandal between former United States President Bill Clinton 

                                                   

34 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change, 
(Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1990). 
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and a 22-year-old White House intern, Monica Lewinsky in 1998, a story which later 

broke in the mainstream press. Sun also participated in starting the first blog hosting 

website in China, and his essay “Discussion about Blog” (boke lun) was the first one in 

China to comprehensively elaborate on the blogging revolution. Another landmark event 

in this regard was Dan Gillmor’s visit to Tsinghua University on November 20, 2001. As 

a technology writer and columnist, Gillmor was invited to give a talk entitled “Future 

Directions of News Media after September 11.” In this talk he discussed the rise of 

citizen journalism via blogging after September 11 in the United States, showcasing his 

own blog to demonstrate the importance of peer-to-peer sharing, and pointed out the 

declined influence of traditional journalists as gatekeepers.35 This was most likely the 

first time that the blog was discussed in public in China.  

Despite the fact that the blog was  introduced to China by a tech-savvy 

generation not long after it had appeared in America, the information disseminated on 

blogs had been rather contingent on the selective criteria set up by Sun Jianhua and his 

peers, mostly members of the “Digital Forum” project.36 For instance, the influence of 

the Drudge Report and Dan Gillmor on blogs has been overstated in Chinese media, and 

domestic readers are mostly familiar with the few figures mentioned by Sun Jianhua and 

his colleagues, such as Dave Winer (leader in blogging tools) and Tony Perkins (founder 

                                                   

35 Xingdong Fang, Boke: E shidai de daohuozhe [Blog: Prometheus of the E era] (Beijing: Zhongguo 
fangzheng chubanshe, 2003), 101.  
36 Members from the “Digital Forum” (shuzi luntan) were first acquainted with one another because of the 
Information Industry Daily (Xinxi chanye bao), in whichWang Junxiu served as the editor-in-chief. They 
closely followed the development of the Internet industry in Western countries and designed and published 
a series of books on the digital forum. Early members of this forum include Fang Xingdong, Jiang Qiping, 
Hu Yong, Duan Yongchao, Wang Junxiu, Wu Bofan, Liu Ren, and Guo Liang. Qingjie Du, Boke chutan [A 
preliminary study of blog] (Hefei: Anhui jiaoyu chubanshe, 2008), 45-46.   



 

69 

 

of the blogging site AlwaysOn). In any case, blogs quickly took on a unique 

developmental path once it formally “landed in” China, complementing the already 

established influential public forum, the BBS. In practice, the development of the 

blogging industry in China can be clearly divided into two stages, epitomized by the type 

of service that dominated the marketplace: Blog Service Providers (2002-2005) and 

commercial Websites that incorporate blogging (2005-present). The following analysis 

focuses on these two stages.  

From the very beginning, the birth of the Chinese blog seemed to have carried out 

the lofty mission of advocating free speech, which correlates with the essence of the blog 

as a flexible publishing platform with great potential to boost grassroots journalism. 

Interestingly, during that time, the target was not the authoritarian regime, but rather the 

collaboration of transnational and domestic commercial corporations. Fang Xingdong, a 

Web entrepreneur, renowned Internet industry commentator, and most importantly, the 

“godfather of blog” in China, stated that his motivation to promote blogs in China 

originated from the desire to fight for free speech. According to Fang, in July 2002, he 

found his essays “Surrender to Microsoft” and “Microsoft, Why”—both critical of the 

multinational corporation’s monopoly in the marketplace—were removed from several 

websites, including the influential portal websites Sina.com and Sohu.com, within two 

hours of being published. He attributed this to commercial pressures from Microsoft. 

Since this was not the first time Fang encountered difficulties in getting published, he 

became extremely disillusioned with the manipulation of commercial forces on the Web 

and wanted to build a personal website. Following Sun Jianhua’s suggestion, Fang first 

registered for an account at blogspot.com (now Blogger). After exploring the site’s 
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functions, Fang’s interest in blogging was rekindled and he became convinced that the 

blog could revolutionize cyberspace by empowering netizens to publish online and 

minimizing the editors’ role as gatekeepers.37  

Subsequently, in August 2002, Fang Xingdong established China’s first blog-

hosting site Blogchina.com (now bokee.com), and coined the Chinese term “boke” 

(knowledgeable guest) with Wang Junxiu to mean blogs,38 a term that has been widely 

used in mainland China. Just as the Chinese translation of the word “blog” accentuates 

the importance of knowledge for digital age, Fang and Wang believe that blog culture can 

“lead China’s transition into to a knowledge-based society, and herald a new era of 

responsibility.”39 For them, information inundation exemplified the negative effects 

brought about by the first stage of dot.com economy, and they envisioned that the new 

Web 2.0 era would stress the conversion of information dissemination into the mining of 

knowledge. This vision guides the strategic development of Blogchina.com. From the 

outset, the website gathered together the pioneers of China’s Internet industry to 

contribute to its special columns. Specifically,  those involved with the “digital forum” 

project selected “knowledge workers” (zhishi gongzuozhe) as its target audience, 

including those working in academia, finance, media, as well as registered users, and 

aimed to provide high quality content and to inspire critical thinking. 40  While 

                                                   

37 Jia Zhang, “‘Boke zhifu’ Fang Xingdong” [Godfather of blogs Fang Xingdong], Huanqiu renwu 
[Global People] 17 (2006): 51.   
38 Junxiu Wang and Xingdong Fang, “Zhongguo boke xuanyan” [Declaration of Chinese blog], in Boke: E 
shidai de daohuozhe [Blog: Prometheus of the E Era], eds. Xingdong Fang and Junxiu Wang, (Beijing: 
Zhongguo fangzheng chubanshe, 2003), 169.  
39 Ibid., 170. 
40 The early participants of Blogchina.com were mostly members from the “Digital Forum” peoject. 
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acknowledging the importance of gaining economic capital, the website was designed to 

minimize the distractions of commercials, special effects, and visual appeal.41  

This elite-centered approach took effect at first. Blogchina.com still retained 

many traits of a conventional portal website—most of the content was taken from 

elsewhere and thus was not real blog entries, and yet it gathered technology enthusiasts to 

post original content. Blochina.com played a leading role China’s blogging scene in 

2002-2005. This was also made possible by Blogchina.com’s timely capitalization on the 

power of conventional media to publicize. Fang Xingdong had tried all means to promote 

blog as a new communication tool in print media after the beta version of Blogchina.com 

was released. After getting many rejections, Fang got Southern Weekends to publish four 

introductory articles on blogs in a full page spread on September 5, 2002.42 On the same 

day, the state-sponsored newspaper China Youth Daily also published an article 

introducing Blogchina.com to its readers.43 This coverage by the mainstream media 

turned out to be of vital importance, as Fang later acknowledged, it is only afterwards 

that the number of visits to Blogchina increased phenomenally.44 Then, Blogchina.com 

enhanced its media exposure by launching an anti-pornography movement, directly 

targeting commercial websites like Sina.com, Netease.com, and Sohu.com, which all 

                                                   

41 Fang and Wang, Boke, 178-179. 
42 The four articles are: Xingdong Fang and Jianhua Sun, “Blog: geren riji tiaozhan chuanmei jutou” [Blog: 
personal diary challenges traditional media giant]; Xingdong Fang, “Guanyu blog weilai de 1000yuan 
duzhu” [Bet 1,000 RMB on the future of blog]; Xingdong Fang, “Blog zhiwang: maite delaji” [The king of 
blog: Matt Drudge]; Hongbing Lu, “Wei shouquan de boke” [Unauthorized blog], Nanfang zhoumo 

[Southern Weekend], September 5, 2002, 31.  
43 Weiwei Jiang, “Zai boke shijie fenxiang he jiaoliu” [Share and communicate in the blogosphere], 
Zhongguo qingnianbao [China Youth Daily], September 25, 2002, accessed April 19, 2012, 
http://www.china.com.cn/chinese/feature/203384.htm.  
44 According to statistics for Blogchina.com, in October 2002, the overall visits of the website were 20,000. 
In June 2003, every three days the number of visits reached 20,000. Fang and Wang, Boke, 173-175; 191. 
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provided Short Message Services (SMS) with explicit sexual content. This event was 

immediately hailed by the state-affiliated media organizations such as Xinhua.net and 

Qianlong.com. Soon after, Blogchina.com was hacked and Wang Jipeng, the blogger who 

took the lead in criticizing commercial portals, received several threatening phone calls 

and emails.45 The anti-pornography movement, which Fang interpreted as an epitome of 

a non-mainstream website’s challenge toward the dominance of commercial forces in 

cyberspace, made another dramatic turn after the popularization of Mu Zimei’s “sex 

diary,” which was ironically available on Blogchina.com and promoted by several other 

Blog Service Providers in China.  

Mu Zimei was a journalist at Chengshi huabao (City pictorial) in Guangzhou, and 

wrote a semi-monthly sex column. On June 19, 2003, Muzi Mei started publishing her 

“sex diary,” which chronicled everything from her penchant for sexual intercourse and 

Internet dating, to her skepticism toward marriage. These entries were posted on 

Blogcn.com. One entry in August 2003, which documented her sexual experience with 

Wang Lei, a famous rock star in Guangzhou, attracted thousands of visitors, momentarily 

paralyzing the Web server. Fang Xingdong admitted that his past efforts in advocating 

blogs were incomparable to the sensational effect brought on by Mu Zimei, as the 

following quote shows: 

In the morning of November 11, 2003, it suddenly became very difficult to load 

Web pages from Blogchina.com. Loading an article took an extremely long time, and it 

was impossible to upload any articles ... At first I thought the system had crashed. Later I 

found out, that it was because the traffic to the site had increased by ten fold! The three 

                                                   

45 Fang and Wang, Boke, 185-190. 
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major portal websites [Sina.com, Sohu.com, and Netease.com] all recommended Mu 

Zimei’s articles in the news feed section of their home pages, simply because Mu Zimei’s 

blog was reported by Newsweek in the United States. Under such circumstances, the 

number of visitors [of Blogchina.com] on that day reached 110,000. Before that, the 

highest number of visits per day was 19,000 on average. The page view was as four times 

as before … It is through me that elites learned about blogs, but Mu Zimei is the one 

from whom general audience know about blog.46  

Fang’s recollection was rather representative of the media sensation generated 

from the Chinese blogosphere for the first time. Almost all websites related to blogs have 

witnessed a sharp increase in visits at that time, in particular Blogcn.com and 

Blogchina.com. A detailed analysis of repercussions of Mu Zimei Incident will be 

discussed in Chapter four.  

In any case, the series of high-profile campaigns that Fang Xingdong launched to 

target commercial websites helped carve out a niche market for Blogchina.com. The 

touching rhetoric of “free speech,” as summarized in the beginning of this section, can be 

best interpreted as Fang’s strategy to legitimize his cause by picking on a safe target— 

whether it is the multinational conglomerate Microsoft, or sexually explicit content 

provided by commercial portals. With the backing of mainstream and dominant media, 

Blogchina.com has possessed certain degree of discursive power and enjoyed high media 

exposure. Thus, attracting large amounts of venture capital in 2004-2005, turning itself 

into a Blog Service Provider (BSP), Blogchina.com was renamed to Bokee.com in 2005. 

                                                   

46 Fang Xue, “Fang Xingdong: yuanqu de boke jianghu” [Fang Xingdong: the world of blog goes away], 
Mingren zhuanji [Biographies of famous people] 8 (2011): 58-59.  
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At the time, Fang ambitiously vowed to build the largest knowledge-based portal website 

and envisioned it to surpass Sina.com within two years.47 However, the elite-centered 

strategy perhaps also led to the gradual downfall of Blogchina.com after 2005, when 

major portal websites all joined the blogging scene and the banal turn of Web culture has 

exacerbated.  

Notwithstanding, Blogchina.com is far from the only player in the field. In 

October 2002, CNBlog.org, China’s first online discussion forum about blogging 

technology and culture, was co-founded by Isaac Xianghui Mao and Zheng Yunsheng. If 

Blogchina.com favored highly selective knowledge by inviting renowned figures to host 

special columns, then CNBlog.org aimed to foster a more egalitarian exchange of ideas 

on blog applications and e-learning among ordinary users. Consequently, the website 

functioned on an open and autonomous basis: there were no administrators to monitor 

and control discussion, and all tech enthusiasts were welcome to join discussions.48 

Shortly after, the first free Blog Service Provider (BSP) in China, Blogcn.com, was 

established by three college students in Hangzhou in November 2002, followed by the 

founding of two other BSPs Blogdriver.com and Blogbus.com.49 Following that, blog 

was incorporated as a service on Bulletin Board Systems at leading universities in China, 

starting with the University of Science and Technology in China and Nankai University.   

                                                   

47 Ping Jian, “Fang Xingdong: boke zhe shenghuo” [Fang Xingdong: blogging about life], Women of 

China 11 (2005): 78. 76-78. 
48 Du, Boke chutan, 53.  
49 For a detailed timeline of the blog-related events in China and Taiwan in 1998-2006, see: Dingjia Chen, 
Bite zhijing: wangluo shidai de wenxue shengchan yanjiu [Bit boundary: A study of literary production in 
the Internet age] (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 2011), 221-230. 
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In 2002-2005, professional blogging sites introduced blogs to China and attracted 

tech-savvy users to experiment with the new genre, as exemplified by Blogchina.com 

(boke zhongguo), Blogcn.com (zhongguo bokewang), Blgobus.com (boke daba), 

Blogdriver.com (boke dongli) and CNBlog.org (zhongwen blog xindeji). These sites 

offered exclusive blogging services. Thus, commercials and content irrelevant to blogs 

were very limited, and the design of these sites was usually very neat. Correspondingly, 

China’s pioneer bloggers were mostly technophiles, such as college students, journalists, 

and those who worked in the IT industry and kept a close watch on technological 

developments. This tech-savvy generation engaged in introducing, promoting, and 

experimenting with blogs as a new communication tool to seek fun and pursue new 

business opportunities. Nevertheless, by 2005, blogs still remained a marginalized form 

of online writing, and was known mostly among Web enthusiasts. As indicated by the 

CNNIC statistics, in 2005 blogging applications only took up 0.2% of all Web activity, 

which ranked second to last among other Internet applications, falling far behind other 

forms of popular Internet usage such as BBS, email, search, news, online chat, file 

sharing, gaming, and entertainment. However, within three years, blogs made it to the top 

ten most popular Web applications in 2008, and has remained trendy ever since. For 

instance, in June 2011, blogs ranked fifth, with a whopping 65.5% of Internet users 

reading or writing blogs, while micro-blogging (weibo, Chinese equivalent of Twitter) 

led the way as the Web application with the highest increase rate (208.9%) in 2010-2011.  

The exponential growth of bloggers since 2005 validates my argument that the 

year was a landmark for the blogging industry in China. Also, beginning in 2005, all 

major influential commercial portals joined the blogging trend and quickly dominated the 
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market; some examples include Hexun.com, Sohu.com, and Sina.com, just to name a 

few.50 In addition, governmental crackdown on university Bulletin Board Systems (BBS) 

in 2004 and the advancement of technology in blogs, such as the incorporation of pictures, 

visuals, and podcasts, has also catalyzed the flourishing of blogs since 2005. However, 

when blogs moved into the mainstream space from the margins, Blog Service Providers 

gradually lost their popularity. In 2005, 20% of the top 100 BSPs in China terminated 

their services,51 a trend that has only increased with time. A major difference in the 

blogging services offered by BSPs and commercial portals is that the latter had already 

taken the market share for their signature products, such as Sina.com’s news aggregation 

service and Tencent.com’s Short Message Service (SMS). Therefore, for these portals, 

blog was only a supplementary product added to their current signature service, allowing 

these companies to mobilize all their available resources to promote blogging. For 

instance, all four major portals have launched a separate blog channel and have 

advertised it on their other channels such as fashion and news. Therefore, an Internet user 

with a Tencent.com SMS account could open up a blog account under the same username, 

and similarly, a customer who uses the Sina.com’s VIP email service could also easily 

generate a blog account. The participation of commercial portals in the blogging industry 

is the major driven force behind the bustling blogging scene in China now, and has 

dramatically changed the ecology of the blogosphere. The next section will 

systematically examine how the law of attention underpins the institutional practices of 

                                                   

50 The only exceptions are Tianya.cn and Netease.com, both of which began providing blogging services 
before 2005.  
51 Du, Boke chutan, 179.  
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dotcom corporations, by primarily focusing on the blogging service offered by Sina.com, 

an extensive news and entertainment portal. 

HOW ATTENTION RULES THE CHINESE BLOGOSPHERE: A CASE STUDY OF SINA.COM  

This section explores how the joint forces of technology and attention agents 

contribute to the flourishing of personal expression as well as the boom of celebrity 

culture in China at an unprecedented level. It pays special attention to strategies that 

Sina.com has adopted in popularizing its blogging service, thereby optimizing user 

attention. This can be attributed to Sina.com’s administrative structure, the Web editors’ 

role as attention agents, and the implementation of attention-management techniques, 

such as publishing attention-getting content by inviting renowned “attention getters”—

stars, high-profile authors, and instant celebrities—to serve as content providers. This 

section begins with a discussion of the gradual development of Sina.com’s business 

model, and then examines how its blog channel has been effectively integrated into the 

website’s current model and has constituted another brand name for Sina.com.  

As an Internet media company that won accolades from Chinese communities 

worldwide, the founding of Sina.com exhibited the affinity of BBS in relation to Chinese 

Internet culture in the first place. Sina.com’s predecessor Srsnet.com was launched in 

1996, affiliated with a private high tech corporation Sitong lifang. In 1996-1998, 

Srsnet.com made its name from a “Sports Salon” (tiyu shalong) forum, hosted by the then 

graduate student Chen Tong, who was later hired as Srsnet’s first editor and later became 

the editor-in-chief of Sina.com. In 1997, Chen Tong came up with the idea of 

encouraging BBS users of Sports Salon to post results for The National Football Jia-A 

League games, the highest tier of professional football competition in China. Because 
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sports fans could only obtain the results of the game from CCTV at 10:30 p.m. each night, 

Chen’s initiative was hailed by many Internet users who frequented the Sports Salon. 

They began posting updated results of their regions and wrote about their experiences of 

watching the games. One article, “10.31: No Tears in Dalian’s Jinzhou,” which was 

written when China’s lost to Iran and thus failed to qualify for the World Cup finals for 

the sixth time, was cross-posted by Chen Tong on Srsnet’s home page. It caught so much 

sensation among sports fans that it was read more than 20,000 times within 48 hours. The 

post was later published in Southern Weekends, an influential domestic newspaper, 

making it the first online piece to be published in print media.52 Subsequently, Srsnet 

was the first to experiment with online streaming by broadcasting the 1998 FIFA World 

Cup, and the website later launched a sports channel and a news channel. On December 1, 

1998, Sitong lifang merged with SinaNet (huayuan shenghuo zixun wang), a North 

America-based Chinese-language lifestyle site, and launched Sina.com. The website now 

offers a full array of Chinese-language news and content organized into interest-based 

channels, including entertainment, finance, blog, lifestyle, sports, car, and technology. 

The English description on SINA’s splash page states that the company mainly provides 

services through Sina.com (online news and content), Weibo.com (micro-blog) and SINA 

Mobile (MVAS). Sina.com’s portal network consists of four destination websites 

specifically dedicated to its users across the globe: Mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, 

                                                   

52 The post “10.31: Dalian Jinzhou buxiangxin yanlei” [10.31: No Tears in Dalian’s Jinzhou] was written 
by a netizen nicknamed “laorong,” who flew a long way from Southern China to Dalian with his 9-year-old 
son to watch the game. Tong Chen and Xiangxue Zeng, Xinlang zhidao: menhu wangzhan xinwen pindao 

de yunying [The Dao of Sina: management of news channel of portal websites] (Fuzhou: Fujiang renmin 
chubanshe, 2005), 13-25.  
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and overseas Chinese in North America.53 With 230 million registered users worldwide 

and averaging 500 million page views daily, Sina.com has proven to be one of the most 

popular Chinese-language websites in the world, with its flagship products range from 

news, technology, online forums (BBSs), and email service, to the most recently 

launched blog and microblog platforms. According to the statistics of Alexa.com, an 

Internet information provider specializing in Web traffic reporting and ranking, Sina 

News and Sina Weibo ranked 16 and 25 among the top 500 sites in the world, and these 

two websites took 4th and 6th place in China, only preceded by Chinese-language search 

engine Baidu.com, communication and information-sharing website QQ.com, and online 

shopping website Taobao.com.54 More importantly, Sina.com has played an instrumental 

role in initiating a nationwide “blogging movement,” popularizing the concept of the blog 

among Internet users in China since 2005. It suffices to argue that the blogging and later 

micro-blogging services that Sina.com provides has not only enacted profound changes in 

the new media landscape, but it has also facilitated the reshaping of social and cultural 

norms in China’s digital era. A systematic analysis of the general strategies Sina.com 

employs in promoting blogging not only illustrates why celebrity blogs constitute the 

primary site of investigation for this project, but it also demonstrates how the law of 

attention specifically dominates the operational logic of the blogging industry, and 

Internet enterprises in China.  

The birth of Sina.com’s celebrity blogging seemed to be a coincidence, driven out 

of the Chief Executive Officer’s concerns that Sina.com might lose its market share in the 
                                                   

53 Accessed April 17, 2012, http://corp.sina.com.cn/eng/sina_prod_eng.htm.  
54 Accessed April 16, 2012, http://www.alexa.com/topsites; accessed April 16, 2012, 
http://www.alexa.com/topsites/countries/CN.  



 

80 

 

blogosphere. By 2005, three years after blogging services first became available in China, 

all major commercial websites offered blogging services to its new media users, 

including Sina.com’s main competitors Netease.com, Hexun.com, and Tencent.com. 

Meanwhile, blogs had also been incorporated into both commercial BBS sites such as 

Tianya.cn and university BBS sites. China also witnessed the expansion of blogging 

services and the rush of venture capital investments in major blog business in 2004-2005, 

including Blogcn.com, Blogbus.com, and Bokee.com (previously blogchina.com), among 

which Bokee.com received the highest amount—ten million dollars—a story that created 

much media hype. Against this backdrop, Sina.com organized a seminar and invited 

experts to discuss the status quo of blogs in China in hopes of remedying the situation. 

Wang Xiaofeng, a famous blogger and journalist, recalled his experience at the meeting: 

“I somehow felt that they [staff at Sina.com] were anxious and their mentality was this: I 

did not take the lead in offering blogging service, like what others have done, and now I 

have to catch up. How can I catch the public’s attention?” Wang randomly proposed at 

the meeting that maybe Sina.com could consider inviting famous people or beautiful 

women to write on the blogs the website hosted, not expecting his words to be taken 

seriously by people in charge.55 Sina.com implemented Wang’s idea, coining the term 

“mingren boke” (celebrity blogs),56 and put up a Blog Channel—the first one among 

portal websites in China, and initiated a series of multi-level campaigns to popularize this 

new brand.  

                                                   

55 Lijie Zhang, “Piaoliang de tuoer men” [Beautiful cheaters], Sanyue feng [Wind in March] 1 (2006): 21.  
56 There is a nuanced difference between “mingxing” (celebrities or stars) and “mingren” (famous people) 
in Chinese. Sina.com launched “mingren boke,” and therefore the coverage does not merely include stars in 
the entertainment industry.  
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To be more specific, in September 2005, Sina.com publicized the Beta version in 

Blog 2.0, and organized a team lobbying famous people to write using their blogging 

service. Every member on the team was expected to accomplish a certain quota within a 

certain period of time. Chen Tong, the editor-in-chief of Sina.com, sent out 300 emails to 

IT specialists and invited them to join Sina.com, and the scope quickly extended to 

famous people from all walks of life, including actors, sports stars, cultural critics, writers, 

professors, TV anchors, and the like.57 The line between celebrities and ordinary people 

was demarcated by blog URLs: celebrities had the privilege of keeping their names in 

their URLs, and by contrast ordinary bloggers were assigned unique numbers. This 

privilege that with which these celebrities were endowed, and Sina.com’s business plan 

in general, caused quite a stir in society. Netizens argued that the essence of blogging—

equality that is widely embraced elsewhere—is violated by Sina.com’s deliberate 

emphasis on celebrities.58 Journalists represented by Wang Xiaofeng kept expressing 

their contempt at Sina.com’s desperate pursuit of profit, which is alluded to and satirized 

in Wang’s first blog movie Xiaoqiang lixianji (A hard day’s night, 2006). 

Notwithstanding the disagreement Sina.com sparked among Internet users, this 

newly conceived business plan effectively increased the Web traffic of Sina.com’s Blog 

Channel by 30 to 40 percent.59 Moreover, alongside the occurrence of many blog-related 

                                                   

57 Fang Xue, “Chen Tong: xinwen bi dapian geng xiyinren” [Chen Tong: news is more attractive than 
blockbusters], Nanfang renwu zhoukan [Southern People Weekly] 5 (2011): 81.  
58 Examples are: Ying Li, “Wo bishi xinlang mingren boke de badao, xuwei” [I look down upon the 
aggressiveness and hypocrisy of Sina.com’s celebrity blog], Sanyue feng [Wind in March] 1 (2006): 19-20; 
Jun Zeng, “Jingying yu caogen zhibian: boke shijiezhong huayuquan de yanzhong shiheng--dui xinlang 
boke de fenxi” [Distinguishing elites and grassroots: the severe imbalance of discursive power in 
Blogosphere--an analysis of Sina.com’s blog], Dongyue luncong [Dongyue Tribune] 1 (2010): 134-137. 
59 Lisha Hu, “Mingren boke: wangluo de youyichang yule” [Celebrity blog: another round of Internet 
entertainment], Wangluo chuanbo [Network Dissemination] 4 (2006), 48. 
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social and cultural events, Sina.com has become the most influential trendsetter of 

China’s blogging industry. The success of Sina.com’s blog model has spawned the 

emulation of many websites. Overnight, inviting famous people to open up blog accounts 

was considered as an important selling point for Internet content providers. Major Web-

based portals either embroiled themselves in the battle of fighting for celebrity resources, 

or went in the opposite direction to develop alternative markets. For instance, CNTV.cn 

and Ifeng.com capitalized on resources of their sister organizations—CCTV and Phoenix 

Satellite Television, and invited TV hosts working for the same corporation to open up 

blog accounts. The CNTV.cn’s “mingren” (famous people) channel and Ifeng.com’s 

“mingbo tuijian” channel (recommendations of famous blogs) both focus on promoting 

their own TV anchors. By contrast, Sohu.com, Sina.com’s greatest competitor, has 

devoted much attention to carving out markets for grassroots blogging (caogen boke) to 

gain competitive advantages, in addition to launching a “mingbo” (famous blog) section. 

Smaller websites such as Blshe.com and Blogchina.com define their audiences more 

narrowly, targeting intellectuals and technocrats, and are more selective about their 

offerings, in order to avoid direct competition with Sina.com.  

Although these Web portals take up a small segment of market share, none of 

them are able to achieve the same level of influence and popularity as Sina.com. Since 

2005, Sina.com has continually improved and expanded its blogging service, maximizing 

its breadth and depth trying to reach the largest possible audience, and has used similar 

strategies to take China’s micro-blogging scene by storm. The success of Sina.com’s blog 

model relies largely on its comprehensive promotional strategies by continuously 

adjusting these tactics based on the market and the new offering of technologies, as well 
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as its strength in optimally integrating all available resources, including public relations, 

IT support, and cooperation with conventional media. More significantly, the operation 

logic of Sina.com’s blog service is in line with its well-established reputation as a news 

portal, which proves how timeliness is directly proportional with a website’s competitive 

advantages. Therefore the following discussion will first outline the main traits of the 

website’s news service before going into detail about the strategies Sina.com adopted in 

its promotion of blogging.  

Timeliness and interactivity are two features that lay the groundwork for 

Sina.com’s position as the leading news portal in China. In addition to sending out 

reporters, Sina.com signed contracts with 500 media organizations to obtain permission 

to carry their reports and provide comprehensive coverage. Sina.com was the first 

domestic online media to implement 24 hour rolling news updates. They also pioneered 

different methods of user interaction through VIP chat rooms (jiabin liaotianshi), 

enabling comment boxes for each news item, and setting up rating systems based on the 

popularity of news items and its comments. This emphasis on user experience and 

interactivity encourages a fundamental change in the function of editors, who arguably 

serve as attention agents in the dotcom era. For instance, editors of all the channels at 

Sina.com are expected to regularly analyze general trends of user preferences, based on 

the quantitative statistics of page views, Web traffic during different time periods, and 

ranking lists of real-time news feeds and users comments.60 Accordingly, in addition to 

screening and cross-posting news items, editors are mainly in charge of processing 

netizens’ comments, conducting online surveys, compiling special issues, and inviting 

                                                   

60 Chen and Zeng, Xinlang zhidao, 229.  
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Internet users to join in online chats with special guests.61 All these approaches were 

later effectively incorporated into Sina.com’s blogging service.  

To be more specific, because celebrity blogging constitutes one of Sina.com’s 

most important selling points, the company has invested much time and effort to closely 

monitor celebrity updates, publicize them, and organize outreach teams to intrigue new 

participants. On the bottom of Sina.com’s main page for their blog channel, there is a 

detailed list of celebrities’ names, which are classified under blog categories such as 

Entertainment, Culture, Sports, Opinions, Scholars, and are linked to each celebrity’s 

personal blog. A star is posted after those celebrities’ names who have updated within the 

last 48 hours. Depending on the significance of the content and its online popularity, the 

update may also appear under the “Blog Recommendation” and “Blog Ranking” sections 

flanking the sides of the home page of blog channel—two important features Sina.com 

offers to attract visitors and encourage competition among bloggers, which will be 

discussed later in detail. A rule of hierarchy is applied to celebrities and the ways their 

updates are publicized. For most well-known figures such as Han Han and Xu Jinglei, 

staff members at Sina.com keep a 24/7 tracking of their blogs, hence any recent status 

change will be immediately placed in prominent positions on Web pages. As for bloggers 

who are relatively less well known, they are requested to text Web editors and notify 

them about the updates in order to publicize or recommend these articles to readers in a 

timely manner. Web editors also are in charge of tracking the status of celebrity updates. 

For instance, if a celebrity normally updates every other day and there has not been any 

                                                   

61 Ibid., 87-92.  
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new post for a week or two, editors will contact the celebrity via e-mail or instant 

messenger to remind them about the need to update.62   

Nevertheless, there has not been any kind of formal contracts between celebrities 

and Sina.com. Instead, personal acquaintance (renqing) plays an important role in 

maintaining the relationship between celebrities and the website. According to blog 

editors, those celebrities who have agreed to write on Sina.com’s blog have usually 

already developed a strong bond with the website for a while. Therefore, they are not 

required to remain “loyal” to the website (for instance, signing exclusive agreements with 

Sina.com), nor will they be “punished” for infrequent posts or updates or quitting 

blogging. Celebrities also try to maintain a good relationship with Web editors. They 

usually will notify editors if they have changed their attitude towards blogging, as one of 

my interviewees at Sina.com stated:  
 
Celebrities usually won’t neglect Web editors’ messages [about the need to 
update]… whether s/he is going to write on our blog or not, s/he definitely will 
explain. For instance, if s/he decides not to work with Sina.com anymore, s/he 
will list specific reasons. Or if s/he will be busy, for an out-of-town filming or 
something, s/he will let us know. S/he definitely won’t dismiss it [the message].  

Moreover, Sina.com has endeavored to develop strategic alliances with celebrities 

and to maintain mutual trust. The website aims to demonstrate its function as an excellent 

multimedia promotional platform for celebrities, by all means of its technical support, 

human resources, content rating system, and publicity plans. In turn, celebrity blogs can 

significantly enhance the Internet traffic on Sina.com by satisfying readers’ voyeuristic 

desire, attracting media professionals to cross-post celebrity updates, and thereby 

                                                   

62 Personal interviews with Web editors at Sina.com.  
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catalyzing a new profit model in the blogosphere. In October, 2007, the Proposition of 

Sharing Commercials in Blog (Boke guanggao gongxiang jihua) was formally carried out 

by Sina.com, and the website agreed to share with the most popular bloggers the revenue 

generated from sales of advertising on their personal blogs. In this way, celebrity blogs at 

Sina.com effectively integrated the interests of celebrity bloggers (boost reputation), 

readers (voyeurism and star effects), and the website (generate profits) together, and 

exemplifies online media companies’ experiment with new forms of communication.   

Second, aside from attending to the whereabouts of well-established figures, 

Sina.com has also devoted much effort to stimulating the ordinary users’ interest in 

blogging by hosting an annual Blog Competition and developing a sister brand of 

celebrity blogs—“blogging on the scene” (dangshiren boke). Both methods have played 

an indispensible role in popularizing blog writing as a new channel of self-expression, 

and promoting the rise of citizen journalism online.  

Blog competitions, to a great extent, can be read as a remediated form of literary 

contests that have existed for a long time in the Chinese-language world. With the 

accelerated pace of commercialization and market reforms in China, the definition of 

literature and writer has been greatly broadened. Following the launch of The Deutsche 

Welle Blog Awards (The BOBs) in Germany—an annual international blog competition 

that aims to promote free speech—in 2004, Sina.com announced the First Nationwide 

Blog Contest on September 26, 2005.63 Bearing their political agenda in mind, The 

                                                   

63 Hosting blog contests has been a commonly employed strategy for commercial websites to publicize 
and attract talented writers. On September 24, 2005, Sohu.com also announced their First Annual Global 
Chinese-Language Blog Contest. It is noteworthy that blog competitions started as early as 2003, among 
Web enthusiasts. In 2003, bloggers such as OWEN, liuyi tianshi, and Zheng Yunshen started popularity 
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BOBs mainly awarded prizes to bloggers who touched on the nerve of the Chinese 

censors and introduced these bloggers to Western audiences for the first time – some 

prominent bloggers include Wang Xiaofeng (2005), Mu Zimei (2006), and Lian Yue 

(2007), whose international fame greatly boosted their domestic popularity. By contrast, 

as a mainstream commercial portal, Sina.com was more interested in drawing the 

attention of ordinary people to blogging and to publicizing its own blogging service. To 

enhance the contest’s credibility and influence, Sina.com invited renowned writers, 

scholars, editors, and cultural critics to serve as judges, a common practice in 

conventional literary competition. The First Blog Contest recruited more than 5,000 

participants, and awarded prizes in eight categories of blogs, including personal life, 

movies, pictures, design, and so on. In the subsequent years, Sina.com continuously 

modified the blog contest based on user interests and the new offerings of technologies. 

For instance, in 2006, Sina.com added other categories—visual, college life, literature, 

and sports—to the competition. It has also cooperated with educational and literary 

organizations and sponsored blog competition on special issues such as education and 

urban romance. With the soaring number of microbloggers, Sina.com launched the 

inaugural “micro-novel” (wei xiaoshuo) competition in 2010, which required participants 

to submit a mini-novel within the 140-character limit. The Blog Contest also offers 

alternative career opportunities to bloggers. Many award winners have become 

professional writers, and blog publishing has become one of the newest trends in the 

                                                                                                                                                       

polls to find the “Ten Best Chinese Blogs.” In 2004, Blogchina hosted the first competition to find the top 
ten best Chinese-language blog in China.   
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publishing industry.64 Thus, this series of Blog Contests sponsored by Sina.com bears 

witness to a timely appropriation of the remaining appeal of literature in its most 

extensive definition, an innovative engagement in cultivating new genres of writing, as 

well as the initiation of a nationwide “blogging movement.”   

More importantly, if the idea of hosting blog competition implies a digitalized 

reinvention of earlier literary mechanisms, then the vision of “blogging on the scene” 

reflects Sina.com’s endeavor to mobilize ordinary users to engage in citizen journalism. 

The website’s vantage point as a comprehensive news portal not only ensures the 

effective execution of this proposition, but it also enhances Sina.com’s news value. 

Specifically, when important events occur, blog editors make much effort to contact 

eyewitnesses, encouraging them to blog about their experiences, as one of my informants 

at Sina.com explained to me:  
 
In essence, Sina.com is a news media, and our blogs more or less has a similar 
touch. We stress that the eyewitnesses of news events report on blogs in no time. 
After all, for readers, it makes a huge difference between the media coverage of 
an event and reports from eyewitnesses … Readers especially hope that they 
[witnesses] will step forward and speak up. I do not need to explain why—the 
number of hits [these blogs create] is self-explanatory. Sometimes when the 
articles we recommend and post on the highlights section only got tens of 
thousands or hundreds of thousands hits, we know it is very likely that netizens 
are not interested in this issue. But when eyewitnesses give their perspective, an 
article can easily generate millions of hits … the blogs of witnesses have a much 
higher level of credibility and news value.  

 

                                                   

64 For instance, after being awarded the Best Romance Blogger at the First Blog Contest, the former 
Beijing-based journalist Xiaoxing Wang (a.k.a. Pang Xing’er), currently a housewife, published seven 
books on topics such as cooking, dining, marriage, relationships, and parenting. My informant at Sina.com 
told me that many editors of publishing houses nowadays routinely keep track of blogs to spot talented or 
popular writers.  
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Consequently, Sina.com has served as one of the leading actors in facilitating the 

rise of citizen journalism in Chinese blogosphere. For instance, during the 2010 Haiti 

earthquake, staff members at Sina.com managed to invite witnesses of varying 

backgrounds to post their experiences online, including survivors, the captains in charge 

of transporting corpses from Haiti, peacekeeping police, and friends and families of 

martyrs. These personal accounts of disaster and trauma significantly supplement the 

available information from other media outlets, and have caught much societal attention 

and discussion, as evidenced in the numerous responses each blog entry generates. These 

blog articles are also compiled into special issues for the convenience of reading and 

commenting.65 To a large degree Sina.com’s strategy of promoting “blogging on the 

scene” has effectively attracted public interest in current affairs via the instantaneity and 

interactivity it offers.  

Third, I contend that the effectiveness of Sina.com’s nationwide “blogging 

movement” also relies largely on the role played by blog editors, as well as the website’s 

delicate recommendation and ranking system. As mentioned earlier, Web editors 

represent a new type of digital attention agents who mediate between Internet users and 

commercial websites. Under the rule of attention economy, the most pressing issue Web 

editors face at work is how to attract user attention and increase Internet traffic, which 

will directly affect their job performance and monthly income. For instance, a commonly 

adopted measure among commercial websites is to impose penalties on staff members 

who fail to fulfill their monthly quota on Network traffic.66 Consequently, the central 

                                                   

65 Accessed April 14, 2012, http://blog.sina.com.cn/lm/huati/news/20100113/1155198.html.  
66 Personal interviews with Web editors at Sina.com, Sohu.com, Ifeng.com, CNTV.cn, and Tencent.com.  
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objective of Web editors is to offer compelling content, refresh these offerings by 

constantly recruiting new bloggers, and renew the site’s home pages in a timely manner 

in order to keep their customers’ attentions. Other than achieving this goal, editors are 

responsible for content selection and publicity, webpage updates, planning special issues 

on blogs (boke zhuanti), maintaining connections with bloggers, and networking with 

potential bloggers. Thus, although the role of Web editors closely resemble that of 

traditional editors in terms of reading and screening articles, their follow-up actions 

greatly differ due to the specifics of medium. In print media, the ultimate goal of both 

writer and editor is to publish quality articles. By contrast, Web editors and bloggers are 

not primarily concerned with the quality—given ubiquity of blogs—so much as they are 

interested in a post’s potential to attract user attention. The act of publicity in Web 

publishing thus becomes a lot more sophisticated than in print media.  

In particular, recommendation and ranking systems have been widely adopted by 

Internet content providers, specifically those in the blogging industry, as a means to 

publicize posts with attention value.67 Sina.com has led the way in this regard through its 

rather complicated system to leverage user attention. I will first delineate the overall 

structure of Sina.com’s blog channel for the purpose of discussing recommendation and 

ranking systems. As one of the most influential news portal website in China, Sina.com 

                                                   

67 It is worth noting that recommendation and ranking systems also are widely adopted by online retailers 
to sustain user attention on Web pages or to direct users to something else that might be of interest to 
him/her. For instance, the biggest online retail company, Amazon.com, employs smart recommendations 
based on individual customer behavior to sell goods and services on the Internet. The system taps into users’ 
browsing history, previous purchases, and the preferences of other shoppers to make purchase suggestions 
to browsers. If these online retailers aim to drive customers to a possible transaction by recommending 
related items, then content providers zero in on retaining users’ attention on Web content to sell 
advertisements. Consequently, news, information, and entertainment sites can charge high advertising rates 
if statistics show that they keep viewers onsite longer than their competitors. 
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has more than 40 content channels, some of which are News, Sports, Blogs, Finance, 

Entertainment, Videos, Technologies, Car, Real Estate, and so on. The homepage of 

Sina.com’s blog channel offers links to other channels on top, and classifies blogs into 23 

umbrella categories, such as Entertainment, Sports, Culture, IT, Grassroots, Visuals, 

Campus, and Special Issues. Under each umbrella category, there are two ranking lists, 

one based on the quality of blog articles and the other based on the number of visits. The 

overall ranking of blogs is listed on the right sidebar, divided into ranks of overall 

popularity (zong renqi) and weekly popularity. The left sidebar focuses on the site’s 

recommendations, such as recommendations of famous blogs (mingbo tuijian), video 

recommendations (shipin tuijian), and collections of micro-blog speeches (wei yulu). For 

individual bloggers, the popularity of a blog can be measured by multiple criteria, such as 

page views to a specific entry, the number of visits the blog yields, the number of user 

responses, and the number of RSS subscribers, in addition to ranking on accumulated 

points and popularity a blog creates.  

If ranking systems largely depend on objective data gathered from attention-

monitoring devices, then the subjective standards of blog editors are essential to the 

implementation of recommendation mechanisms. Recommendation approaches can be 

roughly divided into three types. First, for such time-sensitive topics as current affairs, 

staff members at Sina.com first run keywords search from its database to search for any 

related blog articles. Then Web editors estimate the news value of the article and decide 

on the follow-up actions, such as whether or not to recommend the article and if so, 

where it should be placed based on its relevance and attention value—on the home page 

of Sina.com, the front page of blog channel, a sub-section of a column, or on the top, 
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article or others’ articles to Web editors by selecting the specific category to which the 

essay belongs, to increase the chance of editors reviewing and recommending the article. 

The overall number of recommendations a blog receives is displayed on the sidebar of the 

blog entitled “recommended articles” (bozhu beituijian de bowen). This sidebar offers 

detailed lists of articles recommended by editors, as well as to which section the article 

has been recommended, granting symbolic prestige to bloggers. In addition, a virtual 

reward system has been implemented to mobilize Internet users to write in cyberspace. 

Each day, a blogger can earn up to 5 points: 1 point for logging into the blog, 2 points for 

publishing an essay, and 2 points for posting a comment on other blogs. Sina.com awards 

prizes and prestige to users who earn a high number of points—for example, after 

reaching a certain point level, users are authorized to access detailed data analysis of the 

Internet traffic of their blog.69  

Blog editors, therefore, play an extremely important role in implementing 

Sina.com’s recommendation mechanisms. While the job of blog editors to select and 

recommend quality articles is similar to that of traditional editors, blog editors’ key job 

responsibility of sustaining viewer attention relies on their sensitivity to the attention 

value of blog articles, user preferences, and the upsurge of new trends. Another important 

aspect that distinguishes blog editors from traditional ones is the highlighting of the 

former’s social function. Maintaining a peer-like relationship with bloggers is extremely 

crucial to Web editors, which is made possible because the barriers between consumers 

and sellers, reified in forms of bloggers and editors, are greatly minimized by the 

                                                   

69 The operational model of the recommendation system was also later integrated into Sina.com’s 
microblogging service in 2010. Upon registration, users are provided with lists of suggested users to follow, 
such as Entertainment, Fashion, Sport, Media, and so on. Each list also comprises of sub-lists. 
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interactive platforms. Under the rule of attention law, blog editors endeavor to build a 

strong sense of belonging between individual users and the website, foster 

communication between Internet users, and encourage transparency in enforcing policies. 

It has become common practice among websites to organize blog-related social events, 

facilitate communication, and enhance the bonding between bloggers and editors. While 

still playing the role of gatekeepers, the authority of editors nonetheless is often 

questioned publicly by Internet users. For instance, decisions of editors, ranging from the 

execution of self-censorship, such as removing posts deemed inappropriate or blocking 

user accounts that contain subversive content, to less political ones such as 

recommending certain posts and awarding some users, could all be challenged openly if 

Internet users considered these actions uncalled for. They may come up with many ways 

to turn the tables, such as protesting online, filing complaints, applying for multiple 

accounts, and creating alternative expressions to bypass alert editors. Because editors are 

constantly under the observation of bloggers, they cannot freely execute their rights and 

authority at will. The high level of interactivity in Web 2.0 technologies fosters a more 

intimate connection between editors and users, albeit at times, accidentally erupted into 

tension and conflict. Furthermore, blog editors frequently mediate virtual fights among 

netizens,70 and keep a close eye on user comments to make adjustments and improve 

services accordingly. In addition to offering tips on how to get recommended and write 

quality blog articles, editors also serve as technology educators for less tech-savvy users, 

and walk new Internet users through the publishing process, including suggesting 

                                                   

70 Interviews with Web editors at CNTV.cn.  
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possible topics, setting up typesetting, fonts, and addressing any other technical issues 

new users might encounter.71  

Finally, well aware of the fact that novelty wears off quickly and user interest is 

not static, Web editors lay great emphasis on updating operational models as well as 

diversifying blog content by attracting new users. In the fierce competition for attention, 

blog service providers closely track their competitors’ newest offerings. Browsing their 

competitors’ websites to understand their recommendation and ranking systems, methods 

of publicity, and other new features, thus becomes a daily routine for all Web editors.72 

Technology of attention is frequently implemented for websites to fight for customers, 

and a case in point is how major blog service providers all offer free blog moving tools to 

help users transfer old blog content to its new homepage. Moreover, blog editors use their 

connections to network with both well-established bloggers and bloggers who have the 

potential to intrigue readers. As one of my interviewees pointed out, on occasions, for 

time-sensitive events, he would be under great pressure were he not able to invite experts 

in related areas to contribute via personal blogs. If he succeeded in inviting experts, then 

all related Sina.com personnel might be mobilized to promote the new blog post. As for 

grassroots bloggers, Web editors screen their posts on a daily basis, striving to spot those 

with news or entertainment value, and thoroughly publicizing them. A case in point is 

                                                   

71 In particular, celebrity bloggers can call editors any time to seek technical support; some websites have 
even assigned special personnel to assist celebrities with the publishing process. For instance, Lu Tianming, 
a well-established writer in China, received help from a staff member who walked Lu through the entire 
process—from registering for an account and logging in, to publishing an entry. Jing Li, “Lu Tianming: wo 
geng yuanyi bata kancheng shi gonggong biaoda de yici yanxi” [Lu Tianming: I would rather read it as a 
practice of public expression], Sanlian shenghuo zhoukan [Sanlian News Weekly], April 11, 2006, 
accessed June 6, 2012, http://lifeweek.com.cn/2006-04-21/0000115084.shtml.  
72 Personal interviews with Web editors.  
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Sina.com’s promotion of Acosta, “the first grassroots blogger” who became a star three 

months after registering at Sina.com. Acosta’s real name has never been released to the 

public, but he has stimulated much public curiosity for his seemingly unusual family 

background: he boasts about the luxury lifestyle he lives, the classy joints he frequents, 

many of which are inaccessible to ordinary people. With the recommendation of Acosta’s 

fans,73 along with the “pushing hands” of Web editors, Acosta’s blog quickly became the 

eighth one to reach a page view count of over tens of millions on Sina’s blog channel.74 

To summarize, although a latecomer to the blogging field, Sina.com quickly 

dominated the Chinese blogosphere since its inception in 2005. The rich media and social 

resources, technical support, and the large user base the website accumulated since the 

late 1990s ensured the quick development and enhancement of its blog channel within a 

fairly short period of time. At the management level, the operation of Sina.com’s blog 

channel accords with the primary principle of the website as a news portal, which stresses 

on the timeliness, interactivity, and news value of blog articles. One of the selling points 

of Sina.com’s blog channel was the steadfast rule that the Web pages be updated every 24 

hours.75 More importantly, Sina.com’s blog model exemplifies how the rule of attention 

                                                   

73 Hou Xiaoqiang, the then vice editor-in-chief of Sina.com, recalled that he was not aware of Acosta’s 
blog at first. However, many netizens and Acosta’s fans recommended Acosta’s blog to staff members at 
Sina.com, who began to follow his blog. Because of its frequent updates, enjoyable writing style, and high 
quality photos, Web editors recommended Acosta’s blog to be on the front page of Sina.com’s blog 
channel. Tong Chen, “Xinlang boke de chenggong jiuzaiyu dengji” [Chen Tong: The success of Sina.com’s 
blog relies on hierarchy], December 30, 2006, accessed April 16, 2012, 
http://www.j1f3.com/post/sina_blog.html.  
74 Wei Ding, “Cong boke chuanbo kan zhongguo huayuquan de zaifenpei—yi xinlang boke paihang bang 
wei ge’an” [A discussion of the redistribution of discursive power from the angle of blogs: A case study of 
the ranking list of Xinlang], Tongji Daxue Xuebao [Journal of Tongji University] 17, issue 2 (December 
2006): 53-87. 
75 Personal interview with the editor-in-chief of the blog channel of Sina.com’s Blog Channel.  
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is implemented at the pragmatic level. The appropriation of celebrity appeal, the 

emphasis of “blogging on the scene,” as well as the development and promotion of 

grassroots bloggers, all aimed to snap up content resources and attract user attention. To 

encourage user engagement and sustain his/her attention, Sina.com featured various 

opportunities for rewards and recognition, ranging from hosting blog contests and 

providing a comprehensive recommendation and ranking system, to offering individual 

bloggers incentives, recognition, and customization for their blogs. The law of attention 

economy also catalyzes the rise of attention agents, namely Web editors. For instance, 

blog editors have played an unprecedented crucial role in monitoring the most recent 

developments of the blogosphere, nurturing the relationship between bloggers and 

Sina.com, extending the breadth and depth of blog content, and sparing no effort to 

promote rising star bloggers. Moreover, Sina.com’s blogs also offered ordinary users a 

free channel of self-expression, and mechanism to interact with other readers and 

bloggers. And the reciprocation of attention, an important netiquette in the blogosphere, 

becomes feasible with the advance of technologies. The sidebar of a blog shows the user 

names of recent visitors, and a blogger can easily return the favor by clicking on the 

visitor’s name and accessing his/her space. Therefore attracting, sustaining, and 

reciprocating attention of Internet users make up the dynamics of the Chinese 

blogosphere, meanwhile the fierce competition for attention among Web portals serves as 

the primary driving force behind China’s blogging industry.  

Furthermore, as many renowned figures and grassroots stars experiment with 

blogging as a new style of writing and socializing in online space, new forms of public 

and celebrity culture are constantly in the making. A series of entertainment events, star 
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effects, and hot button issues arise from this newly-opened space. For instance, Hong 

Huang, a celebrity in media industry, caught much public attention for her post “My Ex-

husband and the Bun.”76 In this essay, Hong humorously commented on the notorious 

“Incident of Bun,” which refers to how Hu Ge’s 20-minute spoof video of Chen Kaige’s 

(Hong’s ex-husband) big-budget martial arts film The Promise (Wuji, 2005) enraged 

Chen to the extent that he threatened Hu with a lawsuit for copyright infringement.77 The 

celebrity status of Hong Huang and Chen Kaige, their ex-marital relation, as well as the 

“slapstick” aspect of the incident stimulated much public discussion in the blogosphere. 

Following that, the star-cum-director Xu Jinglei demonstrated her star power in 

cyberspace when her blog was reported to top the Technorati 100, a leading weblog 

monitoring engine on May 4, 2006, just 112 days after she started her blog account.78 

Subsequently, on July 18, 2007, the number of visits to Xu’s blog reached a hundred 

million, shocking many domestic media professionals. In contrast, Han Han, a best-

selling author and racecar driver, successfully transitioned from a popular youth idol to a 

national “opinion leader” via blogging. On the one hand, the extreme popularity of 

celebrity blog reflects a severe “lack” of well-developed star-making mechanisms in 

                                                   

76 Huang Hong, “Qianfu he mantou” [My ex-husband and the Bun], Hong Huang zhaole de blog [Hong 
Huang Looking for Fun when Blogging], February 16, 2006, accessed April 11, 2012, 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_476bdd0a010001uq.html.  
77 Hu Ge is a freelance musician in Shanghai. Hu gained fame overnight for crafting Yige mantou yinfa de 

xuean (The Bloody Case of a Steamed Bun, hereafter, Bun) in December 2005. The video is based on the 
plot flaws of Chen Kaige’s big-budget martial arts film The Promise (Wuji) shown to the public at the same 
time. On December 31, 2005, Hu Ge made Bun and sent it to his friends. Entertained by the funny video, 
his friends later posted it online, and soon the video was widely circulated and highly acclaimed by 
netizens. It was reported that lots of audiences rushed to theaters or purchased DVDs to watch The Promise 
so that they could enjoy the amateur video later on.  
78 Kevin Marks, “Xu Jing Lei Tops the Technorati 100,” May 4, 2006, accessed February 2, 2007, 
http://technorati.com/weblog/2006/05/103.html.  
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China’s entertainment industry, greatly appealing to media professionals, celebrities, fans, 

and general readers. In this process Sina.com has also functioned as an important 

“pushing hands” of the online star-making mechanisms. On the other hand, with the 

abundance of entertainment news in Sina.com’s blog channel, mixed with personal 

records of important social events, this newly arisen infotainment-oriented blogosphere 

has catalyzed the opening up of a discursive space for probing into controversial issues, 

and a literal affective public sphere has emerged en route.    

CONCLUSION 

This chapter outlines the developmental phases of the Internet and blogging 

enterprises in China, showcasing how global technologies took root in China and 

manifested their particular traits and variants. A case in point is how BBS and blog, two 

communicative platforms that have been in decline elsewhere, continue to prosper as 

popular Internet applications in China and present the bustling aspects of Chinese Internet 

culture. If the extreme popularity of BBS manifests the affinity of youth culture and 

Internet use in the first place, then the advent of the “era of nationwide blogging” 

(quanmin jiebo) reflects the exponential growth of Internet users within a fairly short 

amount of time and an even more drastic change of social culture. The development of 

both the BBS and blogs shows how these technological applications evolved from small-

scale forums with tech-savvy users to a commercial operation with a more general 

audience. In this regard an analysis of Sina.com’s blog model not only testifies to how 

the website has implemented the logic of attention economy to the greatest degree, but it 

has also laid out the groundwork for discussing prominent cultural modes that arise from 

the Chinese blogosphere in the following chapters.  
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Chapter Two: Instant Celebrity, Mock Fandom: The Enigma of 

Furong Jiejie 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter examines the playful mood that often pervades online communities 

and discusses the cultural economy of audiences through the lens of mock fandom. 

Taking Furong Jiejie (Sister Lotus)—a notorious Internet celebrity—as a case study, I 

discuss how the “structure of feelings”1 shared by the first generation of Chinese 

netizens lays the groundwork for the flourishing of parody genres and facilitates the 

emergence of digital agents. These agents swiftly convert online popular cultural capital 

into upward career opportunities, as exemplified in the case of Furong Jiejie, whose 

mysterious transition from a public laughingstock to an inspirational role model 

illustrates the flexibility of popular cultural capital and the more intricate interplay 

between the alternative and official/dominant cultures.   

The transformation of Furong Jiejie’s (Sister Lotus) public image took nine years, 

from 2002 to 2011. Starting as an overly narcissistic figure, Furong Jiejie’s S-shaped 

posture, homely looks, and awful dance moves impressed audiences to such an extreme 

degree that she became China’s most notorious Internet star. Furong Jiejie’s sensational 

rise from cyberspace and subsequent mysterious transition into a real star is considered 

one of China’s Internet myths. This chapter endeavors to decode this “Internet myth” and 

delves into the intertwining factors that contribute to Furong’s everlasting fame. In order 

                                                   

1 Williams, Marxism and Literature.  



 

102 

 

to understand Furong Jiejie’s sensational rise, we must trace the phenomenon back to its 

origin—the reception of three early texts: Dahua xiyou (A Chinese Odyssey, 1994), 

Diyici de qinmi jiechu (The First Intimate Contact, 1998), and Tsinghua yehua (Night 

Talks at Tsinghua, 2001). These three texts were closely connected to the history of the 

development of the Internet in China, and their frenetic reception among Chinese 

netizens set the underlying tone for China’s early Internet culture, which was 

characterized by a shared “structure of feelings” that stressed the importance of 

performing absurdity, comic sensibility, and excessive sentimentality in everyday lives.2 

Thus, this chapter examines the formation of “mock-fan” groups on Tianya.cn, where 

users followed Furong Jiejie’s updates and created an innovative jianghu (literally “rivers 

and lakes”)3 world of their own. I analyze two aspects of mock fandom in detail: 1), how 

the Bulletin Board System (BBS) and blogs—two major components of China’s online 

communities—constitute the affective space where mock-fans share fanatical sentiments, 

emotional “baggage,” and virtual fights. I then look at the structure and operational logic 

of mock fandom, in particular, what kind of agents or players rise within this group, and 

how the popular cultural capital that these agents accumulate can sometimes be converted 

into upward career opportunities.  

                                                   

2 Ibid.  
3 In general, Jianghu refers to an alternative world in which the context of the martial arts genre is set. In 
the martial arts genre, this alternative world usually coexists with a historical one. Chen Pingyuan defines 
Jianghu as “an anarchic domain with its own codes and laws in which knights-errant roam and operate and 
commit acts of violence based on revenge.” According to Chen, Jianghu has two layers of meaning: 1), “a 
secret society within the real world that exists in opposition with the government;” and 2), “a semi-Utopia 
where xia [chivalry] are free to defy authority and act on their conscience to punish evil and exalt goodness.” 
Stephen Teo, Chinese Martial Arts Cinema: the Wuxia Tradition (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2009), 7, 18.   
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This chapter further explores what kinds of mechanisms of cultural (re)production 

have emerged in China’s digital era. In particular, it details the role that commercial 

mechanisms and individual agents have played in popularizing the Furong phenomenon. 

To do this, I examine the Internet industry’s efforts to develop Web-based comic genres, 

individual agents that acted as a catalyst in the creation of Internet stars, and the strategies 

that Furong Jiejie employed in whatever she did. It is through this constant interaction 

between the official, collective, individual, and commercial forces that Furong Jiejie 

could emerge from the margins and became fully recognized by mainstream society.  

INTRODUCTION TO FURONG JIEJIE 

My sexy appearance and ice-and-jade purity attract a lot of attention wherever I 

go. I’m always the center of everything. People never get sick of looking at my 

face, and my physique gives men nosebleeds. But I feel that I am misperceived. 

My appearances always make people think that I am very fashionable and on the 

cutting edge. Nobody knows that underneath my physique I have many of the 

virtues of a traditional woman.  

I was really somebody in college. But nobody knew I could dance. I was noticed 

for my different traits. In college, I won fame for my appearance, figure, and 

temperament. I created a sensation on my first day, and everybody soon knew 

about me. My skin tone is snow white, and you could sense the disillusionment 

and loss in my eyes ... No matter which dining hall I went to, there were people 

who followed me. They would run to join whatever class I went to. I weighed 

only 80 pounds when I entered college, and my waist was very slender. My 

breasts were even bigger than they are now.4 

                                                   

4 Furong Jiejie, huobingker de Blog [Blog of huobingker], accessed August 2, 2012, 

http://www.newsmth.net/pc/pccon.php?id=5280&nid=155536&s=all. 
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Furong Jiejie is the nickname Internet users gave Shi Hengxia (b. 1977) when she 

first became famous on the Peking University and Tsinghua University BBSs, sometime 

between 2002 and 2005. Born in a small town in Shaanxi province, Shi considered 

herself a talented beauty who was well-versed in every genre of art, including writing, 

dancing, and singing. Shi’s ambition remained unfulfilled as she failed several times to 

get the scores needed on the national college entrance exams to enroll at Peking 

University and Tsinghua University—the top two schools in China. In 1996, Shi was 

admitted to Shaanxi Technical College in Hanzhong, Shannxi, where she would major in 

mechanical engineering. She tried to re-take the college entrance exam the following year, 

but was seriously injured in a traffic accident shortly before the exam. Dressed in 

bandages, Shi was brought to the exam hall in a stretcher. She failed again and had to 

resume her engineering studies, during which she constantly suffered from medical 

complications due to her injuries.5  

After graduating and working for a factory in Shaanxi for a year, Shi Hengxia’s 

ambition “summoned” her to quit her job and relocate to Beijing in 2002, where she 

prepared for and took the graduate entrance exams for Peking University and Tsinghua 

University three times between 2003 and 2005. Under online aliases such as Lin Ke, 

Shuimei yaoji, and Huobing ke’er, Shi started posting articles and pictures of herself on 

the university BBSs, namely the Peking University’s Weiming kongjian (Unknown Space 

BBS) and Tsinghua University’s Shuimu shequ (SMTH BBS).6 One of her earliest 

                                                   

5 The summary of Shi Hengxia’s life experiences is mostly based on her own online writings.  
6 Founded in 1995 by Tsinghua University, SMTH BBS was the first BBS in China, and has remained 
popular to this day. By 2005, SMTH had  more  than  500  discussion  boards  with  more  than  
300,000  registered users  from  inside  and  outside  the  Tsinghua  University campus. Shortly 
after 1995, three other influential BBS sites were launched: Weiming kongjian (Unknown Space BBS) at 
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articles to catch users’ attentions was “Peking University, You are the Most Traumatic 

and Beautiful Sadness of My Past Life,” which was posted in the Graduate Forum of the 

Unknown Space BBS in September 2002. The article recorded Shi’s somewhat tragic 

pursuit of elite education and continuous failures, as well as her other frustrations and 

determination to succeed.7 This article was selected to be one of the top ten hottest topics 

of the day, and was later posted on the main page of the Unknown Space BBS. A great 

number of BBS users responded to Shi’s article and extended their support and 

understanding.  

However, BBS users’ sympathy for and admiration of Shi’s aspirations quickly 

soured. While Shi’s pursuit of elite education accorded with mainstream value systems in 

China, her constant boasting about her beauty, femininity, and all-around talent diverged 

from mainstream standards that encouraged modesty. In the latter half of 2004, Shi began 

to upload her photos on Tsinghua University BBS’s Picture Forum. BBS users observed a 

significant gap between her self-description and their perceptions of her as a below-

average girl with poor taste, awful body shape, and awkward dance skills. The 

contradiction made Shi Hengxia an immediate campus sensation. Thousands of BBS 

users reportedly waited “anxiously” online for Shi’s updates, and competed with one 

another to leave all kinds of messages for her, ranging from derogative comments and 

verbal abuse to playful mockery. Each and every one of Shi Hengxia’s posts, pictures, 

                                                                                                                                                       

Peking University, Shenzhou wuhao (the Space BBS) at the Center for Space Science of the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences, and Xiao baihe (Little Lily BBS) at Nanjing University. Tai, The Internet in China, 
119-135.  
7 Furong Jiejie, “Beida, nishiwo qianshi zuishen zuimeide tong” (Peking University, You are the Most 
Traumatic and Beautiful Sadness of My Past Life), September 2002, accessed June 15, 2011, 
http://www.frjj.cc/thread-3353-1-1.html.  
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and videos were quickly circulated via email, instant messaging, and text messages. 

Those students who bumped into Shi Hengxia on campus rushed to their computers and 

published their experiences online, which would immediately bring in numerous 

comments from others.8  

What is most intriguing about this campus sensation is the playful mood prevalent 

among BBS users. Spontaneously, students of elite schools took the initiative to 

participate in the collective celebration of the absurdity and comic sensibility implied in 

this on- and off- line sensation. For example, BBS users imposed two labels on Shi 

Hengxia—“S-shape” (S xing) and “Furong Jiejie” (Sister Lotus)—both have been so 

widely adopted that her real name was rarely mentioned. “S-shape” referred to a typical 

gesture Shi Hengxia employed in photos and dance videos, in which she arched her back 

and thrust out her chest. As for the name “Furong Jiejie,” BBS users wrote mock essays 

explaining how they reached a consensus on the name. First, according to Shi Hengxia’s 

blog, her favorite flower was the hibiscus (“furong” in Chinese). Second, Shi Hengxia 

frequently referred to herself as “ou” (a homonymic pun on “I” and “lotus”) online, while 

the upper part of a lotus is called “furong.” Third, Shi Hengxia gained fame from 

Tsinghua University’s SMTH BBS, and Tsinghua’s full name is “the land of waters and 

woods” (shuimu qinghua). The image of water and water lily together corresponds to a 

famous line from a classical Chinese poem by Li Bai: “Lotus comes out of crystal-clear 

water” (qingshui chu furong), which is intended to describe the unpretentiousness of 

                                                   

8 Xudong Hu, “Furong Jiejie yu xiju baoli” [Furong Jiejie and comedic violence], Xin jingbao [Beijing 
News], June 10, 2005, accessed June 13, 2011, http://gb.cri.cn/3821/2005/06/10/762@578468.htm.  
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beautiful things.9 Thus the naming process played on and reinforced the irony of the 

striking contrast between Shi’s (hereafter, Furong Jiejie) self-proclaimed beauty and 

netizens’ perception of her.  

Furong Jiejie’s fame, along with the netizens’ playfulness, unexpectedly extended 

from students at elite schools to a more general audience. While Furong Jiejie’s online 

notoriety remained among insiders who frequented SMTH and Unknown Space for 

almost two years, it took only a month before Furong became a nationwide sensation 

after she was introduced to Tianya.cn community by a netizen nicknamed dachy on May 

24, 2005. Jokingly, BBS users on Tianya.cn immediately founded the Furong Cult 

(Furong jiao), and worshipped Furong Jiejie as their founding mother. Indulging in this 

imaginary world, millions of Furong Jiejie’s loyal “disciples” contributed mock essays 

and poems, circulated and paraphrased Furong’s words and images, and paid virtual 

tributes to her, especially when she had online chat sessions with netizens on Tianya.cn.10 

The virtual sensation surrounding Furong Jiejie took place on Tianya.cn on a daily basis, 

and any discussion threads related to Furong Jiejie generated at least 10,000 page views 

within a short period of time, which had been unprecedented in Tianya.cn’s history.  

                                                   

9 Huanpei dingdang, “Furong jiao rumen zhi chuji saomang shouce” [Basic literacy manuals for disciples 
of the Furong Cult], May 27, 2005, accessed June 29, 2010, http://tieba.baidu.com/f?kz=115575462.  
10 Two representative cases of netizens’ interaction with Furong Jiejie on Tianya.cn can be found at: 
Furong Jiejie, “Qinai de oufen, rang furong Jiejie nashenme lai henhen aisi nimen” [My dear fans, how can 
I love you enough], September 24, 2006, accessed June 29, 2010, 
http://www.tianya.cn/publicforum/content/funinfo/1/246108.shtml; Furong Jiejie, “Pandian Furong Jiejie 
de 2006, chongman yanlei he chiru, puman xianhua he mengxiang de yangguang dadao, zhitong shijie” [A 
summary of Furong Jiejie’s 2006: Full of tears and humiliation, sunshine avenue decorated with flowers 
and dreams, and get connected to the world], January 1, 2007, accessed June 29, 2010, 
http://www.tianya.cn/publicforum/content/funinfo/1/283410.shtml. 
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The playful activities of netizens quickly transformed into a nationwide craze 

over Furong Jiejie. Print and electronic media, as well as commercial forces soon joined 

in the activity of promoting Furong Jiejie. On June 10, 2005, Hu Xudong, a literature 

professor at Peking University, published an article about crazy worship of Furong Jiejie 

by college students on Beijing News (Xin jingbao).11 Two weeks later, the first batch of 

Furong Jiejie’s photos simultaneously debuted on Tianya.cn and a Shanghai-based 

pictorial Shanghai Bund Pictorial (Waitan huabao), based on an agreement between the 

website and the journal. Within 12 hours the photo series was cross-posted on thousands 

of websites, and Tianya.cn’s server was temporarily paralyzed. 12  Shortly after, 

discussions and reports on Furong Jiejie flourished in all of China’s major newspapers, 

magazines, academic journals, websites, and discussion forums.  

Furong Jiejie’s nationwide sensation developed in two directions. On the one 

hand, moral and morbid discourses were dominant in discussions of the Furong 

phenomenon, as exemplified in articles written by scholars, intellectuals, media 

professionals, psychologists, and anonymous netizens. They all took pains to make sense 

of Furong Jiejie’s bizarre behavior and her nationwide attraction: Furong Jiejie was 

diagnosed with being either overly narcissistic or mentally ill, while the frenetic 

behaviors of her many followers, particularly college students, were attributed to 

insufficient public (aesthetic) education.13 On the other hand, Furong Jiejie’s notoriety 

                                                   

11 Hu, “Furong Jiejie yu xiju baoli.”  
12 Ying Li and Lijie Zhang, “Chen Mo: Yongsu hua de wangluo hunzi” [Chen Mo: A philistine Internet 
hooligan], San Yuefeng [Wind in March] 10 (2006): 43. 
13 The popularity of employing morbid or moral discourse to discuss the Furong phenomenon was similar 
to what happened to Mu Zimei (chapter four). When Mu Zimei exposed her sex diaries online, some 
scholars endeavored to prove that Mu Zimei was mentally ill. For example, Zhu Dake “diagnoses” Furong 
Jiejie and other Internet celebrities such as Mu Zimei and Juhua Meimei with having different level of 
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accorded well with the commercial logic of attention economy, in which the media’s 

attention-grabbing capacity, measured by all kinds of statistics such as audience ratings, 

subscription numbers, Web traffic, and page views, indicates the possibility of bringing 

in profit. Correspondingly, Furong Jiejie was frequently invited to TV and Web shows, 

performances, auditions, and interviews, and continued to entertain audiences with her 

infamous S-shaped dance and astonishing statements about her beauty and talent.  

It is against this backdrop of nationwide mockery and controversy that Furong 

Jiejie made her unprecedented rise from cyberspace. Back in 2005, Li Yinhe, a renowned 

liberal-leaning sociologist in China, discouraged the public from paying too much 

attention to Furong Jiejie and predicted that Furong fever would be ephemeral.14 Li’s 

opinion was rather representative, considering the transient rising and falling of instant 

celebrities around the same time, such as Huang Xin, Tianxian Meimei, Liumang Yan, to 

name a few.15 What Li and most observers did not anticipate, though, was that the online 

slapstick comedy series, which starred Furong Jiejie, evolved into an inspirational sequel. 

As time passed, Furong Jiejie transitioned from the imaginary founder of the Furong Cult 

                                                                                                                                                       

mental illness, such as narcissism, melancholia, mild schizophrenia, and so on. Dake Zhu, Liumang de 

shengyan: dangdai zhongguo de liumang xushi [The festival of hooligan: the hooligan narratives in 
contemporary China] (Beijing: Xinxing chubanshe, 2006), 366.  
14 Yinhe Li, “Furong Jiejie dale yanlun ziyou de camianqiu” [Furong Jiejie takes advantage of free speech], 
Xin Jingbao [Beijing News], July 10 2005, accessed June 14, 2011, http://news.hsw.cn/gb/news/2005-
07/10/content_2035589.htm.   
15 Around 2005, Huang Xin, Liumang yan (Hooligan Sparrow), and Tianxian Meimei (Angel Sister) were 
Web stars often mentioned together with Furong Jiejie. Huang Xin won fame for her performance at the 
national singing contest Super Girl, the Chinese version of American Idol. Huang impressed audiences with 
her confidence, sincerity, and courage to beg judges for another chance to compete. Liumang Yan gained 
fame for posting nude photos of herself on her blog on Tianya.cn. Tianxian Meimei is an ethnic Qiang girl 
living in southwest China. She became famous after a tourist posted her photos online, and her innocent 
and beautiful appearance impressed many netizens. The life and career paths of all three Web stars more or 
less were affected by their instant fame. However, unlike Furong Jiejie, they remained largely inactive after 
making an ephemeral splash for various reasons.  
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to a real celebrity, integrated into mainstream society and hailed as an “inspirational 

goddess” (lizhi nvshen) by netizens.  

Specifically, 2009 marked a dramatic turning point in Furong Jiejie’s career and 

public image; she transitioned from a public laughingstock to a real star with product 

endorsements, book deals, film contracts, a modeling and acting career, and a global 

lifestyle. In addition to engaging in attention-grabbing activities, such as offering to sell 

the content of her blog on a retail website for one million RMB ($150,000 USD), 

releasing self-made videos, and hosting a solo concert, Furong Jiejie secured a supporting 

role in the fifth-generation director Ning Ying’s film A mian B mian (The Double Life, 

2010), and played a leading role in the New Year’s comedy spoken drama Tangchao 

yeyou liuxingyu (There Also Was a Meteor Shower in Tang Dynasty, hereafter, Meteor 

Shower, 2009-2010). Her performance won critical acclaim and helped elevate her 

cultural status. It was at this time that Furong Jiejie also began gaining recognition for her 

popularity on the Internet. She won “the Most Influential Personal Website” Award at the 

2009 China Internet Industry Leadership Forum, and was invited to give a talk at the 

award ceremony hosted at Peking University (Figure 7). In 2010, Furong Jiejie was 

awarded an “Internet-Celebrity Prize” at the i-China forum, and Furong Jiejie’s 

glamorous picture appeared on Xinhua News Agency’s main page—the most 
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authoritative voice of the Chinese government—for the first time. 

 

Figure 8: (Left) Furong Jiejie gave her acceptance speech after winning the 2009 award 

for “the Most Influential Personal Website.” (Right) Furong Jiejie’s infamous “S-shape” 

dance move for which she first made her name around 2003.16  

Furong Jiejie’s quasi-legendary transition and everlasting fame makes her case 

one of the most (un)fathomable myths of the Chinese Internet. On the one hand, Furong 

Jiejie has inspired numerous copycats seeking instant fame with the aid of digital media. 

Following Furong Jiejie’s footsteps, these instant celebrities gained fame by acting 

dramatically different from social norms, such as making even more exaggerated 

statements and initiating much more shocking actions. Following Furong Jiejie, there has 

been a surge of Web celebrities and trends, ranging from Juhua Meimei (Chrysanthemum 

Sister), Xili Ge (Brother sharp), to the most recent Web star, Feng Jie (Sister Feng).17 On 

                                                   

16 Accessed July 3, 2012, http://gb.cri.cn/27564/2011/12/01/1042s3457127_3.htm; Accessed July 3, 2012, 
http://yule.xooob.com/xwsj/20087/325575.html#bak.  
17 The case of Feng Jie (Sister Feng) forms an interesting parallel to Furong Jiejie. Originally named Luo 
Yufeng (b. 1985), Sister Feng is an average looking girl who worked as a cashier at Walmart. She became 
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the other hand, the deep-rooted connection between Furong Jiejie and China’s Internet 

community is rather remarkable and thus incomparable to other cases. Indeed, what is 

most enigmatic about the Furong phenomenon is how the Internet community has 

fanatically idolized, vehemently condemned, and obsessively attended to her, and how 

public opinion of her has changed dramatically over the years. Using the special tie 

between Furong Jiejie and Chinese netizens as a starting point, the discussion below 

delves into the specific circumstances that lay the groundwork for Furong Jiejie’s 

everlasting fame. Specifically, it elaborates on how university BBSs fostered the birth of 

the first cohort of netizens in China, and how the comic sensibility and excessive 

sentimentality of Internet communities arose along the way. The prevalence of dahua 

(literally big talks) narratives in discussion forums, the formation of mock fan clubs, and 

the flourishing of parody genres exemplify this point. 

                                                                                                                                                       

famous in November 2009 by passing out flyers on the streets of Shanghai seeking a boyfriend for marriage. 
On the flyers, Sister Feng listed outrageously high demands her potential husband must meet. For example, 
he must hold at least a Master’s Degree in Economics from either Peking University or Tsinghua 
University; he must have an international outlook and perspective; he must be 176–183 cm tall, handsome, 
and a resident of an eastern coastal city. Following the initial street scene that Sister Feng made, she 
quickly became a media spectacle, and made a lot more notorious claims about herself. Several 
representative quotes are as follows: “I started reading various literatures when I was nine, and reached a 
peak at the age of 20, no one can surpass me;” “My IQ and my capability are incomparable to anyone in the 
past 300 years;” “Now I am researching in the humanities and am working on books that are similar to 
Zhiyin (Bosom Friends) and Gushi hui (Stories).” Both Bosom Friends and Stories are journals that cater to 
lower class readers and were very popular in the 1980s and 1990s. These references made Sister Feng’s 
statement entertaining.  
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“LIFE IN JIUJING”:18 THE BIRTH OF CHINESE NETIZENS  

I have had my true love before, but I did not treasure her. When I lost her, I felt 

true regret. It was the most painful matter in this world. If God gave me another 

chance, I would say three words to her, “I love you.” If you have to give a time 

limit to this love, I hope it is 10,000 years! (A Chinese Odyssey, 1994) 

If I had only one day left to live, I would want to be your girlfriend that day. Do I 

have one day to live? No. Therefore, too bad, I still can’t be your girlfriend in this 

life. If I had wings, I would fly down from Heaven to see you. Do I have wings? 

No. Therefore, too bad, I will never be able to see you from this moment on. Even 

if all the water in my bathtub could be poured out, my love for you would never 

be extinguished. Can I pour out all the water? Yes. So, it’s true that … I love you. 

(The First Intimate Contact, 1998) 

There are three kinds of men in Beijing. The first kind is men in Jianguomen wai 

[commercial districts], handsome, rich, and fun. The second kind is men in 

Zhongguancun [China’s Silicon Valley], handsome, rich, but fucking boring. The 

problem is they do not have time for fun. Alas, as for the third kind, they are men 

in Sanlitun [bar streets], handsome, fun, but poor! So it’s the most useless for a 

man to be handsome, because you are handsome as long as you are a man! … A 

full fellowship [you receive when studying in the United States] is $20,000 USD. 

How many words are there in GRE? More than 20,000. So, a dollar a word! 

(Night Talks at Tsinghua, 2001) 

The above quotes are drawn from three texts, respectively: a Hong Kong film, 

Dahua xiyou (A Chinese Odyssey, Jeffrey Lau, 1994),19 an Internet novel, Diyici de 

                                                   

18 “Jiujing,” spelled as 9#, refers to both the physical dorms computer science undergraduates at Tsinghua 
University lived in, and the name of the building’s intranet under SMTH BBS. Gang Cheng, “Tsinghua 
daxue de wangshang ‘xuni shenghuo:’ huozai jiujing” [Virtual life of Tsinghua university students: Life in 
Jiujing], Zhongguo qingnian bao [China Youth Daily], May 5, 2000, accessed March 24, 2011, 
http://www.xys.org/xys/netters/others/net/qinghua.txt.  
19 A Chinese Odyssey was originally shot as a three-hour movie, and was later divided into two separate 
films, entitled A Chinese Odyssey Part One: Pandora’s Box (Dahua xiyou zhi yueguang baohe) and A 
Chinese Odyssey Part Two: Cinderella (Dahua xiyou zhi xianlv qiyuan). However, the two films are 
related and together tell one story. The films’ Chinese titles differ in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and mainland 
China, and I am adopting the titles released in mainland China. 
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qinmi jiechu (The First Intimate Contact, 1998) by a then amateur Taiwanese writer Tsai 

Jhi-hsin, and an amateur video entitled Tsinghua yehua (Night Talks at Tsinghua, 2001) 

produced by undergraduate students at Tsinghua University. The three texts are of 

different genres and have different distribution channels, release quality, and subject 

matters. Yet, the reception of all three is inextricably linked to the net culture boom that 

began in the mid-1990s in China, which occurred against the backdrop of rising 

consumerism and cultural philistinism. An examination of these cases illustrates how the 

first generation of Chinese netizens—mainly college students at top universities and 

urban professionals who had access to the Internet—made their collective debut at the 

turn of the 21st century. Netizens’ frenetic celebration of these works illuminates several 

generational traits, as manifested by their particular way of interpreting, reiterating, 

parodying, and performing lines from these texts. On the open space of the Internet, these 

netizens playfully mocked the orthodox, celebrated absurdity, reveled in hackneyed 

sentiments, and made a fuss over mundane issues. The formulation of a collective taste 

for excessive sentimentality, comic sensibility, and absurdity set the basic tone of the 

nascent Internet culture in China, and hence constituted one of the major structural 

factors that contributed to Furong Jiejie’s sensational rise in the mainstream from 

cyberspace. The following section gives an overview of the three works and discusses 

their particular modes of reception in China.  

A CHINESE ODYSSEY: EXCESSIVE COMIC SENSIBILITY AND SENTIMENTALITY 

Dahua xiyou (A Chinese Odyssey), the film’s Chinese title, is self-explanatory 

about the movie’s fabricated account of an old story. “Dahua” literally means, “to talk 

big,” and has the negative connotation of bragging or making things up. “Xiyou” refers to 
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one of the four classic novels of Chinese literature Xiyou ji (Journey to the West), on 

which A Chinese Odyssey is loosely based. The novel is a fictionalized account of the 

adventures of the Buddhist monk Xuanzang (Tang Seng), who travels to India to bring 

Buddhist scriptures back to the Tang Dynasty in China (618-907 A.D.). The Bodhisattva 

Guanyin, upon the Buddha’s instruction, gives this task to Tang Seng and his three 

protectors (in the form of disciples), one of which is Sun Wukong (Monkey King). In the 

story, various monsters attempt to capture Tang Seng to gain immortality, and the monk’s 

disciples do everything possible to rescue him. However, combining slapstick comedy 

with romance, A Chinese Odyssey makes major changes to the portrayal of these 

characters, and complicates the storyline. The film differs dramatically from both the 

original novel and the TV drama adaptation of Journey to the West (1986, dir. Yang Jie), 

an influential classic that has been praised as the best and most faithful representation of 

the novel in China. For instance, Tang Seng (Longevity Monk), originally an upright 

figure known for his kindheartedness, is cast as an annoyingly garrulous monk who 

constantly murmurs about trivial matters in the movie.20 The Monkey King, traditionally 

a rebellious, mischievous, and capable character, is portrayed as a clownish figure 

uncommitted to his mission and even has romantic encounters with several women.  

At the outset of A Chinese Odyssey, the Bodhisattva Guanyin killed the Monkey 

King because he did not want to escort Longevity Monk and was plotting to eat him with 

                                                   

20 A representative line of Longevity Monk is quoted as follows: “Monkey King, you are so naughty! I’ve 
told you not to throw things. Look! You’ve thrown away the stick. Paradox’s box is the treasure. [If you 
throw things away], you’ll pollute the environment. You’ll hurt kids. If there are no kids, it is bad to hurt 
plants … Monkey King, do you like it [Pandora’s Box]? Tell me if you do. I’ll give it to you if you like it. I 
won’t give it to you if you don’t tell me. I’m pretty sure that I will give it to you if you like it. I’m pretty 
sure that I won’t give it to you if you don’t like it. We’re reasonable human beings. I’ll count to three. Tell 
me if you like it or not.” 
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King Bull (niu mowang). Longevity Monk committed suicide to save the Monkey King. 

Longevity Monk’s selfless sacrifice moved the Jade Emperor. As a result, the Monkey 

King was given a second chance to help Longevity Monk in a later reincarnation. Five 

hundred years later, Zhi Zunbao (Joker, played by Stephen Chow), a reincarnation of the 

Monkey King, is the leader of a gang of bandits. When monsters come to the bandits’ 

place looking for Longevity Monk, Joker falls in love with one of them, Bai Jingjing 

(White-Skeleton Demon). Chunsanshi niang (Spider Demon), Bai Jingjing’s sister, lies to 

Bai, telling her that she has a son with Joker in an attempt to learn the whereabouts of 

Longevity Monk. As a result, Bai commits suicide out of despair. Because of this, Joker 

wants to use yueguang baohe (Pandora’s Box) to go back in time to save Bai Jingjing. 

However, he accidentally travels back 500 years in time and meets Zixia (Purple Clouds), 

an immortal who has escaped from her place as the wick in Buddha’s lamp. Purple 

Clouds confiscates Pandora’s Box, puts three marks on the bottom of Joker’s left foot, 

and makes him her servant. However, she soon falls in love with Joker. In an attempt to 

get the Box back from Purple Clouds to save Bai Jingjing, Joker promises Purple Clouds 

that he will run away with her and love her for 10,000 years. The rest of the story focuses 

on how Joker finally comprehends the impermanence of life and death, and is 

immediately incarnated into Monkey King, who vows to serve Longevity Monk 

devotedly. Before Joker sets out on his journey to the West, he tries to save Purple 

Clouds from King Bull, who wants to force Purple Clouds to marry him. It is only at that 

moment that Joker realizes he has fallen in love with Purple Clouds, but all his efforts 

end in vain. At the end of the film, the incarnations of Joker and Purple Clouds get 

involved in an argument in front of spectators. Monkey King uses his power to make the 
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incarnations of Joker and Purple Clouds kiss and make up. The final scene shows 

Monkey King looking back at the couple one final time before beginning on his journey 

to the West.  

As this plot summary has shown, A Chinese Odyssey is a playful and bold 

reinvention of the classic. The film relentlessly pokes fun at authoritative and previously 

positive figures, while adding many deviant elements, such as Monkey King’s affairs 

with demons. The film’s non-linear and nonsensical narrative style and frequent use of 

time-space jump also differs significantly from the novel and TV series, both of which 

have greatly influenced mainland audiences. All these factors contributed to the 

unpopularity of A Chinese Odyssey at first: the film was a box office flop in Hong Kong 

and Taiwan,21 and was elected as one of the ten worst films imported to mainland China 

in 1995.22 Nevertheless, a sudden infatuation with A Chinese Odyssey emerged from the 

universities in Beijing in the late 1990s and made the film’s reception in mainland China 

a prominent cultural phenomenon.  

The rekindled interest in A Chinese Odyssey and its sweeping influence on college 

students came as a surprise to many observers. Discussing A Chinese Odyssey seemed to 

become trendy overnight among university students in Beijing, who analyzed the film 

from every angle, from its popular lines, shooting techniques, and character relations, to 

philosophical questions about human existence and love. A case in point is how students 

                                                   

21 Lijing Yi, “Liu Zhenwei: yige meiyou zhangda de laorenjia” [Liu Zhenwei: A senior citizen who has 
not grown up yet], Nanfang renwu zhoukan [Southern People Weekly] 24 (2010): 73.  
22 Lihong Tang, “Nonsensical Speech: Speech Acts in Postsocialist Chinese Culture” (PhD diss., 
University of Washington, 2008), 1. Also, A Chinese Odyssey only garnered 400,000 RMB ($70,000 USD) 
in box office revenues in Beijing, and was regarded as a typical example of release failure in 1996. Lixian 
Zhang, ed., Dahua xiyou baodian [Bible of A Chinese Odyssey] (Beijing: Xiandai chubanshe, 2000), 91. 
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at Tsinghua University recited lines in their dorms at night, and created their own shows 

based on A Chinese Odyssey at Student Festivals.23  The film’s omnipresence and 

influence on youngsters imposed new meanings on the word dahua (talking big), and 

catalyzes the integration of dahua into popular discourses, represented by such terms as 

“dahua movement,” “dahua revolution,” “dahua culture,” and “dahua discourse.” In 

general, dahua refers to a mix of two styles in A Chinese Odyssey: nonsensical comedic 

style and excessive sentimentality, two modes that partly accounted for the film’s failure 

in Hong Kong and Taiwan,24 yet contributed to its phenomenal success in China.  

To be more specific, the nonsensical comedic style has been a trademark of 

Stephen Chow’s films. Nonsense (wulitou) is originally a Cantonese slang term used to 

describe a way of doing things that is odd, irrational, and without sense. Stephen Chow’s 

nonsensical films “are directed against norms of social propriety and hence against what 

is being upheld in the official public domain,” and “privilege local viewers with their 

wordplay, Cantonese slang, folk and burlesque humor, mischievous characters, and 

obsession with oral pleasures.”25 This exaggerated comic style suddenly won the favor of 

mainland audiences, who frenetically adopted the film’s irreverent gesture to poke fun at 

                                                   

23 Plumblade (songqing zhuyou fendou zai neimeng caoyuan). “Wo lai shuoshuo weishenme dahua xiyou 
hui yinqi zhemeda de fanxiang ba” [Let me discuss why A Chinese Odyssey can be so influential]. Mar 25, 
2009, accessed June 21 2011. 
http://www.newsmth.net/bbsanc.php?path=%2Fgroups%2Fliteral.faq%2FNostalgia%2FFriends%2FDiscus
sion%2FM.1237962895.C0.  
24 Aibin Yao, “‘Dahua’ wenhua yu qingnian yawenhua ziben--dui dahuaxiyou xianxiang de yixiang 
shehuixue kaocha” [“Dahua” culture and youth subcultural capital: A sociological investigation of the 
dahua phenomenon], Wenyi lilun yu piping [Art Theory and Criticism] 3 (2005): 76.  
25 Esther C. M Yau, “Introduction: Hong Kong Cinema in a Borderless World,” in At Full Speed: Hong 

Kong Cinema in a Borderless World, ed. Ching-Mei Esther Yau (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2001), 23. 
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orthodoxy and authority.26 Dahua narratives were integrated into the daily lives of 

college students, and were spontaneously performed on various occasions. Simple 

expressions like “it’s thundering; it’s raining; it’s pouring; put away your clothes” (a line 

from the film) would elicit uncontrollable laughter from insiders, and Longevity Monk’s 

singing version of “Only You” became popular sing-alongs and was widely parodied. 

Meanwhile, the somewhat clichéd sentimentalism and romanticism of A Chinese Odyssey 

is worshipped as a classic love story in China. Joker’s love triangle with White-Skeleton 

Demon and Purple Clouds turned out to be rather thought-provoking for college students, 

regardless of its absurd elements. For example, there is no hint as to why Joker falls in 

love with White-Skeleton Demon at first sight (he was chased and beaten by her), and 

Purple Clouds randomly announced “let’s start this affair immediately” right after Joker 

pulled out the sword she wore everyday. However, all three are persistent once they think 

they are in love, and it is such elements of sincerity and naïvity, mixed with the story’s 

absurdity and hilarity, that strike a chord with young college students. In this way A 

Chinese Odyssey, a de-canonizing film, is ironically consecrated as a new classic work, to 

the extent that the first 20,000 copies of Dahua xiyou baodian (Bible of A Chinese 

Odyssey)—a special edition of the film—were immediately sold out right after they were 

on the shelves in Beijing in 2000.27 Then, on the May 4th, 2001, Stephen Chow was 

                                                   

26 For further study on the nonsensical culture in mainland China, see Lihong Tang’s discussion in 
"Nonsensical Speech: Speech Acts in Postsocialist Chinese Culture" and Dake Zhu’s discussion in 
Liumang de shengyan.  
27 Bible of A Chinese Odyssey mainly consists of four parts: dahua novel, a collection of journal articles 
and online discussions of the film, a collection of dahua stories netizens created, and an analysis of Stephen 
Chow’s other films. According to Zhang Lixian, the book was primarily compiled for university students, 
and Zhang planned to release the book before the class of 2000 graduated from college. Zhang, Dahua 

xiyou baodian. 
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invited to Peking University’s historic auditorium, symbolically marking the film’s cult 

status in China.   

The time lag between the film’s release and its sudden popularity among college 

students was not a coincidence. The opening up of imaginative and discursive spaces in 

1996 and 1997 and the diversification of screening channels created the conditions under 

which a campus-wide dahua movement, and that would later extend beyond campuses, 

could possibly take place. New media technologies, especially the university BBSs, and 

technologies that enabled movie pirating played an indispensible role during this process. 

Following its unsuccessful theatrical release, A Chinese Odyssey was screened at the 

Beijing Film Academy in 1996, and college students began discussing it on the SMTH 

BBS, which had been launched a year earlier and had attracted many student users. In 

1997, the script of A Chinese Odyssey was posted on the SMTH BBS,28 and a special 

forum was later set up to gather together the most interesting discussion threads on the 

film. As a newly emergent discursive space, BBS greatly motivated students to 

collaborate and dig up any intricate details about the film. More importantly, the richness 

of A Chinese Odyssey offered numerous textual frameworks that could be infinitely 

copied, parodied, and appropriated. This aspect was played to an extreme in the open, 

fluid, and flexible space of the university BBS. Drawing on sentence patterns from the 

film, such as “I have had ____ before, but I did not ____. When I lost ____, I felt true 

regret. It was the most painful matter ____” (as quoted in the beginning of last section), 

students played an endless game of “fill in the blanks,” creating scripts and dialogue 

                                                   

28 Zhang, Hongshu. “Dahua xiyou de chuanbo yu wangluo xiantan--shouzhong fenxiang shidai ‘jiji de 
guanzhong’ de qianghua” [Distribution and online chats on A Chinese Odyssey: the reinforcement of 
“active audience” in the age of sharing], Shandong wenxue [Shandong literature] 12 (2007): 83.  
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related to real life scenarios. On a larger scale, by internalizing the dahua style of talking 

and thinking, students have produced creative and parodied works online, ranging from 

random posts such as A Chinese Odyssey: Exam Edition (Dahua xiyou zhi kaoshiban) 

and A Chinese Odyssey: Dating Edition (Dahua xiyou zhi yuehuiban) to influential online 

fiction The Story of the Monkey King (Wukong Zhuan) and Diary of Pigsy (Bajie Riji) 

which were later published in print.29 From this perspective, the emerging online space 

offered unlimited possibilities for students to copy, distribute, and parody A Chinese 

Odyssey, and it is in this regard that the reception of the film marked the coming of a new 

era in China.  

It should also be noted that the unique position of SMTH BBS in the marketplace 

ensured the endurance of the dahua craze. As discussed in chapter one, China’s 

investment in network infrastructure started with elite universities and research 

institutions in the late 1990s, and resulted in the free access to intranet services and the 

rise in the popularity of the File Transfer Protocol (FTP) interface among college students 

on university campuses.30 Consequently, college students in the mid-1990s became the 

earliest adopters of Internet services, with those at Tsinghua University leading the way.31 

In 1996 and 1997, SMTH BBS was the mainstay of online content for Internet users, 

                                                   

29 “Movie ban jinghua gongbulan dahua xiyou” [Movie forum: main collections of A Chinese Odyssey], 
accessed June 24, 2011, 
http://www.newsmth.net/bbs0an.php?path=%2Fgroups%2Frec.faq%2FMovie%2Freview%2Fchinese%2F
D%2F17.   
30 Yao, “‘Dahua’ wenhua yu qingnian yawenhua ziben,” 74.  
31 The China Education and Research Network (CERNET), funded by the Chinese government, is the first 
nationwide education and research computer network in China. CERNET was built and operated by 
Tsinghua University and other leading Chinese universities. The CERNET National Center is located at 
Tsinghua University, which is responsible for the operation and management of the CERNET backbone 
nationwide. CERNET plays a pioneering role in Internet research and development in China. In August 
1995, SMTH BBS, the first BBS in China, was launched on CERNET.  
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primarily because there was a dearth of comparable competitors and Internet content 

providers. Conventional media’s experiment with digital newspapers and magazines was 

still in its infancy and thus exerted little influence on netizens,32 while important portal 

websites including Sina.com and Sohu.com had yet to be launched. Under such 

circumstances, SMTH BBS attracted the most Web traffic in China, and any topics that 

caused a stir on SMTH BBS were very likely to exert a profound influence on Internet 

users.33   

Outside of college campuses, dahua fever went along with the “golden age” of 

pirate industry in China. Pirated videocassettes of A Chinese Odyssey began circulating 

as early as 1995, and had rather low sales.34 At the end of 1996, pirated VCDs became 

available on the black market and attracted consumers because they offered better image 

quality than video cassettes. Soon afterwards, pirated VCDs of A Chinese Odyssey, as 

well as the French romance movie Fanfan (1993, dir. Alexandre Jardin), topped the sales 

charts for pirated films.35  As technology advanced, the cost of VCD players and 

computers went down, allowing audiences to view movies in private settings. Moreover, 

film screenings on university campuses and in illegal movie theatres attracted viewers 

with their cheap prices (thanks to piracy). Moreover, China Central Television (CCTV)—

a state-owned channel, began to repeatedly air A Chinese Odyssey on its film channel 

                                                   

32 Peng, Zhongguo wangluo meiti de diyige shinian, 38.  
33 BBS discussion of A Chinese Odyssey continues till this day. A recent post at Newssmth.net, the 
successor of SMTH BBS, asked the question why the film did not have good box office return. The post 
received more than 200 responses. June 10, 2012, accessed June 11, 2012, 
http://www.newsmth.net/nForum/#!article/Movie/2084936.  
34 Zhang, “Dahua xiyou de chuanbo yu wangluo xiantan,” 83.  
35 Lu Zhong, “Dahua xiyou zhilu” [Journey of A Chinese Odyssey], in Dahua xiyou baodian [Bible of A 
Chinese Odyssey], ed. Lixian Zhang, (Beijing: Xiandai chubanshe, 2000), 96-97.   
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during the time around the Lunar New Year in 1997,36 and local television stations 

quickly followed suit. Therefore, the diversification of screening channels, facilitated by 

both old and new technologies, ensured the increasing visibility of A Chinese Odyssey 

across multiple media platforms. Through repeated viewings, audiences were able to sort 

through convoluted plots and enjoy the hybridity of the film that blended genres 

(legendary story, martial arts, comedy, etc.), emotional modes (comic sensibility, 

sentimentality, absurdity, genuineness, etc.), and time-space dislocation. 

It seems incredible that a reinvented work on an ancient story could possibly 

evoke so many mixed feelings among young audiences in China. A line from the film 

says: “I can correctly guess the beginning, but I can never guess the ending.” This 

sentence can be read as a metaphor of the film’s destiny in China, as no one, including 

Stephen Chow and Jeffery Lau,37 had anticipated the advent of a dahua movement to 

sweep through mainland China. Nonetheless, as previous discussions have shown, the 

boom of net culture that originated from campus networks, along with the diversification 

of screening channels, dramatically changed the reception of A Chinese Odyssey in 

mainland China. College students’ collective sharing, circulation, and adaptations of the 

film via the newly emergent online space, and their internalization of comic sensibility 

and excessive sentimentality, demonstrates how the first generation of netizens began to 

share their “structures of feelings.”38 Albeit in the constant process of “being and 

                                                   

36 The reason for airing A Chinese Odyssey during the Lunar New Year in1997 was partly because the 
burlesque style of the film was thought to accord with the festival’s atmosphere. It may be related to the 
timing, as Hong Kong, formerly a British colony, was officially returned to China in 1997. 
37 Yi, “Liu Zhenwei: yige meiyou zhangda de laorenjia,” 73.  
38 Williams, Marxism and Literature.  
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becoming,”39 this dahua convention set the underlying tone for the nascent Internet 

culture in China, shaping the way netizens talked and communicated with others on and 

off line, as well as the works they favored.  

THE FIRST INTIMATE CONTACT AND NIGHT TALKS AT TSINGHUA: BBS CULTURE IN THE 

MAKING 

The opening up of novel discursive space quickly catalyzed the birth of new 

cultural forms—specifically Internet literature and amateur videos—that paved the way 

for two of the main directions that Internet culture would take in China. The First 

Intimate Contact and Night Talks at Tsinghua exemplify this trend. Both works are 

deeply rooted in university BBS culture and are famous for their pioneering endeavors in 

experimenting with new genres and representing early “life online.” Moreover, both 

works incorporated the comic and sentimental elements of the dahua convention, which 

accounts for their popularity among young netizens.  

The novel, The First Intimate Contact was first released as online installments 

from March 22, 1998 to May 29, 1998, on the BBS hosted by National Cheung Kung 

University in Tainan, Taiwan.40 The novel was written by Tsai Jhi-hsin (penname Pizi 

Cai, b. 1969), a then doctoral student majoring in hydraulic engineering at the same 

university. The First Intimate Contact portrays a new social phenomenon—Internet 

dating—and has a rather simple plot. The male protagonist Pizi Cai (who shares the same 

name as the author) is a bookish engineering graduate student, who has never had any 

luck with girls. However, he meets and falls in love with a girl, “qingwu feiyang” (Fly in 

                                                   

39 Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora.”  
40 BBS was first introduced to Taiwan in the early 1980s. In 1992, the National Sun Yan-Sen University in 
Taiwan established the first BBS site with Chinese language support. 
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Dance), on the university BBS. They decide to meet in real life and very quickly fall in 

love. Soon after, without telling Pizi Cai, Fly in Dance returns to Taipei to receive 

treatment for Lupus, but tragically dies from the disease. 

Despite the lack of structural complexity and character development, The First 

Intimate Contact gained exceptional popularity among netizens and marked the 

beginning of an era of Internet literature. The novel first caught the attention of BBS 

users, who cross-posted the novel to other websites and brought Tsai Jhi-hsin numerous 

fans. The novel’s online popularity was quickly converted into economic and cultural 

capital for its author. The First Intimate Contact was published as a print novel, and was 

adapted into varying forms—such as film, TV series, cartoons, computer games, spoken 

drama, and Yue opera—in mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan.41 The story also 

officially began Tsai Jhi-hsin’s literary career; and since 1998, he has published more 

than 10 novels, in addition to serving as a university professor at the University of Kang 

Ning in Taiwan.   

The sentimental and humorous portrayal of online romance constitutes the major 

attraction of Tsai’s novel.42 On the one hand, The First Intimate Contact draws on the 

middlebrow romance tradition established by earlier Taiwan writers such as Chiung Yao, 

San Mao, and Hsi Muren, whose works initiated a wave of romance fever (yanqingre) in 

China in the 1980s. Among these writers Chiung Yao is the most influential in mainland 

                                                   

41 For details on other adaptations of Tsai Jhi-hsin’s novel, see Zhixiong Zhou’s discussion. Zhixiong 
Zhou, “Huigu yu pingpan: diyici de qinmi jiechu yu wangluo wenxue de fazhan” [Summary and criticism: 
The First Intimate Contact and the development of Internet literature], Shijie huawen wenxue luntan 
[Forum for Chinese Literature of the World] 3 (2008): 76-80.   
42 Yulin Dun, “Luelun Cai Zhiheng wangluo xiaoshuo de youmo fengge” [A prelimary analysis of the 
humorous style of Cai Zhiheng’s Internet novel], Shijie huawen wenxue luntan [Forum of the Global 
Chinese Literature] 4 (2003): 44-48.  
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China; many of her works have been adapted into TV dramas and films. The First 

Intimate Contact’s portrayal of sentimentality, innocence, and futile love does not greatly 

differ from the styles of these early romance writers. However, the novel effectively 

pours new wine into old bottles, and incorporates Internet love—a then prevalent and 

somewhat fashionable lifestyle among college students—as its subject matter. The 

considerable use of BBS lingo in the novel,43 including acronyms, Web slang, and 

special symbols, greatly reflects the college students’ experience of living their (love) life 

on- and off- line. Meanwhile the mixture of BBS terms with other language styles, such 

as word play on classical literature, English language, and scientific formulas, offered a 

fun, light-hearted, up-to-date, and fashionable reading experience for urban readers. 

Hence, via the medium of the Internet, The First Intimate Contact initiated the second 

wave of romance fever in China. Not only did a slew of copycat novels entitled “… 

Intimate Contact” quickly appear online, the commercial success of The First Intimate 

Contact also catalyzed the birth of numerous Internet writers in China, namely Anni 

Baobei, Jin Hezai, and Murong Xuecun.44 In this way, the recycling, recreation, and 

multiplication of romance patterns initiated by Tsia Jhi-hsin and followed by other 

Internet writers further developed the motif of sentimentality and youthful innocence, 

which closely resembles the reception of A Chinese Odyssey.  

By the same token, Night Talks at Tsinghua was a sensation among college 

students for its “raw” presentation of their life online and expression of comic and 

                                                   

43 Examples of other prevalent Internet-based vocabulary used in the novel include “dinosaur” (konglong, 
ugly female), “frog” (qingwa, poor or ugly male), “die on the spot” (jianguangsi, indicating disappointment 
of meeting online friends, usually between a male and a female), and “net friend” (wangyou).  
44 Feng Yan, “Xinmeiti zhongde qingchun xiezuo” [Write about youth on the Internet], Wenyi zhengming 

[Debates on Arts] 7 (2010): 16-19. 
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sentimental sensibility. Night Talks at Tsinghua,45 originally entitled Nothing is More 

Delicious than Dumplings; Nothing is More Comfortable than Lying Down (Haochi buru 

jiaozi, shufu buru tangzhe), was a 30-minute video shown as Act Six in a three-hour 

student play entitled, The Girl in White Dress (Chuan baise lianyiqun de nvhai). The play 

was written and performed at the Student Festival by undergraduates in the Computer 

Science Department of Tsinghua University upon their graduation in 2001. The play 

struck a chord with college graduates and evoked their sentiments about youth, love, and 

the wonderful/sad moments of college life. The unusual arrangement of screening a video 

during a stage play received unexpected success. The original plan was to arrange four 

male students and four female students to perform a skit on dorm life. This plan was 

abandoned due to the difficulty of creating a night scene on stage, so students decided 

instead to shoot a video and project it onto a big screen on stage.46 Subsequently, the 

video recording of the live screening, which captured the applause, laughter, and praise 

from the audience, was renamed Night Talks at Tsinghua and uploaded onto SMTH BBS. 

This video was quickly cross-posted to other websites and became one of the most 

frequently downloaded files on campus networks. 

Night Talks at Tsinghua revolves around the chat between roommates in a male 

and female student dorm after lights out.47 Upon graduation, these eight college students 

                                                   

45 Tsinghua yehua [Night Talks at Tsinghua], December 31, 2001, accessed May 10, 2011, 
http://www.tudou.com/programs/view/SYnIX5dRq2Q/.  
46 Jianzhou Zhao, “Zhao Jianzhou: chuangzuo shouji” [Notes on the creating the script], in Tsinghua 
yehua: chuan baise lianyiqun de nvhai [Tsinghua yehua: the Girl in white dress], ed. Ke Jiao (Beijing: 
Xinshijie chubanshe, 2002), 217. 
47 College dorms in China enforce a lights out policy, usually around 11 p.m. As a result, college students 
living in the same dorm often chat before falling asleep. The chat in bed is called “wo tanhui” (literally 
meaning lying in bed, talking, and meeting).  
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(4 male and 4 female) freely discuss their future career paths, as well as their thoughts 

about youth, love, area of specialization, American life, and so on. Focusing on pursuing 

postgraduate studies at Tsinghua University and studying abroad—two popular options 

among Tsinghua graduates—the discussion in male and female student dorm showcases 

two different styles. In the male dorm, getting rich and studying abroad were their major 

concerns, and their ultimate ideal was to live a banal life—“possessing beautiful houses 

and brand name cars, and marrying a beautiful girl.” The message conveyed through their 

conversations is a firm belief that without money one cannot obtain any success in terms 

of career or family life. This pragmatism is expressed through the conduit of comedic 

mechanisms: the quasi-vulgar sexual jokes, a play on northeastern and southern accents, 

the use of an exaggerated tone and acting style that is commonly used by Stephen Chow, 

as well as the occasional play on lengthy words (an allusion to A Chinese Odyssey). 

Comic sensibility dominates the conversation on the students’ philistine pursuit of 

materialism. As for the chat between the female students, sentimentalism prevails. 

Revolving around the same topics, these female students discuss their uncertainty about 

the future, true love (or lack thereof), nostalgia, loneliness, and the imagination of 

American life. The sentimental mood is played to an extreme when the students sing two 

popular love songs—I Wish I Were the Sea (Woxiang woshi hai, Huang Lei, 1998) and 

Who Else Can I love (Chule aini haineng aishei, Dongli huoche, 1998): the gentle female 

voice is followed by a rough and out-of-tune male voice. The final scene of the video 

adds to its sentimentality by showing handwritten reflections by students about their four 

years of college life, ending with a poetic interpretation of love.  
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To a large degree Night Talks at Tsinghua internalizes the comical and 

sentimental modes of expression in A Chinese Odyssey, while adding a realistic 

dimension.48 In addition to presenting a subject matter that audiences were familiar with, 

the realistic style of Night Talks at Tsinghua also faithfully reflects how the Internet has 

been integrated into college students’ everyday lives. For instance, the first scene of 

Night Talks at Tsinghua shows students’ activities before lights out. In the female dorm, a 

girl is watching Romance in the rain (Qingshenshen yumengmeng, dir. Li Ping, 2001) in 

front of her computer, a middlebrow drama adapted from Chiung Yao’s novel of the 

same title. In the male dorm, two guys are busy typing on their computers. When the 

lights suddenly go out, a girl in the female dorm starts the first line of the video: “FT, 

why were the lights shut off so early today.” This beginning scene shows how computer-

related activities and Internet lingo have been integrated into the students’ daily lives. For 

example, popular BBS terms such as “FT” (which stands for “faint,” has a connotation of 

surprise or disagreement), an expression that originated in online chat rooms, have been 

incorporated into daily conversation. Other BBS terms, or “secret” codes of the online 

world, and commonly used English expressions like “no problem~” and “nod,” have also 

been assimilated into normal speech patterns, as is exemplified in the latter part of the 

video. The video also briefly summarizes how life on the net began for the class of 2002 

at Tsinghua University: “In our second year of college, [we] began to live in jiujing, own 

computers, play online games, and browse the Internet.” Jiujing refers to both the 

                                                   

48 Jiao Ke, the play’s director, explained that his team tried to present a comic style different from A 
Chinese Odyssey, and that is why the play pokes fun at regional accents a lot. Nevertheless, there are still 
many connections between the video and A Chinese Odyssey. Jingbo Wan, “Dangdai xiaoyuan qingchun de 
yici dianli” [A ceremony on contemporary youth culture], Nanfang zhoumo [Southern Weekend], April 18, 
2002, accessed June 30, 2011, http://www.southcn.com/weekend/tempdir/200204180038.htm.  
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physical building in which computer science undergraduates lived and the name of the 

building’s intranet under the SMTH BBS. “Liv[ing] in jiujing” thus symbolizes the 

inseparability of college students’ life on and off line.  

The “release” of Night Talks at Tsinghua on SMTH BBS has alarmed some social 

critics. Critics used to consider college students to be the elite class of Chinese society, 

those who would shoulder social responsibilities.49 To their great dismay, the release of 

the video seemed to show that college students at first-tier universities in China had 

seemed to abandon the value system adhered to by previous generations. They indulged 

in mundane discussions about money, future spouses, and capitalist life styles. These 

students’ unashamed embrace of the banal life and the pragmatism they conveyed 

through their simple conversations revealed the decline of elitism, and a banal turn in 

campus culture—a culture system which used to be the symbolic center of elitism in the 

1980s. Moroever, it reflected the dramatic change in society that took place after 1989, 

particularly the rise of consumerism, the accelerated pace of commercialism, and the 

development of the entertainment industry in China.  

An analysis of the three Internet-related texts illustrates how the banal turn of elite 

culture in postsocialist China functions as the backdrop against which the first generation 

of Chinese netizens made their collective debut. The three texts should not be understood 

as individual cases, but rather, discussing the reception of the three works together will 

demonstrate their interconnections and special ties with the development of the Internet 

                                                   

49 Yuan Xuan, “Tsinghua yehua pipan” [Criticism on Night Talks at Tsinghua]. November 2, 2002, 
accessed June 27, 2011.  
http://www.newsmth.net/bbsanc.php?path=%2Fgroups%2Fliteral.faq%2FDrama%2FreviewVer2%2Fstu%
2Fshirt%2FM.1036223371.q0.  
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in China. Specifically, A Chinese Odyssey marked the beginning of a new phenomenon 

of reception that was closely tied to the emergence of the BBS as a new discursive space. 

The endless discussion of A Chinese Odyssey on the university BBS resulted in a wave of 

dahua fever, and established the film’s cult status in popular culture. Therefore, through 

the constant discussions, interpretations, and re-creations of BBS users and their lifestyles, 

these expressive modes that celebrated a nonsensical comic sensibility, embraced an 

excessive sentimentalism, and poked fun at authorities were internalized by the first 

generation of Chinese netizens. The First Intimate Contact and Night Talks at Tsinghua 

further exemplified how the Web quickly catalyzed the birth of works that centered on 

the online life of college students. The First Intimate Contact showed how romance fever 

could be rekindled by virtue of pouring new wine into old bottles—adopting the form of 

clichéd sentimental love stories, while adding Internet-related content. In fact, the novel 

initiated the first wave of Internet literature fever in China and popularized this mode of 

excessive sentimentalism. As for Night Talks at Tsinghua, it not only marked the 

beginning of a digital video (DV) era in China, it also further proved the formation of a 

certain collective cultural taste in accordance with the reception of the previous two texts. 

Thus, the collective traits of the first cohort of netizens become evident through the 

analysis of the reception and characteristics of the three texts. In a nutshell, the banal turn 

of college students’ cultural taste—represented by a concern for mundane issues (rather 

than an obsession with grandeur), the lack of deference to authority, and the playful 

deconstruction of the orthodox through celebrations of absurdity, and revels in hackneyed 

sentiments—constitutes one of the most important structural factors that accounted for 

the popularity of Furong Jiejie.  
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MOCK FANDOM, VIRTUAL CARNIVAL: THE FURONG CULT AND ALTERNATIVE 

AUDIENCE ENGAGEMENT   

The dominant moods of comic sensibility and excessive sentimentality among the 

first cohort of netizens illuminate why Furong Jiejie could attract the full attention of elite 

students. Her sensational rise from university BBSs has its share of the absurdity, comic 

effects, frustrations, and excessive sentiment as evidenced in A Chinese Odyssey. On the 

one hand, the gap between Furong Jiejie’s self-perception and public opinions of her 

brings in the absurd elements of the Furong phenomenon. Her self-indulgent cyber 

performance can be read as a sequence of absurd comedic reality shows, updated 

instantly and encouraging audiences to participate at any time. On the other hand, there 

exist some genuine elements in Furong Jiejie’s online entries. Her somewhat tragic deed 

of pursuing and failing to obtain elite education conveyed a moral very similar to that 

found in A Chinese Odyssey: in contrast with formidable external forces, the individual 

possesses very limited powers (for instance, the Monkey King could never escape from 

fate, i.e. the Buddha’s power). This message, again, strikes a chord with college students 

who are no longer the most favored group in society and have to fight for their own 

destiny.50    

The Furong phenomenon departs from the reception of A Chinese Odyssey in its 

timing. While Internet discussions of A Chinese Odyssey were largely concentrated on 

the SMTH BBS due to the scarcity of online materials in 1996, this scenario had 

                                                   

50 Hui Xiao, “Ziwo Chuyan, Gexing Jingji: Jiedu Quanqiuhua Yujingxia de ‘Chaoji Nvsheng’ he ‘Furong 
Jiejie’ Xianxiang [Self performance, individualized economy: Interpret Super Girl and “Furong Jiejie” 
phenomenon against the backdrop of globalization], in Quanqiuhua yu “zhongguoxing:” dangdai wenhua 
de houzhimin jiedu [Globalization and “Chineseness:” Postcolonial readings of contemporary culture], ed. 
Geng Song (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2006), 213-232.  
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significantly changed by 2005. While university BBSs such as SMTH and Unknown 

Space still maintained their popularity among college students, the flourishing of 

commercial websites, the advancement of new media technologies, and the exponential 

growth of netizens constituted new conditions under which the case of Furong Jiejie 

could have a larger impact. In this regard, Tianya.cn—one of the largest online 

communities in China—played an instrumental role in popularizing Furong Jiejie.51 

Using netizens’ playful founding of the Furong Cult on Tianya.cn as an example, this 

section discusses how their mock fandom sustained the forging of “a community of 

imagination,” 52  and how the entertainment effects provided by Furong Jiejie was 

facilitated by the intertwining of collective, individual, and commercial forces.  

The founding of the Furong Cult on Tianya.cn started with a random post. On 

May 24, 2005, a BBS user named dachy posted a discussion thread entitled “How come 

nobody gossips about Furong Jiejie” on the “Entertainment and Gossip” forum of 

Tianya.cn. Dachy’s cross-postings of pictures and comments about Furong Jiejie attracted 

the attention of Tianya users, many of whom at the time were unfamiliar with her. They 

immediately took part in searching for and posting any Furong-related information, 

                                                   

51 Tianya.cn (Tianya Club) was founded on February 14, 1999, in Hainan province. It is one of the most 
popular Internet forums in China. Tianya Club provides BBS, blog, and photo album services. The website 
has been famous for its social reach and discussion of entertainment-related issues. Also, a large group of 
Internet writers emerged from Tianya.cn, and some of them later became professional writers. Tianya.cn is 
one of the earliest commercial BBS forums in China. The meaning of Tianya (lit. the end of the world or 
the skyline) is a poetic image frequently employed in martial arts genres, which believe that an ideal way of 
life is to forget about revenge and wander to the ends the Earth with loved ones. The name also corresponds 
to the website’s physical location in Hainan, the southern inland in China that is famous for its nickname 
“Tianya haijiao” (the end of the world and the end of the sea). It might be a coincidence that the martial 
arts connotation of Tianya.cn corresponds to netizens’ playful establishment of the Furong Cult. However, 
this coincidence opens up an imaginative space for us to further explore this particular mode of expression.    
52 Matt Hills, Fan Cultures (London: Routledge, 2002). 
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supplementing dachy’s post, and interacting with one another to mock Furong Jiejie. The 

Furong Cult (Furong jiao) was thus founded, and it worshipped Furong Jiejie as the 

founding mother (jiaomu). Given that “founding mother” and “yeast” have the same 

pronunciation in Chinese, for fun netizens used “yeast” to refer to Furong Jiejie. Dachy’s 

first post attracted more than 100,000 page views. Dachy published a follow-up post on 

May 25, 2005. This entry sorted through Furong Jiejie’s articles and conjectured 

Furong’s love relations based on her posts. Shortly after, on May 27, 2005, Huanpei 

dingdang edited and published Basic Literacy Manuals for the Disciples of the Furong 

Cult (Furong jiaozhong rumen chuji saomang shouce, hereafter, Furong Manual) on 

Tianya.cn. In the Furong Manual, Huanpei innovatively interpreted Furong Jiejie’s posts 

and photos, and netizens immediately proclaimed the Manual as the guiding principle of 

the Furong Cult. Inspired by dachy and Huanpei, BBS users on Tianya.cn followed suit 

and published a series of mockery works, such as Ode to the Founder of the Furong Cult 

(Furong jiaozhuqu), and The Advanced Complete Manual of the Tianya Furong Cult:  

Required for Junior Disciples (Tianya Furongjiao gaojie wanquan shouce: xiaolianpeng 

bibei).53  

                                                   

53 Dachy, “Zheli haoxiang meiren baba Furong Jiejie” [How come nobody gossips about Furong Jiejie]? 
May 24, 2005, accessed July 11, 2011, http://www.tianya.cn/publicforum/content/funinfo/1/41700.shtml.; 
Dachy, “Furong jiao di’ertan: Furong Jiejie dazhan Furong gege” [The second article on the Furong Cult: 
Furong Jiejie fights with Brother Furong], May 25, 2005, accessed July 11, 2011,  
http://www.tianya.cn/publicforum/content/funinfo/1/41956.shtml; 25 May 2005; Huanpei dingdang, 
“Furong jiao rumen zhi chuji saomang shouce (CJ wujin)” [Basic literacy manual of the Furong Cult: Don’t 
read if you are innocent], May 27, 2005, accessed July 11, 2011,  
http://cache.tianya.cn/publicforum/content/funinfo/1/42481.shtml; Qinglian Li, “Furong jiaozhuqu” [Ode to 
the founder of Furong Cult], June 16, 2005, accessed July 11, 2011,  
http://www.tianya.cn/publicforum/content/funinfo/1/48062.shtml; cherry66. “Tianya Furongjiao gaojie 
wanquan shouce (xiaolianpeng bibei)” [Advanced complete manual of Tianya Furong Cult (required for 
junior disciples)], June 18, 2005, accessed July 11, 2011, 
http://www.tianya.cn/publicforum/content/funinfo/1/48675.shtml.  
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As BBS users enthusiastically plunged into this unprecedented virtual carnival, 

the symbolic status of early “promoters” of Furong Jiejie such as dachy and Huanpei, 

elevated among netizens. They both actively moderated forum discussions and acted as 

opinion leaders on related issues. Moreover, the first official release of Furong Jiejie’s 

pictures drove the netizens’ virtual carnival, as well as Furong’s notoriety, to a national 

level. One month after Furong Jiejie made her name on Tianya.cn, Chen Mo, the forum 

host of the photography section on the website, was invited by the Shanghai Bund 

Pictorial to take photos for Furong Jiejie at Tsinghua University. Chen Mo, who was 

directly involved with event planning and higher-level management for Tianya.cn, 

foresaw a publicity opportunity. Chen talked to those in charge at Tianya.cn, and the 

website reached an agreement with the Shanghai Bund Pictorial. Tianya.cn was 

scheduled to release pictures of Furong Jiejie around the same time that the Shanghai 

Bund Pictorial published its report on her in June 2005.54 The pictures of Furong Jiejie 

released online differed from the ones published in the print media in its presentation, 

circulation, and reception, something this chapter will discuss later. However, the 

differences reveal the strength and flexibility of new media, because few people knew 

that Furong’s photos also appeared in print media.55  

This brief delineation of Furong-related events on Tianya.cn exemplifies the 

affective power of community entertainment as evidenced by the mock fandom of the 

Furong Cult, and the role of newly emerging Web agents played, whose deliberate or 

                                                   

54 Muyang Liu and Mo Chen, “Furong Jiejie: wuliao wenhua xianfeng” [Furong Jiejie: Pioneers of 
nonsense culture], Waitan huabao [Shanghai Bund Pictorial], June 23, 2005, 6.  
55 Li and Zhang, “Chen Mo: Yongsehua de wangluo hunzi,” 43. 
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coincidental acts were subject to the appropriation of commercial forces. The discussion 

below focuses on these two aspects.  

The frenzy of mock fandom exemplifies the forging of a “community of 

imagination,” defined as “a community which, rather than merely imagining itself as co-

existent in clocked time, constitutes itself precisely through a common affective 

engagement, and thereby through a common respect for a popular cultural 

representational space.”56 In his analysis of the online fandom of The X-Files, Matthew 

Hills proposes that imagination is conceptualized as an affective process that underpins 

the formation and fragility of fandom community. Moreover, the community of 

imagination is less interested in imagining itself as a community, than in constantly 

confronting and refining the relationships between individual fans and the text as the 

object of fandom. Hills’ analysis of the importance of imagination and affective 

engagement in sustaining online fandom communities sheds some lights on our 

understanding of the sensational effects evoked by Furong Jiejie on Tianya.cn.  

In the mock fandom of Furong Jiejie, netizens’ “affective engagement” and 

imagination revolving around a parodied jianghu world supports the formation of a 

community. If by convention the jianghu world is read as a space of freedom, adventure, 

justice, and heroism,57 then the bustling scene Furong Jiejie evoked online illustrates 

how the jianghu world can be imagined differently. In this jianghu world, social justice 

and moral support were not as important as having fun. The whereabouts of group leaders, 

factional strife, and the passing on of secret kung-fu manuals—three classical themes in 
                                                   

56 Matthew Hills, “Virtually Out There: Strategies, Tactics and Affective Spaces in On-line Fandom,” in 
Technospaces: Inside the New Media, ed. Sally R. Munt (London and New York: Continuum, 2001), 154.  
57 Yang, The Power of Internet in China,173-174.  



 

137 

 

martial arts genres—were imagined alternatively in the mock fandom of Furong Jiejie. 

Self-proclaimed loyal disciples of Furong Jiejie, these BBS users competed with one 

another to join the membership, and swore to defend the integrity of the Furong Cult to 

the death. They acted like historians and archaeologists, uncovering “mysterious” details 

about Furong Jiejie based on her writings, wrote humorous analogies, and even set up a 

virtual graduate seminar class to work collaboratively and piece together her real identity. 

By the time the Furong Cult was founded on Tianya.cn, there were already several sects 

on the same website, including the “Chrysanthemum Cult” (juhua jiao) and “Cool Beauty 

Cult” (lengyan jiao), which netizens founded to ridicule the youth writer Guo Jingming 

and several celebrities respectively. Netizens imagined these martial arts sects to be in 

conflict, discussed whether it was against professional ethics for a person to be affiliated 

with multiple sects, and contributed numerous discussion threads that both extolled and 

mocked Furong Jiejie. Moreover, there had been a proliferation of the Furong Cult 

“bibles” that constituted markers of the mock fan community, including such secret 

“martial arts manuals” as Furong’s Family Background (Furong shenshi), A Textology of 

Furong’s Life (Furong shengping kao), and Quotations from Furong (Furong yulu).  

Netizens’ collective and imagined experiences of living in this parodied jianghu 

world formed the basis of their group identity, as well as their relationship with the object 

of this mock fandom. If Furong Jiejie was “diagnosed” as overly narcissistic and 

indulgent, then BBS users were no less obsessive when they immersed themselves into 

this imaginary jianghu world and took pains to analyze and make fun of Furong Jiejie. As 

the affective and excessive sensibility of netizens helped strengthen their group identities 

from within, their common respect for materials compiled for the Furong Cult led to the 
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particular narrative style this group employed. In this case, parodied discourses were 

integrated into mock fans’ daily imaginary experiences:  

[Post 1] 

Today, I join the Furong Cult and swear never to abandon it for the rest of my life. 

[Post 2]  

Before I get offline, let me uphold (ding) Furong Jiejie’s post one more time. I 

will bring the Furong Manual home and study the principles of the Furong Cult 

thoroughly. I will peruse Furong Jiejie’s words, further develop the Furong Cult, 

and popularize the brilliant image of Furong Jiejie among the Chinese people.  

[Post 3] 

Thanks to FR [Furong Jiejie]! She revolutionized the views of aesthetics and the 
world that I have built over the years. 

[Post 4] 

I worship the Founding Mother three hundred times a day, so that I may never 
reject the temptation to live on Tianya! [Ribai jiaomu sanbaici, buci changzuo 

tianyaren, a parody of a classical Chinese poem]58  

As these posts have shown, the juxtaposition of the two seemingly irrelevant 

genres—popular martial arts literature and mass slogans propagated by the official 

discourse of the 1960s and 1970s—resulted in unexpectedly entertaining effects. Not 

only are earlier popular and state discourses re-appropriated by mock fans in cyberspace, 

almost all cultural genres, ranging from literature, film, painting, and photos to pop songs, 

cartoons, and reality shows are parodied and re-created for the sake of fun. More 

importantly, mock fans’ frequent online interactions ensured the reinforcement and 

legitimization of community entertainment, which had been under careful monitoring by 

its members.  

                                                   

58 Huanpei dingdang, “Furong jiao rumen zhi chuji saomang shouce (CJ wujin).” 
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Aside from the virtual worshipping of Furong Jiejie, responses to the Furong 

phenomenon varied from playful mockery, appreciative dislike, full-fledged criticism and 

anger, to extremist hatred. In the name of mock fandom, BBS users eagerly checked out 

and cross-posted Furong Jiejie’s outrageous statements, pictures, and video clips, joined 

discussions in online forums, and exchanged opinions and verbal abuse with one another. 

The frequency and intensity of these carnival-like flame wars made Tianya.cn one of the 

most notorious online attractions in 2005, evidenced by the fact that any Furong-related 

topics could generate an unusually high number of visits to and responses on the website. 

Nonetheless, for mock fans, any responses that departed from hilarious sentiments were 

off the point, particularly those of the moral defenders. It is worth quoting at length 

dachy’s self-reflexive post in this regard: 

To be honest, I kind of regret introducing Furong Jiejie to Tianya.cn. As a non- 

professional, I am very proud of my contribution to China’s gossip industry in 

2005. But now the course of events has somehow deviated from the original 

track … In the beginning, we all knew there was no need to treat Furong Jiejie 

seriously, apart from seeking fun. But some people are so paranoid … Look at 

those who persistently interrogate and humiliate Furong on her blog every day. It 

seems that these people have become moral defenders overnight. Isn’t this 

ridiculous? Why not defend social justice one or two years earlier [when Furong 

first became well known on SMTH BBS] rather than wait until now?59  

Likewise, another netizen called for the protection of Furong Jiejie to preserve her 

entertainment value. Albeit written in different styles, both commentaries reveal the 

urgency to police the boundary of mock fandom and distinguish this group from others.  

                                                   

59 Dachy. June 14, 2005, accessed July 11, 
2011.http://cache.tianya.cn/publicforum/content/funinfo/1/42481.shtml. 
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By examining the mock fandom of Furong Jiejie through the lens of collective 

imagination, community-building, online productivity, and boundary policing, the power 

of emotional intensity becomes evident. Jonathan Gray has convincingly argued for the 

importance of studying alternative audience (i.e. anti-fans and non-fans) engagement in 

fan studies: “Hate or dislike of a text can be just as powerful as can a strong and admiring, 

affective relationship with a text, and they can produce just as much activity, 

identification, meaning, and ‘effects’ or serve just as powerfully to unite and sustain a 

community or subculture.”60 Along the same line of thinking, I argue that mock fans are 

also an important category for audience studies, and the affectivity of mock fans, albeit 

performed, faked, and manipulated, is significant for our understanding of the series of 

entertainment effects triggered by Furong Jiejie. The activities of mock fans, such as 

collecting and collaborating, mirror conventional fandom to a certain extent, while also 

departing from it.  

Specifically, as John Fiske has argued, collecting as an important component of 

fan culture emphasizes “inclusivity” that is, the quantity of accumulating instead of 

“exclusivity,” namely the uniqueness or authenticity of cultural objects, which is usually 

a material sign of collecting in dominant culture.61 In the case of Furong Jiejie, mock 

fans’ pursuit of inclusivity is reflected at the level of using technological know-how to 

search for and post the most comprehensive list of Furong Jiejie’s videos, images, and 

posts. Collecting, in this case is largely a collective activity instead of an individual one, 

                                                   

60 Jonathan Gray, “New Audiences, New Textualities: Anti-fans and Non-fans,” International Journal of 
Cultural Studies 6, no. 1 (2003): 64-81; Jonathan Gray, “Antifandom and the Moral Text: Television 
without Pity and Textual Dislike,” American Behavioral Scientist 48, no. 7 (March 2005): 841.  
61 John Fiske, “The Cultural Economy of Fandom.” In The Adoring Audience: Fan Culture and Popular 
Media, ed. Lisa A. Lewis (New York: Routledge, 1992), 30-49. 
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which is rather common in conventional fandom. It is unlikely that mock fans would 

create a personal collection of Furong Jiejie. However, they greatly enjoy the process of 

collecting, viewing, offering humorous analogies, participating in the back and forth 

wordplay, and building on insider jokes as a group. Therefore in mock fandom collecting 

has a stronger affinity with collaborating as compared to conventional fandom. Through 

collecting and collaborating, mock fans of Furong Jiejie performed and constructed their 

identities and enjoyed an active, participatory engagement with both texts (Furong-

related words, images, etc.) and contexts (online discussions, media reports, etc.). This 

“community of imagination” played vulgarity, absurdity, parody, and excessive 

sentiments to an extreme.62 In a way, the frenetic behavior of netizens resembles the 

persistence and paranoid sentiments embodied in the Red Guard generation, by virtue of 

which made Furong Jiejie infamous.63 

Aside from the collective agency manifested by BBS users of Tianya.cn, Furong 

Jiejie’s case reveals the importance of newly emergent attention agents as well as of an 

alternative mode of cultural economy of (mock) fandom. Specifically “senior members” 

of the Furong Cult, represented by dachy, Chen Mo, Huanpei dingdang, Han Xiaoxie, 

and cherry66, exemplify the working logic of popular cultural capital. Most of these 

online names’ real life identities remain anonymous, and yet they are quite famous 

among BBS users on Tianya.cn for various reasons: accumulated knowledge (Huanpei’s 

Furong Manual, cherry66’s Advanced Manual), humor (dachy, Han Xiaoxie, and 

                                                   

62 Hills, Fan Cultures.  
63 Geng Song, ed., Quanqiuhua yu “zhongguoxing:” dangdai wenhua de houzhimin jiedu [Globalization 
and “Chineseness:” Postcolonial readings of contemporary culture] (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University 
Press, 2006), 15.  
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Huanpei), specialty (Chen Mo’s photography techniques), and in-depth analytical skills 

(dachy). The leading role they play in online discussions earns them the “pleasures and 

esteems of one’s peer in a community of taste.”64 Indeed, the power and prestige these 

agents enjoy on Tianya.cn is more or less unaffected by canonicity or social ranks as it 

does in real world. Nonetheless, the symbolic popular cultural capital they had 

accumulated before Furong Jiejie came to the public’s attention ensures that their 

“signature” posts draw netizens’ attention immediately, and further exert huge influence 

on the community. The role these agents played in popularizing Furong Jiejie 

foreshadows the emerging Web logic of publicity, where online popularity is quickly 

subject to the appropriation of the media industry in hopes of generating profits. An 

examination of the official release of the first batch of Furong Jiejie’s pictures further 

illustrates this point.  

As mentioned earlier, the pictures of Furong Jiejie released online differed from 

the ones published in print media in its presentation, circulation, and reception. While the 

Shanghai Bund Pictorial published only one picture of Furong Jiejie, complemented with 

one page of text to discuss the Furong phenomenon, Tianya.cn released 40 pictures in 

total. Significantly different from the picture published in the Shanghai Bund Pictorial, 

these 40 photos were carefully edited, each picture accompanied with specially written 

text and music (Figures 9 and 10). Chen Mo invited Han Xiaoxie to write these texts. Han 

was already well-known among BBS users on Tianya.cn for her sharp observations and 

witty posts. Han’s texts offered an alternative interpretation of the Furong phenomenon. 

In these photos, Furong Jiejie’s classic “S-shape” and dance poses had not changed; 

                                                   

64 Fiske, “The Cultural Economy of Fandom,” 34.  
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however, Han Xiaoxie’s poetic, sentimental, and expressive writing style responded to 

the prevailing mockery of Furong Jiejie and sympathized with her struggle and 

perseverance. For instance, a line that goes with Furong Jiejie’s typical S-shaped pose 

reads: “Many people say I am not pretty. I do not believe it. Why would I? So I keep 

going despite my somewhat lonely persistence.” Another line that goes with a picture of 

Furong Jiejie’s dance pose says: “My dance only has a couple of postures. So does my 

life. It’s always been like this: simple, enjoyable.” 

 

Figures 9 and 10: (Left) Furong Jiejie’s photo as published in the Shanghai Bund 
Pictorial. (Right) The textual elements were added to the same photo when it was 
circulated on Tianya.cn. The line reads: “What have I thought about? Who have I loved? 
And who has abandoned me? I do not remember any of it. Under the sunshine, I am still 
me.”65 

 

                                                   

65 Liu and Chen, “Furong Jiejie: wuliao wenhua xianfeng,” 6; the batch of photos on Tianya.cn is available  
at: http://forum.yorkbbs.ca/showtopic-910942-1.aspx, accessed July 5, 2012.  
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Figures 11 and 12: (Left) “I understand everything about you—your extreme comments 

and vicious attacks—in hopes of letting you understand my adamancy.” (Right) “The 

eyes on the left cannot see the eyes on the right. You do not understand me. Because I am 

on the left, while, you are on the right.”  

The light sentimentalism implied in Han Xiaoxie’s commentary pointed out the 

somewhat tragic dimension of the Furong phenomenon. Juxtaposing visual, textual, and 

musical elements, permeated with a sentimental mood, made Furong Jiejie’s photos an 

immediate hit. Twelve hours after these pictures were published on Tianya.cn, they were 

cross-posted to many websites, and Tianya’s server was temporarily paralyzed because of 

the high number of visits. Furong Jiejie also became one of the top ten search terms on 

Baidu, the Chinese equivalent of Google.66 Subsequently, Tianya.cn quickly organized a 

virtual forum for Han Xiaoxie to chat with BBS users online, where she answered 

                                                   

66 Li and Zhang, “Chen Mo: Yongsehua de wangluo hunzi,” 43.  



 

145 

 

questions regarding how and why she decided to justify Furong Jiejie’s deeds, and 

described her writing process.67  

Just as these photos imply the degree of flexibility and innovation new media can 

harbor, the diverging career paths digital agents undertake are also thought-provoking. 

Similar to what had happened to dachy, Huanpei, and cherry66, the wide circulation of 

these photos elevated the symbolic status of Han Xiaoxie and Chen Mo among netizens. 

Soon after, the esteem and popularity Han Xiaoxie gained among mock fans earned her 

the position of Creative Writing Forum moderator on Tianya.cn. This online prestige 

hardly brought her any real life changes, as Han Xiaoxie continued to remain anonymous 

and gradually disappeared from public sight. In contrast, Chen Mo and Furong Jiejie 

showcased an alternative way of capitalizing on online popularity, and epitomized the 

potential for converting popular cultural capital into upward career opportunities. Chen 

Mo soon became the spokesperson for China’s Internet star-making (wangluo zaoxing) 

industry, by starting his own media company that specialized in Internet marketing, and 

has been frequently invited to give talks and share his experiences. By the same token, 

Furong Jiejie has been mysteriously transformed into an inspirational figure in Chinese 

society. Both cases call for an examination of the flexibility of popular cultural capital, as 

well as the particular implications these cases project on a postsocialist China that has 

been undergoing dramatic social, economic, and political changes.  

                                                   

67 “Qianwanli zhuixun, 80hou tatatata bude bushuo de gushi: frjj yuyong xieshou Han Xiaoxie xianchang 
zhuanfang” [Stories Post-80s generation has to Tell: Live interviews of Furong Jiejie’s professional writer 
Han Xiaoxie]. June 21, 2005, accessed May 25, 2011, 
http://www.tianya.cn/new/Publicforum/Content.asp?strItem=funinfo&idArticle=50014.  



 

146 

 

The concept of “popular cultural capital” originates from John Fiske’s revision of 

Pierre Bourdieu’s influential discussion of “cultural capital” and “symbolic capital.” 

According to Bourdieu, symbolic capital refers to the degree of accumulated prestige, 

celebrity, and honor an artist receives from the critical community in the field of cultural 

production, which will eventually be converted into material interests. Fiske criticizes 

Bourdieu’s elite-orientated stance, because Bourdieu offers a sophisticated discussion of 

restricted production and dismisses the importance of subordinate culture. Fiske thus 

engages in discussions of subordinate culture, which are in opposition to official and 

dominant culture, and revises Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic capital into popular 

cultural capital. Fiske proposes that popular cultural capital “consists of the meanings and 

pleasures available to the subordinate to express and promote their interests.”68 Using 

fandom as a focus point, Fiske examines how the popular cultural capital of fans echoes 

and yet deviates from that of the dominant and official cultural capital: “Fan cultural 

capital, like the official, lies in the appreciation and knowledge of texts, performers and 

events, yet the fan’s objects of fandom are, by definition, excluded from official cultural 

capital and its convertibility, via education and career opportunity, into economic capital.” 

Correspondingly, Fiske argues, “Acquiring [popular cultural capital] usually will not 

enhance one’s career, or produce upward class mobility as its investment payoffs. Its 

dividends lie in the pleasures and esteem of one’s peers in a community of taste rather 

than those of one’s social betters.”69  

                                                   

68 John Fiske, Television Culture (New York: Methuen, 1987), 314. 
69 John Fiske, “The Culture Economy of Fandom,” 42.  
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Fiske’s argument that an individual will hardly gain any cult status or respect 

outside fan groups has certain validity, however, this proposition needs to be carefully 

weighed and modified for the digital age. The changing career path of Chen Mo and 

Furong Jiejie shows that it is a lot more likely to convert popular cultural capital into 

upward career opportunities. More importantly, the opposition between fan/subordinate 

culture and official/dominant culture needs to be carefully evaluated. Mock fandom is not 

necessarily always a representation of the disempowered and subordinate groups. Also, it 

is not always oppositional to dominant culture. The mysterious transformation of Furong 

Jiejie into an inspiring role model acknowledged by the dominant Party-state and 

mainstream society illustrates the flexibility of popular cultural capital and the more 

intricate interaction between the subordinate and official/dominant cultures.   

POPULAR CULTURAL CAPITAL, SPECTACULAR TURNAROUND, AND FLEXIBLE 

CELEBRITY 

In 2010, Furong Jiejie was included in an English textbook and her name was 

used to illustrate the word “spectacular.” Next to the dictionary definition of “spectacular,” 

the textbook shows a cartoon image of Furong Jiejie (Figure 12). 
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Figure 13: “Smile, Furong Jiejie!”70 

This “spectacular” turnaround of Furong Jiejie manifests how she has successfully 

converted online popularity and notoriety into upward career opportunities. This section 

discusses the structural factors that contributed to Furong Jiejie’s upward mobility: 1) the 

dotcom industry’s efforts to appropriate comic sensibility for the marketplace, 2) Furong 

Jiejie’s strategic appropriation of grass-rootedness and ordinariness, and 3) the mutually 

interacting and adjusting stances of official, commercial, and subordinate positions.  

New and Old Comic Genres 

As discussed in the beginning of this chapter, the connection between the 

reception of A Chinese Odyssey and the Furong phenomenon reveals the rise of a comic 

sensibility among netizens. Internet industry’s endeavors to explore new modes of 

expression and profitable models developed along with the timely appropriation of the 

comic sensibility that marked Furong Jiejie’s early reception. Her continuous 

involvement with the Internet-based genres reinforced this comic sensibility and helped 

maintain her place in the media’s spotlight. Meanwhile Furong Jiejie’s participation in 

conventional genres such as films and stage plays won her recognition from mainstream 

audiences, and elevated her status from a public laughingstock to an alternative comic 

star. The hierarchy among cultural genres plays an instrumental role in this process.  

To be more specific, since Furong Jiejie made her name on Tianya.cn, 

commercial media forces, particularly that of Internet portal websites and blogging 

                                                   

70 “Dazzling Words: Spectacular FurongJiejie,” Huanqiu shibao [Global Times], March 17, 2011, 
accessed July 19, 2011, http://language.globaltimes.cn/dazzlingwords/2011-04/531061.html; this cartoon is 
available at http://tieba.baidu.com/p/768596483, accessed July 19, 2011. 
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service companies, quickly intervened and sought to make full use of Furong’s newly 

established fame. Since 2006, Furong Jiejie has worked with several commercial portal 

websites and production companies, and made blog movies (boke dianying or boke 

duanpian), hosted Web talk shows, and starred in films and stage play. The four most 

notable cultural products that Furong Jiejie has been involved with are as follows: blog 

movies—abbreviated as B-movies in the Chinese media—she starred in from 2005 to 

2006, a comedy show Here Comes Furong (Furong laile) she hosted in 2006, the fifth-

generation director Ning Ying’s film The Double Life in 2009, and the New Year’s comic 

stage play (hesui huaju) Meteor Shower in between December 2009 and January 2010. 

Although these works differ in terms of genres and their cultural status, they share some 

commonalities, the most notable one being the contextualization of the Furong 

phenomenon: the integration of Furong’s S-shaped pose, notorious statements, and well-

known Internet slang into these cultural products enhance the comedic effects for 

audiences.  

First of all, Furong Jiejie’s journey to fame has a close bearing on the Internet 

industry’s pioneering experiment with new genres and expressive modes. Furong Jiejie’s 

role in both the Web talk show Here Comes Furong and a series of blog movies 

illustrates this point. Here Comes Furong and blog movies, such as Appreciation of 

Beauty (Shenmei) and Shih (Jing dian’er), were first released between 2005 and 2006, at 

a time when the blogging industry was taking off and Internet start-up companies were 

trying to come up with profit models to bundle with blogs.71 Both blog movies stressed 

                                                   

71 The genre of blog movies (boke dianying) was jointly developed by Zonbo Media (zhongbo chuanmei) 
and Bokee.com (bokewang) on September 20, 2005. Blog movies are briefly defined as movies that are 
made by bloggers and released on blogs. The agreement of the two companies was that blog movies that 
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Furong Jiejie’s identity as an Internet celebrity and reflected an alternative aesthetic style 

that valued vulgarity, grass-rootedness, and comic sensibility. Among these video series, 

Here Comes Furong is worth our special attention. 

Here Comes Furong was produced and broadcast online by China.com (zhonghua 

wang). The name of the show imitates the famous Taiwanese variety program Here 

Comes Kang Xi, in which the hosts Hsu Hsi-ti and Tsai Kang-yung interview celebrities 

and disclose little-known aspects of the celebrities’ lives to audiences. Here Comes Kang 

Xi is most famous for its comedic bantering style, accompanied with cartoon sound 

effects, on-screen visuals and animated texts. Here Comes Furong imitated the comedic 

style of the Taiwanese show and applied irony in one sense: by treating Furong Jiejie—a 

then clownish figure—as a celebrity, the show proclaimed to present a true or serious 

(zhengjing) Furong to her audience. In this show, Furong Jiejie was portrayed as a role 

model who educated audiences on varying topics such as aesthetics and success, engaged 

in mock dialogues with her attackers, fans, and journalists, and even acted as a fitness 

instructor. Interestingly, while “zhengjing” has several positive meanings, including true, 

serious, conventional, and sincerity, it is Furong Jiejie’s subtle unorthodox (bu zhengjing) 

aspects—the awkward dance and unabashed confidence she conveyed, to say the least—

that resulted in her notoriety and controversy. In addition, Here Comes Furong adopted 

forms of popular culture such as cartoons, flash, and animation to enhance the show’s 

                                                                                                                                                       

were invested in and made by Zonbo Media—an integrated new media operator that focused on video 
content production and distribution—would be released on Bokee.com’s blog movie channel. Zonbo Media 
produced a series of blog movies from 2005 to 2006, and the ones Furong Jiejie participated in were among 
the first batch. Blog movies designed by these companies quickly changed directions, when a group of 
bloggers started making real films and releasing them online. The popularity of short blog movies gradually 
lost its appeal.  
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comedic effect. For example, the series often presented Furong Jiejie as an amusing 

cartoon figure who responded humorously and lightheartedly to the prevalent news, 

gossip, and ridicule about herself.  

Thus Furong Jiejie’s so called Zhengjing xiu (serious show) showed no intention 

of presenting the “real” Furong Jiejie, one that differed from her popular public image. 

As audiences watched Furong Jiejie, who they considered to be neither slim nor 

successful, teach fitness and share her life philosophy, they felt a sense of superiority and 

reinforced their previous perception of her as a laughable figure. Here Comes Furong had 

a short life span and had a total run of seven episodes. Despite its limited influence, the 

program’s celebration of the absurd aspects embodied in the Furong phenomenon, active 

resonation with popular sentiments, and the employment of irony, parody, and self-

mockery via new cultural forms signifies the Internet industry’s cultural endeavor to 

experiment with Web-based shows. 

Second, Furong Jiejie’s roles in conventional genres also have a close affinity 

with her real life story. In Ning Ying’s film The Double Life, Furong Jiejie plays Taohua, 

a sales assistant working at a Chinese herbal medicine store in a metropolitan city. In the 

movie Taohua speaks in a northwestern regional dialect, which is deemed inferior to 

standard Mandarin and indicates the speaker’s identity as an outsider. The dialect Taohua 

speaks and her role as a migrant worker accords with Furong Jiejie’s origin and her 

relocation to the big city for better opportunities. Moreover, in the film, Taohua wears 

cheap clothes and accessories and approaches store visitors by protruding her breasts and 

twisting her butt, all “signature” gestures of Furong Jiejie. Furthermore, although Furong 

Jiejie plays one of the few normal people in the film, The Double Life is the first film in 
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China to center its theme on mental patients. Thus Furong Jiejie’s role as a normal sales 

representative reminds audience of the prevalent societal diagnosis that she is mentally 

sick and overly narcissistic. The intertextuality between Furong Jiejie’s role in the film 

and her real life stories constitutes one of the fun aspects of watching The Double Life. 

Similarly, Furong Jiejie’s leading role in the comic stage play Meteor Shower revolves 

around a contested concept: beauty. Referencing the major controversy surrounding 

Furong Jiejie, she starred as the five well-known beauties of ancient China, including 

Yang Guifei and Pan Jinlian. The stage play makes full use of Internet lexicons and 

anecdotes related to Furong Jiejie, and unabashedly celebrates Furong’s S-shaped pose, 

awkward dance, and out of tune voice with the audience.  

To summarize, Furong Jiejie’s Internet fame qualifies her as a competitive 

candidate to participate in the dotcom industry’s experiment with new modes of 

expression and genres. Although new media genres have creative potential and strength 

as well as flexibility in its production and distribution, they must still compete with 

conventional genres for legitimacy and prestige. It is Furong Jiejie’s participation in 

conventional genres such as film and stage play that won her critical acclaim from 

audiences and helped elevate her status from a clown-like figure to an actor. Thus the 

hierarchy of existing cultural genres played an important role in catalyzing Furong’s 

transition into an inspirational figure in Chinese society. 

Strategies: Ordinariness and Grassrooted-ness  

An often neglected aspect of the Furong phenomenon is that of the self-promotion 

techniques that Furong Jiejie and her work team employed. Media coverage and the 

scholarship on the Furong phenomenon have focused on understanding all of the fuss 
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surrounding such a ridiculous figure. It seldom occurs to researchers and media observers 

that Furong Jiejie should be regarded a digital agent in the popular cultural field, who 

adjusted her strategies from time to time to secure a position in the marketplace. Furong 

Jiejie’s active participation in the public parody and mockery of herself, as well as the 

calculating appropriation of grass-rootedness and ordinariness embodied in her image, 

exemplify this point. 

The comic effects of the Furong phenomenon, originating in the netizens’ self-

entertaining activities, were continuously intensified by Furong Jiejie’s voluntary 

cooperation. A case in point is how Furong Jiejie gave timely and strategic responses to 

netizens’ condemnation, mock praise, or parodies of her. Instead of defending her 

behavior, she responded humorously, similar to the way in which netizens made fun of 

her. For instance, in response to an often quoted commentary that Furong Jiejie is like a 

demon-spotting mirror (zhaoyaojing), a metaphor employed to imply her ugliness and 

weirdness, she writes:  
 

Today I finally figured out why people think I am like a demon-spotting mirror … 

I walked by a neighbor’s house and heard a woman immersed in discussion about 

Furong Jiejie. That distorted face of hers is ugly beyond the imagination, and I 

cannot help but take a perverse comfort in it. Indeed, Furong Jiejie is like a 

demon-spotting mirror, which makes monsters show their original appearance. 

Hence the mirror helps display their ugly aspects!72  

In a different context, Furong Jiejie sarcastically replies to those who persistently 

follow each update of hers and post malicious messages towards her:  
                                                   

72 Furong Jiejie, “Furong Jiejie zhende shi zhaoyao jing” [Furong Jiejie is indeed a demon-spotting mirror], 
Official Blog of Furong Jiejie, July 30, 2005, accessed June 29, 2010, 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_4b674096010005v1.html.  
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If you like, please come over here and attack me. Your censure [of me] will be 

better than my blog. Given that my blog has a high number of visitors, a new star 

good at verbal abuse will perhaps arise. I am a bit busy nowadays, and am unable 

to post new articles quickly enough for you to attack me. Nevertheless, you can 

definitely keep working on the old posts. Please, I beg you, wait for me.73  

These two posts show that Furong Jiejie either (intentionally) misinterpreted 

netizens’ perception of her to enhance the absurdity of her statements and entertain the 

audience, or responded to their verbal abuse with a good sense of humor and satire. As 

for posts that enthusiastically exalted Furong Jiejie’s beauty and talent, she unabashedly 

concurred and uttered even more exaggerated statements. In this way Furong Jiejie’s 

strategic and timely response to various comments about herself motivated more people 

to join in the discussion, and facilitated a transparent exchange of opinions, verbal abuse, 

and virtual fights among netizens.  

The second post of Furong Jiejie also shows her awareness of the attention rule in 

China’s digital age, where the high volume of Web traffic is proportional to possible 

profits the website and individuals may generate. Consequently, Furong Jiejie created 

media hype by posting marriage ads with amusing prerequisites (a sexual virgin, well-

rounded appearance, etc.), auctioning clothes and accessories that she has worn, offering 

to sell the rights to the content of her blog on a retail website for an outrageously high 

price (one million RMB, approximately $150,000 USD), and launching the Furong 

hotline to help those in need of mental counseling. Between 2006 and 2008, Furong Jiejie 

also released a series of self-made blog videos for the 2008 Beijing Olympics, 

                                                   

73 Furong Jiejie, “Bukan huishou (10)” [Unbearable memories: 10], Official Blog of Furong Jiejie, June 16, 
2005, accessed June 29, 2010, http://frjj.blog.sohu.com/18415716.html.   
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emphasizing the benefits of daily exercise and expressing patriotic sentiments. By 

continuing to add new elements to her statements in order to catch the audience’s 

attention, Furong’s case demonstrates a strategic way to remain in the public sight 

through self-publicity.  

More importantly, the amateurish self-promotion, through the low quality of the 

early video series, Furong’s unprofessional poses, and the cheap clothes and accessories 

she repeatedly wore in videos and photos, conveys her ordinariness. This laid the 

groundwork for Furong Jiejie’s subsequent self-positioning as an alternative comic star in 

the cultural market, in which the grass-rootedness and ordinariness embodied in Furong’s 

public image constituted the most significant selling point that distinguished her from 

other celebrities. It is worth quoting at length some of Furong Jiejie’s recent statements: 
 

I write all kinds of blog entries, in all types of formats. I present daily trivial 

issues in a humorous and lovely way. I want to help everyone let go of their 

pressure, so I continue to write to encourage everybody through the power of 

words. No matter how great the difficulty you might encounter in life, smile and 

confront it.  

I make contributions to the diversification of social entertainment via the Internet. 

I help people understand that entertainment is not merely under the control of 

authorities, it also is in the hands of many talented netizens.74  

As shown in these statements, Furong Jiejie’s justification of her entertainment 

value is based on the exacerbated social polarization in China. Drawing a clear-cut line 

between the privileged and the underprivileged in Chinese society, Furong Jiejie deems 

                                                   

74 Furong Jiejie, Furong Jiejie’s microblog, June 6, 2010, accessed August 2, 2012, 
http://www.weibo.com/frjj; Furong Jiejie, Furong Jiejie’s microblog, June 16, 2010, accessed August 2, 
2012, http://www.weibo.com/frjj. 
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herself a spokesperson of the marginalized class: “Furong is no longer all about me. She 

represents the marginalized groups as a whole, and she exemplifies the virtue of 

confidence, bravery, tenacity, and perseverance!”75 The argument evokes a prevalent 

public resentment against the dominant groups in the Chinese society, where the growing 

gap between the rich and the poor jeopardizes the legitimacy of the ruling regime. 

Against this backdrop, Furong Jiejie interprets the alternative entertainment type she 

represents as a challenge to the authorities and a comfort to her peers who also come 

from ordinary families. In essence the “challenge” Furong Jiejie describes cannot be 

substantiated in any way, but the rhetoric becomes rather appealing to netizens who have 

perceived the kind of “Chinese Dream” she embodies. This rhetoric may also be favored 

by dominant forces, given that it encourages a positive attitude and down-to-earth work 

ethic in the face of social inequality. In this way, Furong justifies her journey to fame and 

the alternative media type she represents and transforms her story of as a social anomaly 

into an inspirational one.  

However, Furong Jiejie’s emphasis on her grass-roots origins and ordinariness 

needs to be taken with a grain of salt. It is notable that Furong Jiejie never flaunted her 

humble origin and ordinariness when she first became famous. Instead, she made a clear 

distinction between small towns and rural areas, and prided on coming from a small town 

and, hence, was much more fashionable than her classmates from the countryside. Furong 

Jiejie also stressed how she stood out among millions (“In the vast sea of humans, my 

appearance will brighten your eyes”), and expressed a genuine desire to become a 

                                                   

75 Furong Jiejie, “Furong Jiejie de shouzhi geren danqu” [The first single of Furong Jiejie], March 24, 
2006, accessed July 2, 2010, http://www.newsmth.net/pc/pcarch.php?userid=huobingker&y=2006&m=3.   
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member of the elite class: “This third-tier university [where she graduated] suffocated 

me.” Furthermore, Furong Jiejie’s tenacious pursuit of her Ivy League dreams speaks 

volumes about the internalization of orthodox value systems: a strong identification with 

the educational hierarchy and a firm belief that acquiring an elite education can enhance a 

person’s cultural capital and change his/her destiny.  

Following her futile efforts to get admitted into elite schools and the unexpected 

notoriety she gained among students of Peking University and Tsinghua University, who 

adhered to the same value systems and considered themselves superior to others, Furong 

Jiejie dropped this “elitist” pursuit and claimed to be a representative of the marginalized 

class. However, it remains doubtful to what extent Furong Jiejie is a typical member of 

the marginalized class. After all, Furong Jiejie had the luxury of receiving a college level 

education and possessed more cultural capital and prestige than the majority of Chinese 

people. According to statistics by the China Education and Research Network, the college 

enrollment rate in 2004 was 19% and those with college degrees made up 5.15% of 

overall population in 2003.76  Additionally, Furong Jiejie also belongs to the first 

generation of netizens who were exposed to new media technologies (she entered college 

in 1997), at a time when the “marginalized class” perhaps was not even aware of the 

existence of computers. This being said, Furong Jiejie’s changing stance on ordinariness 

and grass-rootedness must be read as a strategic move, which reflects a timely assessment 

of the situation and a swift adjustment of her position.  

                                                   

76 Huiyu Zhang, “‘Furong Jiejie’ de misi” [The myth of FurongJiejie], Accessed August 2, 2012, 
http://intermargins.net/intermargins/TCulturalWorkshop/culturestudy/mainland/04.htm.   
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THE ENIGMATIC TRANSFORMATION OF FURONG JIEJIE  

This section discusses the interaction between alternative and 

mainstream/dominant forces after Furong Jiejie’s successful transition. Alongside the 

changing public opinion of Furong Jiejie and her move into the mainstream entertainment 

industry, her public image changed as well. Furong Jiejie’s recent media appearances 

demonstrated her improved taste, as evidenced by the application of more delicate 

makeup, selection of nicer dresses, as well as more elegant poses. The funny S-curve 

gesture prevalent in her earlier media coverage has largely disappeared, and been 

replaced with more professional poses that celebrities usually employ. In a recently 

released photo series in November 2010, Furong’s appearance evoked as much 

discussion on BBS forums as she did five years ago. Furong Jiejie’s slim body figure, 

luxurious dress, star-like gaze, and conservativeness embodied in her poses, all indicated 

the birth of a real star. In these pictures, Furong Jiejie posed seductively, with her eyes 

open wide, and staring into the camera, with lips slightly open, creating an aesthetic 

distance between her as a star and the audience as voyeurs (Figures 14 and 15). Netizens 

on BBS forums, particularly Tianya.cn, enthusiastically discussed Furong Jiejie’s 

successful weight loss and dramatic change in her public image. Two representative 

comments are as follows: “Even Furong Jiejie has become so skinny. Aren’t you 

ashamed of your extra fat?” “Man, I miss her S-shape so much. From now on the 

‘godmother’ has disappeared from earth, and a product called ‘beauty’ has debuted.”77  

                                                   

77 Wuyishanxia, November 17, 2010, accessed August 2, 2012. 
http://www.tianya.cn/publicforum/content/funinfo/1/2348114.shtml.   
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Figures 14 and 15: The “new” Furong Jiejie.78 

With Furong Jiejie’s transformation into a true star, the Internet community 

bemoaned the loss of their source of fun. And with this metamorphosis, Furong Jiejie has 

also changed both the content and tone of her blog. In the past, Furong Jiejie had 

expressed her unabashed self-confidence, which received much public condemnation and 

satire. However, accompanied by the change in her public image, she seemed to take a 

much humbler position and showed self-doubt. For instance, in her blog posts, Furong 

Jiejie no longer boasted about her perfect body, figure, and skin complexion. Instead, she 

shared with readers her worries about her weight, work difficulties, as well as the fear 

that her acting skills were not perfect. The boldness and defiance of certain social norms 

transitioned into a sincere concern about public opinion and a constant expression of 

                                                   

78 Accessed July 21, 2011, http://img1.gtimg.com/2/231/23105/2310517_550x550_281.jpg.  
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appreciation to the numerous netizens who “spotted” her and promoted her in the first 

place.  

As the above discussion has shown, Furong Jiejie’s body and “mind” had to be 

“disciplined” in order to obtain “certificates” for upward mobility. Her significant weight 

loss, adoption of elegant poses, application of delicate make up, and low key stance all 

demonstrate restraint imposed on the excess, namely an excessive female body, 

exaggerated tone of voice, and immoderate behaviors. Indeed, excess as a “stigmatized” 

word is oftentimes related to “female celebrity chavs,” a derogative term referring to a 

figure “who has become rapidly and unexpectedly wealthy or publicly visible—typically 

through reality television—and is represented as constitutionally unable to manage this 

change of circumstance with dignity, sangfroid [original emphasis] or prudence.”79 

While the analysis of “female celebrity chavs” focuses on the British context, this term 

does correlate with the prevalent global star-making mechanisms facilitated by reality 

shows and digital technologies. The dominant attitude toward these “celebrity chavs” is 

“a pleasurable blend of contempt, envy, skepticism and prurience” 80  instead of 

admiration and respect, which is by no means unique to Britain, as the discussion of 

Furong Jiejie has shown. Tyler and Bennett point out a dilemma that “female celebrity 

chavs” confront: while “celebrity chavs” can gain fame overnight for their display of 

vulgarity and inadequate tastes, thereby improving their social and financial situations, 

their (lower) class identity is still essential in the construction of “celebrity” in media 

coverage. Hence an emphasis on vulgarity, family origin, and poor tastes of “celebrity 
                                                   

79 Imogen Tyler and Bruce Bennett, “‘Celebrity Chav’: Fame, Femininity and Social Class,” European 
Journal of Cultural Studies 13, no. 3 (2010): 379. 
80 Tyler and Bennett, “‘Celebrity Chav’: Fame, Femininity and Social Class,” 375.  
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chavs,” as evidenced by gossip magazines and tabloid newspapers, constitute major 

obstacles for these “celebrity chavs” to receive genuine recognition in mainstream society.  

Tyler and Bennett’s discussion convincingly delineates a predicament that most 

instant celebrities face, namely how can they break away from the stereotypes on which 

their fame relies. However, what Tyler and Bennett fail to take into consideration is that 

the stances that the mainstream and dominant forces adopt are not fixed and thus are 

subject to change as well. Hence social class is not the single decisive factor that either 

restrains or catalyzes a celebrity’s upward mobility. As the discussion below will 

demonstrate, the dominant and mainstream forces’ changing stance on Furong Jiejie has 

helped enhance her symbolic cultural capital and partly accounts for why her story is now 

hailed as a Chinese version of the “American Dream.” 

Compared with female bloggers such as Mu Zimei and Zhuying qingtong (chapter 

four), who were severely condemned at first for their bold portrayal of female sexuality, 

Furong Jiejie was never heavily censored or banned in China. Nevertheless, the state did 

not support her much either. Shortly after Furong Jiejie gained nationwide fame, 

Blogchina.com invited Furong Jiejie to co-host its discussion forum “Super Girls” with 

several other Internet celebrities. Soon, the state’s Publicity Department requested that 

the website relocate any Furong-related content to less prominent places on their 

webpage.81 Subsequently, the state maintained a neutral stance and did not openly 

initiate any “campaigns” against Furong Jiejie. Interestingly, the state’s neutral stance 

gradually transitioned into “silent” permission to promote Furong Jiejie. In 2010, Furong 

                                                   

81 David Eimer, “China Cracks down on the Sex Bloggers,” The Independent, July 17, 2005, accessed 
August 2, 2012, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/china-cracks-down-on-the-sex-bloggers-
499095.html.  
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Jiejie’s name was mentioned in the news report of the state-owned China Central 

Television (CCTV), followed by a CCTV in-depth interview with her in 2011. Also, 

Furong Jiejie’s glamour shots appeared on Xinhua News Agency’s website, implying a 

change in the official attitude towards her.82  

As for general audiences, their changing attitude towards Furong Jiejie is most 

notably manifested by the increasing positive feedback left on her blogs and official 

website. The preceding impassioned discussion and debates on how to read the Furong 

phenomenon has been replaced with a somewhat homogenous agreement on her success 

and an expression of genuine admiration. Simultaneously, similar scenarios that remind 

audience about Furong Jiejie’s early reception take place on a more frequent basis, with 

the emergence of numerous Chinese “celebrity chavs,”83 the most recent one being Sister 

Feng. The pace and momentum of Sister Feng’s instant fame has far surpassed that of 

Furong Jiejie. Because Sister Feng uttered even more shocking words and acted more 

radically to gain public attention, eclipsing the chaotic media scene around Furong Jiejie, 

the Furong Jiejie’s earlier exaggerated behavior is thus considered rather mediocre by 

today’s standards. Along with continuous media attention of Sister Feng’s activities, 

Sister Feng relocated to New York City and has pursued her career overseas since 

November 2010. Against this backdrop, it seems to be passé to discuss the Furong 

phenomenon. Is Furong Jiejie, like many of her real life imitators, merely exemplifying 

with the commercial logic of attention economy that unabashedly hails notoriety? Is her 

                                                   

82 “Furong Jiejie wei yan shanzha pai xiezhen” [Furong Jiejie took glamour shots to auction a role in 
Shanzha], accessed October 10, 2010, http://news.xinhuanet.com/photo/2010-04/13/c.  
83 Tyler and Bennett, “‘Celebrity Chav’: Fame, Femininity and Social Class.”  
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case at all different from those of others such as Sister Feng? In other words, what is the 

significance of the Furong phenomenon?  

Current scholarship holds polarized opinions about the political and cultural 

(in)significance of the Furong phenomenon. The optimistic group applauds Furong’s 

fame as a “victory of the common people,” given the primary role netizens played in the 

process.84 This rhetoric is similar to the discussion of Super Girl, a Chinese singing 

competition that adhered to the principle “superstar out, ordinary people in.” The show 

gained unprecedented popularity in China, with one of the main factors being viewer 

participation in the judging process via text messaging votes for their favorite contestants. 

Thus, the show was considered to be one of the largest “democratic” voting exercises in 

mainland China.85 In contrast, the second group is very critical of this “liberating” 

narrative and stresses the “behind-the-scenes manipulation,”86 including the commercial 

mechanism of audience voting, star-making, and elimination rounds, as well as the 

mediated “authentic” displays of the participants’ performances.87 Similarly, the power 

of the anonymous online names who promoted Furong Jiejie could barely enact any 

political changes.88 Therefore, at most, these events presented an illusion of democracy 

and the fake “liberation” of audiences, under the pushing hands of commercial 

                                                   

84 Zhiye Zhang and Xin Wang, “Beida jiaoshou Zhang Yiwu: Furong Jiejie manzu dazhong shuangchong 
yuwang” [Peking University professor Zhang Yiwu: Furong Jiejie satisfies dual desire of masses], Beijing 
wanbao [Beijing Evening News], July 8, 2005, accessed July 5, 2012, http://www.huaxia.com/zt/yl/05-
052/2005/00339977.html.  
85 Jim Yardley, “An Unlikely Pop Icon Worries China,” International Herald Tribune, September 4, 2005, 
1. 
86 Raymond Zhou, “Secret behind Idol-making Super Girl Contest,” China Daily, August 27, 2005, 1. 
87 Bingchun Meng, “Who Needs Democracy if We Can Pick Our Favorite Girl? Super Girl as Media 
Spectacle,” Chinese Journal of Communication 2, no. 3 (November 2009): 257-272.  
88 Zhang, “‘Furong Jiejie’ de misi.”   
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mechanisms and the entertainment industry. Moreover, researchers argue, the alternative 

images these females present, be they Furong Jiejie’s out-of-shape body, or Li Yuchun’s 

(the winner of the 2005 Super Girl competition) androgynous femininity that quickly 

swept the country, is subject to the pleasure of the spectator’s gaze and satisfies a 

superficial need for diversity.  

While it is overly simplistic to presume that these symbolic voting practices could 

enact fundamental changes in China’s political structure, an assertive severing of the ties 

between popular culture and political life is also one-sided. In her insightful analysis of 

the convergence between popular culture and politics, Liesbet Van Zoonen points out the 

correlation of fan practices and political practices from three dimensions: structure, 

activities, and investments. For instance, both fan communities and political communities 

come into being as a result of performance; fan groups and political constituencies 

resemble each other when it comes to the endeavors that make one part of the community; 

both rest on emotional investments that are intrinsically linked to rationality and lead to 

“affective intelligence.”89 Therefore fan behaviors are the essential activities laid out for 

democratic politics, and the positive influence of fan culture on political practices could 

strengthen democratic awareness and the notion of political citizenship.   

Although Van Zoonen seems to have attached more importance to political 

practices, for which she makes analogies and elevates the status of fan culture, the 

proposition that domains of entertainment and politics have much in common sheds new 

light on our understanding of the political significance of the Furong phenomenon. A 

                                                   

89 Liesbet Van Zoonen, Entertaining the Citizen: When Politics and Popular Culture Converge (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005). 



 

165 

 

modification we need to make, though, is that Van Zoonen assumes fan communities to 

be homogeneous entities, in which the fans’ “emotional investment” is mainly 

represented by affect, and that rationality is the ultimate direction fans’ “deliberation 

activities” head towards. This analysis takes the political deliberation model as the major 

reference point and does not account for the chaotic and inscrutable aspects of fan culture. 

As discussed earlier, affect is by no means the only kind of “emotional investment” for 

fans, nor is rationality the only means to reach consensus within fan groups. On the 

contrary, the varying emotional engagement of fans, including hatred, dislike, and 

different degrees of affection, is rather common. Disputes, fights, and arguments within 

and among fan groups are far more striking than the reaching of certain agreements. 

These aspects get even more conspicuous in online (mock) fandom, since anonymity 

fosters the unscrupulous expression of opinions. Therefore, taking a departure from the 

“deliberation and rationality” model, I argue that irrational debates, virtual fights, and 

emotional intensity in (mock) fandom are far more important in facilitating the 

democratic process.  

To prove this point, I will analyze a “hybrid” case that has implications for both 

politics and entertainment. In the latter half of 2004, Furong Jiejie began to post photos 

on SMTH BBS’s Picture Forum, and each picture of hers caused quite a stir and elicited 

mixed responses from viewers. All of a sudden, the Picture Forum became chaotic 

whenever Furong Jiejie made online appearance, and BBS users were not interested in 

reading others’ posts at all. In response, the forum hosts suspended three of Furong 

Jiejie’s online accounts for “disturbing the normal forum order.” They then enforced new 

policies and set Furong Jiejie’s posts as read-only to prevent users from publishing 
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comments. Furong’s mock fans became furious that they questioned the legitimacy of 

this decision. Consequently, on November 9th, 2004, forum hosts set up a Picboard 

Forum for administrators and moderators to discuss management issues. Then, on 

December 2nd, 2004, BBS users initiated a quasi flash mob action on SMTH BBS’s Joke 

Section, in which everyone online posted a message saying “fight for human rights, love 

Furong” (pinrenquan, aifurong) at a scheduled time.90 Needless to say, BBS users were 

not seriously engaging in either of the activities they claimed: defending human rights or 

loving Furong Jiejie. Yet their self-entertaining protest resulted in the revocation of the 

decisions previously made by forum hosts and, thus, restored both Furong Jiejie’s and her 

mock fans’ rights to speak up.      

This case demonstrates how domains of entertainment and pan-political activities 

are dramatically intertwined. While “deliberation and rationality” was not really 

incorporated into the agenda of these BBS users, their collective challenge to the senior 

members’ decision and playful defense of the right of speech symbolically mirror 

political acts and facilitate the opening up of a more diversified and tolerant online space. 

Likewise, the prevailing controversy and criticism revolving around Furong Jiejie was 

not really intended to reach any consensus. Interactions among Furong Jiejie and her fans, 

anti-fans, and mock-fans constitute affective or antagonistic spaces where erratic, 

irrational, and chaotic scenes dominate the rationality and deliberation model that 

political scientists yearn for most of the time. Yet, it is through netizens’ frequent 

                                                   

90 Huilin Luo, “Zilian shidai de zilian yanchu: cong furong Jiejie xianxiang kan xiaofei shehui de xinli 
tezheng” [Narcissistic performance in an era of narcissism: An analysis of psychological traits of a 
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initiation of virtual fights, interaction, debates, and innovative appropriation of the 

Furong phenomenon that people became increasingly tolerant of differences, ranging 

from varying ways of dress, social norms, to diverging opinions and ideals. In contrast to 

the grand “revolutionary” narrative of democratizing China via new technologies, I argue 

that a “revolution” of the mind—learning how to accept and tolerate differences—is more 

consequential to the formation of a more diversified and democratic society. Seen from 

this perspective, the cultural and political significance of the Furong phenomenon lies in 

how this issue has catalyzed the opening up of literal, symbolic, and imaginary spaces in 

postsocialist China.  

CONCLUSION 

So exactly what factors contribute to the myth of Furong Jiejie? Does her case 

exemplify the commercial logic of attention economy, or is she an inevitable result of the 

emerging and preceding cultural, commercial, and technological forces? What kind of 

influence does Furong Jiejie’s case exert on Chinese society, culture, and the younger 

generation? What connotations does Furong Jiejie’s image have? Is she merely a 

clownish figure who exemplifies an alternative manner of developing China’s “beauty 

economy” (meinv jingji),91 or is she positively contributing to the diversification of 

entertainment types and female images?  

The intriguing aspect of the Furong phenomenon is that her journey to fame is 

intricately intertwined with all of the factors listed above. On the surface, the debut of 

Internet-celebrities like Furong Jiejie seems to have presented a series of burlesque freak 

                                                   

91 Gary Xu and Susan Feiner, “Meinü Jingji/China’s Beauty Economy: Buying Looks, Shifting Value, and 
Changing Place,” Feminist Economics 13, no. 3-4 (July/October 2007): 307-323.  
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shows in the Chinese media sphere. Indeed, in an era of “amusing ourselves to death,” the 

instant fame that Internet-celebrities acquire seems to exemplify at most how an incident 

is spotted and quickly appropriated by multiple parties, including Internet companies, 

conventional media, individual and collective agents, and commercial and official forces. 

These “incidents” could initially be coincidental, as was the case with Furong Jiejie: she 

could never have anticipated that a couple of pictures and posts would evoke such 

controversy in elite communities. These “incidents” could also be manipulated, as with 

the case of Sister Feng, who gained fame for the sake of gaining fame. What works 

behind these “incidents” is the surging wave of commercialization and its convergence 

with the logic of the attention economy in the digital era.  

Indeed, against the backdrop of the global entertainment economy, there has been 

a surge of cases in which people achieve instant fame by displaying difference such as 

vulgarity. However, the Furong phenomenon perhaps should not be simply read as a 

Chinese version of William Hung in the United States, or a Chinese counterpart to Hsu 

Chun-mei in Taiwan.92 Although all these instant celebrities have evoked different 

degrees of media spectacles in their respective regions, there is a lot more to attend to 

within the Chinese context. As has been discussed throughout this chapter, the 

rudimentary formation of netizen communities that internalized the nascent norms of 

                                                   

92 William Hung stood out for his audition on the talent show American Idol in early 2004. He impressed 
the audience with his out-of-tune performance of Ricky Martin’s “She Bangs” and his positive attitude. In 
responses to judges’ laughter and derision at his poor performance, Hung replied: “Um, I already gave my 
best, and I have no regrets at all.” This response quickly won him popularity among audiences and Hung 
subsequently secured roles in television shows, commercials, movies, and an album record deal. Hsu Chun-
mei was one of the most controversial figures in the Taiwanese media in 2004. She gained fame for 
boasting about her affiliation with the upper class, and has been portrayed as a clownish figure since then. 
Hsu was even invited to host the news program News of Upper Class (Shangliu shehui xinwen), and her 
love life intrigued the news media in Taiwan.   
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dahua convention and unabashedly celebrated the banal and nonsensical aspects of life 

constitute the primary conditions under which Furong Jiejie rose from cyberspace. After 

all, the name Furong Jiejie already reveals its own connection with A Chinese Odyssey: 

Bodhisattva Guanyin is playfully called “Guanyin Jiejie” (Sister Guanyin) in the movie. 

Moreover, as has been widely agreed, the nine years during which Furong Jiejie made her 

name (2002-2011) represent the budding stage of China’s Internet culture, and during this 

time period Furong Jiejie grew up along with millions of netizens. The ups and downs of 

her journey to fame demonstrates how new media have created new opportunities for 

ordinary people, given that existing resources, social networking techniques, and power 

relations have the potential to be restructured in cyberspace, which in turn can exert 

influence on real life. Furong Jiejie’s reception has been chaotic, fragmented, and 

burlesque, as represented by the ceaseless fights in online forums among netizens. 

However, catalyzed by the commercial and mainstream media, these abusive exchanges 

and debates on seemingly trivial issues have had positive implications for Chinese society. 

It is though the sophisticated interplay between these contending and converging forces 

that the approach of a more open and diversified civil society is perhaps not just a 

disillusioned fantasy.  
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Chapter Three: Celebrity Blogs, Negotiated Femininity, and Cultural 

Entrepreneurs 

INTRODUCTION 

Along with the prevalence of fun-seeking sentiments among the first cohort of 

Chinese netizens, whose collective gaze on Furong Jiejie fostered the birth of China’s 

first instant celebrity, industry efforts to experiment with the nascent attention rule were 

also in full swing. As discussed in chapter one, dotcom corporations such as Sina.com 

have effectively incorporated celebrity blogging into their business models, in hopes of 

captivating the attention of readers, increasing Web traffic, and encouraging user-

generated content. Consequently, major portal websites have catalyzed an entertainment-

oriented Chinese blogosphere full of mundane celebrity gossip and chaotic scenes of 

celebrity worship by fans. This trend has manifested itself even more conspicuously since 

2010 with Sina.com’s large-scale promotion of its microblogging service, which is based 

on the previous model of celebrity blogs with an emphasis on social networking. Internet 

users can access a celebrity’s microblog from that celebrity’s personal blog, and a “v” 

(verification) symbol shown next to a celebrity’s username indicates the account and its 

user’s authenticity. Thus, in contrast to the nascent rise of digital agents such as Furong 

Jiejie and Chen Mo who succeeded in converting online popularity into upward mobility, 

the class of attention-haves, as represented by celebrities such as Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, 

and Hong Huang, exemplifies a different mode of implementing the attention rule in 

blogosphere.  

This chapter discusses how Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang have fully 

capitalized on their established reputations and connections, acquired prestige, and 
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economic capital to explore alternative modes of cultural production. I contend that they 

are emblematic of a new generation of Chinese cultural entrepreneurs, who have been 

actively exploring and negotiating many roles—from directors, producers, and TV hosts 

to editors and bloggers—to cultivate the newly emerging symbiotic relationship between 

culture and commerce. During this process, Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang have 

blazed a trail by implementing the law of attention online and appropriating their own 

cultural appeal, meanwhile incorporating new media technologies into their business 

models. These celebrities’ career adventures reveal the pivotal role the Internet has 

played in bridging conventional media together with new media and the hybridity of 

contemporary culture. Their online practices illustrate how an alternative cultural 

formation has arisen from the entertainment-oriented blogosphere, which helps fulfill 

these celebrities’ individual aspirations, while effectively elevating their cultural status. A 

case in point is the acclaim that Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang have received as 

role models for “intellectual women” (zhixing nvxing) in contemporary Chinese society.  

This chapter will first examine how the “cultural logic of media convergence”1 is 

embodied in celebrity blogs. Specifically, it discusses how celebrities explore methods of 

“transmedia storytelling”2 via new media technologies, and how the flow of similar 

content across multiple platforms aims to maximize publicity. The multi-directional flow 

of the same/similar media content, tailored to suit the needs of each specific medium, 

manifests how technological formats take precedence over content in the digital era. 

                                                   

1 Henry Jenkins, “The Cultural Logic of Media Convergence,” International Journal of Cultural Studies 7, 
no.1 (2004): 33-43. 
2 Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide (New York: New York 
University Press, 2006).   
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During this process, elements of both old and new media (e.g. photography, audio, 

hypertext, video, emoticons, and hyperlinks) constantly refashion one another, while 

newly emergent marketing strategies both disrupt and complement previous modes of 

media distribution and publicity campaigns. Second, by investigating the strategic 

employment of interactivity by celebrities in online spaces, this chapter illustrates how 

the relationships between producers and consumers, bloggers and readers, stars and fans 

are remediated on celebrity blogs. Celebrities utilize online interactivity to not only 

maintain close ties with fans, but to also convert an audience’s simple desire for self-

expression into cultural productivity by constantly soliciting user feedback. Consequently, 

although new media users are empowered in the sense that they are indirectly involved in 

the process of media production, this site of user empowerment is simultaneously the site 

of omnipresent surveillance. By participating on celebrity blogs and interacting with their 

favorite stars, Internet users also subject themselves to constant monitoring and 

exploitation by media producers.  

This hidden tension revolving around online interactivity and productivity 

surfaces when it comes to gender-related issues. The last section of this chapter 

illuminates how a celebrity’s construction of his/her public image is simultaneously 

embraced, contested, and negotiated by their audiences on personal blogs. Acclaimed as 

“intellectual women” in contemporary society, Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang 

appeal particularly to middle- and upper- class audiences who frequently visit their blogs 

and faithfully support their works. Nevertheless, readers also criticize all three for 

eschewing controversial issues in their cultural endeavors, particularly a neglect of 

subject matters revolving around underprivileged groups, social inequality, and rural 
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impoverishment in China. Hence, the construction of a celebrity’s public image through 

the selective sharing of his or her public and private life, audience interpretation of this 

image, and these celebrities’ self-positioning as spokespersons for middle-class women in 

the market place all create an unsettling perception of femininity in contemporary China. 

The next section offers an overview of the career paths of Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and 

Hong Huang, and discusses how the three undertake alternative positions in the arena of 

cultural production, while taking pains to maintain close ties with those in dominant and 

mainstream positions. 

GLOBAL IMAGINARY, MIDDLE CLASS ASPIRATIONS: CULTURAL ENTREPRENEURS IN 

THE INTERNET AGE  

As well-established figures in Chinese society, Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong 

Huang had already built connections and acquired prestige and economic capital before 

embarking on new career paths. Before the advent of the Internet, Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, 

and Hong Huang focused on three relatively distinct areas of the entertainment 

industry—film, television, and print media, respectively. At the dawn of China’s Internet 

age, however, their career paths seemed to have merged to a large degree. All three have 

been actively using new media, particularly blogs, for various purposes such as publicity, 

constructing a public image, reflecting on daily life, or exploring new modes of cultural 

production. The freedom and ability they have had to explore various roles and careers 

not only attracts an unprecedented number of visitors to their blogs at Sina.com, but also 

enhances their public presence and raises them to an elevated cultural status.  

Both Xu Jinglei (b. 1974) and Yang Lan (b. 1968) caught the media’s attention at 

an early age. Xu began her star-studded career in 1995, when she was a college student 
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majoring in Performance Arts at the Beijing Film Academy. Dissatisfied with the 

restrictions of being an actress, Xu became a director in 2003 and has since released five 

movies: My Father and I (Wo he baba, 2003), Letter from an Unknown Woman (Yige 

mosheng nvren de laixin, 2004), Dreams May Come (Mengxiang zhaojin xianshi, 2006), 

Go Lala Go (Du Lala shengzhiji, 2010), and Dear Enemy (Qinmi diren, 2011). Xu Jinglei 

starred in all five films, and My Father and I and Dreams May Come were independent 

productions, for which Xu also financed, wrote the screenplay, and produced. Xu Jinglei 

started her personal blog in October 2005. Six months later, Xu’s blog made to the 

Technorati’s top ranking blog list.3 Blogging, and later micro-blogging, have become an 

important way for Xu Jinglei to write about daily life, communicate with fans and more 

importantly, publicize her work. Xu’s blog played an indispensable role in promoting her 

movies, as she used blog to detail the filming process and her marketing plans. 

Subsequently, on April 16, 2007, Xu Jinglei launched an interactive electronic magazine 

titled Kaila (In blossom), for which she wrote articles, conducted interviews, and took 

photographs. In Blossom can be downloaded from her blog, and has been subdivided into 

three different magazines: Kaila: zhidao fengzi bidu (In blossom: a must read for those 

who know), Kaila jiepai (In blossom: street scenes), and Kaila zhichang (In blossom: 

workplaces). Within a decade, Xu Jinglei has transitioned from a popular youth idol to a 

multifaceted career woman who embraces challenges and explores various roles in the 

field of cultural production.4  

                                                   

3 Marks, “Xu Jing Lei Tops the Technorati 100.” 
4 The transformation of Xu Jinglei’s public image is most vividly reflected in the three nicknames she has: 
“Jade Maiden” (yunv), “Talented Girl” (cainv), and “Blogger Xu” (Xu Boke). She received the name, “Jade 
Maiden” because her onscreen roles as a docile sweet student matched her real-life image as an innocent 
youth idol who rarely received negative press in the late 1990s. She received the appellation “Talented Girl” 
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Yang Lan’s career path is somewhat similar to Xu Jinglei’s as Yang also 

endeavored to explore new possibilities and demonstrated shrewd commercial instincts 

by incorporating personal branding into business models. Yang received her Bachelor’s 

degree in English Language and Literature from Beijing Foreign Studies University. In 

her senior year, she won the nationwide audition for a role as a leading host on the 

primetime television show, Zheng Da Zongyi (Zheng Da variety show), distributed by the 

state-sponsored China Central Television (CCTV) in 1990. Zheng Da Variety Show 

consisted of clips, a travel show, interviews and quizzes, all filmed in front of a live 

studio audience. This was the first time on Chinese television that a world outside China 

was introduced to domestic audiences, and at the time Zheng Da Variety Show was 

China’s most popular program with an audience of 220 million. Four years later Yang 

quit this successful venture and acquired a Master’s Degree in International Affairs from 

Columbia University in 1996. After graduation, she worked as the creator, executive 

producer, and anchor of the Yang Lan Gongzuoshi (Yang Lan Studio) at Phoenix Satellite 

Television in Hong Kong. In 2000, Yang started her own media company Sun Television 

Cybernetworks (yangguang weishi) in Hong Kong. Due to financial reasons, Yang Lan 

sold 70% of the company’s shares to a media corporation in 2003. Currently, Yang Lan is 

an independent producer of two popular shows—Yang Lan Fangtanlu (Yang Lan One on 

One) and Tianxia Nvren (Her village)—and publishes three electronic magazines, Lan 

(Ripple), Tianxia Nvren (Her village), and Ta Meng (StarMook). As one of the most 

highly regarded in-depth talk shows in China, Yang Lan One on One interviews leading 

                                                                                                                                                       

after she became a director. “Blogger Xu” refers to a record number of high hits her blog received and her 
capacity to write beautiful essays.  
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world figures from the fields of international politics, business, society, and culture. In 

contrast, Her Village focuses on issues related to urban women in China. Meanwhile 

Yang founded The Sun Culture Foundation for the advancement of education and 

philanthropy in China. On December 12, 2005, Yang Lan started a personal blog in 

which she frequently reports on the progress of her projects. On March 8, 2009, Yang 

launched tiannv.com, a website that targets urban professional women and aims to build 

the largest hypermedia virtual community in China.  

Compared with Xu Jinglei and Yang Lan, Hong Huang (b. 1961) did not attract 

media attention until recently, when her unusual celebrity background was revealed to the 

public. Hong Huang’s mother, Zhang Hanzhi, was a former Chinese diplomat, who once 

served as Mao Zedong’s English tutor, and also acted as an interpreter to President Nixon 

during his trip to China in 1972. Hong Huang’s father, Hong Junyan, was a professor at 

Peking University. After graduating in 1978 from a secondary school associated with 

Beijing Foreign Studies University, Hong was sent to the United States by the Chinese 

government and studied International Political Science at Vassar College. Hong Huang’s 

career trajectory marks an obvious transition from international business to global 

cultural industry. Between 1984 and 1995, Hong served as the CEO of Kamskip, the 

Chief Representative of German Metal Ltd., and the Executive Director of Standard 

International Management Ltd. In 1996, Hong entered the media industry in China. Hong 

is currently the CEO and editor-in-chief of China Interactive Media Group, which 

publishes fashion magazines such as Time Out (Beijing), Time Out (Shanghai), and 

World Metropolitan iLook. To promote local fashions in China, Hong Huang opened the 

made-in-China boutique Brand New China (BNC) in Beijing. Additionally, between 
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2005 and 2009, Hong Huang hosted several talk shows on the Travel Satellite Channel in 

China, such as Daren Zaishuohua (Adults’ talk) and Liang Hua (Liang’s words), and 

took a leading role in Ning Ying’s controversial movie Perpetual Motion (Wuqiong dong, 

2006).5 On February 14, 2006, Hong started a personal blog “Hong Huang Looking for 

Fun,” which received more than four million hits in the first month. Subsequently, on 

September 1, 2009, Hong started using Sina.com’s microblogging service, and currently 

has more than 520,000 followers.  

Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang appear to have occupied a mainstream or 

dominant place in Chinese society because of the fame and prestige they acquired more 

of less from their affiliations with the state-sponsored institutions. These affiliations gave 

them access to resources and connections unavailable to ordinary people. Meanwhile, the 

economic capital these celebrities accumulated over the years ensures them to be 

financially independent from mainstream and dominant institutions. Therefore all three 

can have greater leeway in pursuing their own cultural ideals. For instance, as an 

                                                   

5 Perpetual Motion follows four successful middle-aged career women. One of them, Niuniu, is a wealthy 
editor who discovers that her husband is having an extramarital affair. She invites three female friends—
fashion model Qinqin, real estate dealer Madame Ye, and artist Lala—one of whom she suspects is 
emotionally entangled with her husband, to her house for dinner on New Year’s Eve. The four talk and the 
suspense around which woman is having an affair with Niuniu’s husband is superseded by the discussion 
and sharing of emotions, such as repressed desires and haunted pasts, and thoughts on sex, politics, East 
and West, and social change. Early the next morning, the police call Niuniu to inform her that her husband 
had died in a car accident with an eighteen-year-old girl the previous night. Qinqin cries loudly and Niuniu 
suspects that she is the one who wrote love letters to her husband. Lala becomes crazy all of a sudden, and 
is sent to the hospital. The film ends with the remaining three women walking on an empty street. To a 
certain extent, the roles of the four actresses in Perpetual Motion reflect their own lives. All four women 
are either culturally or economically prominent, influential female figures in contemporary Chinese society. 
By presenting their life stories, Ning Ying aimed to challenge the onscreen stereotype of young women as 
being pale and weak, and to provide a new perspective on contemporary urban women. However, the film 
drew much criticism in China for its problematic portrayal of male-female relations and a pseudo-feminist 
stance.   
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independent producer, Yang Lan wishes to create media programs different from the 

predominantly entertainment-oriented and materialistic television culture.6 Accordingly, 

the two shows she produces and hosts aim to facilitate an in-depth discussion of current 

social, political, and cultural events. Interestingly, although Yang Lan is no longer 

affiliated with any official or mainstream media organizations, she still frequently co-

operates with dominant media outlets such as CCTV and All-China Women’s Federation. 

Yang served as a Goodwill Ambassador at both Beijing’s bid for the 2008 Olympic 

Games and the Shanghai World Expo in 2010, and she is also an active member of the 

National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC). 

By the same token, even though Hong Huang’s career had been detached from official or 

dominant cultures from the very beginning, her privileged family background brought her 

networks and connections unavailable to ordinary people. As for Xu Jinglei, her 

affiliation with the Beijing Film Academy as a lecturer aside, her career has drifted away 

from mainstream media culture, as reflected in her interest in independent filmmaking 

and exploring alternative niche film markets, such as the semi-autobiographical movie 

(Dreams May Come), the middlebrow genre (My Father and I and Letter from an 

Unknown Woman), and the hybrid genre of industrial espionage and urban romance (Go 

Lala Go and Dear Enemy).  

Negotiating their positions in alternative and dominant/mainstream media, Xu 

Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang are able to mobilize all available sources to 

accomplish their goals. On the one hand, their (un)official affiliation with dominant and 

                                                   

6 Jie Jiang, “Yang Lan: Haiyou henchang de lu yaozou—Yangguang wenhua meiti jituan dongshiju zhuxi 
Yang Lan fangtan lu” [Yang Lan, a long way to go: An interview with the CEO of Sun Media], Hugang 

jingji [Shanghai & Hong Kong Economy] 1 (2004): 8. 
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mainstream cultures allows them to gradually accumulate cultural capital, resources, 

connections, and economic capital. On the other hand, the alternative position they 

undertake gives them greater freedom to continuously explore new career paths. More 

importantly, as beneficiaries of China’s economic reforms, Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and 

Hong Huang begin their professional adventures when state planners initiated a sweeping 

“cultural system reform” (wenhua tizhi gaige) in 2003, along with the tide of the 

“intensifying commodification of communication and culture.”7 As a result, there has 

been a phenomenal growth of private sectors that are closely tied to state forces, and the 

strategies needed to gain business success have become a popular topic of the book 

market, popular magazines, and television shows.8  Thus, China’s “new rich” and 

“business entrepreneurs” not only become everyday vocabulary, but also constitute novel 

objects of scholarly research. For instance, taking Enlight Media and several Zhejiang-

based industrial conglomerates as case studies, Zhao Yuezhi addresses the trajectories 

and subjectivities of China’s media entrepreneurs, their political and cultural orientations, 

and how they form joint alliance with the state media and transnational capital.9  

Compared with Zhao’s institution-based approach, my discussion of celebrities’ 

role as cultural entrepreneurs focuses on their appropriation of star power and explores 

media convergence on a quotidian basis. I contend that Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong 

Huang epitomize a brand new generation of Chinese entrepreneurs who fully recognize 

                                                   

7 Zhao, Communication in China, 109. 
8 Bruce J. Dickson, “China’s Cooperative Capitalists: The Business End of the Middle Class,” in China’s 

Emerging Middle Class: Beyond Economic Transformation, ed. Cheng Li (Washington: Brookings 
Institution Press, 2010), 291-309; David J. Davies, “China’s Celebrity Entrepreneurs: Business Models for 
‘Success,’” in Celebrity in China, eds. Louise Edwards and Elaine Jeffreys (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 2010), 193-216. 
9 Zhao, Communication in China, 219-235. 
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and cultivate the commercial value of culture and cultural appeal. Envisioning the 

increasingly vital role the middle class plays as consumers, all three have been actively 

using new media technologies to develop this newly segmented market, and tacitly 

appropriating the cultural appeal embodied in their public image to cultivate China’s 

nascent cultural industry. Growing up in metropolitan cities like Beijing and Shanghai, 

Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang represent an early cosmopolitan generation of 

celebrities whose experience of studying, living, and working abroad particularly 

appealed to a growing middle class audience in China.10 As Dai Jinhua observed, there 

has been a revived “cultural imagination” geared toward middle class since the 1990s:  
 
Popular culture and the mass media in the nineties … defined marketing targets in 
terms of allegedly middle-class taste and consumption levels. It is a matter of 
cultural imagination rather than actual need. Reversing the law of supply and 
demand, the Chinese media is attempting to sustain a middle-class community.11  

As a result, there has been a flourishing of popular literature, entertainment and 

fashion magazines, and commercial newspapers that aim to teach urban readers how to 

acquire good taste and thereby “qualify” as members of the middle class. Another case in 

point is the extreme popularity of the Chinese translation of American cultural critic Paul 

Fussell’s book, Class: A Guide through the American Status System, which served as a 

                                                   

10 Although China has witnessed an exponential growth of middle class in urban areas since the 1990s, 
sociologist have yet to reach a consensus regarding the definition and estimated size of the middle class, 
which ranges from 4% to 25% of the overall Chinese population. In general the middle class comprises 
private entrepreneurs, urban professionals, managers, officials with stable middle or high incomes, and 
small business owners. Chunling Li, “Characterizing China’s Middle Class: Heterogeneous Composition 
and Multiple Identities,” in China’s Emerging Middle Class: Beyond Economic Transformation, ed. Cheng 
Li (Washington: Brookings Institution Press, 2010), 143. 
11 Jinhua Dai, “Invisible Writing: The Politics of Mass Culture in the 1990s,” trans. Jingyuan Zhang, in 
Cinema and Desire: Feminist Marxism and Cultural Politics in the Work of Dai Jinhua, eds. Jing Wang 
and Tani Barlow (London; New York: Verso, 2002), 222. 
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“behavioral guidebook for those who had accumulated wealth and who now wanted to 

raise their cultural awareness to match their new social status.”12 Within this context, the 

cosmopolitan experience of Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang accords with the 

popular “cultural imagination,” and their ability to “reach out to the West” is synonymous 

with possessing “good taste” as well as superior cultural capital—such as Yang’s and 

Hong’s American diplomas—and hence are even more “highly valued than their Chinese 

counterparts [celebrities].”13 Meanwhile, the works of Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong 

Huang also exhibit a predominantly middle-class character, as exemplified by the 

celebration of urban lifestyles, the indulgence in global imaginary, and the “evasion” of 

addressing sensitive social and political issues. As these celebrities cultivate the cultural 

aspirations of middle class audiences through their own products and star images, their 

new media practices illustrate how celebrity blogging provides an alternative means of 

conducting publicity campaigns. 

CELEBRITY BLOG: “THE CULTURAL LOGIC OF MEDIA CONVERGENCE” 

This section discusses how celebrity blogs exemplify “the cultural logic of media 

convergence” in China’s Internet age. According to Henry Jenkins, media convergence 

refers to the dramatic change facilitated by technological development at various levels, 

such as technological convergence, economic convergence, and social convergence.14 

Lister et al. categorize media convergence into three levels:  production, distribution, 

and ownership. At the level of production, different production industries can use 
                                                   

12 Kong, Consuming Literature, 79. 
13 Hongmei Li, “From Chengfen to Shenjia: Branding and Promotional Culture in China,” In Blowing up 

the Brand: Critical Perspectives on Promotional Culture, edited by Melissa Aronczyk and Devon Powers 
(New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2010), 163. 
14 Jenkins, “The Cultural Logic of Media Convergence,” 37.  
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networked multimedia computers to make a final product, such as newspapers, music, 

and television broadcasts. At the level of distribution, previously discrete networks are 

absorbed into the single process of online networks. For instance, news, music, and 

entertainment can all be accessed through the Internet. Also, convergence refers to the 

ways in which media ownership is increasingly concentrated through the mergers of 

corporations that would have previously operated in different sectors.15 Both Jenkins and 

Lister et al. address convergence culture from the structural level, and each kind of 

convergence has different emphases and leads to varying results. This section examines 

how convergence culture is reflected at the micro level via personal blogs, and focuses on 

three dimensions: technological convergence, convergence of disparate professions in 

online spaces, as well as convergence at the level of distribution.  

Technologically speaking, a single Web page of a blog illustrates the convergence 

of previously disparate mediums, such as images, audio, hyperlinks, hypertexts, videos, 

and the like. The electronic magazines Yang Lan and Xu Jinglei created best elucidate 

this point.16 Front covers of e-magazines are displayed to the side of the blogs, and by 

clicking on these front covers, readers are directed to the main page where they can either 

read or download e-magazines. Each e-magazine issue broadcasts a song, which begins 

playing when readers open the cover page; videos, including advertisements, movie clips, 

short interviews, and television episodes are also displayed in e-magazines. Computer 

graphics and animations pop up when readers click on relevant links in the magazines; 

                                                   

15 Lister et al., New Media, 385.   
16 World Metropolitan iLook, the fashion magazine of which Hong Huang is in charge, also has an 
electronic version available online. While publishers charge readers a small fee ($0.2 USD) to read the 
magazine online, its primary focus is still on print media. Unlike the e-magazines Xu Jinglei and Yang Lan 
created, ILook cannot be downloaded from the Internet.   
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and clicking on pictures of merchandise immediately directs readers to online shopping 

pages. Although topics discussed in these e-magazines are not dissimilar from those 

discussed in traditional fashion magazines—topics revolve mainly around fashion, urban 

life, the career woman, and global popular culture—this new interactive and multimedia 

environment has fostered a whole new reading experience for audiences. 

Celebrity motivation to create e-magazines represents an ongoing trend to make 

full use of technological convergence and to effectively reduce production costs in media 

industries.17 This is evident in Yang Lan’s recollection of how she initially became 

interested in launching e-magazines. 
 
Over the years publishers kept telling me: “Yang Lan, you may want to consider 
publishing magazines.” We did the calculations, and realized that we would not 
be able to generate revenues for the first three years. On average each year, we 
need to invest between three to five million RMB [$470,000-800,000 USD]. Then 
we thought: are there any alternative cost-effective ways of doing this? Therefore 
two months ago we launched Lan … Even though we only had three people on 
the team, we were able to create a fully interactive multimedia magazine. It has 
background music, Flash, television video clips, as well as interactive 
questionnaires and dialogues. There are also discussions on societal issues and 
updated information on fashion, travel, and movies. E-magazines display dynamic 
effects print media is unable to achieve … Within two months, the number of 
downloads reached over a million. This is exactly the convergence of new and old 
media in the Internet age.18 
  

                                                   

17 Like celebrity blogs, “e-magazines of celebrities” (mingren dianzi zazhi) have quickly become another 
important medium for celebrities. After Yang Lan created the first e-magazine in China in December 2005, 
celebrities such as Chen Luyu, Gao Yuanyuan, Zhao Wei, and Jiang Peilin immediately followed suit and 
launched their own e-magazines. The year 2007 is named “The Beginning Year of Celebrity E-magazines” 
(mingren dianzi zazhi yuannian). 
18 Lan Yang, “Xiang ‘xiangxiangli’ zhijing lianzai zhisan: quanli shi bianpingde, wenhuashi” [A salute to 
imagination (3): Power is flat, and culture is…], Yang Lan’s Blog, March 31, 2006, accessed July 16, 2012, 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_47761464010002kz.html#comment1. 
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Yang Lan’s statement represents her conscious effort to take advantage of the 

flexibility of technological formats and remediate “old” print media through new media 

technologies. Meanwhile, for Xu Jinglei, creating e-magazines not only originated from a 

desire to fulfill her childhood dreams, but it also stemmed from pragmatic concerns from 

her role as a director: “E-magazines help accumulate resources from advertisers. This 

will be tremendously helpful for my film career. I hope that resources can be shared 

between my magazines and movies.”19  

Xu Jinglei’s desire to share resources between previously separate professions—

magazines and films—illustrates another form of convergence that is increasingly 

conspicuous with the advent of the Internet: the overlapping of previously distinct 

professions as evidenced by the multiple roles that celebrities undertake at the same time. 

Yang Lan, for instance, has tried out various roles such as those of publisher, television 

host, interviewer, and producer. Yang’s personal blog illustrates how these different roles 

or career paths have somewhat converged in online spaces. In other words, a single page 

of a blog can reflect the multiple roles Yang simultaneously plays in her life, and in this 

way the seemingly clear-cut boundaries of distinct professions are blurred. A schematic 

browsing of Yang Lan’s blog reveals several key components: 1), blog entries in the 

center can be roughly divided into two categories, leisure and work; 2), the “Public 

Announcement” section offers updates about the most recent electronic magazines and 

hyperlinks for free downloading; and 3), the “About Yang Lan” section offers hyperlinks 

to several projects Yang is currently working on. In addition, two side bars that take up a 

                                                   

19 Wenbo Zhang, “Xu Jinglei: bianshen Kaiba zhubian” [Xu Jinglei becomes the editor-in-chief of In 
Blossom], March 8, 2007, accessed July 16, 2012, http://www.luckup.net/show.aspx?id=11742&cid=23. 
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relatively large portion of her homepage are “Yang Lan’s Microblog” and “About 

Tiannv.com”—a section that not only publicizes Tiannv.com but also lists topics 

currently under discussion on that website. In this way, several projects on which Yang is 

working, including television, philanthropy, e-magazines, and the Tiannv website, are 

vividly displayed and publicized via her personal blog.  

In addition to an analysis of media convergence at the technological and 

professional levels, a thorough understanding of media convergence calls us to pay 

special attention to the dimension of “cultural convergence.” According to Henry Jenkins, 

“cultural convergence” refers to “the flow of content across multiple media platforms, the 

cooperation between multiple media industries, and the migratory behavior of media 

audiences who will go almost anywhere in search of the kinds of entertainment 

experiences they want.”20 Therefore, “the cultural logic of media convergence” takes 

effect at both the “top-down corporate-driven” level and the “bottom-up consumer-driven” 

level. In this way, convergence culture “alters the relationship between existing 

technologies, industries, markets, genres, and audiences.”21 Therefore the age of media 

convergence has brought up new opportunities and challenges for both media producers 

and consumers. The following sections first address “the cultural logic of media 

convergence” from a producer’s perspective, namely how celebrities embrace 

convergence culture by utilizing “transmedia storytelling” in their personal blogs. Then, 

by examining online interactivity, it analyzes how the relationship between media 

producers and consumers, and celebrities and audiences are reconfigured, and how 

                                                   

20 Jenkins, “The Cultural Logic of Media Convergence,” 37.  
21 Ibid., 34.   
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celebrity blogs illustrate “new forms of creativity at the intersections of various media 

technologies, industries and consumers.”22 

PERSONALIZED “TRANSMEDIA STORYTELLING”: GOSSIP AND WORK 

Celebrity interest in convergence culture is reflected in their semi-instinctive 

reaction to blogging, which they immediately recognized as a convenient tool for 

publicity. The respective blogs of Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang, and the 

cultural products they have produced, demonstrate the power of personal branding, which 

is largely based on their public image. Celebrities’ well-received star persona and the 

narration of their own life stories satisfy voyeuristic readers and intrigue them to closely 

follow their blog updates. The popularity of celebrity blogs may, in turn, contribute to 

social acceptance of a celebrity’s public image, “add prestige and monetary value to 

commercial products” that a celebrity endorses, and further elevate the cultural status of a 

celebrity.23 The ways in which Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang conduct publicity 

campaigns via blogging illustrates this point.  

Celebrity blogs are evidence of a newly emergent mode of cross-media promotion 

or micro-level “transmedia storytelling.”24 “Transmedia storytelling” is a concept Henry 

Jenkins employs to discuss the emergence of a new aesthetic in response to media 

convergence. Using The Matrix as an example, Jenkins discusses how multiple 

byproducts derived from the film created a narrative so large that it cannot be contained 

within a single medium. Examples of this are, its two film sequels, a series of animated 

                                                   

22 Henry Jenkins, “Convergence? I Diverge,” Technology Review (June 2001): 93. 
23 Yomi Braester, “Chinese Cinema in the Age of Advertisement: The Filmmaker as a Cultural Broker,” 
The China Quarterly 183 (2005): 553. 
24 Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 97-98.  
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shorts, video games, as well as novels, comic books, and fan websites. According to 

Jenkins, a transmedia story unfolds across multiple media platforms, each new text 

making a distinctive and valuable contribution to the whole, while also maintaining a 

connection and coordinating with other texts. A good transmedia franchise works to 

attract multiple constituencies by pitching the content somewhat differently in different 

media. Jenkins argues that this mode of “transmedia storytelling” is evidence of novel 

corporate strategies of synergy in the new millennium, and it is also an innovative way to 

sustain consumer loyalty.  

Jenkins’ vision of “transmedia storytelling” is based on the media industry’s 

viewpoint, namely how the economic logic of a horizontally integrated entertainment 

industry—one where a single company may have roots in all different media sectors— 

dictates the mobile flow of narratives. I examine how this operational logic of 

“transmedia storytelling” has repercussions at a micro level, as exemplified by the blogs 

of Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang. In contrast to the systematic management of 

corporate conglomerates, the mode of “transmedia storytelling” in celebrity blogs is more 

trivial, casual, fragmented, and individualized. The goal of “transmedia storytelling” in 

celebrity blogs differs from that of The Matrix in that it is not looking to generate spin-off 

products. Instead, the objective is to ensure that the same media content flows across 

multiple media platforms, hence maximizing publicity.  

The use of gossip or insider information in celebrity blogs illustrates an 

individualized mode of “transmedia storytelling.”25 An inevitability of the star industry 

is the constant rumors surrounding a celebrity and his/her career. In the past, press 

                                                   

25 Ibid.  
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conferences and public announcements were two means by which celebrities clarified or 

verified floating rumors. The emergence of blogs, however, offered a more convenient, 

timely and credible channel for celebrities to clarify certain issues. For instance, Yang 

Lan usually employs formal language to respond to negative news and gossip about her 

within a short period of time, and “clarifications” have been frequently employed as a 

blog title. Likewise, Xu Jinglei and Hong Huang respond to tidbits that might damage 

their images, albeit in a less serious manner. Xu Jinglei only briefly comments on 

ongoing rumors while writing about other issues, whereas Hong Huang enjoys making 

fun of gossip lightheartedly. In this way, celebrity blogs have become a primary source to 

which audiences turn to verify ongoing rumors. Moreover, celebrities use blogs to not 

only clarify rumors, but to also actively produce and disseminate gossip and insider 

information about themselves and others. In order to attract visitors and to enhance the 

popularity of their blogs, Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan and Hong Huang all take the initiative to 

expose personal information on their blogs. By “selling,” albeit indirectly, exclusive 

reports about the personal lives of celebrities and their family members and friends, 

celebrity blogs offer “authentic” insider information that can generate millions of visits 

by fans, general readers, and professional journalists. Consequently, this more credible, 

personalized “storytelling” impacts traditional journalism in that media professionals now 

turn to celebrity blogs for the most updated information, and re-circulate this information 

across multiple media outlets, such as print media and electronic media. Blogs, a 

seemingly less formal form of writing, now serve as a feeder for mainstream media 

channels, particularly entertainment television and print media.  
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It should be noted that this mode of “transmedia storytelling” at a micro level is 

strategically presented, manipulated, and monitored by celebrities and their work teams.26 

This aspect is best illustrated by the way in which Yang Lan calculatingly exposes and 

presents the personal issues of herself and other renowned people on her blog. As a 

public figure who cares a lot about privacy, Yang has been very cautious about protecting 

her family, especially her two children, from the media spotlight. Interestingly, her blog 

has provided an alternative space where Yang takes the initiative in sharing stories about 

her family, which rarely appear in mainstream media. Yang Lan selectively writes about 

issues that revolve around a harmonious and enjoyable family life. The recording of 

details in everyday life—such as Yang’s tactics to persuade her son to learn piano, funny 

remarks made by her daughter, Yang’s relationship with her parents, as well as her 

appreciation of her husband, Wu Zheng, a successful but controversial businessman27—

resonates with audiences so well that many express their gratitude for Yang’s portrayal of 

quotidian life. Nevertheless, Yang Lan’s portrayal of her family life focuses more on her 

children than her husband; and her real-life struggles, ups and downs, failures and 

frustrations are barely mentioned or completely left out.  

                                                   

26 Ibid. 
27 Wu Zheng is the Co-Founder and Chairman of The Sun Media Investment Holding Limited, one of 
China’s largest privately held media groups with investment interests in 20 media-related companies and a 
portfolio of over 60 media brands and products. Wu also served as Co-Chairman of Sina Corporation from 
2001 to 2002 and as the Chief Operating Officer of ATV, one of the two free-to-air networks in Hong Kong, 
from June 1998 to February 1999. Wu Zheng received his Diploma of College Studies in French 
civilization from the University of Savoie, France, in 1987. He graduated with a Bachelor of Science in 
Business Administration from Culver-Stockton College in Missouri in 1990. Wu received his Master of 
Arts in International Affairs from Washington University in 1993, and a Ph.D. from the International 
Politics Department at Fudan University in Shanghai, China, in 2001. However, in recent years, Wu has 
been dogged by scandals, particularly one scandal that claims that the degrees he acquired in the U.S. were 
faked.    



 

190 

 

In addition to strategically presenting themselves by telling stories in blogs, 

celebrities also seek to enrich “transmedia storytelling” by further amplifying narratives 

already available in mainstream media.28 Most of these narratives are related to work, 

and aim to promote their products. A case in point is how Xu Jinglei innovatively 

publicized her low-budget independent film Dreams May Come on her blog. Dreams 

May Come was the very first Chinese film to be publicized primarily through a personal 

blog. Between December 18, 2005 and October 30, 2006, Xu wrote more than 50 blog 

entries on Dreams May Come, which she financed, directed, starred, and produced. These 

articles covered a wide range of topics, including the beginning stages of brainstorming, 

problems Xu encountered during the shooting and editing process, detailed progress 

reports, post-production reflections, and marketing plans. These blog entries lack 

formality and dwell on seemingly the trivial and insignificant details of filmmaking, such 

as the haircut Xu got for her role in the film, and minor bickering among film crew 

members. Xu also posted various hyperlinks on her blog to her film production 

company’s website. These hyperlinks include film clips, documentaries that chronicled 

the daily progress of filmmaking, and the screenplay of Dreams May Come. Meanwhile, 

the theme song for Dreams May Come, sung by Xu herself, could also be directly 

downloaded as a cell phone ringtone from her blog. Thus, text, photos, video, and audio 

on Xu’s blog all significantly added to the popular narratives in mainstream media on 

Dreams May Come, and as a result enriched the content of “transmedia storytelling” of 

the movie.29       

                                                   

28 Jenkins, Convergence Culture.  
29 Ibid. 
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By the same token, Yang Lan posts behind-the-scenes scoops, mainly related to 

the two weekly shows she hosts, on her blog. Aside from routinely posting formal 

introductions to upcoming shows written by their directors, Yang enriches the narrative 

with personal reflections on these television programs, as well as some interesting 

behind-the-scenes stories. When contributing to these blog entries, Yang Lan takes pains 

to employ eye-catching titles to attract readers, such as “Which Four Characters Does 

Yao Ming Want to Say the Most,” “Naughty Celine Dion,” “I am Harvard’s President, 

Not Harvard’s Female President,” and “Finally, My Editor-in-Chief Comes Back to 

Work.” By employing moderately sensational lines, Yang endeavors to appeal to the 

voyeuristic side of readers, motivating them to read her blog entries and consume media 

products whenever possible.  

Therefore, celebrities are devoted to telling transmedia stories in their blogs either 

by posting the latest information, or by enriching narratives readily available elsewhere. 

However, it is noteworthy that the content published on celebrity blogs is not necessarily 

always original material that has not been circulated. Instead, in addition to creating new 

content, celebrities also frequently post materials that have been published elsewhere on 

their blogs. Hence, in contrast to The Matrix, where the film constitutes the origin of the 

texts that led to such derivative products as comics and video games, celebrity blogs are 

not necessarily always the original source that generates spin-off products or narratives. 

The distribution of similar media content in celebrity blogs creates an alternative mode of 

“transmedia storytelling,” which ensures the multi-directional flow of media content and 

aims to publicize to the fullest extent.30  

                                                   

30 Ibid. 
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An examination of the sources of Yang Lan’s blog entries illustrates the elasticity 

and significance of cultural forms in the digital era. Roughly two-thirds of Yang Lan’s 

blog articles are about her television programs. Yang regularly posts a brief introduction, 

in addition to pictures, video clips, trailers, broadcast times, behind-the-scenes stories and 

her thoughts on the show. This pre-broadcasting publicity can also be found in her e-

magazines and the Tiannv website. The online presence of television shows does not end 

once these shows have been broadcasted on television. Rather, the content of Yang Lan’s 

shows constantly flows back into online spaces in various forms. For instance, part of the 

shows are later transcribed and published not only on Yang’s blog, but also in her e-

magazines and on the Tiannv website, which are both linked out to the blog site. 

Moreover, the television program Her Village, the daily e-magazine Her Village, and the 

Tiannv website are complementary to one another, with all three focusing on similar 

subject matter and constantly advertising for one another. In this way, her blog, the e-

magazines, and the Tiannv site are all interconnected, making Yang’s shows a ubiquitous 

presence on the Internet.  

In addition, Yang Lan’s shows also are transformed into the form of print media. 

Both Yang Lan One on One and Her Village are transcribed and published as books every 

one or two years. Yang regularly posts prefaces to these books on her blog, and 

announces book release parties to encourage readers to attend. For instance, a blog entry 

entitled “Women’s Liberation” is the preface for a book published under the same name 

in 2007, and an article entitled, “Talk Less About Success, More About Difficulties” is 

the preface for a series of books entitled Yang Lan One on One in 2007. Thus, one type of 

media content—in this case, television shows—is repeatedly presented in various forms 
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such as print media, videos, photographs, texts, e-magazines, and so on. In a similar vein, 

Yang frequently recycles content readily available elsewhere on her blog, such as journal 

articles she writes for print media, interviews she receives, commercials she makes, as 

well as public speeches she gives, albeit all in slightly modified forms. For example, 

because blogs generally consist of relatively short entries, Yang’s public speeches and 

interviews are serialized and given individual titles in her blog. One public speech Yang 

gave to college students at Peking University is serialized into six parts, each part 

published under separate dates and different titles. Similarly, to commemorate the death 

of Wang Guangmei, the wife of China’s former Vice President Liu Shaoqi, Yang posted 

an interview with Wang several years ago in a series on her blog. The modification of 

content to fit a specific medium demonstrates Yang’s endeavor to make full use of the 

same content to tell transmedia stories, which “assume many different forms at the point 

of reception” and flow across multiple platforms.31 

In summary, celebrities write blog articles to not only create or enrich narratives 

available in the mainstream media about themselves or others, but they also employ blogs 

as a channel to facilitate the flow of similar content across multiple platforms. 

“Transmedia storytelling” in celebrity blogs is more personal, fragmented and trivial, as 

represented by celebrities’ individualized narratives about themselves, other people, and 

their work. Because content trivialization constitutes an important feature of the 

“transmedia storytelling” implemented by these celebrities, this model deviates from the 

one, which Henry Jenkins proposed, for its lacking direct connection with gigantic 

corporate control. Furthermore, this alternative mode of “transmedia storytelling” in 

                                                   

31 Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 2. 
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celebrity blogs reflects the importance of mundane issues and triviality during these 

celebrities’ self-promotion process. Although the effectiveness of transmedia promotion 

by celebrities is yet to be determined, the employment of this strategy nonetheless 

“presumes a more active spectator who can and will follow these media flows.”32 While 

celebrities take the initiative in conversing with audiences to enhance their popularity, 

audiences also actively search, copy, and distribute information they are interested in, and 

may even participate in and influence the production process. The attention that the 

audience pays to celebrities in online spaces, reified in such forms as leaving comments, 

filling in questionnaires, or simply clicking on the “paying attention” (guanzhu) button, 

indicate both the promising and illusory aspect of interactivity as well as the productive 

value of attention.   

NEGOTIATING INTERACTIVITY IN CELEBRITY BLOGS: SHARED SPACE, SHARED 

CONTROL?  

This section discusses how the seemingly separate ends of media production and 

media reception converge in celebrity blogs via online interactivity. First, it analyzes how 

celebrities take the initiative in interacting with audiences in blogs, in order to enhance 

their popularity and to gain audience insight on media products. Second, it elaborates on 

the practice of interactivity from the viewpoint of consumers, and points out the paradox 

of mediated interactivity. On the one hand, online audience participation—faciliated by 

new media technologies, celebrity endorsements, and an audience’s desire for self-

expression—enhances a user’s sense of empowerment. On the other hand, voluntary user 

                                                   

32 Henry Jenkins, “Interactive Audiences? The ‘Collective Intelligence’ of Media Fans,” in Henry Jenkins, 
Fans, Bloggers, and Gamers: Exploring Participatory Culture (New York: New York University Press, 
2006), 147. 
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participation not only serves as free labor on which media producers capitalize, but it also 

contributes to a new means of surveillance in which producers can observe and monitor 

audience activity at any time. Therefore, an investigation of interactivity on celebrity 

blogs not only calls our attention to the newly emergent phenomenon of online 

productivity, but it also cautions us against the overly celebrated notion of user 

empowerment in the Internet era. This aspect is further illuminated by frequent 

skirmishes between bloggers and readers, revolving around issues such as excessive 

publicity in celebrity blogs, reader reconstruction of celebrity images, reader questioning 

of celebrity sincerity in blog entries, and criticism of the products that celebrities promote. 

In this way, the relationship between producers and consumers, bloggers and readers, 

celebrities and fans are constantly refashioned in online spaces.  

As is commonly assumed, the advent of Web 2.0 makes the dream of interactivity 

come true. As one of the derivatives of Web 2.0 technologies, the interface of a blog 

arguably constitutes a more convenient and direct channel for new media users to interact 

with one another and participate in online discussions. Audience comments on blog 

entries, and blogger responses to these comments, can be published instantaneously 

online. Thus blog entries, reader comments, and blogger responses to comments 

contribute to the dynamics of blogs, and this dynamic constantly disrupts the stability of 

original texts and demonstrates the indispensible role of readers. Within the context of 

celebrity blogging, an audience’s passion to leave messages for stars is most clearly 

demonstrated through a somewhat sensational phenomenon emerging in China’s Internet 

scene: “rush to the sofa” (qiang shafa), a popular metaphor referring to those who 

compete with one another to post messages on celebrity blogs. The person who 
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successfully leaves the first message on message board usually writes “sofa” (shafa) to 

indicate their excitement, while those who take the second or third place will write “stool” 

(bandeng) or “floor” (diban) in Chinese, indicating that they fall slightly behind. As 

renowned stars in Chinese society, Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang have all 

experienced this phenomenon on their blogs, with reader comments numbering from 

hundreds to hundreds of thousands per day, in addition to gathering millions of followers 

on their microblogs.33   

It suffices to say that audience enthusiasm for posting messages on celebrity blogs 

originates from an inclination for voyeurism and exhibitionism, which are facilitated by 

interactivity in the Internet age. As Joanne Jacobs has pointed out, a reader’s drive to post 

online is “both exhibitionistic, and an exercise in self-discovery … where the 

disreputable aspects of voyeurism are regarded by both authors and readers of blogs as 

being ‘overcome’ by the mutually negotiated permission to engage with ideas implicit in 

the blog format.”34 Thus, the act of blogging, which is interactive in nature, “makes it 

innately supportive of both exhibitionistic and voyeuristic behaviors and ensures its 

continued growth at least in the immediate future.”35 Hence, an audience’s initiative to 

visit and post messages on celebrity blogs is as much about celebrities as it is about the 

audience itself. While audiences are eager to learn about the lives of celebrities, their 

                                                   

33 Xu Jinglei has not updated her blog at Sina.com since November 12, 2010. She switched to using 
Tencent.com’s blogging and microblogging services on April 27, 2011. Since then Xu has been rather 
active on her microblog and rarely publishes regular blog entries. In a sense her change of blogging service 
providers reflects the fierce competition among dotcom corporations to fight for celebrities as valuable 
“human resources” and attention-getters.  
34 Joanne Jacobs, “Communication Overexposure: The Rise of Blogs as a Product of Cybervoyeurism” 
(paper presented at the 2003 annual conference of the Australia and New Zealand Communication 
Association, Brisbane, July 2003). 
35 Ibid. 
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responses to celebrity posts are also an important means of exploring their own identities. 

This explains why some readers’ responses are not relevant to the celebrities’ original 

post, such as making comments on their own life experiences. An examination of the 

messages netizens write to Yang Lan illustrates why celebrity blogging has become so 

phenomenal in China’s Internet scene, as demonstrated in the following quote:  
 
As a matter of fact, people visit celebrity blogs simply because they want to learn 
about a celebrity’s inner thoughts and every aspect of their daily lives. Yet, you 
[celebrities] will definitely not show every aspect of your true self to the public, 
and we only can see your positive sides ... Nevertheless, what I want to see is the 
way you, a member of the upper class, view the world and your attitude toward 
big or small issues in your daily lives.36  

According to this post, although audiences are well aware of the performative aspects of 

self-representation on a celebrity’s blog, they are nevertheless still very driven to learn 

about their “true” thoughts. The pleasure the audience receives from reading celebrity 

blogs also originates from a sense of equality facilitated by online interactivity, as 

reflected in these two posts:  

 
[Post 1] 

  Yang Lan, finally you don’t feel so distant from us.  
   

[Post 2] 
The Internet is indeed a great societal product! In the past I could only see you on 
television, read about you in print media, and talk about you with other people. I 
would never have thought that I could communicate with you one day. Internet 
blogging enables me to communicate with you. Although you might not see my 
words, I am still thrilled.37  

                                                   

36 Readers’ comments on Yang Lan’s blog are all retrieved from: Lan Yang, Yang Lan de boke [Yang 
Lan’s Blog], December 12, 2005, accessed July 12, 2011.  
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/indexlist_1198920804_67.html. 
37 Ibid. 



 

198 

 

These two posts show that blogging, as a new interface, removes the mystery surrounding 

the lives of celebrities, and make celebrities more approachable to ordinary people, 

thereby bridging the gap between the renowned and the unknown. The second post also 

reveals the reader’s awareness that his/her message will most likely not be attended to by 

celebrities. Under this circumstance, the motivation to post messages on celebrity blogs 

stems not so much from an expectation that a celebrity will respond, but rather, a desire 

for self-expression in a visible, interactive, and seemingly egalitarian manner.  

Reader desire for self-expression in online spaces is interpreted by Rob Cover as a 

strongly-held and culturally-based desire to participate in the creation and transformation 

of the text that has been denied by previous technologies of media production and 

distribution. Therefore, by constantly “writ[ing] back into the text … to add to the text by 

registering their own messages,”38 readers feel empowered as they are able to access the 

personal space of celebrities and to exert a certain amount of control over that space. 

More importantly, a reader’s online productivity has great potential to be converted into 

economic or cultural capital, and this is one of the major reasons that many celebrities 

have been enthusiastically embracing interactivity on their blogs. Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, 

and Hong Huang all feel an urgent need to maintain close ties with audiences via 

blogging. Consequently, they observe audience comments closely and selectively reply to 

these messages, albeit in different styles. For example, Xu Jinglei occasionally adds her 

response immediately following a commenter’s initial post, using a couple of words or 

emoticons. Xu’s personal response to fans on message board encourages the chaos of 

“rushing to the sofa” on her blog, where Internet users compete with one another to post 

                                                   

38 Lister et al., New Media, 23.  
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comments and anxiously await for her reply. Xu also color codes her comments in 

readers’ responses section in individual blog entries, to emphasize that she has read their 

messages. She even responds to inflammatory messages that attempt to tarnish her star 

image: “I just read through the comments posted on my blog. Although I tried to take a 

middle ground on many issues, there are still people who want to attack me. Take it easy. 

I will not delete your posts. I will delete none of them. Since I can talk, so can everybody 

else.”39 Xu’s statement on respecting everyone’s freedom of speech is well received 

among her audiences, and illustrates her open-mindedness and tolerance. In one way or 

another, Xu Jinglei’s stance keeps encouraging audiences to participate in discussions 

and to enjoy interactivity.  

By the same token, Hong Huang and Yang Lan interact with their audiences in 

various ways. In response to readers who corrected typos in her online posts, Hong 

humorously wrote in a blog entry, “Thanks to everybody who made corrections for me—

an illiterate! I will post some pictures tomorrow as a reward.”40 Hong also set up a sub-

section entitled, “Ask Me: Private Meeting Room” in her blog, and welcomed audiences 

to ask her any sort of questions. As for Yang Lan, she will single out some posts on the 

message board and start a new blog entry titled, “Response to …,” to address the netizen 

who caught her attention. For instance, when Yang mentioned that she accidently broke 

her backbone, a netizen named yaner responds: “Sister Lan, how did that happen? Does it 

still hurt? How about giving you my backbone, which is in great condition?” Yang 

                                                   

39 Jinglei Xu, Lao Xu de boke [Blog of Lao Xu], accessed July 15, 2012, http://blog.sina.com.cn/xujinglei. 
40 Huang Hong, “Shanghai riji er, Zhang Dachuan shuo” [Shanghai diary II: Zhang Dachuan says…], 
Hong Huang zhaole de Blog [Hong Huang looking for fun when blogging], May 28, 2007, accessed July 
15, 2012, http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_476bdd0a010008uf.html. 
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replied by posting a blog entry titled “Response to yaner: One Person One Backbone,” 

and thanked yaner for his/her concern: “I have not read responses for quite a few days, 

and finally got a chance to read through them today. It is warm and touching. Thanks to 

you guys so much. Netizen yaner’s words quoted above made me laugh. Seriously, thank 

YOU. Hope that he can see my response.”41 In this article, Yang Lan not only quoted 

yaner’s message but also offered a hyperlink to yaner’s original post. Yang also 

selectively answers reader questions and shows her concern about them in individual blog 

entries.  

Seen from this perspective, Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang all consider it 

paramount to reciprocate attention by frequently responding to their readers’ messages. 

Celebrities emphasize interaction not only out of a pragmatic concern to maintain or 

enhance their popularity among their audience, but also out of a desire to further motivate 

new media users to get involved in multifarious activities relevant to celebrities. A 

prevalent pattern employed by Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang is that they make 

public announcements in their blogs and call for audience participation in all kinds of 

activities, such as filling out online surveys, registering to attend shows, and offering 

feedback on entertainment products. For instance, “Advertising Time” and “Recruiting 

Audiences” are two titles Yang Lan frequently employs in her blog to invite those 

interested in her shows to register and attend the recording. Sometimes small prizes are 

bequeathed to the first ten readers who register. For particular programs that look for 

special audiences, Yang posts such titles as “Search Notices” to specify her needs. Those 

                                                   

41 Yang, Yang Lan de boke. 
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who qualify may either leave their contact information on Yang Lan’s message board, or 

contact related personnel by phone or e-mail.  

For Hong Huang and Xu Jinglei these “search notices” also extend to the work 

place. Both post “wanted” ads on blogs looking for professionals to work for their 

magazines. Unlike many “wanted” ads that formally list job descriptions and 

qualifications, the “wanted” ads in celebrity blogs are more individualized and causal in 

terms of style. A case in point is Hong Huang’s blog entry titled “Looking for Writers.” 

Hong starts with a sentence “it’s driving me crazy” and complains about the quality of 

articles submitted to her. At the end of the post, Hong states her need for editors:  
 
I would like to ask those who love to write to contact me. Give me a sample of 
your writing. If we are happy with one another, then let’s cut a deal. We need 
people who can tell good stories, such as narrating a story or a person, with details 
and plot. Again, my email is honghuang@vip.sina.com … I know this is not the 
best way to hire people. It makes me look bad and picky. But, that is it.42 
 

The frustration, straightforwardness, and expression of dedication to work expressed in 

Hong’s post generated more than 900 responses from readers. Many expressed their 

gratitude for Hong’s sincerity and claimed to have submitted writing samples to her 

inbox. Thus, personalized search notices constitute alternative channels for celebrities to 

                                                   

42 Hong Huang often impresses audiences with her good sense of humor, even if she is in a rage. In the 
beginning of this blog entry, Hong writes: “Every time I edit articles, I start pulling my hairs. Now I’ve 
almost become bald! I have long determined to ‘beautify’ the writings of iLOOK, but I really 
underestimated the consistency of those who write for fashion magazines. I have fired numerous journalists, 
all claiming to have worked for gigantic media conglomerates before. How is it then, that I am unable to 
continue reading their writing?” Huang Hong, “Zhao xieshou” [Look for Writers], Honghuang zhaole de 

Blog [Hong Huang looking for fun when blogging], March 21, 2007, accessed February 21, 2010, 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_476bdd0a010007t3.html.   
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seek readers and media professionals, and can be quite efficient compared with regular 

media outlets.  

In addition to seeking audience participation and new coworkers, all three 

celebrities frequently solicit reader opinions on issues varying from the trivialities of 

everyday life43 to serious questions about media production and reception. As new media 

users embrace the age of interactivity by actively submitting information to the Internet, 

such as ideas, email addresses, phone numbers, and home addresses, their voluntary 

participation also corresponds to the media industry’s need to seek out the audience and 

conduct market research. As in the case of Yang Lan, the “collective intelligence” and 

“free labor” of Internet users has great potential to be converted into productive values 

for media producers.44  

PLAYING INTERACTIVITY TO AN EXTREME: THE SPECIAL CASE OF YANG LAN  

Of the three celebrities, Yang Lan utilizes online interactivity to such an extreme 

that it occasionally backfires. As a middleman who mediates between media producers 

and consumers, Yang Lan has been innovatively employing online interactivity to seek 

feedback from general audience and to further improve her products. Yang’s popularity 

among mainstream audiences ensures the active participation of new media users. 

Meanwhile the small rewards given to those who participate, as well as Yang’s 

personalized acknowledgements in various forms (words, photographs, autographs, etc.), 

continually motivate audiences to become more involved. However, Yang’s excessive 

                                                   

43 Celebrities frequently seek help from their readers on trivial issues, and this can be read as another way 
to maintain emotional bonds with their audience. For instance, Xu Jinglei has turned to her readers for help 
on technical issues and has even invited audiences to come up with names for her newborn nephew.  
44 Jenkins, “Interactive Audiences;” Tiziana Terranova, “Free Labor: Producing Culture for the Digital 
Economy,” Social Text 18, no. 2 (Summer 2000): 33-58. 
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publicity efforts and over-exploitation of interactivity sometimes becomes 

counterproductive, drawing criticism for her desperate pursuit of publicity via blogging. 

Yang’s case evidences that the boundaries between work and leisure, and the public and 

private need to be carefully managed in online spaces, and that publicity and interactivity 

in celebrity blogs can either boost a celebrity’s career or jeopardize his/her public image.  

As discussed earlier, Yang Lan, a media professional, is well aware of how new 

media technologies may refashion the television industry and print media, and has been 

exploring new possibilities heralded in the age of media convergence. Also, she is quite 

anxious about the fact that the younger generation is turning away from television, and 

thus tries to “reach the same target community” via blogs and e-magazines.45 In addition 

to seeking the physical support of an audience, Yang Lan solicits suggestions and 

feedback on media products. She frequently encourages her audience to prepare interview 

questions for her shows, by awarding small prizes to those whose questions are used on 

the show. Winners may win an opportunity to attend the show, or they may participate in 

the program remotely. Sometimes the first ten people who reply to Yang’s messages on 

her blog will get small prizes as well.  

If audience involvement in the preparation process of television programs remains 

at the level of raising questions and offering feedback for producers, then one could argue 

that Yang’s electronic magazines aim to endow new media users with a greater degree of 

agency. This is particularly apparent when Yang Lan first launched her e-magazines at 

the end of 2005. Yang publicized each issue in her blog entries and encouraged readers to 

                                                   

45 Lan Yang, interview with the IESE Business School at the University of Nevada, February 27, 2008, 
accessed July 15, 2012, http://www.iese.edu/Aplicaciones/News/videos/view.asp?id=1370&lang=en.    
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post commentaries on the message board of her blog. There was also a special section in 

e-magazines titled “from readers,” where readers’ comments and editors’ responses were 

displayed. Issues under discussion ranged from the content and layout of the magazine to 

downloading problems, and from background music selections to sound quality problems. 

Yang and her team took reader feedback seriously, made adjustments accordingly, and 

published issues based on readers’ interests.46 E-magazines seem to have indicated the 

possibility of shared space and shared control in the consumerist era, where media 

consumers, together with producers, witness the development of a product from its 

beginning stage, and they share difficult and joyful moments together.  

This point is further demonstrated through the ways in which all three of Yang’s 

e-magazines stress the role that “you”—readers, consumers, and participants—play in the 

process of consuming products. Narratives on the significance of “you” and “your voices” 

frequently appear in online discourses. For instance, the advertising slogan of Lan reads: 

“We listen to your voices all the time. We care about your feelings in each and every 

issue. Please allow us to have a try and change your way of reading.” Likewise, the back 

page of Her Village summarizes the magazine’s tenet as, “Let us hear your voices. Who 

are we? We are a group of people who love to dream and talk. This is a magazine that 

converses with you from deep inside.”47 To implement these principles, Yang Lan 

                                                   

46 The way in which new media users socialize in blogs requires further exploration. When Yang Lan 
started publishing e-magazines in 2005, technical problems appeared one after another. Readers 
enthusiastically posted suggestions on the message board of Yang’s blog and helped each other with tips on 
downloading the e-magazines. Later on, Internet flaming frequently appeared on Yang Lan’s blog, where 
her supporters and “attackers” often engaged in verbal fights with one another. In addition, the message 
board also functioned as a mini social networking site, where Yang Lan’s fans organized and attended 
social activities related to Yang Lan.  
47 The following quotes from Yang Lan’s blog also demonstrate this point. “I hope that Her Village will 
become a public forum, and you may discuss whatever issues you are interested in with her … If you have 
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summarizes readers’ comments and gives general responses in blog posts, while readers’ 

messages usually receive warm individual replies from editors. While the symbolic voice 

of the audience is mainly displayed in hyper-textual forms, the audience is also 

encouraged to record their real voices in an mp3 format and submit them to be published 

in the e-magazines.  

Thus, because new media offers many platforms—voicemail, hypertext, text 

messages, videos, audios, etc.—for one to make one’s voice heard, audiences seem to be 

empowered to a larger degree. They can easily contribute to a blog entry by posting 

comments, and they also are frequently encouraged by celebrities to express their 

opinions and get involved in the media production process. The visibility of readers’ 

opinions in various forms brings to audiences the sense of self-importance as media 

consumers. Moreover, audiences’ sense of self-importance and being valued by 

celebrities may be further strengthened when their participation is reciprocated in various 

ways. Examples of reciprocation include the moment when their suggestions are taken or 

when they get autographs from celebrities. This in turn will continue to motivate 

audiences to participate as desired by celebrities, and to sustain consumer loyalty to 

celebrity-endorsed name brands. Furthermore, since producers now are taking pains to 

reach consumers and to accommodate their needs, this newly mediated interactivity 

“stands for a more powerful sense of user engagement with media texts, a more 

independent relation to sources of knowledge, individualized media use, and greater user 

                                                                                                                                                       

any suggestions, please do not hesitate to send them to our editors or me. You may either use the message 
board on the e-magazines, or post your message on my blog.” “If you would like to participate, contact us 
based on the information offered on our e-magazines. You voice will appear in our e-magazine. Let us all 
share interesting topics together!”  
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choice.”48 Nevertheless, the myth of user agency and online interactivity needs to be 

treated with caution. Whereas consumers may enjoy freedom of expression in online 

spaces, their enthusiastic responses to the call of celebrities, and their voluntary online 

participation are subject to subtle, but constant exploitation by producers.  

In his article “Watching Television without Pity: The Productivity of Online Fans,” 

Mark Andrejevic addresses this flip side of online interactivity from the perspective of 

value-enhancing labor. Andrejevic argues that television producers make use of online 

viewer activity in two ways. First, producers provide spaces for fans to participate in 

making a show interesting for themselves. Second, producers are able to receive instant 

feedback from fans. The pleasure of users, according to Andrejevic, lies in that the forms 

of interactivity enabled by networked media allow formerly nonproductive activities to 

generate valuable information commodities. In this process, media interactivity facilitates 

the “simultaneity of labor as something which is voluntarily given and exploited.”49 Thus 

free labor on the Internet has constituted an important facet of digital culture, as Tiziana 

Terranova states: 

 
Simultaneously voluntarily given and unwaged, enjoyed and exploited, free labor 
on the Net includes the activity of building Web sites, modifying software 
packages, reading and participating in mailing lists, and building virtual spaces on 
MUDs and MOOs … the Internet is animated by cultural and technical labor 
through a continuous production of value that is completely immanent to the 
flows of the network society at large.50  
 

                                                   

48 Lister et al., New Media, 20. 
49 Mark Andrejevic, “Watching Television without Pity: The Productivity of Online Fans,” Television & 

New Media 9, no. 1 (January 2008): 25.  
50 Terranova, “Free Labor: Producing Culture for the Digital Economy,” 33-34.  
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This “continuous production of value” generated by the free labor of new media 

users can make significant contributions to media producers.51 While audiences may feel 

empowered to exert control over cultural products and to gain certain forms of agency, 

the convenient operation of “registrational interactivity” can easily put audiences under 

continuous monitoring and surveillance by media producers. 52  For instance, an 

advertisement on the back page of Lan reads, “In order to celebrate that over two million 

Internet users have downloaded Lan, we have decided, to give free books to those 

winners whose names are drawn by us. Just leave us your name and phone number, you 

will have a chance to win the lucky draw.” As the process of registration simplifies to the 

extent that users merely need to type in names and numbers, with a few clicks of the 

mouse, it also becomes feasible for media producers to gather user information and 

monitor audiences. Audience participation on all available platforms, such as voice mail, 

mp3, hyper-textual elements, text messages, and online questionnaires, constitutes 

important means for Yang Lan and her team to track and research their audiences. In this 

way, media producers can have a better idea about who their audience is and what they 

desire. In other words, the space that allows for free expression and social interaction is 

simultaneously a space that enables surveillance. While new media users may enjoy 

spying on celebrities and expressing their opinions online, the very message boards, e-

magazines, and other digital media platforms that provide them enjoyment constitute 

spaces where producers constantly watch consumers.  

                                                   

51 Ibid., 33-34.  
52 Lister et al., New Media, 21-22.  
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Nevertheless, voluntary audience participation and contribution to the media 

production process do not always indicate an unproblematic collaboration between media 

consumers and producers. As an interface bringing these two parties together, celebrity 

blogs are also sites filled with contention, where new media users fight over issues 

ranging from blog content, the style of media products, the over-commercialization of 

celebrity blogging, to the public image of celebrities. For example, whereas some of 

Yang Lan’s fans are excited about online interactivity and continuously support her, 

some are nonetheless offended when she posts more publicity-related entries and less 

personal reflections on her blog. A case in point is how strongly audiences reacted 

towards one blog entry, in which Yang Lan posted the preface she wrote for a series of 

books on jewelry appreciation, of which she was also a chief editor. While it is not 

uncommon for Yang Lan to publish prefaces to books on her blog, some readers were 

dismayed to read the last line of this particular entry, in which Yang announced that she 

would collaborate with Celine Dion to launch their own jewelry brand, HV Love. One 

reader wrote sarcastically, “We cannot help but wonder, is this commercial? Seek profit 

for oneself in the name of culture!” Another post stated, “By posting commercials here, 

you truly let down those netizens who root for you. I really hate you for doing this. It 

feels like you’re fooling around with us.” The comment, “It feels like you’re fooling 

around with us,” reflects audiences’ agency to make the judgmental call, and their 

unwillingness to be manipulated by celebrities. Some readers suggested that Yang Lan 

set up another section for advertisements, leaving blog entries for personal reflections. A 

reader that held a relatively neutral stance concurred with the previous two posts: “Indeed, 
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incorporating commercial endorsements into blogs makes the intention of publicity too 

obvious, and this makes celebrities easy targets.”53 

Reader responses raise some interesting questions worthwhile for further 

exploration. Why were audiences so bothered by Yang Lan’s self-promotion? To what 

extent should celebrities publicize themselves on their personal blogs? What do 

audiences expect from celebrity bloggers? In this regard, Yang Lan’s blog is rather 

representative because she gradually shifts the focus of blogging from personal 

reflections to publicity, which results in and increases in reader resentment. By contrast, 

Xu Jinglei and Hong Huang incur less criticism from readers, mainly because they offer 

more personalized narratives when conducting promotional campaigns. Reader responses 

exemplify a common perception of the blog as a channel for genuine self-expression, 

instead of a publicity platform. Hence, not only are Yang Lan’s excessive publicity 

campaigns in her personal blog vehemently criticized by netizens, but the neutral stance 

Yang undertakes toward many societal issues is also interpreted as lacking individuality, 

as the following posts show:  
 
[Post 1] 
One time, I did not visit your blog for over six months. It is mainly because you 
have almost transformed this place into a commercial section for World Women 
and Lan. It seems your blog lacks your own reflections towards life, and this is 
the wrong strategy for blogging … In terms of subject matter, you should write 
more on issues unrelated to work. It is not that we like gossip; but rather, it is to 
let fans know more about the real you. 

 
[Post 2] 

                                                   

53 Lan Yang, “Zhenxi ta, jiuxiang zhenxi ziji” [Treasure it, just Like treasure ourselves], Yang Lan’s Blog, 
April 15, 2008, accessed July 16, 2012, http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_47761464010092mj.html. 
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Sister Yang Lan, after reading your blog, I feel that your words are overly rational 
and lacking in emotions. This is similar to the style of your book. Indeed, as new 
women, we need to reflect on our lives and societal issues rationally. However, 
for each and every individual, blogs should be a space where you can completely 
relax and discharge your emotions. If you carefully think about every sentence 
you write down and analyze it rationally, then your blog lacks personality.54 
 

To a large degree, readers perceive the predominance of work, and publicity, 

related issues in celebrity blogs as a “contamination” of personalized space, which is 

ideally a space for self-expression and subjectivity. Interestingly, readers’ strong charge 

against Yang Lan’s ploy to “seek profit in the name of culture” precisely reflects the 

remnant perception of culture as something “sacred,” instead of merely as a “commodity.” 

These readers perceived culture and commerce as two oppositional entities, and thus 

excessive self-promotion of commercial products in personal blogs is unacceptable. 

However, seeking a perfect convergence of culture and commerce is exactly the career 

focus for Yang Lan and her peers, who aspire to fulfill their cultural idealism while 

simultaneously generating profit. This pursuit is clearly stated in Yang Lan’s reflection 

upon the commercial failure of Sun Television Cybernetworks, which she founded in 

2000:    
 
I define my professional career as belonging to the “cultural industry” (wenhua 

hangye), which is different from the IT, business, finance, and industry … I have 
a cultural ideal. I felt that China needed a TV platform that emphasized the 
culture and value system. Then I put the idea into practice. In 2000, I launched 
Sun Television Cybernetworks, which mainly produced and broadcasted 
documentaries … In retrospect, the impulse to realize my cultural ideal far 
exceeded my understanding of business management. As of today, I never 

                                                   

54  Warrior, November 25, 2008, accessed July 16, 2012, 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_477614640100bh02.html; Shizi, December 18, 2005, accessed July 16, 2012, 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_47761464010000qp.html.   
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considered Sun Television Cybernetworks a cultural failure. It failed 
commercially, but it still has cultural value. After all, it was after attempts made 
by Sun Television Cybernetworks that documentary and humanity channels began 
to appear on CCTV and local television stations.55  

 

It was after Yang Lan sold 70% of the company’s shares in 2003 that she attended 

to the Internet’s potential of integrating old and new media platforms, for which she 

continuously experiments with new modes of cultural production and distribution, and 

attempts to build personal brands based on her star image, cultural pursuits, and 

mainstream appeal. Ironically, if some readers felt that Yang Lan’s blog lacked strong 

personal imprints, individuality embodied in personal branding is nevertheless what Yang 

has been promoting since she started blogging. A series of cultural products that Yang 

Lan launched are all personal brands largely based on her public image as a successful 

career woman, such as her television show, Yang Lan One on One and the jewelry brand, 

Lan. This emphasis on individuality is also seen in several of Yang’s e-magazine 

advertising slogans such as, “Yang Lan’s electronic magazines, just like Lan.” Another 

example, “Live a life with serenity outside and ripples inside,” the advertising slogan for 

Lan, is a poetic interpretation of both Yang’s first name and her personality. Usually, the 

cover page of Lan is a close-up of Yang Lan looking very elegant, fashionable, and 

professional. This image is particularly appealing to the middle- and upper- class women 

in China. Meanwhile her ambitions, accomplishments, Western education (her ability to 

conduct interviews in “flawless English”56 greatly enhances her cultural capital), and 

                                                   

55 Xiaoyu Lei, “Yang Lan: wosuo jingli de jianxin yu shibai” [Yang Lan: My experience of difficulties 
and failures], March 8, 2011, accessed July 15, 2012, 
http://money.163.com/11/0308/09/6UK60AL800253G87.html. 
56 Mark Landler, “At 27, a Talk Star Sets Out To Transform Chinese TV,” The New York Times, March 18, 
1996, 1. 
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assumption of challenging roles like cultural producer and entrepreneur continues to 

inspire urban career women in China.  

In one sense, the gap between a reader’s understanding of individuality as free 

expression of one’s opinions and the individuality Yang Lan has promoted illustrates the 

multifarious interpretations of Yang’s public images. More importantly, the middle 

ground Yang Lan takes toward many controversial societal issues not only reinforces her 

readers’ criticism of her lack of personality in terms of blogging, but it also results in 

some readers’ sharp criticisms for her neglect of class differences when addressing 

women’s issues on television shows and in e-magazines. Readers use her message board 

to not only offer feedback on Yang’s shows, but also to convey their understanding of 

class in relation to gender issues. The next section briefly discusses online disputes about 

the definition of women and femininity in the Chinese context. 

“INTELLECTUAL WOMEN,” ONLINE PRODUCTIVITY, AND NEGOTIATED FEMININITY 

As mentioned earlier, the “intellectual femininity” or “intellectual beauty” 

(zhixing mei) embodied in the public images of Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang is 

particularly appealing to middle- and upper- class women in China. The term 

“intellectual women” first appeared as a literary series launched by the Hundred Flowers 

Art and Literature Publishing House in Tianjin in 1998. The series is a prose collection of 

four Beijing female writers, who focus on the experiences of urban intellectual women.57 

“Intellectual women” can be read as a reinvention of the notion of the new woman that 

became popular in China in the 1930s, and stresses the perfect combination of 

                                                   

57 Kong, Consuming Literature, 74. 
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intelligence and femininity embodied in the image of the modern women. The popularity 

of “intellectual women” accords with a revived interest in middle class culture after the 

suppression of the “petty bourgeoisie” class under Mao’s regime (1949-1976), and goes 

hand in hand with the exponential growth of urban consumers and the booming of a 

popular cultural field. Against this backdrop, the star persona of Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, 

and Hong Huang as non-threatening, intelligent, modern, and successful entrepreneurs is 

rather inspirational to their urban audiences. Meanwhile these celebrities’ endeavor to 

fully capitalize on this image demonstrates their pioneering effort to explore the dominant 

market law of identifying consumers, defining new trends, and producing niche products. 

For instance, all three claims to create cultural products targeting urban career women, 

and their work avoids probing into sensitive issues and mainly deal with mundane topics 

such as urban life, family relations, and everyday life experiences. Examples of these 

cultural commodities include Yang Lan’s Her Village and its sister website Tiannv.com, 

Hong Huang’s fashion magazines and fashion store, which fosters China’s local design 

scene, and Xu Jinglei’s films that “coach” urban women on how to obtain both love and 

career in an increasingly fierce marketplace.58  

Nevertheless, despite these celebrities’ claim that the rising middle class is their 

primary target audience, they are criticized in online spaces for neglecting the majority of 

                                                   

58 In an interview with CNN, Yang Lan stated the importance of her middle class audience to her cultural 
endeavors: “In my terms, I’m more focused on targeting the growing number of urban women. I think 
they’re increasingly more influential in their society and their professions, and also they play a very 
important role in their families, the carry over their values, also the transformations of those values. But 
also at the same time, they’re under a lot of pressure from work and from family burdens, from children 
rearing. They’re a very interesting group of people I like to examine. But of course I’m part of that. I’m one 
of them.” Lan Yang, interview by Anjali Rao. CNN Talk Asia. CNN. October 14, 2007, accessed July 15, 
2012, http://edition.cnn.com/2007/WORLD/asiapcf/08/22/talkasia.yanglan/index.html. 
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Chinese women, particularly those who are underprivileged. Thus, the appeal of 

“intellectual femininity” is under constant contestation in the Chinese blogosphere. 

Among the three celebrities, Yang Lan gives the most reflections on urban women’s role 

in society and family. Her thoughts are clearly stated in several blog entries, among 

which “Women’s Liberation” and “Three Ways to Balance Work and Life” offered the 

most detailed account of Yang’s viewpoint, and generated a heated discussion among 

netizens. “Women’s Liberation” looks back on the connotations of “liberation” over 

several generations of women in Yang Lan’s family. To put it simply, for Yang’s 

grandmother, liberation meant escaping the painful foot binding process; for her mother, 

liberation meant being able to attend college for the first time as a woman. By contrast, 

liberation refers to both opportunities and a sense of loss for Yang Lan. She states that 

although her generation enjoys freedom of choice and no longer has to worry too much 

about poverty or so-called political correctness, new problems such as women’s anxieties, 

a sense of unsettledness, and bewilderment have appeared along the way.59 Despite all of 

this, Yang Lan recalls her experiences and interprets modern women’s liberation as 

taking on responsibility in life:  

 
When I graduated from college, my parents said to me, “Remember, we won’t be 
there to help you. You have finished your college degree and need to work on 
your own from now on. Remember, as a girl, you need to count on yourself.” I 
was nervous and helpless. Inevitably I grew up, and did not know what I would 
face. Today, when I look back, that was the best gift my parents ever gave me. 
My liberation started at that very moment.  
 

                                                   

59 Yang Lan graduated in 1990, the first year when China allowed college students to look for jobs on their 
own. Previously college students were assigned jobs by the Chinese government.  
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In her opinion, independence and taking on responsibilities is the key to a woman’s 

happiness: “Woman, be responsible for yourself, emotionally, economically, and 

psychologically … We should not blindly attribute our fortune or misfortune to others, be 

they our parents, husbands, or children. We are independent individuals with our own 

self-esteem.” 60  Yang Lan’s discussion about women’s liberation sparked genuine 

reflections by netizens on a series of related issues. While some expressed their 

admiration for Yang Lan as a role model for Chinese women,61 some netizens sharply 

questioned Yang’s arguments concerning women’s empowerment and gender relations in 

the contemporary era. For instance, one netizen stated that “while we as women are 

liberated, society brings us more pressure and challenges;” another post expressed a 

similar opinion, “What about societal problems? Our society does not treat women 

equally. You only tell your sisters about liberation, and do not point out what causes their 

pressure and bewilderment. Probably it would be better to tell men how to deal with 

women’s liberation in the first place.” Netizens also criticized Yang Lan for her neglect 

of the discrepancies between urban women and rural women: “Do you know how women 

in rural areas will respond to your words?” “Better interview women from rural areas first, 

that is another story completely. They have a long way to go for their liberation.”62 

                                                   

60 This article is also the preface to World Women published in November 2007. The book is a shortened 
printed version of Her Village, the television show. Lan Yang, “Nvxing de jiefang” [Women’s liberation], 
Yang Lan’s Blog, November 26, 2007, accessed July 16, 2012, 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_4776146401000b0o.html.    
61 The following post best explains Yang Lan’s popularity in China: “You are my role model. As a 
representative of strong women (nv qiangren), you are nevertheless easygoing and modest.” Some netizens 
reflected on their own life experiences relevant to liberation. For instance, one post stated: “My liberation 
started at the moment when I argued with my boss and left my boyfriend. The moment that I built up my 
self-confidence was the moment of my liberation.” Yang, “Nvxing de jiefang.”  
62 Yang, “Nvxing de jiefang.”   
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Alternatively, some netizens ask Yang Lan to clarify if she means to discuss sexual 

liberation.  

Reflections on Yang Lan’s perception of women’s issues were furthered by 

audiences’ active engagement in criticisms on Yang Lan’s shows that target urban 

professionals. Yang Lan’s disregard of marginalized women in rural areas and the 

underprivileged class in Chinese society has repeatedly incurred criticisms from readers: 

“Yang Lan, you are now obviously the spokesperson for white-collar women who can 

already take perfectly good care of themselves. Why not pay more attention to ordinary 

women? You know, they are the majority! I hope that one day you may offer new 

perspectives on your shows.” Another netizen wrote, “I hope that your shows focus more 

on the status quo of ordinary people and their thoughts … there is a lack of genuine 

humane concern for the marginalized groups in this society, which I really do not 

understand.”63  

This brief summary of netizens’s response showcases how Yang Lan’s 

construction of femininity is remediated in online spaces, and how netizens’ remediation 

of Yang Lan’s text further complicates the issue. As Christine Gledhill has discussed in 

“Pleasurable Negotiations,” the production of meaning “arises out of a struggle or 

negotiation between competing frames of reference, motivation and experience,” instead 

of being imposed in a top-down fashion or being passively received. 64  A brief 

examination of the construction of femininity at both the “production” and “reception” 

end in celebrity blogs manifests how readers’ online productivity enables them to 
                                                   

63 Accessed November 18, 2009, http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_47761464010000ve.html. 
64 Christine Gledhill, “Pleasurable Negotiations,” in Cultural Theory and Popular Culture: A Reader, ed. 
John Storey (Essex: Pearson Education Limited, 1998), 239. 
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comment on celebrities’ career choices and to publish their own interpretation of the 

public image of celebrities. Moreover, whereas some readers showed their dissatisfaction 

towards Yang Lan’s stances, some nonetheless raised their concerns about social 

polarization on the belief that celebrities like Yang Lan might enact real change in society. 

Therefore, the readers’ diverging opinions about celebrity blogging, its function, and 

celebrities’ role as cultural entrepreneurs greatly contribute to the dynamic and 

productivity of online spaces.  

CONCLUSION: NEW MEDIA, NEW POSSIBILITIES 

The career adventures of Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang began at a time 

when culture had been officially recognized as an “industry” and is widely perceived as 

consumable goods. Under this circumstance, these celebrities have blazed a trail in 

engaging with China’s nascent promotional culture based on personal branding, 

experimentation with multimedia platforms, and carving out niche markets. With the 

central role that the Internet played in generating a “global addiction to fame and 

celebrity,” celebrity worship also has become a common practice among young Chinese 

netizens, which is further facilitated by dotcom corporations such as Sina.com and its 

model of celebrity blogging.65 Fully recognizing the Internet’s potential to publicize and 

encourage alternative cultural practices, the celebrities discussed in this chapter pioneered 

in building synergies between blogs, multi-directional flow of media content, and 

traditional media products.  

                                                   

65 Ju Chong Choi and Ron Berger, “Ethics of Global Internet, Community and Fame Addiction,” Journal 
of Business Ethics 85 (2009): 193. 
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Thus, an examination of how celebrities use personal blogs to achieve various 

goals illustrates how the “cultural logic of media convergence” and the rule of attention 

are implemented on a daily basis.66 By selectively presenting exclusive transmedia 

stories about themselves and others, celebrities endeavor to attract fans, general readers, 

and media professionals to visit their blogs and enhance their media visibility. At the 

same time, celebrities enrich narratives that are already available in mainstream media, 

and take pains to (re)circulate similar media content across multiple platforms to 

maximize publicity. Compared with the large-scale publicity campaigns organized by 

gigantic media corporations, celebrity blogs constitute alternative channels for renowned 

figures to publicize and self promote.  

The fact that Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang stress the importance of 

personal blogs reflects their responses to the age of media convergence, in particular how 

traditional media industries are pressed to incorporate new media platforms to better 

attract and engage audiences. For instance, Yang Lan’s television shows appear on all 

possible media channels, in all possible forms, such as audio, text, video, and 

photographs. In a similar vein, the e-magazines created by these celebrities facilitate the 

consumption of fashion magazines in a new, interactive manner. These cases demonstrate 

the need for traditional cultural forms such as television and print media to reinvent 

themselves to deal with the new developments and challenges, as well as the flexibility of 

new technological formats.  

Furthermore, media convergence fosters a new participatory culture by giving 

ordinary people the tools to archive, annotate, appropriate, and re-circulate content, while 

                                                   

66 Jenkins, “The Cultural Logic of Media Convergence.”   
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shrewd companies can tap into this participatory culture to generate low-cost content and 

sustain consumer loyalty.67 New modes of collaboration and tension between producers 

and consumers, celebrities and fans, bloggers and readers have emerged from this process. 

Within the context of celebrity blogs, the pleasure that new media users experience from 

online interactivity comes from the visibility of user-generated content in all recordable 

forms, and the enhanced sense of empowerment in online spaces. However, the flip side 

of online interactivity is that new media users are always watched and “exploited” by 

media producers, and the “collective intelligence” of new media users has great potential 

to be converted into productive value. Well aware of this logic, many celebrities 

frequently “mobilize” audiences online and call for their physical, virtual, and symbolic 

participation in the process of media production, followed by economic and symbolic 

rewards to reciprocate user attention.  

Thus mediated interactivity on celebrity blogs illustrates how the relationship 

between consumers and producers are refashioned, and each party may exert different 

degrees of control at different times. Nevertheless, new modes of collaboration between 

bloggers and readers revolving around media production are not necessarily always 

pleasant. Whereas celebrities attempt to promote their cultural products by encouraging 

Internet users to visit their blogs and interact online, the somewhat excessive effort of 

publicity in personal blogs can be counterproductive, as Yang Lan’s case has shown. 

More importantly, new media users use online spaces to reconstruct a celebrity’s public 

image and to share their concern about celebrities’ cultural products. Highly acclaimed as 

“intellectual women” in Chinese society, Xu Jinglei, Yang Lan, and Hong Huang are 

                                                   

67 Jenkins, Convergence Culture. 
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inspirational figures for the younger generation of Chinese women. However, this 

“intellectual femininity” is both hailed and questioned in celebrity blogs, as the three are 

constantly criticized for their neglect of class differences when addressing gender-related 

issues. Hence the construction of femininity is continuously contested and negotiated in 

online spaces.  

Readers’ criticism of these celebrities’ neglect of the underprivileged goes hand in 

hand with societal condemnation of Sina.com’s decision to launch celebrity blogs. It is 

argued that Sina.com favors those who already possess tremendous power and resources, 

thus creating a hierarchy in the blogosphere—a presumably egalitarian place. Despite 

some legitimacy embodied in this argument, it ignores how established power relations in 

society can be reversed and challenged in online spaces. The next chapter examines how 

a group of taboo-breakers effectively challenge the existing social, cultural, and gender 

hierarchies via blogging.  
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Chapter Four: The Appeal of Style: Taboo Breakers, “Permissible 

Scope,” and Cultural Contention 

INTRODUCTION  

This chapter delves into the taboo-breaking activities of bloggers represented by 

Mu Zimei and Han Han. Their cases exemplify how writers and journalists born in the 

late 1970s and early 1980s1 question the status quo, engage in controversial issues, and 

stretch the boundaries of individual expression via blogging. Although not exclusively 

focused on transgressing state-imposed boundaries, these bloggers have nonetheless 

disrupted preset parameters of social, moral, and political norms. Occasionally entangled 

with controversial topics, they have caught a great deal of social attention, created media 

sensations, and provoked tension by boldly blogging about sexuality, defending women’s 

reproductive rights, and engaging in social critiques. Their taboo-breaking practices 

manifest the central role that the Internet and commercial media play in generating, 

distributing, and consuming contentious issues. In this fashion, these bloggers have 

contributed to expanding the parameters of “permissible scope” allowed for free 

expression2 and illustrated how China’s booming entertainment industry catalyzes the 

formation of a diversified and pluralistic cultural sphere alongside the negative impact of 

media hype. 

                                                   

1 This generation shares some rough commonalities despite their individual differences. Their experiences 
growing up went hand-in-hand with China’s accelerated economic reforms and urbanization and 
modernization processes. They have little or no memories of the Cultural Revolution and were too young to 
remember the Tiananmen Incident in 1989. In general, this generation does not enthusiastically embrace 
politics as strongly as their predecessors did.  
2 Link, “Introduction.” 
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“Permissible scope” is the term that Perry Link uses when analyzing Chinese 

literature in relation to political control from 1949 to 1980. Link points out that all 

Chinese writers from the mid-1950s onward have been keenly aware of the existence of a 

“permissible scope” and that writers know they are safe as long as they stay within those 

bounds. However, writers have needed to make continuous adjustments since the scope 

has been constantly redrawn, as it “can expand and contract with political changes, and in 

years of extremism, such as 1966-69, can close almost completely.” 3  As Link’s 

delineation of the main trajectory of fiction writing from 1949 to 1980 has demonstrated, 

the causes of the expansion and contraction of the scope are manifold and include 

political struggles among factions from within the top leadership, the shift of Party policy 

toward scientific and technological modernization, and the Party’s view of the 

importance of intellectuals. 4  Thus, even though literature was subject to direct 

ideological control prior to 1978, the “permissible scope” of creative writing was 

nevertheless in flux. Link’s analysis is rather insightful in suggesting how the scope that 

is allowed for artistic expression is constantly being reshaped, and his ideas are equally 

valid when applied to the contemporary literary and cultural scene. Since the economic 

reforms in 1978, numerous factors have collectively contributed to the expansion of 

“permissible scope.” These factors include the state’s loosening of ideological control, 

the reduced role of politics in daily life, the accelerated pace of commercialization and 

privatization, the government’s increased emphasis on technological modernization, and 

the declining influence of intellectuals and writers.  

                                                   

3 Ibid., 10.   
4 Ibid.   
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The bloggers discussed in this chapter demonstrate how the discursive scope of 

free expression has become increasingly porous and elastic under the joint forces of 

individual and collective agency, technological elements, state factors, and the 

commercial media in the new millennium. The dispute they ignite not only reflects the 

intensive interaction of various conflicting social and cultural norms in a Chinese society 

undergoing drastic changes in a short span of time, but it also demonstrates how the 

scope of both individual expression and social tolerance is greatly broadened through 

these conflicts. That said, this chapter begins with an exploration of Mu Zimei’s blogs 

and examines how has Mu Zimei’s “sex diary,” which boldly portrays sexuality and 

gender relations, offended the nationwide audience and yet popularized blogging as a 

new mode of individual expression for the first time in 2003. On the one hand, Mu Zimei 

has inspired a group of women to actively employ blogs to share with the public their 

thoughts about sexuality, femininity, and gender relations, contributing to cultural 

diversification through this questioning and overthrowing of the stereotypical definitions 

of women. Thus, cases represented by Mu Zimei illustrate how new media have 

facilitated the opening up of new possibilities for women to write boldly about their 

bodies and sexuality. On the other hand, while commercial websites have played an 

important role in creating sensation and thereby promoting diversity in online space, they 

also subjugate these female bloggers to the public’s voyeuristic gaze. The seemingly 

permanent stigma of Mu Zimei as a “sex blogger” illustrates this point, as evidenced by 

the fact that her subsequent social and cultural critiques now rarely intrigue any readers.  

In contrast, Han Han’s transition to a public intellectual from a popular youth idol 

has generated much media hype and sensation. If Mu Zimei initiated the popular trend of 
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blogging by depicting the alternative lifestyles of an urban white-collar woman, then the 

case of Han Han manifests how he gradually expanded his blog until it became the 

largest public forum in China for social critiques. I delve into how the booming 

entertainment industry inspired Han Han, a popular youth writer, race car driver, and 

most importantly, a celebrity blogger, to return to the cultural public sphere. My central 

argument is that his particular style of blogging, including elements of language, online 

interaction, and strategic protest, both entertains and enlightens netizens, which 

constitutes the selling point of his political commentaries.  

MU ZIMEI: BLOGGING TO FAME  

On June 19, [2003], I started my Ashes of Love [Yi qingshu, the title of Mu 

Zimei’s blog] on Blogcn.com because all my colleagues and friends were 

blogging at that time. It was just like how we all logged onto OICQ or MSN in the 

past to chat. I was merely keeping up with the Joneses and did not have a clear 

objective. My understanding of a blog is rather simple. It is a private diary (Later 

on, I realized that a blog is different from diaries, as blogs may have different 

themes and forms). So I wrote about daily life, including work, killing time in 

bars, and making love … It is fun, entertaining, and gossipy to visit your 

acquaintances’ blogs. Maybe because I hosted a sex column for a magazine and 

the subject matter of my diary was too explicit, so gradually there were more 

visitors. I was not well aware of this until early August when an entry related to a 

musician evolved into a public event (gongzhong shijian). Ashes of Love seemed 

to have lost its original personal attributes. All kinds of people have become 

curious and paid lots of attention to it, at the same time interfering with my life.5  

As Mu Zimei’s monologue shows, her initial reason for starting to blog appears to 

be random, motivated only by a desire to follow technological trends among her peers. 

                                                   

5 Fengle and QY, “Mu Zimei fangtan: duiwolaishuo boke shi yizhong zilian” [Interview of Mu Zimei: 
Blog represents a kind of narcissism for me], November 23, 2003, accessed August 11, 2011, 
http://life.bokee.com/78/2003-11-22/9249.html.  
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Originally named Li Li (b. 1978), Mu Zimei received her Bachelor’s degree in 

Philosophy from Sun Yat-sen University in Guangzhou, China. As an editor of the 

Guangzhou-based City Pictorial (Chengshi huabao), a magazine targeting urban middle-

class women, Mu Zimei also wrote a sex advice column for the magazine. In early 2003, 

City Pictorial published an issue on new media, and many of Mu Zimei’s colleagues 

began to experiment with personal blogs. She joined the blogging bandwagon on June 19, 

2003, and began to publish entries on Blogcn.com, one of the first websites to provide 

free blogging services in China. Because of the many restrictions imposed on print media, 

Mu Zimei blogged more about trivial matters while employing the same style and 

elements used in her sex column.6 Consequently, her blog focused on bold depictions of 

sex and her unconventional attitudes toward gender relations, encompassing issues 

ranging from her penchant for sexual intercourse and Internet dating to her cynicism 

toward marriage. At first, her posts only attracted a small number of visitors, including 

close friends and those who also hosted blogs on the same website. It was not until early 

August of 2003 that both Mu Zimei and Blogcn.com gained overnight fame because of 

an entry that described her sexual intercourse with Wang Lei, a famous rock star in 

Guangzhou. In this entry, Mu Zimei commented directly on Wang’s sexual abilities and 

expressed her disappointment. Soon, this piece was cross-posted to Xici.net (Western 

temple alley), a BBS popular among urban professionals and college students. Following 

that event, Mu Zimei’s blog received an unprecedented wave of collective condemnation 

towards her explicit sexual expressions and alternative lifestyle. The Mu Zimei 

                                                   

6 “Mu Zimei 5nianhou xiaotan xingai riji, cheng xing buzhishi yundong” [Mu Zimei talks about sex diary 
five years later and says sex is not just exercises]. Xinkuaibao [New express], March 28, 2008, accessed 
June 22, 2012, http://news.enorth.com.cn/system/2008/03/28/003048480.shtml.  
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phenomenon also has triggered a series of antagonistic discussions about gender relations, 

sexual morality, social norms, and sexual rights in on- and off-line space. Thus, Mu 

Zimei not only popularized the concept of blogging among the wider public for the first 

time but also was regarded by Southern People Weekly as one of the 30 most 

controversial figures in China since its economic reforms.  

This section delineates the developmental trajectory of the Mu Zimei controversy 

and elucidates the roles that print media, new media, the state, and netizens played in this 

process. It argues that the Mu Zimei incident on the one hand manifests a close affinity 

and interpenetration between Internet media and traditional journalism in China, since 

both sides continuously adjust their stances based on one another’s reports. But on the 

other hand, whereas print journalism still possesses great discursive power and authority, 

commercial websites have manifested their incomparable advantage for disseminating 

information, creating media sensation, and sustaining discussions. In contrast to the 

homogeneous opinions rampant in print media, commercial Internet outlets have 

constituted a more heterogeneous discursive space for the public to contemplate the Mu 

Zimei controversy.  

More specifically, Mu Zimei’s blog in mid-October 2003 became one of the few 

personal Web pages to have experienced the highest number of hits in China, and the 

number of visits subsequently increased to more than 6,000 per day.7 On November 11, 

2003, the Guangzhou-based New Express Daily (Xin kuaibao) reported on the Mu Zimei 

phenomenon for the first time, and this article was immediately cross-posted by Sina.com, 

                                                   

7 Qiong Zhou, “Nv xieshou yong shenti xiezuo, Mu Zimei xingai riji fangwenliang jizeng” [A female 
writer employs body writing techniques; Mu Zimei’s sex diary has created increasing number of visits], 
November 11, 2003, accessed June 24, 2012, http://news.sina.com.cn/s/2003-11-11/02312109068.shtml.  
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followed by Sohu.com and Netease.com. Both Sina.com and Sohu.com placed the report 

in a prominent position on their news feed section, and all three websites launched 

special issues on Mu Zimei within 24 hours. Subsequently, Sina.com took the lead and 

serialized Ashes of Love along with Mu Zimei’s photos and interviews on its front page. 

Because of that, the Sina.com’s Web traffic jumped from 20 million to 30 million hits per 

day, a record that lasted for 10 days,8 while Sohu.com reported that Mu Zimei was one 

of the most often searched words in its search engine.9 At the same time, Baiyan Tree 

(Rongshuxia)—an influential literary website in China—carried the serialization of Mu 

Zimei’s entries and recommended them on its home page. Meanwhile, discussion forums 

and special issues about Mu Zimei proliferated in online space and attracted the active 

participation of scholars, journalists, and ordinary netizens.  

Therefore, it was through the promotion of so many influential commercial 

websites that Mu Zimei immediately became a household name, and this aspect bears 

important implications for China’s incipient blogging industry. As discussed in chapter 

one, Internet entrepreneurs’ enthusiastic endeavors to introduce and promote blogging in 

China had been rather ineffective. It was not until Mu Zimei appeared, together with her 

“sex diaries,” that the whole nation’s attention became directed to (sex) blogs as a new 

medium of expression for the first time. A case in point is how almost all websites related 

to blogs—particularly Blogcn.com and Blogchina.com—have since witnessed a sharp 

                                                   

8 Watts, Jonathan, “Now China Joins the Sexual Revolution,” The Observer, December 28, 2003, 15; Lv, 
Yan, “Cong Mu Zimei shijian kan wangluo chuanbo zhong de baguanren” [The role of gatekeepers in new 
media through the lens of the Mu Zimei Incident], June 29, 2007, accessed June 24, 2012, 
http://www.66wen.com/05wx/xinwen/xinwen/20070629/52526_2.html.  
9 Jim Yardley, “Internet Sex Column Thrills, and Inflames, China,” The New York Times, November 30, 
2003, 3.  
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increase in visits. Netizens were eager to log in on these sites to check out Mu Zimei’s 

blog and jump into discussions, and the Web servers of both sites were almost paralyzed 

due to the sudden Internet traffic explosion. 10  Mu Zimei’s blog was shut down 

intermittently in 2003 because of this heavy traffic, but in spite of this, her writings were 

still widely available online.11 Moreover, public attention to the blog as a new medium 

for individual expression went hand in hand with the heated exchange of opinions 

regarding the Mu Zimei phenomenon, whether it was her explicit portrayal of sex, 

derogative attitudes towards males, excessive sexual escapades, or the liberal stance that 

Mu Zimei holds. In this way, she fuelled a wide-ranging debate about gender norms and 

sexual expression in a transitional Chinese society, engendering not only much 

condemnation and collective verbal abuse but also support. For instance, an online survey 

conducted by Sina.com showed that 18 percent of the 37,747 survey participants 

considered her behavior to be shameful, 22 percent thought Mu Zimei was willing to pay 

any price in order to gain fame, and 8 percent felt her conduct infringed on others’ 

privacy. At the same time, 38 percent of netizens considered her behavior to be an 

individual choice and felt that “there was no need to criticize,” while 23 percent of those 

polled hailed her for “being sincere and challenging the hypocrisy in people’s lives.” In 

contrast with the diversified opinions that netizens held, the survey results presented in 

                                                   

10 John Pomfret, “A New Gloss on Freedom; Sexual Revolution Sweeps China’s Urban Youth,” The 
Washington Post, December 6, 2003, A11; Jane Cai, “Columnist’s Online Diary Opens a New Chapter in 
Sexual Revolution,” South China Morning Post, November 18, 2003, 1; Shen Ye, “Mu Zimei wanquan 
meiyou xiuchigan, wangyou huyu fengsha Mu Zimei” [Mu Zimei has no sense of shame; Netizens call for 
a ban], Xinkuaibao [New express], November 17, 2003, accessed June 24, 2012, 
http://www.people.com.cn/GB/wenhua/27296/2193821.html.   
11 Mu Zimei’s original blog entries published in 2003 are no longer available online. Mu Zimei’s writings 
quoted are retrieved from http://muzimei.51da.com/, accessed June 25, 2012.  
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state-affiliated media were more homogeneous and black and white: the official China 

Youth Daily reported that only 10 percent of forum posts supported Mu Zimei, while 90 

percent of the posts were critical of her deeds.12  

Soon after, the Mu Zimei incident took a dramatic turn when mainstream 

journalism initiated a new campaign and denounced Internet media for their excessive 

pursuit of hits in seeking commercial gain. The Beijing Evening News (Beijing wanbao) 

took the lead and attacked Sina.com for its lack of “rational judgment” and “moral 

autonomy,” thereby magnifying the negative effects of the Mu Zimei phenomenon.13 In 

the name of “countering to public interest,” China Youth Daily, the People’s Daily 

website, Jiefang Daily, and Beijing Morning Post followed suit and carried articles 

criticizing Mu Zimei’s blog and her behavior, advocating media’s social responsibility, 

and accusing commercial sites of wrongly promoting her in order to attract visitors.14 In 

response, major Web sites reduced their coverage and placed related reports in a less 

prominent position on their Web pages, and Blogchina.com removed from its home page 

links to Mu Zimei’s blog. Meanwhile, an edited version of Mu Zimei’s online entries 

Yiqing shu: riji quanbanben (Ashes of love: a complete diary) was banned shortly after 

                                                   

12 Xin Xin, “Xinwen pinglun: Mu Zimei shi wangluo yinsu?” [News comment: is Mu Zimei an Internet 
poppy], Qingdao wanbao [Qingdao evening news], November 18, 2003, accessed June 24, 2012, 
http://news.sina.com.cn/s/2003-11-18/10032158458.shtml; Xingya Wan, “Mu Zimei fabiao xinriji: cheng 
‘shibei quanguo zhouma de zhuming nvren’” [Mu Zimei published a new diary entry and called herself 
“that infamous woman condemned by the whole nation”], China Youth Daily [Zhongguo qingnianbao], 
November 17, 2003, accessed June 29, 2012, http://www.qzwb.com/gb/content/2003-
11/17/content_1054068.htm.  
13 Sun, Xiaoning. “Cong xinlang shizu kan wangzhan de shehui zeren” [Social responsibility of websites: 
the misstep Sina.com made]. Beijing wanbao [Beijing evening news], November 16, 2003, accessed June 
24, 2012, http://news.sohu.com/2003/11/16/90/news215659015.shtml.  
14 Cai, “Columnist’s Online Diary.”  
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the book was released, and officially Mu Zimei was prohibited from publishing works 

under either her pen name or real name.15 

“To be banned” (fengsha) played a significant role in the sudden burst of Mu 

Zimei’s global notoriety. Whereas the growing “aura of scandal” surrounding Mu Zimei 

cost her the loss of her job as an editor,16 the fact that she was banned by Chinese 

authorities benefited her in many ways. She was featured in interviews with famous 

entities in the domestic and international press, including Magazine Famous Brand 

(Magazine, mingpai), Southern People Weekly (Nanfang renwu zhoukan), The New York 

Times, and Time. Also, Mu Zimei was the first Chinese blogger to win The Deutsche 

Welle Blog Awards (The BOBs) in Germany in 2004 and was invited to sit on the 

selection committee for The BOBs the following year. By the end of 2005, her work had 

been published in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and France, and she had signed contracts with 

publishers in Japan, Germany, and the Netherlands.17 Mu Zimei relocated to Beijing and 

was hired as a senior manager to promote blogging by Blogchina.com (now Bokee.com), 

where she made podcasts and posted blog entries.18 Mu Zimei continued to catch the 

public’s attention with her unusual behavior: she recorded an audio of herself making 

love and uploaded it online, and more than 50,000 people simultaneously tried to 

                                                   

15 Irene Wang, “Sex Diary Banned a Day after Hitting Shelves; But Sales of Pirated Version of Racy 
Weblog Are Set to Boom,” South China Morning Post, November 29, 2003, 6.  
16 Daria Berg, “Consuming Secrets: China’s New Print Culture at the Turn of the Twenty-First Century,” 
in From Woodblocks to the Internet: Chinese Publishing and Print Culture in Transition, Circa 1800 to 

2008, eds. Cynthia Brokaw and Christopher A. Reed (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2012), 324. 
17 Hamish McDonald, “China’s Web Censors Struggle to Muzzle Free-Spirited Bloggers,” Sydney 
Morning Herald, December 23, 2005, 11. 
18 Ibid. 
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download the 25-minute podcast, crashing the host server.19 Currently a freelancer, Mu 

Zimei hosts a micro-column (wei zhuanlan)—a remediated genre of Twitter that invites 

renowned figures to post brief comments—entitled “Mu has a say” (Mu youhuashuo) at 

Netease.com, as well as a column in the print media Southern Metropolis Weekly (Nandu 

zhoukan). While the micro-column retains characteristics of Ashes of Love, Mu Zimei’s 

column at Southern Metropolis Weekly illustrates how she has widened the scope of her 

writing from an exclusive emphasis on sexual pleasure to a critical reading of current 

affairs, particularly on issues related to gender discrimination in China.  

The changing role Mu Zimei undertakes from a notorious “sex blogger” to a 

social critic seldom catches much attention. The low number of visitors and user 

comments both columns generate seem to demonstrate how the Mu Zimei phenomenon 

has become passé and how attention gathered on the Internet is ephemeral and transitory 

in nature. Nevertheless, the repercussions of the Mu Zimei phenomenon remain to this 

day: her sex diary has been a large factor in shaping overall blogging trends in China, and 

the strong reactions she triggered online sheds some light on our understanding of the 

collaboration and confrontation of varying agents involved in this controversy, including 

new and old media, moral defenders and sexual libertines, and state-affiliated responses, 

among others.  

                                                   

19 Hanna Beech, “Sex, Please, We’re Young and Chinese,” Time, January 15, 2006, accessed May 12, 
2010, http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1149406,00.html. 
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THE MU ZIMEI PHENOMENON: TRUTH VALUE, MORAL PANIC, AND THE APPEAL OF 

STYLE 

This section investigates the extent to which Mu Zimei’s blog entries constitute a 

once-taboo subject and discusses why it was Mu Zimei who unprecedentedly popularized 

the concept of blogging. It first examines how the truth value of Mu Zimei’s blog entries 

greatly encouraged a realistic style of reading, which accounts for both the readers’ 

voyeuristic satisfaction and the formation of digital moral crusaders against her. This 

section then analyzes how the formal characteristics of blogging distinguish Mu Zimei 

from such “beauty writers” as Wei Hui, Mian Mian, and Jiu Dan, whose explicit 

portrayals of sexual scenes and alternative urban lifestyles have facilitated the elevation 

of their cultural status. In contrast, Mu Zimei has been stigmatized as a sex blogger and 

fails to be recognized as a professional writer in this popular literary field. Finally, this 

section addresses how Mu Zimei can be regarded a trendsetter in the blogosphere, given 

that she has inspired a large number of sex blog imitators who continue to push the limits 

of sexual expression and women’s self-exhibition, such as Zhuying qingtong (Bamboo 

shadow and green pupil), Liumang yan (Hooligan swallow), Eryue yatou (February girl), 

Su Zizi, Mu Mu, and so on.  

Mu Zimei’s understanding of the blog as a public channel to record personal life 

and the credibility of her entries are evidenced by the following quote:  

 
So far I do not regret [what I did] even though I have been “punished.” When I 

first began to blog, I did not have a specific goal, nor had I drafted a declaration. I 

thought I was just writing truthfully about my life. At that time, I was not careful 

enough and mentioned the names of one or two men. I would never have 

anticipated that a presentation of real life experiences and a real life attitude 

would have proven to be such a huge “mistake” in this country. During this 
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process, I learned more about society and people’s perceptions and viewpoints. 

This has been a good interactive experience.20 

This recording of “real life experiences” and “attitudes” stirred up controversy, triggered 

extreme conservative reactions online, and at the same time satisfied general readers’ 

voyeuristic desires. The truth value of Mu Zimei’s blog is first and foremost exemplified 

by her brazen portrayal of sexual love as a female’s consumption of the male body—a 

declaration for the separation of sex from emotional entanglements—as well as her high-

profile admission of having affairs with married men and men with girlfriends. An 

unscrupulous celebration of female desire is embodied in Mu Zimei’s half-joking 

statement: “If you want an interview, make love with me first. The longer you can last in 

bed, the longer the interview will be.” 21  The pride Mu Zimei took in violating 

conventional codes of gender norms, romance, and sexual expression stoked outrage and 

triggered moral panic in society. Concerned parents, academics, and conservatives 

unanimously sided with the state and mainstream media. Thus, Mu Zimei was 

vehemently condemned for being “immoral,” “promiscuous,” and “perverse” for 

announcing her stance on sexual liberation.22 As Mu Zimei later described, she became 

overnight “that famous woman cursed by the whole nation,” and numerous netizens 

posted humiliating and derogative messages on her blog and discussion forums, using 

                                                   

20 Mu Zimei, “Da Shengbaoluoye baowen” [An interview with Shengbaoluoye bao], August 4, 2008, 
accessed May 11, 2010, http://www.blogchina.com/20080804583830.html. 
21 Mu Zimei, “Dengshi jiaohuan” [Exchange based on time span], August 21, 2003, accessed May 11, 
2010, http://muzimei.51da.com/19.html.  
22 Yan Liao, “‘Mu Zimei xianxiang’ yu wangluo chuanbo de xinren weiji” [The Mu Zimei Phenomenon  
and the lack of mutual trust on the Internet]. Shengping shijie [Voice and screen world] 3 (2004):  
15-16; Xiaomei Hu, “Xing Huangyan Muzi Mei” [Sex, lie, and Muzi Mei], Tianya [Frontiers] 3 (2005): 29-
43. 
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vulgar and sexually suggestive language. Meanwhile, academics drew on psychoanalysis 

and pathology to explain Mu Zimei’s behavior, as exemplified by an article “Sex, Lies, 

and Mu Zimei” published on Tianya (Frontiers), an authoritative literary journal.23 

Drawing on Mu Zimei’s writings, this article attempts to decode her personality and 

derogatively claims that Mu Zimei’s promiscuity merely demonstrates her desperate need 

to be attended to. It further argues that Mu Zimei’s playful and condescending attitude 

toward the male only proves her perversity instead of true sexual liberation.  

Therefore, it is Mu Zimei’s candid attitude towards sex—particularly her 

revelation of sexual desire and excessive casual sex—that evidently touched a nerve with 

moral defenders. Mu Zimei’s portrayal of sexual encounters has indeed become the 

secondary issue. For one, the sexual explicitness of Mu Zimei’s blog is only text-based 

and thus is far surpassed by websites featuring visual sexual content, which are the 

primary targets of state censors. In addition, Mu Zimei’s blog entries on actual sexual 

experiences do not focus on rendering erotic effects but instead aim more at reflecting the 

alternative lifestyles of urban white-collar women. Thus, her style “is belletristic rather 

than pornographic, focusing more on contexts and feelings than simply bodies in 

motion.”24 To illustrate this point, it is worth quoting at length here the blog post that 

first brought Mu Zimei to the forefront of media attention:  

 
After nagging for a while, I said, “Wang Lei, how about doing it here. Making 
love is so simple.” 
On the spot. Right in a dark corner near Sleepers [Zhenmu, the bar’s name].  

                                                   

23 Hu, “Xing Huangyan Mu Zimei.”  
24 James Farrer, “China’s Women Sex Bloggers and Dialogic Sexual Politics on the Chinese Internet,” 
China Aktuell: Journal of Current Chinese Affairs 4 (2007): 11. 
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He lifted my white skirt. I said, “Wearing a skirt is really convenient!” 
He said, “Thrust your hips and bend over at the waist.”  
Lots of people love to use doggy style. But it is not easy to do it outdoors.  
Finished really soon. Wang Lei said the environment was not very good. No 
music. 
I said, “Wang Lei, you also are in poor health. Otherwise we can walk all the way 
and make love all the way.”  
In 1998, I ran wildly at midnight for Wang Lei’s bar Unplugged Electricity 
[Buchadian]. But I saw only the closed sign. 
In 1999, I was listening to Wang Lei’s “Everything Starts with Love” and 
admired him so much. 
In 2000, I read an interview of Wang Lei on Pictorial …   
In 2001, I was in Wang Lei’s bar “Voltage” [Diewa] and broke down in tears 
while listening to his songs … 
In a promiscuous gathering a few months ago, Wang Lei’s score dropped to a 70. 
After making love on the spot, it became a 50.25 
 

Other than Wang Lei’s status as a famous rock star, this post is rather 

representative of Mu Zimei’s portrayal of her sexual experiences. The one-night stand is 

usually depicted to express her reflections on the relationship between a self-indulgent 

woman and various men. Thus, sexual encounters merely serve a less commonly 

employed channel for her to identify both the truths and lies about men: she claims to 

treat men as objects, and all sexual activities are intended to bring her new inspiration at 

work. More importantly, Mu Zimei’s status is that of a female urban “artistic youth” 

(wenyi qingnian), a term commonly used to refer to a “young person of artistic and 

cultural sensibility, or rather, of quasi-hipster quality,”26 and accounts for the most 

                                                   

25 Mu Zimei quickly removed this entry after she was aware of its wide circulation online. Therefore this 
post is no longer available in collections of Ashes of Love. Mu Zimei, accessed June 28, 2012, 
http://ido.3mt.com.cn/Article/200702/show623029c12p1.html.  
26 Chiafu Chen, “The Ordinary, the Artistic and the Idiotic (Putong, Wenyi and Erbi) – the hottest Internet 
meme happening now in China,” November 2, 2011, accessed June 25, 2012, 
http://www.ministryoftofu.com/2011/11/wu-wen-er-the-ordinary-the-artistic-and-the-idiotic-the-hottes-
chinese-internet-meme-happening-now/. 
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intriguing aspect of her blog on the one hand, while triggering a screechy wave of moral 

panic on the other hand. Mu Zimei’s “real life attitude” towards sex, love, and gender 

relations, along with her faithful portrayal of it, stimulates netizens’ voyeuristic desires to 

learn about the alternative lifestyle of a female “artistic youth.” Her portrayal of bars 

(which became extremely popular afterwards), the night life, sexual adventures, and 

friends in her circles in Guangzhou—a city known for its openness, decadence, and 

internationalization—satisfies urban readers’ cultural imagination towards alternatives. 

As the director of New Express Daily acknowledged, Mu Zimei’s lifestyle was rather 

representative of a certain kind of urban white-collar woman, thereby leading this news 

medium to be the first to report on her.  

Seen from this perspective, Mu Zimei’s blog entries is the continuation of the 

writing practices of such “beauty writers” as Wei Hui, Mian Mian, and Jiu Dan, who had 

rise to fame since the late 1990s in the popular literary field for their semi-

autobiographical novels. As Kong Shuyu has analyzed, the flourishing of women’s 

writings in the 1990s took place against the backdrop of the increasing tabloidization of 

the Chinese media, the emerging commercial publishing industry, and the rise of middle-

class consumers. Thus, women’s sexuality, privacy, and femininity constitute marketable 

labels, capitalized on by both the publishing industry and women writers themselves to 

gain reputation and financial rewards.27 In essence, Mu Zimei’s writing consists of 

elements similar to that of Wei Hui, Mian Mian, and Jiu Dan, such as the readers’ 

satisfaction in the imagining the culture of metropolitan lifestyles—decadent love, trendy 

bars, and the varying men with which women are involved. Nevertheless, the close 

                                                   

27 Kong, Consuming Literature.  
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affinity of Mu Zimei’s writing and her real life experiences, the exaggerated media hype 

generated via the Internet, an avalanche of both national and international media 

coverage, and her style of blogging altogether carve out a different niche for Mu Zimei. 

In popular discourse, Mu Zimei is stigmatized as a sex symbol that constantly sparked the 

public’s sexual fantasies, and this fact intrigued the commercial interest of several 

companies so much so that they registered and purchased the “trademark” called “Mu 

Zimei” to advertise adult products, ranging from underwear and condoms to a liquor that 

claims to enhance male potency.28 Also, websites related to sexual activities frequently 

use “Mu Zimei” to attract readers, such as a blog entitled “Mu Zimei’s Instructions on 

Sex and Love” (Mu Zimei de xingai zhinan) and pornography sites.29 Consequently, 

regardless of her self-identification as a writer, Mu Zimei seldom personally earns such 

recognition from others.  

The style of blogging greatly factors into Mu Zimei’s failure to elevate her 

cultural status. Compared with traditional writing, a blog is more realistic because of “its 

overt autobiographical voice and … its organization as a diary of prosaic events.”30 This 

aspect is further substantiated by Mu Zimei’s own initial understanding of the blog as a 

private diary, which not only enhances the realistic dimension of her entries but also 

provides for a realistic style of reading by visitors. Of particular interest is how sexual life 

is presented as an integral part of one’s daily routine, as this entry well demonstrates:  

                                                   

28 Lei Shan, “Zhan Mu Zimei de pianyi—qianxi zhengyi renwu de shangye yingyong anli” 
[Take advantage of Mu Zimei: A discussion of capitalizing on controversial figures for commercial 
purposes], Shichang guancha guanggaozhu [Market observer] 3 (2007): 30-33.  
29 Mu Zimei de xingai zhinan (blog) [Mu Zimei’s Instructions on Sex and Love], accessed June 4, 2010, 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/starredsun.   
30 Farrer, “China’s Women Sex Bloggers,” 21.  
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He said he would be here in twenty minutes. 
I just finished my shower, 
Cleaned up the room 
And waited for a strange man to come and make love. 
When the man enters her home, her account continues: 
“[A]ny threesome experience, previous sexual adventures?” 
Standard one-night stand questions for those born in the late 70s 
Pretty pragmatic. 
We took off our clothes and got in bed.31 

 

Thus, sexual encounters are as common as other daily activities, such as cleaning 

one’s room, sleeping, and taking a shower. What is special about Mu Zimei’s blog entry 

is its sentimental reflection of her life as an urban professional, expressed through the 

framework of actual sexual relations. Therefore, for close friends, reading Mu Zimei’s 

blog was like a fun name-calling game among insiders. As for ordinary readers, Mu 

Zimei’s sacrifice of her privacy largely satisfied their curiosity about the decadent 

lifestyle of a female “artistic youth.” More importantly, the incorporation of a time-

honored genre (the private diary) into a new form (blog) initiates a whole new experience 

for publishing and reading entries as well as interaction among new media users. The 

importance of realness in relation to writing style is summarized by Mu Zimei as follows: 

“I am the kind of person obsessed with reality (zhenshi), be it in the past or present. My 

writing has been rooted in real life experiences, and it is only the format and emotions 

that might be subject to change over time.”32 Indeed, the formal characteristics of a 

blog—in particular its openness, immediacy, and interactivity—unexpectedly brought 

                                                   

31 James Farrer also touches upon this point in his analysis of the Mu Zimei phenomenon. Mu Zimei, 
“Lunli pian” [Morality piece], July 4, 2003, accessed June 10, 2012, http://muzimei.51da.com/7.html, trans. 
Farrer, “China’s Women Sex Bloggers,” 11-12.  
32 Mu Zimei, “Preface to Rongqi [Container],” 2007, accessed June 10, 2012, http://muzimei.51da.com/. 
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Mu Zimei to the forefront of media attention. Although she removed the entry on Wang 

Lei shortly after becoming aware of the extent of its Web circulation, Mu Zimei did not 

anticipate the loss of complete control over the content. Afterward, Mu Zimei took 

advantage of the blog as a new medium and instantly responded to the moral charges of 

the mass media and netizens by posting more entries, which not only served as her self-

defense but also provided a recording of the Mu Zimei controversy from an individual’s 

perspective.   

Mu Zimei’s self-defense reflects a contradictory perception of truth value and the 

power of realness. In addition to clarifying the distorted reporting of New Express Media, 

the newspaper that brought her nationwide notoriety, Mu Zimei began to record 

interviews she hosted to offer readers a different perspective. Meanwhile, she insisted on 

the authenticity of her writing and asserted her unwillingness to reconcile with social 

norms, as noted in this entry: “I record my life as it is, even if it is interfered with and 

destroyed, and even if men feel threatened whenever they talk about me. If this storm, 

which is a testament of the Chinese people’s inferiority, results in the fact that not a 

single man dares to make love with me, then it only demonstrates how obstinate they are. 

That said, I probably should sue mass media for infringing upon my ‘sex life.’”33 In 

addition to defending her sexual rights, Mu Zimei’s statement conveys a firm belief in the 

power and legitimacy of her claims for truth. The rationale behind the statement is that 

since realism is a state-sanctioned artistic style, she has done nothing wrong in recording 

                                                   

33 Mu Zimei, “Wugu” [Innocence], November 16, 2003, accessed June 26, 2012, 
http://muzimei.51da.com/68.html.  
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her life faithfully.34 Meanwhile, contradicting her own claims, Mu Zimei attempted to 

become detached from the figures portrayed in her blog entries and stressed the 

importance of her social role as a writer. Thus, while acknowledging that Mu Zimei was 

a sex symbol in the public mind, she endeavored to distinguish herself from that symbol 

by emphasizing her real identity as a “person who writes (xiezi deren) and treats words 

with awe.”35 Consequently, Mu Zimei stressed that work mediates reality and suggested 

that readers treat her blog entries as a literary work instead of a faithful representation of 

her personal life. As Mu Zimei’s stance swung between recording reality and mediating 

that reality via blogging, few readers paid attention to how she defined her social role, 

and Mu Zimei continues to be stigmatized as an “obscene” and “immoral” sex blogger 

instead of a serious writer.  

Although Mu Zimei fails to be recognized as a top-notch writer, the repercussions 

that arise out of the Mu Zimei controversy far surpass the possible influence she might 

exert from a literary perspective. In his thorough examination of the massive responses 

the Mu Zimei phenomenon generated in 2003, James Farrer discusses how various 

discursive frameworks emerge from researching Mu Zimei’s “sex diary,” including 

claims of free expression, sexual rights, social progress, civil rights, and community 

responsibilities. Farrer convincingly argues that various parties take divergent stances on 

the Mu Zimei phenomenon, and the rhetoric of sexual rights must be understood as 

pluralistic and dialogical rather than governed by a single political logic, shared discourse, 

                                                   

34 This rhetoric of “faithfully recording life” is in line with a famous slogan of the sixth generation 
directors in China: “My video camera does not lie,” uttered collectively to legitimize these filmmakers’ 
cause and protest against governmental ban on their movies in the 1990s. 
35 Mu Zimei, “Preface to Rongqi [Container].” 
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or search for consensus. Thus, Farrer points to the importance of contention, 

confrontation, and controversy in citizens’ discursive practice, since it is through these 

varying competing forms of interaction that the scope allowed for the female’s sexual 

expression in particular, and civil discourses in general, can be broadened.  

In an early interview, Mu Zimei said: “Sex is never taboo in Chinese society; 

however, sexual expression is.”36 Even though she did not intend to challenge social 

norms and break this taboo in the first place, in retrospect, her public disclosure of an 

ordinarily private sexual experience contributed to widening the discursive scope of 

women’s sexual expression. This aspect is manifested by the fact that Mu Zimei has 

inspired many successors, who have not only actively displayed their bodies and uttered 

sexual expressions in the blogosphere but also expanded the discursive scope from 

merely Mu Zimei’s private war of defending sexual expression and rights to women’s 

collective declaration against the deep-rooted patriarchal perception of gender norms and 

social injustice. These female bloggers come from a variety of social and cultural 

backgrounds, ranging from college students and professors, urban professionals, to rural 

migrants. Their practices manifest how the social- and state-imposed discursive space are 

constantly reshaped and expanded, so much so that Mu Zimei’s sex diary could hardly 

create a media buzz today. Nevertheless, the significance of the Mu Zimei phenomenon 

would retain its power for years to come.  

For instance, Zhuying Qingtong (Bamboo shoots and green pupils) and Liumang 

Yan (Hooligan swallow) both created sensational effects on Tianya.cn for embracing “the 

waking up of the body” (shenti de juexing) by posting their own nude pictures on their 

                                                   

36 Mu Zimei, “Da Shengbaoluoye baowen.” 
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blogs in 2004-2005. In a slightly different vein, Digua Zhu (Ground Melon Pig), a 

journalist in Beijing, called for societal attention to single motherhood starting in 2006 by 

devoting a blog to her unborn child entitled “Trivial Words Ground Melon Pig Writes for 

Piggy.” In her blog, Digua Zhu records the detailed process of becoming a mother, 

including the unfair treatment she received as a single pregnant woman, the difficulty of 

scheduling an appointment with a gynecologist, and expectations she has for her child, 

nicknamed “Piggy.”37 Her optimistic attitude, sensitive observations on daily life, and 

lyrical writing style greatly inspired her friends, anonymous readers, and other single 

mothers. She did not expect her blog, dealing with the sensitive issue of single 

motherhood and accompanied by real life photos, to quickly stir up heated debates online. 

Within a month, Digua Zhu’s blog had more than 370,000 visitors38 and netizens had left 

her more than 600,000 messages.39 Hailed as the “spokeswoman for single mothers,” 

Digua Zhu later established an online group for single mothers at Sina.com, through 

which women share experiences, support one another, and celebrate a single mother’s 

sisterhood and independence, a forum that is still unavailable in print media. Similarly to 

                                                   

37 Single motherhood without marriage still has to endure great pressure in all aspects of life in China. 
According to China’s current policy, the child of a single mother cannot register as a local resident, which 
means the child will not be endowed with rights to enjoy lots of social benefits, especially medical benefits 
and a full-time nine-year compulsory education. These two are the major financial burdens for middle-class 
single mothers. Besides financial pressure, the single mother is also under pressure because of social 
discrimination. In the case of “Digua Zhu,” she did not dare to inform her parents about her decision to 
keep the child until they learned about her writings at Sina.com and finally showed their support. She is 
also worried about whether her child will accept her decision in the future, and has devoted several articles 
concerning this issue.  
38 “Mingbo fangtan disiqi: diguazhu—shengxia haizi bushi yishi chongdong” [The fourth issue of 
interviewing with famous bloggers: Ground Melon Pig—I did not make a random decision to give birth to 
a child], Sina.com, September 29, 2006, accessed June 19, 2010, 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/lm/8/2006/0929/8568.html.  
39 “Single Mother Issue in Spotlight Thanks to Blog,” China Daily, October 17, 2006, accessed October 
17, 2006, http://www.china.org.cn/english/Life/184436.htm.  
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the Mu Zimei phenomenon, commercial Internet portals played an important role in 

creating on- and off-line sensations revolving around these bloggers and thus have 

contributed to the diversification of civic discourses and have enhanced the degree of 

societal tolerance.40 

In summary, my study of the Mu Zimei phenomenon focuses on examining the 

role that blogs in particular and new media in general played in publicizing the Mu Zimei 

controversy and the interconnections between Mu Zimei’s blog entries and the works of 

“beauty writers” such as Wei Hui and Mian Mian since the 1990s. I propose that Mu 

Zimei’s blog entries do not differ much from previous practices of “body writing” that 

content-wise became popular in the 1990s. Nevertheless, the style of blogging, in 

particular its instantaneity, interactivity, and close affinity with everyday life, greatly 

facilitated the escalation of the Mu Zimei controversy. The rhetoric of realness not only 

constituted the root cause of the public fury over Mu Zimei’s “manizing” activities but 

also was employed as Mu Zimei’s forceful defense of her sexual rights and free speech. 

Furthermore, as Mu Zimei’s realistic portrayal of sexual intercourse triggered a wave of 

“revolution” of the mind, the adherence to the realist principle and societal biases also 

made it rather difficult for Mu Zimei to escape her previous label as a sex blogger. For 

example, when Mu Zimei gradually stepped out of a semi-narcissistic private domain and 

offers more critical reflections on gender-related issues, her transition did not catch much 

media attention. On the message boards of both Mu Zimei’s micro-column at 

                                                   

40 For instance, Sina.com played an important role in facilitating online discussions of single motherhood, 
by setting up a special section and inviting both Digua Zhu and experts to chat with netizens online. During 
my interview with an editor-in-chief at Sina.com, I was informed that Digua Zhu was a good friend of a 
then blog editor at Sina.com. This is partly why Digua zhu was persuaded to open her blog to the public, 
and subsequently her blog was promoted by Sina.com.  
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Netease.com and the column at Southern Metropolis Weekly, abusive messages still 

abound and few readers appreciate her role as a sharp social commentator. In contrast, the 

transition of Han Han from a youth idol to a serious social critic has been widely hailed 

and idolized in Chinese society.  

HAN HAN: THE RISE OF A POPULAR CULTURAL ICON 

This section considers Han Han (1982- ), a popular writer and race car driver, as a 

case study, and discusses how the entertainment-oriented blogosphere facilitated his 

transition from a controversial youth idol to an influential opinion leader in Chinese 

society. It first offers a brief biographical sketch of Han Han. Then, the section 

investigates under what conditions Han Han rose as a popular cultural icon,  arguing 

that the main contributing factors are the restructuring of the literary field under the 

driving force of the market, the rise of the consumerist trend among urban youth, and the 

alternative model of success that Han Han presents. By delving into the debate between 

Han Han and Bai Ye in 2006, it pays special attention to how Han Han tactically 

manipulated the residual appeal of “pure literature” (chun wenxue) and the style of 

blogging to consolidate his status as a popular writer. Subsequently, this section examines 

how the extra-literary aspects of Han Han’s writing—in particular his blog entries on 

current affairs—further elevates Han Han’s cultural status in both the international and 

domestic community and fosters the rise of a literary public sphere in online space. This 

section argues that although Han Han’s turn to political and cultural commentary reflects 

his personal inclination and self-positioning in an increasingly pluralistic cultural field, 

the booming entertainment industry has nonetheless served as a large factor in expanding 
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the “permissible scope” for expression in Chinese society,41 notwithstanding the frequent 

prevalence of the negative effects of media buzz.  

From the moment he first made his name heard as a talented writer and a problem 

child, Han Han has constituted a controversial figure in Chinese society. In 1999, while 

still a high school student in Shanghai, Han Han won first place in the inaugural National 

New Concepts Composition Competition (xin gainian zuowen dasai) for his essay on 

Chinese national character, “Seeing Ourselves in a Cup” (beizhong kuiren). Han Han’s 

literary talent surprised many editors and university professors, but meanwhile, he was 

kept back in school for failing seven subjects in his year-end examination. This incident 

ignited a heated debate in mass media on the quality of China’s education policies. In 

2000, Han Han published his first novel, Triple Door (Sanchong men), which portrays 

the life of a high school student in Shanghai and depicts the dark side of China’s rote-

learning-oriented education system. The novel sold more than two million copies and is 

China’s bestselling literary work in the past 20 years. The first wave of the Han Han 

controversy revolved around his unprecedented fame as the very first popular youth 

writer and as a rebellious teenager extremely critical of China’s education system. 

Shortly thereafter, Han Han quit high school, and this decision—albeit not as uncommon 

in Western countries—has sparked much debate in a Chinese society that places a high 

value on education.  

Following his initial success as a writer, Han Han subsequently added many titles 

to his repertoire: a professional racecar driver, singer, editor-in-chief for a short-lived 

                                                   

41 Link, “Introduction.”  
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literary magazine Party (Duchang tuan), and most importantly, “China’s rebel blogger.”42 

He has published six novels and four essay collections to date and has won several racing 

championships since 2003. Han Han appears to have achieved a more prominent cultural 

status since he started blogging on Sina.com in November 2006. In his blog, he 

frequently comments on current affairs in a sharp and sarcastic manner. His articles 

attract a large number of visitors and generate intense debate among journalists, ordinary 

readers, and intellectuals. On average, each of his blog entries registers more than several 

million visits and over 10,000 responses. Due to the influence of his blog, Han Han is 

hailed by liberal-leaning domestic media as the leading actor for change in Chinese 

society, and he has also caught the attention of international society, which in turn 

reinforces his iconic status. For instance, the British magazine New Statesman ranked 

Han Han among “The World’s 50 Most Influential Figures in 2010.”43 Han Han also 

ranked number two in Time Magazine’s 100 most influential people of 2010, which 

lauded him as “China’s modern day Mark Twain, rattling his nation’s conscience, and 

ridiculing its political culture through satire and prose.”44  

Han Han is one of the few public figures who have vehemently renounced 

Chinese authorities in general and cultural and educational institutions in particular and 

yet have remained influential and popular over the years. Tactically contesting the 

boundaries allowed for discussing controversial issues, Han Han’s iconic status derives 

                                                   

42 “Han Han: China’s Rebel Blogger,” CNN Tech, June 3, 2010, accessed May 31, 
2012.http://articles.cnn.com/2010-06-03/tech/han.han.china_1_chinese-government-han-han-
china?_s=PM:TECH.  
43 Qiang Xiao, “Han Han Comes in at Number Two in Time 100 Poll,” China Digital Times, April 29, 
2010, accessed May 3, 2010, http://chinadigitaltimes.net/2010/04/han-han-let-the-sunshine-in/.  
44 2010 Time 100 Poll, accessed March 14, 2012, 
http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,1972075_1972078_1972568,00.html. 
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from a combination of fan power, the changing function of literature in Chinese society, 

and the particular style he employs in blogging. The following sections address these 

issues through the lens of two major controversies revolving around Han Han.  

THE MAKING OF A POPULAR CULTURAL ICON: THE LITERARY CONTEST AND CCTV 

IN THE MARKET AGE 

Han Han’s rapid rise to literary fame as a teenager first of all reflects the 

institutional reform efforts of traditional media under the driving forces of the market, 

particularly literary magazines and TV stations in the late 1990s. As discussed in the 

introduction, since the beginning of China’s economic reforms, the government has 

significantly reduced or abolished subsidies to many literary institutions, demanding that 

they become self-supporting. By the late 1990s, many literary journals were confronted 

with dire financial situations, summarized by Kong Shuyu as follows: “This once popular 

and prestigious industry has declined to such an extent that it has now reached a crisis 

point, and many journals cannot ignore the possibility that every issue could be their 

last.”45 Meanwhile, these journals had to engage in competition with other forms of 

entertainment, such as popular fiction, television, and fashion magazines.46 Under such 

circumstances, the inaugural National New Concept Composition Contest (xin gainian 

zuowen dasai), in which Han Han made his name, serves as a microcosm of the structural 

change of the literary field at a micro level.   

The inaugural National New Concept Composition Contest was hosted by the 

Shanghai-based literary journal Mengya (Sprout), affiliated with the Shanghai branch of 

                                                   

45 Kong, Consuming Literature, 94. 
46 Ibid., 7.  
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the Chinese Writers’ Association. Launched in 1956, Sprout was the first youth literary 

magazine founded after the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was established and has 

nurtured a large number of well known writers. Beginning in the 1990s, the journal 

encountered dire financial problems, exacerbated by subscription numbers plummeting 

from 200,000 in 1957 to 10,000 in 1995. To remedy the problem, the journal undertook a 

series of reform measures beginning in 1996 and changed its guiding principle from 

serving as “the cradle of the young writer” (qingnian zuojia de yaolan) to creating “youth 

literary journals focusing on self improvement” (xiuyanglei de qingnian wenxue 

kanwu).47 Thus, Sprout aimed to transform itself from a high-end literary journal into a 

popularized one. Consequently, the journal conducted a series of market surveys to learn 

about the cultural preferences of young people, educated its staff members on following 

the law of demand, and selected urban teenagers as its target audience. Within a year, the 

number of sales doubled, and yet this was still insufficient. Against this backdrop, the 

idea of hosting a nationwide literary competition for students emerged in 1998 in hopes 

of attracting young readers and publicizing the journal. The strategies the journal 

employed to host the literary contest are worthy of detailed investigation.  

First, since few students had heard of Sprout and the contest was the very first one 

for student participants at that time, organizers endeavored to increase the contest’s 

credibility and authority by inviting renowned literature professors, famous writers, and 

editors as judges. Among these judges, the involvement of Wang Meng, then vice 

president of the Chinese Writers’ Association, was the most striking. The authority of 

                                                   

47 Changtian Zhao, “Cong Mengya zazhi 50nian lishi tanqi” [Speaking of the 50-Year History of Sprout], 
Wenyi zhengming [Literary debate] 4 (2007): 149-152. 
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those who had won recognition from conventional literary organizations, all affiliated 

with the state, was transferred to this newly invented form of literary competition. 

Another compelling selling point of the contest was that those students who were 

awarded prizes might be recommended to the seven most prestigious Chinese universities, 

which co-sponsored the contest. The fact that participants were likely to bypass onerous 

college entrance exams was extremely appealing to high school students and their parents. 

Moreover, the contest timely capitalized on the ongoing popular debates surrounding 

language arts education in secondary school. It was commonly agreed that rote learning 

had seriously suffocated creativity and stifled student interest in literature. Also, leading 

universities in China were experimenting with alternative models of liberal arts education 

by setting up honors classes. The contest caught on to this trend and promoted “new ways 

of thinking” (xin siwei), “new expressions” (xin biaoda), and “true experiences” (zhen 

tiyan) in creative writing, winning it acclaim from academia.48  

The Inaugural New Concept Composition Contest and its follow-up series is 

arguably one of the landmark events of popular literary development in China. On one 

hand, the organizational strategy of the editorial staff at Sprout was evidence of their 

strong market-oriented awareness, which opened up opportunities to every teenager who 

loved to write. Thus, the contest differed greatly from previous state-sanctioned literary 

awards for the first time, such as the Mao Dun Literary Prize (Maodun wenxuejiang), the 

Lu Xun Literary Award (Luxun wenxuejiang), and the Lao She Literary Prize (Laoshe 

wenxuejiang). Sprout took the lead in carving out the teen literary market, and most 

renowned “post-80s” writers all first made their names by participating in this contest, 

                                                   

48 Ibid., 151.  
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including Guo Jingming, the most lucrative commercial writer in China; Han Han; Zhang 

Yueran; Jiang Feng; Xiao Fan; and Wang Haoshu. These writers have constituted the 

mainstay of contemporary literary production, and many more award winners have 

branched out to areas such as music, film, and new media.49 On the other hand, the 

newly invented contest relied largely on the self-promotion of authorities who had won 

recognition from well established literary and cultural institutions. The intermingling, 

conflict, and interaction of new and old forces continued in the years to come.  

Hosting the New Concept Composition Contest has also proven to be a milestone 

event for Sprout. The journal not only earned its way out of financial difficulty, but it also 

successfully transitioned from a pure literary magazine to one that branches out into other 

areas of cultural production. The subscription numbers of Sprout have significantly 

increased, partially because several award winners from the inaugural contest did enter 

prestigious universities without taking the college entrance exams. Also, the alliance 

between the journal and the Writers Publishing House, a previously state-sponsored 

institution that was also undergoing dramatic reforms to increase profits, created a 

marketing miracle in a sluggish book market. The Writers Publishing House bought the 

publishing rights to the prizewinning essays from the New Concept Composition Contest, 

a collection that was an immediate commercial success as the very first volume sold more 

than 600,000 copies.50 Sprout continues to attempt innovations and to establish itself as a 

brand name that engages in cross-media operations, including the Sprout book series, 

                                                   

49 “Xin gainian dezhu hequ hecong: tamen hai chi ‘xiezuo’ fanma” [The whereabouts of award winners of 
New Concept Contest: Are they still making a living by writing], April 12, 2012, accessed June 1, 2012, 
http://book.163.com/12/0412/18/7UTKVO4400924JND.html.  
50 Zhao, “Cong Mengya zazhi 50nian lishi tanqi,” 151. 
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magazines, literary contests, websites, and a school. At the end of 2010, Sprout was 

officially transformed from a Public Institution (shiye danwei) into a Business Enterprise 

(qiye danwei), indicating its complete transformation from a quasi-government agency 

into a commercial organization.51  

It is within this context that Han Han became China’s first teen literary celebrity. 

In contrast with his fellow award recipients who followed the mainstream path and was 

admitted into college in 1999, Han Han’s case was much more compelling for the 

popular media. The fact that Han Han missed the competition finals and was given 

another chance to compose an essay instantaneously in front of Sprout’s editors, who 

were so impressed with Han Han’s writing samples that they wanted to ensure that his 

work was not ghostwritten, not only created a myth of youth literary talent in the popular 

media but also built up the journal’s image of cherishing new talents.52 Moreover, the 

fact that Han Han decided to quit school—turning down an acceptance offer that allowed 

him to audit courses at the prestigious Fudan University—and that his first novel Triple 

Door topped the best-seller list in the bookstores of Beijing and Shanghai initiated a wave 

of Han Han fever. On one hand, Han Han began to earn a cult following among students 

who shared his sentiments about the repressive school environment. Starting on 

                                                   

51 Liang Li, “Chun wenxue zazhi zoudaole shizi lukou? Cong mengya zazhishe zhuanzhi shuokaiqu” [The 
crossroad of pure literary magazines: the institutional reform of Sprout], Xi’an wanbao [Xi’an evening 
news], Jaunary 21, 2011, 17. 
52 Hu Weishi, the editor of Sprout, recalled her shock when reading the two writing samples that Han Han 
submitted. According to her, writers Fang Fang, Tie Ning, and Ye Zhaoyan, as well as Chen Sihe, the 
renowned literature professor at Fudan University, were also very impressed. Yet, because of the 
miscommunication, Han Han did not receive the official notice to attend the finals. Hu managed to 
convince the committee to give Han Han another opportunity to compose an essay after the finals ended. 
Renjun Han, “Zhongyao de shi zhengming ziji—guanyu ‘xingainian’ fusai” [It is important to prove 
oneself: on the final of ‘New Concepts’], in Erzi Han Han [My Son Han Han], Renjun Han (Shanghai: 
Shanghai renmin chubanshe, 2008), 44-50. 
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November 23, 1999, the Newspaper of Middle School Students in Shanghai (Shanghai 

zhongxuesheng bao) devoted its front page to reporting Han Han’s failure in school and 

his talent in creative writing, creating a sensational effect among students who mailed out 

letters to the newspaper as well as to Han Han.53 On the other hand, mainstream 

coverage of Han Han’s story flourished in municipal and provincial media organizations 

and focused on reflecting on the quality of China’s education; examples include Xinmin 

weekly (Xinmin zhoukan), Xinmin Evening News (Xinmin wanbao), Wenhui Daily 

(Wenhui bao), Shanghai TV, Zhejiang Satellite TV, and Dragon TV (Dongfang weishi). 

These reports framed Han Han as a talented yet rebellious urban youth, and this image 

was further reinforced by Han Han’s participation in the newly launched talk show 

Duihua (Dialogue) hosted by CCTV on October 25, 2000. Dialogue has served as the 

“cornerstone of media construction”54 of Han Han and has greatly boosted his reputation, 

primarily due to CCTV’s authority and dominance in the marketplace.  

The fact that the Han Han phenomenon was positioned at the forefront of national 

media also manifested CCTV’s reform endeavors to engage in controversial issues. Prior 

to Dialogue, CCTV had already launched two in-depth talk shows on current events, 

Jiaodian fangtan (Focus) and Shihua shishuo (Tell it like it is), and both were well 

received. Dialogue aimed to provide a platform for news figures, entrepreneurs, 

economists, and investors to exchange opinions, and this objective was ironically 

tweaked when it came to discussing the Han Han phenomenon. The show was a pioneer 

in the aspect of inviting a wide variety of audiences to openly discuss the issue, including 
                                                   

53 Ibid., 105-132.  
54 Marco Fumian, “The Temple and the Market: Controversial Positions in the Literary Field with Chinese 
Characteristics,” Modern Chinese Literature and Culture 21, no. 2 (Fall 2009): 139. 
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two renowned professors—literature professor Chen Xiaoming from the Chinese 

Academy of Social Sciences and education professor Chen Yongming from Eastern 

China Normal University—as well as high school teachers, parents, journal editors, and 

high school and college students. Ironically, despite the show’s title “Dialogue,” this 60-

minute program was filled with tension between Han Han and the hostess, special guests, 

and the live audience and only seemed to manifest the difficulty of engaging in any real 

conversation on a rational and egalitarian basis. In retrospect, the show’s failure turned 

out to be a blessing in disguise, in that it realistically reflected the large commotion that 

Han Han caused in society for all involved parties at the time. 

One of the main reasons for the tension was CCTV’s official responsibility to 

“guide public opinion,” a line often employed to indicate propaganda. Similar to 

mainstream coverage, Dialogue framed Han Han as a talented and rebellious urban youth, 

and yet much more attention was devoted to presenting the “deviant” aspect of Han Han 

in order to minimize the possible influence he might exert on his peers. In addition to 

carrying out ideological requirements, Dialogue showcased how the diversity of an 

audience group did not necessarily bring out diverse viewpoints in interpreting the Han 

Han phenomenon. The homogeneity of opinions, the lack of critical reflection on the 

educational systems, and an internalization of mainstream values fostered the tension 

between Han Han and the rest of the groups. Specifically, the program spared no effort in 

refuting Han Han’s famous statement that “all-around development means all-around 

mediocrity” and focused on the advantage of implementing holistic learning. Other than a 

few supporters, most participants questioned the sustainability of Han Han’s writing, 

challenged his defiance of educational institutions, and treated him as an unruly juvenile 
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who had yet to grow up. The paternalistic, condescending, and authoritative stance that 

the majority of the show’s attendees adopted was most evidently manifested at the 

frequent use of “he” and “Han Han” instead of “you” when conversing with Han Han, 

who was treated like an absent object. Occasionally when a dialogue did take place, the 

goal was to impose personal opinions upon Han Han instead of seeking to exchange ideas. 

The most intense and hilarious confrontation between Han Han and a 30-year-old female 

audience member, who rebuked Han Han’s self-important assessment and predicted that 

he would use up his talent soon, best illustrates this point: 

   
Female audience member: … even Wang Shuo,55 who has so many years of life 
experiences ... now seldom publishes and admits a drain of talent. You are only 18. 
That is to say, you only have 10 years of life experiences since your childhood; 
how dare you compare yourself to him? 
Han Han: I never thought of making such a comparison. On a different note, how 
would you know I won’t have much to write? 
Female audience member: Because you lack real life experiences. 
Han Han: Then how would you know that my life experiences are not as rich as 
his [Wang Shuo’s]? 
Female audience member: Because you are not as old as him. 
Han Han: Is that so? May I ask how old you are? 
Female audience member: I am 30.  
Han Han: Really … but based on what you just said, it seems that your life 
experience is not even as rich as mine.  

                                                   

55 Wang Shuo (1958- ) rose to prominence in the late 1980s for his hooligan style of writing that mocks 
the pretentiousness of intellectuals and ridicules official ideology. His protagonists are usually young 
cynical urban dwellers who defy anything holy and serious. Wang’s playful and ironic writing style attracts 
a large number of urban readers, and many of his novels have been adapted into TV drama and films. Wang 
has also participated in writing scripts for TV drama and films. There are many parallels between Wang 
Shuo and Han Han, in that the two exemplify different stages of popular literary development in China. 
Wang Shuo successfully transitioned from an outcast into a cultural celebrity in the late 1980s. The fact 
that he was used as an exemplary model by this female audience demonstrates his popularity among urban 
readers. In contrast, Han Han’s popularity showcases the formation of a more segmented popular literary 
market.     
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Female audience member: Really? If you really want to discuss this issue, you 
should talk with my son. We can also chat online, if possible. Because I know you 
also surf the Web, right? 
Han Han: Yes. 
Female amember: Which software do you mainly use to chat?  
Han Han: I do not use any software.  
Female audience member: Then, let me ask you more straightforwardly, do you 
use OICQ, ICQ, or chat rooms?  
Han Han: Chat rooms.  
Female audience member: Oh … Then you have not grown up. In other words, 
what I want to tell you is: if you really want to grow up, you had better use OICQ 
and ICQ; that is what adults do.56  

 

This quote exemplifies the typical conversational style of the Dialogue episode on 

Han Han. Most speakers were rather condescending toward Han Han and adhered to a 

hierarchy based on age, social status, and seniority. For instance, “adult society” (daren 

shehui), a frequently employed term during the program, presumably excluded Han 

Han’s right to utter his opinion as a minor and exemplified the audience’s internalization 

of age hierarchy. Han Han’s attempts to respond ended in vain, for the hostess often 

ignored him and gave opportunities to other people, with one scene even showing that 

Han Han’s reply was edited out. When Han Han did speak up, his wit and ingenious play 

on words only irritated attendees, who attributed Han Han’s case to “excessive rebellion” 

(guodu panni) and “lopsided development” (jixing fazhan) and concluded that he was 

“obviously not a role model to imitate and follow.”  

Compared with the live audience and the hostess, the two professors held a 

relatively more positive attitude. For instance, Chen Xiaoming thought highly of Han 

Han’s literary talent and pointed out many times it would be more productive to interpret 

                                                   

56 Duihua [Dialogue], October 25, 2000, accessed June 2, 2010, 
http://www.tudou.com/programs/view/yvQ5Q9YKdzs/.  
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Han Han fever as a cultural phenomenon instead of an educational issue. Chen Yongming 

suggested that teachers conduct self-criticism and get to know about the needs of young 

students. Yet, the conversation between Han Han and these two scholars did not proceed 

smoothly either, for a more or less pedantic scholarly expression failed to elicit any 

repercussion from Han Han. The discussion finally reached a point when Chen 

Yongming suggested that Han Han learn to “coexist (gongcun) with adult society,” while 

Chen Xiaoming awkwardly blurted out that he would rather communicate with Han Han 

via written letters. 

Conversations in Dialogue reflected the futility of scholarly and paternalistic 

discourses’ interactions with a somewhat maverick Han Han, who refused to conform to 

social norms. However, the program did succeed in reinforcing Han Han’s image as a 

rebellious urban youth and boosting his career because of CCTV’s nationwide coverage 

and prestige. Subsequently, Triple Door was adapted into a television drama and 

broadcasted on CCTV in 2004 after several major revisions. Although the adaptation was 

not as successful as the novel, it further popularized Han Han among urban audiences.  

In summary, the rise of Han Han as a popular cultural icon reflects an 

intermingling of multiple factors at work. On one hand, the restructuring of literary 

institutions in the late 1990s, exemplified by the reform of Sprout and its launch of the 

National New Concept Composition Contest, facilitated the carving out of the youth 

literature market. The mainstream media construction of Han Han’s image as an 

alternative urban youth filled a gap in the marketplace,57 which went hand in hand with 

                                                   

57 For instance, the front matter of Triple Door shows a glamour shot of Han Han, and the side note states 
“this boy is somewhat cool” (zhege nanhai youdian ku).  
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the booming publishing industry and the enhanced purchasing power of the younger 

generation, as Chen Yongming mentioned in Dialogue. In turn, Han Han’s market 

success fostered a new trend in the publishing industry, with the appearance of a large 

number of “post-80s” writers—most notably Guo Jingming and Zhang Yueran—signing 

contracts with publishing houses and becoming youth idols. On the other hand, Han 

Han’s case manifests the pivotal roles that conventional literary and media institutions 

play along the way. As a newcomer in the literary field, gaining recognition from journal 

editors, literature professors, and renowned writers turned out to be paramount for Han 

Han’s success. For example, Triple Door is prefaced by Cao Wenxuan, a well established 

literature professor from Peking University, and the fact that Triple Door was published 

by a national-level publishing house undoubtedly enhanced Han Han’s symbolic capital. 

Meanwhile, Han Han’s encounter with CCTV also illustrates the minimal discursive 

power he possesses in a traditional media outlet. In a setting where professors were 

consecrated as academic authority, parents and teachers executed their “inborn rights” to 

lecture, the hostess wielded power over who could speak, and editors edited out 

unwanted scenes, there was not much Han Han could do to turn the table in his favor. 

Interestingly, if Dialogue accidentally brought up the issue of youth culture in relation to 

new media, exemplified by the aforementioned female audience’s view on what was the 

proper norm for adults to conduct online chat, then the “Han-Bai Controversy” (Han bai 

zhizheng) in 2006 sheds some new light on how the blogosphere has served as a new 

“battlefield” for Han Han and his supporters to effectively upset the established cultural 

order.58    

                                                   

58 Han Han’s blog entries are all published first at Sina.com. Most of these entries are promoted maximally 
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FLAME WARS OF BLOGGING: “HAN-BAI CONTROVERSY” 

The notorious “Han-Bai Controversy” stemmed from an article that Bai Ye (b. 

1952), a well established literary critic, posted on his blog on February 24, 2006. Han 

Han spotted the article by accident and posted a response in his blog on March 2, 2006, 

immediately eliciting multiple parties to join in the flame war of blogging. The “Han-Bai 

Controversy” lasted over one month and caused quite a stir within and outside literary 

circles since Han and Bai are both well known figures and their debate involved many 

famous people. 

As discussed in chapter one, Sina.com launched a large-scale campaign to “recruit” 

celebrity bloggers, and both Han Han and Bai Ye were invited to start personal blogs in 

2005. Bai Ye holds important positions in prestigious institutions such as the Chinese 

Academy of Social Sciences and the Research Association of Contemporary Chinese 

Literature and also is one of the few recipients of special funds from the State Council. 

An article by Bai Ye entitled “The Status Quo and Future of ‘Post-80s’ Writers,” was 

first published in the literary journal Changcheng (The great wall) in 2005,59 but it did 

not catch much attention until Bai posted it on his newly activated blog at Sina.com six 

months later. In this article, Bai Ye offers a seemingly well meaning analysis of “post-

                                                                                                                                                       

by Sina.com’s editors, who highlight them either on Sina.com’s main page or on the home page of the blog 
channel. Yet, some Internet essays were deleted by editors shortly after they were published, and Han Han 
also sporadically deleted his posts. Later, a large number of articles were included in Han Han’s essay 
collection Qingchun (Youth) and thus were removed from his blog for copyright purposes. A relatively 
comprehensive collection of Han Han’s Internet essays is available at: 
http://www.bullogger.com/blogs/twocold/, accessed June 4, 2012.  
59 Ye Bai, “80hou de xianzhuang yu weilai” [The status quo and future of “post-80s” writers], 
Changcheng [The Great Wall] 6 (2005), 217-224. 
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80s”60 writers. By objectively analyzing the factors contributing to the rise of “post-80s” 

writers, Bai calls for mainstream and conventional literary circles (wentan) to pay more 

attention to them, as their writings have exerted increasing influence on the market as a 

whole and especially on young readers. Meanwhile, Bai also expresses his worries about 

the tendency of “post-80s” writers to strive for market success, which greatly weakens 

the literary merit—if there is any—of their works. The following comments by Bai Ye 

constituted the immediate catalyst for the debate: “The ‘post-80s’ writers have entered 

the market and yet have not stepped into the literary circle … some ‘star writers’ seldom 

publish in literary journals … They seem to be complacent with current success and do 

not intend to emerge out of the market and enter the literary circle.” Han Han, a typical 

representative of “star writers,” is not given much credit by Bai Ye:  

 
Ever since he published Triple Door, Han Han takes a departure from literature ... 
He roughly represents a rebellious stance against certain aspects of mainstream 
society (such as the rigid educational system and school order), and this tendency 
becomes more and more radical. I was shocked to read the 2004tonggao 
[Tonggao2003, Bai miswrote the book’s name] that he published last year … He 
takes an extremist stance on rebellion, has a high level of performance, and 
simply rebels for the sake of rebellion … So his works are now perhaps only 
important in terms of the concepts he conveys, which has nothing to do with 
literature.  
 

                                                   

60 “Post-80s” (80hou) generally refers to the generation born between 1980 and 1989, after the beginning 
of China’s opening to the outside world. Growing up as the only child and living in an environment of 
tremendous economic growth and social change, the “post-80s” generation is usually perceived as being 
apolitical, self-centered, spoiled, metropolitan, and obsessed with money and status. Stanley Rosen has 
pointed out that the “post-80s” generation was frequently under attack in the Chinese media up until 2008. 
They are criticized for being “reliant and rebellious, cynical and pragmatic, self-centered and equality-
obsessed.” Stanley Rosen, “Contemporary Chinese Youth and the State.” The Journal of Asian Studies 68, 
issue 2 (2009): 360. 
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In the end, Bai Ye defines works of “post-80s” writers as “amateur writings (piaoyou 

xiezuo) at best” and argues that they are mostly enthusiasts of creative writing rather than 

professional writers.61    

Bai Ye’s authoritative tone of voice and consecration of the literary circle greatly 

irritated Han Han. He posted a blog entry entitled “The Literary Circle Is Bullshit; Don’t 

Act Pretentiously”62 (Wentan shige pi, sheidou bie zhuangbi) and satirically refuted 

Bai’s opinion. In contrast to the long-winded academic style that Bai’s article employed, 

Han Han’s reply is much more concise, straightforward, and colloquial, so much so that 

he frequently used curse words and obscenities to resist against the orthodox style that 

Bai Ye employed. Vehemently attacking Bai’s literary parochialism (quanzi yishi), Han 

Han proclaims his writing is indeed “pure literature” (chun wenxue) because he never 

tries to flatter the authorities, nor does he try to curry favor with the market since his 

books sell anyway: “It seems that you may step into the literary circle only when Mr. Bai 

gives his nod … Literary circle, Mao Dun Literary Prize, and pure literary journals are all 

crap … Are the market and literary circle necessarily conflicting? You enter the literary 

circle only when nobody reads your works?” Rejecting the idea of opposition between 

the literary circle and the market, Han Han states that the threshold of literature and film 

is open to anyone and that whoever writes blogs has already entered the circle. Finally, 

Han Han plays on the Chinese words “tan” and “quan,” claiming that “any forums (tan) 

will become altars (jitan); any circles (quan) will end up with wreaths (huaquan).” This 

                                                   

61 “2006 Han Han VS Bai Ye Lu Chuan Gao Xiaosong deng bizhan quan jilu” [A comprehensive 
collective of the 2006 written polemics between Han Han and Bai Ye, Lu Chuan, Gao Xiaosong, etc], 
accessed August 25, 2011, http://www.docin.com/p-47772878.html.  
62 I adopt Fumian’s translation of the title.  
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sentence is immediately circulated as a popular slogan, which symbolizes the younger 

generation’s playful mockery of authority. 

For better or for worse, Han Han’s “naming” of Bai Ye greatly increased the 

popularity of Bai’s blog, as Han Han’s fans were immediately mobilized, “flooded” Bai’s 

blog space, and left angry messages to defend their idol. Bai Ye’s response did not pursue 

the two parties’ disagreement on literary circles, best sellers, and the qualifications of 

“entering the literary circle.” Instead, Bai Ye mainly targeted Han Han and his fans’ 

frequent use of curse words and obscenities, accused them of “humiliation” and “personal 

attacks,” and elevated the debate to a broader level, linking it to the issue of Internet 

legislation, morality education, and ethics. Bai further claimed that the problem of the 

“post-80s” generation as a whole was their lack of morality rather than their inadequate 

literary attainments. This overly generalized comment provoked Han Han to publish a 

three-post series entitled “Bid Farewell to the Old and Usher in the New.” In these essays, 

Han Han revealed Bai Ye’s actual role as a “book dealer” (shushang) and project editor 

to promote such bestsellers as Tie Ning’s Big Bath Woman (Da yunv, 2000) and Wei 

Hui’s Shanghai Baby (Shanghai baobei, 1999) and how Bai Ye managed to award a 

literary prize to a book he was involved with promoting. Han Han thereby pursued the 

issue of “morality” that Bai Ye brought up, enumerated the literary scandals that Bai was 

involved with, and argued that he had violated professional ethics as a literary critic.  

The virtual fight between Han Han and Bai Ye was escalated when Bai Ye posted 

a closing statement and shut down his blog on March 5, 2006, one day after Han Han 

published the aforementioned articles. Bai Ye claimed Han Han went well beyond the 

domain of literary debates and focused on personal attacks instead and expressed his 
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sense of powerlessness in his last entry: “I don’t know how to react to the unseemly and 

irrational words from the writer and his idolaters”.63 Bai Ye’s stance as a victim 

immediately won sympathy from some renowned figures who all declared “blog wars” 

with Han Han, including literary critic Xie Xizhang, writer Lu Tianming, his director son 

Lu Chuan, and music producer Gao Xiaosong. The involvement of these celebrities 

revealed their arbitrariness as well as a strong sense of factionalism. As shown in their 

entries, none of these figures knew much about the debate and censured Han Han based 

on a couple of one-liners and others’ summaries of the story. For instance, Xie Xizhang 

felt the urgent need to defend his friend because Bai, as an honest man, was bullied by 

“hooligan-like youngsters”(hunhun), while Lu Tianming was misled and commented on 

the debate based on a reporter’s one-sided story. Because of that, Han Han’s rejoinders 

further motivated his followers to post abusive comments on Xie Xizhang’s and Lu 

Tianming’s blogs, which in turn resulted in the participation of Lu Tianming’s son Lu 

Chuan and his close friend Gao Xiaosong. Both Lu Chuan and Gao Xiaosong were not 

interested in the essence of literary debate: Lu Chuan was overly reactive to abusive 

messages Internet users left on his father’s blog and fired back along with his own fans; 

Gao Xiaosong simply wanted to lend support to Lu’s family and blogged that he would 

sue Han Han for illegally quoting his lyrics in Triple Door. After several days of 

bickering and a more heated exchange of arguments between the two camps, Lu Chuan, 

Lu Tianming, and Gao Xiaosong all closed their blogs, along with Gao’s closing remark 

                                                   

63 “To Blog or Not to Blog: Is that a question for you?” April 25, 2006, accessed July 15, 2012, 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2006-04/25/content_4470038.htm.  
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that the blogosphere was “dirty,” “foolish,” and “uncivilized.”64 Meanwhile Han Han’s 

supporters, including writers Han Dong and Ye Kai, critic Wu Liang, publisher Lu Jinbo, 

and a famous blogger He Caitou, all accused the older generation of monopolizing 

literary and cultural resources. This flame war of blogging officially concluded with Han 

Han’s blog post, “Finally I Marry My First Love: I Beg You, Sue Me Please,” published 

on March 29, 2006. Yet the repercussions of the debate continued onwards, because Bai 

Ye and his supporters immediately fell back on traditional media outlets and continued to 

denounce Han Han after withdrawing from the blogosphere.  

The notorious “Han-Bai Controversy” raises several issues worthy of detailed 

analysis. First, the debate can be approached from the perspective of a power struggle in 

a literary field, particularly between “the heretical challenge of new modes of cultural 

practice” and “the orthodoxy of established traditions.”65 Marco Fumian develops this 

idea and discusses a field “with Chinese characteristics” shown throughout this debate. 

According to Fumian, both Bai Ye and Han Han take ambiguous positions, and their 

alleged positions (pure literature vs. popular literature) sometimes deviate from their 

practices. Specifically, despite Bai Ye’s alleged defense of “pure literature,” which is 

symbolized by influential literary magazines, literary seminars, and prestigious awards, 

he also converts symbolic and political capital into economic capital whenever applicable. 

Han Han’s most forceful charges against Bai Ye are indeed the role he undertakes as a 

                                                   

64 All three reactivated their blog accounts afterwards. Gao Xiaosong removed articles related to this 
debate, and Lu Chuan and Lu Tianming posted their reflections on the controversy. The comprehensive 
collection of blog entries on this debate is available at: http://www.docin.com/p-47772878.html, accessed 
August 25, 2011.  
65 Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1993), 16-17. 
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“book dealer”— a rather derogatory term—who has publicized best-sellers since the late 

1990s. As for Han Han, notwithstanding his denouncement of established literary 

institutions, he cannot deny that he was “discovered” and promoted by state-sponsored 

literary institutions in the first place and that a large number of well established writers 

and literary critics played an indispensible role in affirming his talent and pushing him to 

the forefront of the literary market. Therefore, in China, “both sides of the literary field 

are under the surveillance of the field of power, and in spite of their alleged conflict, to a 

large degree their positions overlap or are complementary, and they are even eager to 

exploit each other. As a result of these laws, to take a ‘pure’ position can be extremely 

difficult.”66 Fumian’s analysis is insightful in that he points out the ambiguous position 

each party takes and their intricate interaction with one another, which is equally valid 

when applied to the more general field of cultural production. As I have been trying to 

demonstrate throughout this project, the official and dominant, the commercial, and the 

alternative forces are constantly altering and adjusting their respective positions, based on 

the offerings of other parties. Nevertheless, an important aspect that is missing in 

Fumian’s analysis is how the “Han-Bai Controversy” quickly departed from a literary 

debate and evolved into a cultural phenomenon and what role the blogosphere has played 

along the way. My discussion zeroes in on these questions and addresses how new media 

can serve as a powerful tool for “latecomers” to disrupt the established cultural order. I 

examine the flip side of the attention rule, namely how the excessive negative attention 

Internet users pay to cultural celebrities could put them in a rather vulnerable position. 

                                                   

66 Fumian, “The Temple and the Market,” 154.  
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Moreover, the particular blogging style accounts for both the “failure” of Bai Ye and the 

“victory” of Han Han in online space.  

One of the major distinctions between traditional literary debates and the “Han-

Bai Controversy” is that the former mainly take place in print media— such as literary 

journals and newspapers—which require a turnaround time and thus delay the timeliness 

of exchanging opinions to a large degree. Most of the time, ordinary readers remain 

invisible in public space, and reader responses published in journals and newspapers are 

highly selective. In contrast, the dispute between Han Han and Bai Ye takes place on a 

platform accessible to every Internet user. The fact that renowned figures and ordinary 

netizens share the same Web space, join the fray together, and have equal rights to 

publish opinions leads to the fundamental changing nature of this debate.  

First and foremost, Bai Ye and his supporters, mostly in their 50s and 60s, 

demonstrate their unfamiliarity with different rules of the game in the blogosphere and 

thus are somewhat at a loss when readers’ attention is reified in the form of disrespectful 

comments. As Bai Ye later admitted, he started a blog because he was invited by 

Sina.com, and he posted this scholarly article simply because he did not know what to 

write on a personal blog.67 Needless to say, Bai Ye’s camp possesses greater discursive 

                                                   

67 Bai Ye’s reaction to blogging is by no means unique. Some writers who are of a similar age to Bai Ye, 
such as Chi Li (b. 1957), Chen Ran (b. 1962), and Xu Kun (b. 1965), shut down their blogs only several 
months after starting accounts at the invitation of Web editors at Sina.com. Although all three are well 
established figures who have had a rich experience of interacting with readers, they are nevertheless 
anxious about readers’ comments on their blogs. In other words, when Internet users’ attention to these 
renowned writers becomes immediately visible and is displayed in a public space, the writers are at a loss 
and do not know how to respond. For instance, Chen Ran feels pressure by the need to update as well as to 
satisfy the expectations of her readers: “There are too many comments and greetings, and it is difficult for 
me to reply one by one. Readers request faster updates, and I am unable to do that. Some Internet users 
waited for updates in the morning and expressed disappointment if they cannot see any by night, [which put 
me under pressure].” Meanwhile, due to concerns relating to copyrights and publishing in print media first, 
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power and symbolic capital in real life, represented by the prestige, social positions, 

connections, and resources they have acquired over the years. Assuming an automatic 

conversion of this real-life prestige into online space, Bai Ye and his supporters do not 

bother to change their gestures, wording, tone of voice, and narrative style when their 

authority is defied in online space, as examples below aptly demonstrate: 

 
Han Han hates my article mainly because I do not think highly of his works … 

nobody has the right to swear at others … Han Han and his followers have to 

accept the moral law of self-examination and public trial, to say the least. I hope 

this incident manifests the necessity of strengthening Internet legislation and 

Internet ethics (Bai Ye).  

If I were Han Han’s parents, I would definitely give him a big slap in the face. 

Someone’s got to teach him a lesson (Xie Xizhang). 

Han Han IS too spoiled. Otherwise he would tolerate others’ criticism and would 

not take pride in swearing publicly … It’s not surprising though, given that Han 

                                                                                                                                                       

Chen cannot post new articles on her blog as soon as they are ready. In the case of Xu Kun, she opened up 
a blog account for fun and later felt overwhelmed by readers’ comments, messages, and creative writings 
that readers sent to her: “A [b]log is a good communicative channel for interpersonal communication and 
information feedback. But I am indeed too busy to handle it.” Interestingly, Xu Kun reopened her account 
in 2010. In contrast, Chi Li’s closing statement is more intriguing. She thinks a blog is like a yard with no 
fence, and the high degree of freedom everyone enjoys results in a loss of freedom for writers. Previously, 
Chi Li could selectively reply to readers’ letters, but her blog presents a completely different scenario: “If 
you do not reply [to readers’ messages], there are people who are unhappy, who cry, and who use abusive 
language. It is like a lunatic asylum ... I am a person and I am unable to ignore those. So I have been trying 
very hard to act as the director of the lunatic asylum, to comfort everyone ... this virtual space disrupts my 
daily routine ... the biggest problem of the Internet is anonymity, so that everyone can play multiple roles 
unscrupulously and much communication is unreal ... it all comes across too directly on the Internet—when 
loving a person [the expression] is overly exaggerated, and when hating someone [the expression] is by 
contrast too abusive. I am unable to enjoy this.” Jinyu Shu, “Shuzuojia bukan qifan guanbi boke” [Several 
writers were fed up with blogs and shut them down], Zhonghua dushubao [China reading weekly], July 26, 
2006, 2; Sen Peng, “Cong Mingren ‘guanboke’ kan baoye de qiantu—ye tan xinmeiti dui baoye de tiaozhan’ 
[The future of news media through the lens of celebrities’ shutting down their blogs: new media’s 
challenge of print news media], Xinwen zhishi [Knowledge of news] 7 (2007): 44-46. 
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Han is just a teenager and is not well educated … simply nobody wants to point 

out to him what is good literature (Lu Tianming).  

These quotes show how Bai Ye’s camp still falls back on seniority and hierarchy 

in social status— two forceful “weapons” in social life—to argue against Han Han. The 

older generation’s main problem with Han Han is his unruly attitude, with the literary 

merit of Han’s work becoming a secondary issue. Considering themselves to be elders 

who are well respected and important, all critics target the vulgarities that Han Han uses 

and attribute Han’s attitude to his lack of higher education (Xie Xizhang), proper 

parenting (Lu Tianming), and failure to achieve recognition from literary authorities (Bai 

Ye). The paternalistic and authoritative tone of voice sounds righteous and forceful and 

yet is insipid in essence and turns out to be counterproductive. With many more netizens 

rushing to Bai Ye’s blog and leaving abusive messages, Bai’s camp is shocked to witness 

how the norms they adhere to are vehemently overthrown in online space and how the 

respect and prestige they enjoy in real life are deemed insignificant and resented by 

netizens. Soon after, Bai’s careless labeling of the entire “post-80s” generation as amoral 

only backfires on him and exacerbates the tension between the two sides.    

Second, the pedantic and lecturing style of the writing of Bai Ye’s camp is 

eclipsed by Han Han’s witty, inflammatory, colloquial, and humorous responses. Indeed, 

Han Han’s very first charge against Bai Ye is against his writing style: “The day before 

yesterday I read the literary critic Bai Ye’s work (this guy’s article is extremely lengthy 

and makes me dizzy). After reading a large section of repetitive words, I realized that was 

only part two. How awesome. What was even more shocking was that toward the end, 



 

268 

 

when I read the title, I found out the author only intended to offer a simple analysis.”68 

Similarly, while acknowledging he did not even read the articles written by the two sides, 

Xie Xizhang published a blog entry entitled “Bai Ye: Babysitter of Literature,” which 

recalled his impression of Bai as a diligent literary critic and a supporter of “post-80s” 

writers and blamed Han Han for “returning evil for good” (yiyuan baode).69 In contrast, 

the Internet-savvy generation, represented by Han Han and his devoted fans, proved to be 

the apple of the new media’s eye. Well aware of the “rules of the game” on the Internet, 

Han Han selects examples that are most favorable to him and expresses his opinions in a 

catchy manner. For example, Han Han makes a fuss about the fact that Bai Ye miswrites 

his book’s name and questions Bai’s credentials as a literary critic by listing his 

involvement with commercial publishing activities. As for Lu Tianming, his comment 

that “Han Han is just a teenager” incurs Han Han’s recrimination that Lu fabricates his 

resume: “Uncle Lu, I am 24 now, and I have already quit school for seven years.” Both 

charges were inflammatory to Han Han’s fans, who immediately flooded into the 

opponents’ space to defend their idol. In addition to the playful language style, formal 

elements of style also play an essential role in Han Han’s rejoinders. Due to the 

involvement of many parties and their various charges, Han Han’s response usually 

highlights important statements by bolding, underlining, or coloring these parts. He also 

briefly summarizes his rivals’ key point to distinguish it from his own argument. The 

                                                   

68 Han Han, “Wentan shige pi, sheidou bie zhuangbi” [Literary circle is bullshit, Do not act pretentiously], 
March 2, 2006, accessed June 28, 2012, http://www.bullogger.com/blogs/twocold/archives/11927.aspx. 
69 Xizhang Xie, “Bai Ye: wenxue de baomu” [Bai Ye: Babysitter of Literature], March 9, 2006, accessed 
June 6, 2012, http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_475b6ef8010002vh.html.  
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employment of these formal techniques brings Han Han’s central argument to the fore, 

which is widely circulated by fans because of its high degree of quotability.  

Thus, the rhetorical and formal style constitutes an important marker for 

distinguishing the two camps, which maintain different language and value systems. The 

satirical strategy that Han Han employs, in the guise of vulgarities, brings the hypocritical 

authority figures and moralizing agents to the fore and broaches core values that they 

uphold. The seriousness, superiority, and pretentiousness of Bai Ye’s group is 

destabilized by the seemingly casual use of such curse words as “fuck” (cao), “fart” (pi), 

and “genitals” (bi), which sporadically appear in Han Han’s essays and are pervasively 

employed by his fans when posting messages on the Web space of Han Han’s opponents.  

Third, the perception of the blog as personal space drives both sides to defend 

their virtual battlefield, which manifests how style in the blogosphere is highly 

interconnected with performance. Apart from the bickering among celebrity bloggers, the 

huge influx of anonymous participants in message boards constitutes a sensational cyber 

show that is instantaneously updated. When Han Han’s supporters found that their 

messages on opponents’ spaces had been removed by Lu Chuan and Lu Tianming, they 

were mobilized to post even more. This tug-of-war of posting and deleting messages was 

well recorded in the blog posts of Han Han and Lu Chuan, both aiming to stress the 

validity of their actions and to strengthen bonds with their respective communities. Han 

Han boasts about his openness to all opinions and criticizes his opponents’ censoring of 

content: “Today one of my friends got stuck with someone. [He] said, ‘I posted a 

message on a guy [’s blog] who badmouthed you, but it was deleted right away. I did not 

even save it, so I continued to post and still did not save. [The person] kept deleting [my 
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message], and I kept posting.’”70  On the flip side, removing abusive messages is 

interpreted by Lu Chuan as a somewhat tragic action to protect his home space: “As if 

they were in a spring outing, hordes of children [Han Han’s fans] wave their little flags, 

come over here, and start war of words … my friends have already remained positioned 

[in my blog] around the clock to resist against the torrent of abuse.”71 Lu Chuan also 

posted a picture of him and entitled it “we are together” (women zaiyiqi) to indicate his 

appreciation of supporters. The performative dimension of style reflects the dynamic and 

instantaneity of online debate and thus succeeds in continuously attracting spectators and 

participants in this flame war. Moreover, it reconfirms the values and norms each camp 

adheres to, and enhances the sense of community for both sides.  

In summary, the “Han-Bai Controversy” not only manifests the animosity 

between young writers and well established critics, a common quarrel in literary circles, 

but it also sheds some new light on our understanding of how elements of style are 

essential for the tech-savvy generation to challenge the literary and cultural establishment 

of the senior generation in online space. Bai Ye and his supporters failed to take into 

consideration the specific style used in blogging, the particularity of Internet audiences, 

the concrete forms of attention, and the different “rules of the game” in the blogosphere. 

For instance, Bai’s morality charge against Han Han sounds pedantic and sanctimonious 

and goes against the playful mood that dominates the Chinese Internet, thereby losing his 

power over young netizens who resent authority. As a result, the serious stance that Bai 

                                                   

70 Han Han, “Cijiu yingxing (shang)” [Bid farewell to the old and usher in the New: I], March 9, 2006, 
accessed June 29, 2012, http://www.bullogger.com/blogs/twocold/archives/11880.aspx.   
71 Chuan Lu, “Wangqian zouba, Xiaosong, shijian shi shouzhong de sha” [Go ahead, Xiaosong, Time is 
like sand in our hands], Lu Chuan’s Blog, March 24, 2006, accessed June 29, 2012, 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_539a02320100032b.html.  
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and his camp take is immediately dispelled by the banter of Han Han and the quasi-flash-

mob performance of his fans. Consequently, Bai Ye and his supporters seem to be 

misplaced in the blogosphere and are embroiled in a battle they are destined to lose. 

When their endeavor to transfer existing power and influence to the blogosphere proved 

futile, these renowned figures quickly retreated to their stronghold—print media—and 

continued to comment on the polemics in hopes of turning the tables. Therefore, while 

both Dialogue and the “Han-Bai Controversy” illustrate the tension and confrontation 

among authoritative, paternalistic, and alternative forces, the particularity of new media 

enables Han Han and his supporters to effectively upset the established cultural order and 

take an upper hand. More importantly, since the “Han-Bai Controversy” occurred, blogs 

have played an even more prominent role in carving out a special niche for Han Han and 

fostering his transition from one of the “post-80s” writers into a unique opinion leader in 

contemporary society.  

BLOGGING ABOUT STYLE AND SERIOUSNESS  

The “Han-Bai Controversy” has manifested how a literary debate between well 

established figures and young “heretics” can quickly evolve into a series of 

entertainment-oriented cyber shows, highlighted by the active participation of celebrities 

and their respective supporters. During the debate, in addition to touching base with all 

parties involved, the staff members of Sina.com were assigned to track the blogs of both 

sides, provided immediate observations, and recommended updated entries on the main 

page of the website.72 Also, special issues were compiled to provide comprehensive 

                                                   

72 Li, “Lu Tianming.”  
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views of all sides. Thus, extra-literary factors, including celebrity gossip, flame wars, and 

the “hidden pushing hands” of attention agents at portal websites played an even more 

crucial role in sustaining Han Han’s popularity and media visibility. Likewise, the 

subsequent trajectory of Han Han illustrates how a combination of literary and extra-

literary elements enabled him to carve out a unique niche for himself as a man of letters. 

On the one hand, despite the unwavering popularity of Han Han, his capacity for 

structuring novels has proven to be rather limited and he has indeed rarely gained much 

recognition from the “literary circle.” The “Han-Bai Controversy” has shown how 

established literary figures learned of Han Han and yet none of them treated him 

seriously. Concerning the six novels that Han Han has published, critics generally agree 

that these novels have repetitious themes, unimpressive characters, and inadequate 

character development, and thus seldom have any breakthroughs like that of Triple 

Door.73 As Han Han’s publisher Lu Jinbo recalls, the lowest point of Han Han’s career 

was in 2005, when his image as an alternative urban youth had faded away and he had 

not transitioned yet into a public intellectual.74 On the other hand, Han Han’s limited 

literary attainment is largely offset by the extra-literary activities he engages in, including 

driving a race car, singing, serving as an editor-in-chief, guest starring on various TV 

shows, and most importantly, blogging. Via blogging, Han Han makes a dramatic turn to 

focus on societal affairs and greatly elevates his cultural status. In this way Han Han 

occupies a unique position compared with his fellow “post-80s” writers and wins acclaim 

                                                   

73 Yun Guo, “Han Han: xianghe shijie tan shenme” [What does Han Han want to say to the world], 
Zhongguo tushu pinglun [China book review] 4 (2011): 86-88. 
74 Youyang Liu, “Lu Jinbo: Woshi chubanjie de hangye gongdi” [I am the public enemy of the publishing 
industry], Quanguo xinshumu [National new book inventory] 8 (2011): 24-25. 
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from scholars and social critics both inside and outside China. This section examines 

under what circumstances Han Han’s Internet essays have caught a great deal of public 

attention and tension and how the new media have facilitated Han Han’s transition from a 

youth idol to an influential societal commentator. I contend that Han Han’s particular 

style of interpreting contentious issues is paramount to the extreme popularity of his blog, 

which is said to be the country’s largest public forum given that it generates the largest 

number of visits—570,400,452 hits as of June 13, 2012—and that each post yields more 

than 10,000 responses. The significance of style is exemplified by the way in which 

formal, linguistic, and interactive elements conglomerate together and account for the 

high consumability of both Han Han’s stardom and blog entries, thereby providing an 

alternative manner of consuming public affairs content and at the same time manifesting 

the seriousness of Han Han’s aspiration for expanding discursive parameters.  

Since the “Han-Bai Controversy,” Han Han has gradually broadened the breadth 

and scope of his writing by engaging in more sharp and sarcastic criticism of current 

affairs, in addition to posting updates on personal issues. In spite of that, the total number 

of Han Han’s blog entries has decreased since 2007, and the percentage of social 

commentary he has produced has increased dramatically (Table 1). Meanwhile, his 

Internet essays on public affairs began to encounter censorship issues, followed by the 

removal of some posts from Sina.com. Although the deleted content is only a very small 

proportion of the overall entries, the fact that Han Han’s writings are censored not only 

symbolizes his serious engagement on certain sensitive issues, but it also significantly 

boosts his popularity. Of particular interest is how Han Han walks the fine line between 

being censored and getting promoted, and how both actions are initiated by the same 
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Web site and participated in by millions of netizens. Thus the “being censored” rule of 

the game plays a prominent role in enhancing Han Han’s cultural significance and 

Internet users’ social awareness. 
 

Year 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011  Total 

Total number of blog 
entries  

44 260 168 112 78 36 23 721 

Number of entries on 
one’s personal life 

43 249 149 56 41 18 7   

Percentage of entries 
on one’s personal life 
(%) 

97.7 95.8 88.7 50.0 52.6 50.0 30.4   

Number of entries on 
current affairs 

1 11 19 56 37 18 16   

Percentage of entries 
on current affairs (%) 

2.3 4.2 11.3 50.0 47.4 50.0 69.6   

Number of entries 
deleted by Sina.com 

0 0 2 2 2 11 5 22 

Table 1: Statistics of Han Han’s Blog Entries75 

Han Han’s rise as a social commentator and the uproar it provokes manifests a 

“lack” in the contemporary cultural market in the first place. For many professional 

writers, while embracing the blog as an effective communicative tool, they are 

nonetheless rather conservative about posting new articles online, due to concerns about 

copyright infringement and being published in print first. Thus, compared with the 

flourishing blog content in other professions, the productivity of writers in the 

blogosphere is rather low. As mentioned earlier, writers in their 50s and 60s, such as Chi 

                                                   

75 Source: Mai Tian, “Renzao Han Han: yichang guanyu 'gongmin' de naoju” [Manmade Han Han: A 
burlesque about citizen], January 15, 2012, accessed June 08, 2012, 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_53d349a301011xtb.html?tj=1. 
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Li (b. 1957), Xu Kun (b. 1965), Lu Tianming (b. 1946), and Chen Ran (b. 1962), express 

their anxiety about seeing readers online, and some shut down their blogs shortly after 

starting one. In contrast, the younger generation enjoys interacting with readers online 

and yet deems posting original content on blogs a “waste of materials,” particularly for 

bestsellers.76 Consequently, Internet writers such as Anni Baobei (b. 1974) and Tong 

Hua (b. 1980) eventually publish original content online less and less frequently and turn 

instead to print media; meanwhile, Han Han’s fellow “post-80s” writers such as Guo 

Jingming (b. 1983), Zhang Yuran (b. 1982), and Jiang Fangzhou (b. 1989) mostly re-

circulate content published in other media outlets and make work-related announcements 

in their blogs. Therefore, to a certain degree, the scarcity of original content in writers’ 

blogs enables Han Han to stand out among his fellow writer-bloggers, and the fact that 

his essays are first published online increases the exclusive value of both his personal 

blog and Sina.com.  

In a slightly different vein, amidst the wave of the digital enlightenment 

movement, Han Han’s rise as a “stinky public intellectual” (chou gongzhi)—as he 

recently claimed—carves out a special niche and distinguishes him from intellectuals, 

activists, and dissidents, who all have been actively making use of new media to seek 

dialogue with audiences and promote their political and cultural agendas. However, none 

of the intellectual websites and blogs can attract the same degree of attention as Han Han 

does, as Perry Link has points out: “An intellectual dissident feels lucky if an Internet 

essay draws 20,000 hits. Han Han’s essays often get more than a million, as well as 

                                                   

76 Han Han, “Zhuangya” [Pretentiousness], February 23, 2005, accessed June 8, 2012, 
http://www.bullogger.com/blogs/twocold/archives/12033.aspx.  
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strings of comments in the tens of thousands.”77 The unprecedented appeal of Han Han’s 

blog can be at first attributed to his influence as a star writer and race car driver. Yet, 

more importantly, the particular style Han Han employs to get his message across, to 

interact with readers, and to get around censorship is worth careful investigation.  

Han Han’s social critiques are mostly based on mainstream media coverage of 

news items that have already caught much public attention, such as corruption, 

bureaucracy, censorship, inflation, and popular nationalism. His analysis of social 

controversies often demonstrates a genuine concern for disadvantaged groups, a yearning 

for cultural tolerance and openness, and a commendable individuality that does not 

blindly cater to public sentiments and authority. A case in point is how he remains very 

critical of the surge of popular nationalism and patriotism among the younger generation 

and thereby publishes a series of Internet essays in response to domestic demonstrations 

against Western countries during the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games. Moreover, Han 

Han’s blog entries are concise, incisive, and humorous, providing not only an alternative 

interpretation of current events but also a perspective that entertains and resonates well 

with his audience. Of particular interest is how the interweaving of seriousness and 

playfulness in his blog entries functions in a manner similar to standup comedies in the 

Western context. They deviate from social and cultural norms, tacitly touch upon tabooed 

issues, and provoke laughter in an audience that upholds similar value systems and 

beliefs.78 If standup comedies highlight their entertaining effects through humor and 

                                                   

77 Perry Link, “A Message Too Powerful to Stop,” The New York Times, September 29, 2010, accessed 
April 10, 2012, http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/30/opinion/30iht-edlink1.html.  
78 Lawrence E Mintz, “Standup Comedy as Social and Cultural Mediation,” American Quarterly 37, no. 1 
(Spring 1985): 71-80. 
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satire, then Han Han’s amusing topical commentaries allocate more weight to their 

cultural and political significance, due to the lack of a similar mechanism in China. By 

engaging in a close reading of Han Han’s entries, I examine how his Internet essays 

function as an innovative genre of social commentary and how the elements of style and 

the “censored rule” of the game plays an essential role during the process.  

CASE 1: SEX DIARY, CORRUPTION, AND SOCIAL SATIRE 

On November 23, 2009, the diary of a senior government official was leaked on 

Tianya.cn, a popular online forum, by a netizen called “han xian zi.” The diary consisted 

of more than 500 post entries and recorded bribes that the official had received, personal 

hobbies, work-related matters, and—most titillating for the readers—his sexual 

involvement with many mistresses from January 1, 2007, to June 10, 2008. The 

interweaving of personal sexual activities and the work duties of a Communist party 

official propelled his diary to one of the most desirable items online. For instance, one 

entry on December 29, 2007, states: “2007 has been a good year. Work is going smoothly. 

Income is as high as 200,000 Yuan [$30,000 USD]. Womanizing is on the right track. It’s 

been a lucky year with women. I need to pay attention to my health with so many sex 

partners.”79 The following entry reflects a more descriptive portrayal of the official’s sex 

life and work: 

November 6th, Tuesday 11-25℃ Sunny 

I prepared for the “politeness and courtesy” lecture in the morning. At noon, I 

accompanied Li Dehui, who came from Xiamen, to have lunch and some wine. I 

stayed in the dormitory in the afternoon. At night, I had dinner with Huang 
                                                   

79 Han Zhang, “Sexy Diarist Nabbed for Corruption,” Global Times, March 14, 2010, accessed June 14, 
2012, http://special.globaltimes.cn/2010-03/512887.html.  
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Huiting and others, and I drank quite some wine. Huang and his people are going 

to Chongqing and Chengdu tomorrow. I will send Su and Tan Shanfang to see 

them off. At 10ish, Tan Shanfang drove me over to her house. I made love 3 times. 

We had one more session early in the morning. I did not ejaculate.80  

The truthful presentation of officialdom and the list of mistresses’ full names 

sparked the interest of many netizens, who quickly identified its writer as Han Feng, 

director of the sales division at the Guangxi Tobacco Monopoly Bureau. In response, Han 

Feng claimed his diary had been altered, rumors claimed that his rival had hired hackers 

to break into his computer, and others conjectured that the distressed husband of one of 

Han’s alleged mistresses posted the diary online.81 Soon after, the case was put under 

investigation by the local government, followed by the removal of Han Feng from the 

position and a sentence of up to 10 years in prison on charges of bribery. 

The disclosure of Han Feng’s dairy led to Internet users’ vehement criticism of 

official corruption and debauchery. The diary was perceived as a contemporary version 

of Revealing the Original State of Officialdom (Guanchang xianxingji), a novel depicting 

the darkness of officialdom and society in the late Qing dynasty (1636-1912). Amidst this 

wave, Han Han offered a different perspective and listed nine reasons to illustrate that 

Han Feng had been a good cadre member shortly before the verdict was released on 

March 13, 2010. Calling the diary a “most valuable piece of social literature,” Han Han 

sarcastically comments that Han Feng does not really abuse his power that much and that 

people should attend to more serious cases of corruption instead:  

                                                   

80 Katrien Jacobs, People’s Pornography: Sex and Surveillance on the Chinese Internet (Bristol, UK: 
Intellect, 2012), 80.  
81 Zhang, “Sexy Diarist Nabbed for Corruption.”   



 

279 

 

He doesn’t gamble, doesn’t visit prostitutes, and doesn’t bribe officials senior to 
him. When he needed to obtain a new phone card, he lined up for 2 hours like 
everyone else… 

 
His diary reveals the life of the thriftiest womanizing official in the country. Other 
officials give their mistresses houses and cars, but his most expensive gifts are 
mobile phones and MP4 players. By those standards, he is a pretty decent official, 
and it shows that his women are pretty good too. If we had more men and women 
like these, imagine how many times the Treasury could save the equivalent of an 
aircraft carrier … 
 
Even though he had quite a lot of women, he also went out walking with his wife 
25 times, bought her a mobile phone, and didn’t use his position to help relatives 
gain advantages through back door deals … 
 
In his diary, there are no hints of a taste for luxury cars, super-expensive real 
estate, or collections of famous and ultra-valuable literature. He doesn’t even 
think about these things. He is just a man who likes playing with his mobile phone 
and computer. In his diary he even wrote about buying some RMB 160 [$25 USD] 
ear phones. How great, a Party official who appreciates the simple pleasures of 
life … 
 
With regards to work, we don’t see any evidence of him doing any actual work.82 
But the so-called cadres and cadres (ganbu), as long as they have sexual 

relationships (ganle) with their subordinates (buxia), then they have put into 

practice what this word indicates [emphasis added].  
 

Han Han concludes his essay by suggesting that Han Feng retain his position 

because he is easily satisfied and there are many officials of his rank doing much worse 

things. In the end, he created a ballot and invited readers to vote on whether they thought 

Han Feng was a good official and whether he should be kept in current post. Among 

349,709 participants, 96% of voters sided with Han Han, and he analyzed the ballot result 

in a follow-up essay:  
                                                   

82 Han, Han. “Han Feng shige hao ganbu” [Han Feng is a good party official], trans. 
http://www.hanhandigest.com/?p=111, accessed June 12, 2012. 
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Of course, from now on I will set up the voting function more often, in order to 

compensate everyone’s dismay that no one has seen a ballot but somehow so 

many representatives in the National People’s Congress have been elected… The 

result of the vote on Han Feng tells us that we have officially entered the era in 

which there are almost no cadres who are not corrupt, and the only difference is 

between good corrupt cadres and bad corrupt cadres. Everyone obviously thinks 

that Han Feng belongs to the good corrupt cadre category... 

(Ordinary people in this country’s) expectations for cadres are not that they will 

serve the people, but that they don’t make trouble for people. You can have your 

fabulous house, drive your luxurious car, have your mistress, we will not bother 

you as long as you do not step over my son, evict me from my house, or take my 

girl; then you are a good cadre in the eyes of ordinary people. If netizens have a 

problem with this, just delete their posts; if writers have a problem with it, just 

harmonize them; if journalists have a problem with this, just one sentence 

instruction —“do not report negative news” [emphasis added].83 

These two entries illustrate the “signature” style of Han Han’s social critiques in a 

most exemplary manner. Both entries were published around the 2010 annual meetings of 

the National People’s Congress (NPC) and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 

Conference (CPPCC), the two highest organizations in China that make national-level 

political decisions, thereby attracting much media attention. Thus, the ballot that Han 

Han set up and the follow-up analysis does not really seek to solicit netizens’ opinions on 

the Han Feng Incident. Instead, it is intended to draw parallels between the online poll 

and the absence of democracy in political life, albeit in the guise of playfulness. This 

                                                   

83 Han Han, “Wo qu nail zhao, xiang ni name hao” [Where can I find people as good as you are],” Han 

Han’s Blog, March 14, 2010, http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_4701280b0100hcf6.html, translated and posted 
by Qiang Xiao, “210,000 Netizens Vote on Han Han’s Blog,” March 13, 2010, accessed June 12, 2012, 
http://chinadigitaltimes.net/2010/03/210000-netizens-vote-on-han-hans-blog. 
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indirect expressive style enables Han Han to “tell the truth through the safest channel;”84 

meanwhile it speaks directly to a domestic audience that has been rather adept at 

deciphering messages that satirize official ideologies. Accordingly, the style that Han 

Han employs to convey ideas functions as both a form of “expressing non-conformity” 

and a “strategy for entering and leaving the [dominant and] mainstream cultures.”85 

Equally important is the stylization of language as a distinctive marker. Han Han’s 

language style illustrates Annette Wong’s argument that the performativity of Internet 

writing combines “the need for speed” with “the need for entertainment” and thus results 

in a dramatic change of language style that “encourages one-liners, catchphrases and 

incisiveness, as well as quotability.”86 For example, Han Han’s re-interpretation of 

“cadre” (ganbu), a term embedded with communist ideology, as “having sexual relations 

with one’s subordinates” (ganle ziji de buxia), innovatively plays on words and ridicules 

the status quo of officialdom. Such witty lines immediately resonate with readers, are 

widely circulated, and fulfill the dual function of mockery and entertainment.  

Therefore, while reflecting his keen observation, cynical ridicule of officialdom 

and bureaucracy, and strategic analysis, Han Han’s style of engaging social 

commentaries is fun to read, easy to understand, and thus is more approachable for 

readers than lengthy scholarly critiques. The significance of style is partially reflected by 

how Han Han factors in the reshaping of public opinions on the Han Feng Incident. 

                                                   

84 Ben Xu, “Meiguoren kanbudong Han Han” [Americans don’t understand Han Han], Nanfang dushibao 
[Southern metropolis daily], April 15, 2010, accessed August 1, 2012, http://news.sina.com.cn/pl/2010-04-
15/080620078218.shtml.  
85 Annette Wong, “Cyberself: Identity, Language, and Stylisation on the Internet,” in Cyberlines 2.0: 

Languages and Cultures of the Internet, eds. Donna Gibbs and Kerri-Lee Krause (Albert Park, Victoria: 
James Nicholas Publishers, 2006), 267. 
86 Ibid., 282. 
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Shortly after he published these two Internet essays, there was an unprecedented 

“backlash of sympathy for the allegedly corrupt official on famous forums and bulletin 

boards,”87 in addition to the heated exchange of opinions on Han Han’s blog. Thus, in a 

particular manner, Han Han takes advantage of his influence as a popular idol and 

stimulates the younger generation’s interest in public affairs. 

CASE 2: SCHOOL ATTACKS AND ATYPICAL STYLE 

The second case focuses on a spate of school attacks that took place in five 

Chinese provinces from March to May of 2010. Attackers considered themselves 

mistreated and chose to retaliate against society by murdering innocent children with 

knives, hammers, and cleavers. Published shortly after the murder in a kindergarten in 

Taizhou, Jiangsu province, Han Han’s essay “Children, You’re Spoiling Grandpas’ Fun” 

(Haizimen, nimen saole yeye de xing) lambasts local government’s control of the media 

and hospitals as well as the fishy official claim of “no injuries” in the aftermath of the 

tragedy. He also comments on the hypocrisy of official discourse that promoted the 

“Song of Harmony” at the Shanghai Expo, which was being hosted not far from Taizhou. 

The text reads as follows:  

 
In a society that has no release valve, killing the weakest members of society has 

become the only release. I would advise deploying the security that is currently 

protecting all the local governments in the country to protect our nursery schools. 

A government that can’t even keep children safe doesn’t need so many people to 

protect it… 

                                                   

87 Zhang, “Sexy Diarist Nabbed for Corruption.” 
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In the Taizhou kindergarten murder case, the news media has been controlled. 

These children’s births were untimely, and their deaths are even more untimely. 

To those officials in the relevant departments, this incident comes as an 

unpleasant noise interrupting the festive atmosphere [of the opening of the 

Shanghai Expo]… When we search for Taizhou online, all that comes up is “The 

Three Recent Lucky Events in Taizhou,” dated April 30. 

… I just want to tell everybody, right here, that when the story of a person 

breaking into a kindergarten to slash up 32 children can’t become news, you have 

all been slashed as well. Not even one paper can report on this, because a few 

hundred kilometers away a grand meeting is being held, and hundreds of millions 

of fireworks will be released, while at the same time, in your old hometown of 

Taizhou, they want to hold the International Tourism Festival, the trade fair, and 

the OCT opening ceremony—those “three blessed events.” 

Maybe, in the eyes of all those old farts, you are killjoys, intent on spoiling the big 

party. 

But among all of us poor children, it is you who are poisoned by contaminated 

milk, it is you who are injured by bad vaccines, it is you who are killed in the 

earthquakes, it is you who are burned to death. When the adults’ rules make 

problems, it is you against whom those affected will pick up a knife to avenge 

themselves. Just like the Taizhou government says, I wish that you had all been 

injured with no deaths. The elderly are neglecting their duties; I wish that after 

you grow up, you will not only want to shelter your own children, you will want 

society to shelter everyone else’s children as well [emphasis added].88 

Largely due to the sensitive timing of the Shanghai Expo, this entry was deleted 

by editors at Sina.com several hours after it was published. Han Han posted another entry 

titled “.” and the main body contained only one line, “Grandpas, Please Enjoy Yourselves” 

(Yeyemen, nimen qingjinxing). The performative aspect of Han Han’s style, in this case, 

                                                   

88 Han Han, “Haizimen, nimen saole yeye de xing” [Children, You’re spoiling grandpas’ fun], Han Han’s 

Blog, May 2, 2010, trans. Jennifer Grace Smith, May 3, 2010, accessed June 11, 2012, 
http://chinaelectionsblog.net/?p=4611. 
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is exemplified by the significance of conglomerating informal elements of writing as well 

as repercussions the style causes at the end of its reception. To illustrate this point, the 

discussion below examines reader reaction to this entry on the message board of Han 

Han’s blog, and the analysis is interwoven with an examination of the original text. 

Although Han Han did not mention a single word about becoming “harmonized” 

(hexie), a euphemism for contemporary censorship, his use of a dot as the post’s title 

stimulated users’ curiosity and they quickly found out what happened.89 As Han Han had 

told his fans early on, he uses punctuation if he is not in the mood for writing so that fans 

won’t be kept waiting for updates. In addition, Han Han changed the background song to 

“Red Weeping Eyes” (Hong yanjing) by Huang Ling and alluded to his frustration. 

Originally a love song, the lyric of “Red Weeping Eyes” states the following: “I thought 

you were gone; my eyes got red. I thought I cried; my eyes got red. Lights are too dim, 

dust is too light, and I cannot figure it out by myself. I thought the world was dirty; my 

eyes got red. I thought the sky turned black; my eyes got red. Too much burning desire, 

too much jealousy and struggle, but I only want inner peace.” The performative aspect of 

both of Han Han’s actions, presented in the form of using a punctuation mark and a song 

to express frustration, caused a sensational uproar in the online community. This one-line 

blog entry generated 1,189,729 visits and 24,468 discussion threads.   

Netizens’ response to the Taizhou tragedy and the removal of Han Han’s blog 

post also manifest a high degree of performativity. First of all, upon noticing the 

                                                   

89 Constructing a “harmonious society” (hexie shehui) is the most recent state-imposed propaganda, and 
many netizens use “river crab” to refer to censorship because it sounds similar to “harmony.” Being 
“harmonized” or “being river-crabbed” is constantly used as a verb to refer to the content that has been 
censored. 
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disappearance of Han Han’s essay, Internet users were immediately mobilized to search 

for it via other channels and cross-post the text on discussion forums and personal space. 

The original essay also was divided into smaller parts and posted on the message board of 

Han Han’s blog, and many users volunteered links to forums and blogs that have 

published the essay. Netizens proposed that all readers subscribe to RSS feeder or Google 

reader and save and disseminate Han Han’s articles as soon as they are available. This 

group action of publicizing censored content functions as a collective symbolic gesture 

that defends social justice and resists authority. As a result, the dissemination power of 

the Internet and collective agency of new media users lead to the proliferation of Han 

Han’s essay online, to the extent that some users first read the article elsewhere and then 

log in to the message board to support Han Han. Meanwhile, the censors, in particular the 

editors of Sina.com, became the direct target under attack this time. Readers sarcastically 

praised the efficiency of editors at Sina.com at removing sensitive posts and 

contemplated editors’ reaction to Han Han’s essays: “Maybe they [editors] agreed with 

what you [Han Han] said and had to delete it to make their own living. Such struggles 

might be painful.” Some Internet users pointed out the complicity between commercial 

forces and the state: “They [Sina.com] are, after all, businessmen. If they offend someone 

[in a high position], they lose their business. Billions of dollars are gone. So investors of 

Sina.com would rather offend us—powerless civilians.”90  These comments present 

netizens’ reflections on the role a commercial site plays in mediating the relationship 

between ordinary Internet users and the state.   

                                                   

90 Han Han, “Haizimen, nimen saole yeye de xing” [Children, You’re spoiling grandpas’ fun], Han Han’s 

Blog, May 2, 2010, accessed June 19, 2012, 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_4701280b0100ic2e.html#comment60.  
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Second, as this essay strays away from Han Han’s “signature” style of making a 

playful mockery, readers expressed their understanding of the change: “This is so not like 

you [Han Han]. But to tell the truth, there is no way to tease under such circumstances.” 

“My eyes got red while listening to ‘Red Weeping Eyes.’ [The reality] cannot get more 

ruthless.” Meanwhile, the binary rhetoric that Han Han set up in this entry, namely 

children and “grandpas,” was imaginatively appropriated and sarcastically performed by 

netizens on the message board. The use of “grandpas” as a metaphor for officials satirizes 

the state’s incapacity to protect its own children and the hypocrisy of the official ideology. 

Following the discursive pattern initiated by Han Han, Internet users appropriated the 

words “grandpas” and “enjoy oneself” in various imagined situations and commented on 

this tragedy. Examples include: “Grandmas, watch out for grandpas and do not get them 

to overly enjoy themselves;” “Grandpas, let’s wait and see how you can enjoy 

yourselves;” “Let grandpas enjoy themselves. We have shared the article on Renren [a 

social networking site];” “Grandpas are reacting faster and faster.” 91  Thus, the 

connotation of “grandpas” and “enjoy oneself” is collectively re-created and epitomizes 

the public’s reaction to social injustice and media control. During the process, Han Han is 

hailed as the spokesperson of public sentiments by outlining his frustrations with censors 

and his sympathy with disadvantaged groups, which immediately resonates with his 

audience via their performative actions.  

                                                   

91 Ibid.  
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CENSORED RULES OF THE GAME  

Given the rampant circulation of punch lines from Han Han’s blog, he is hailed as 

a cultural hero who wittily mocks bureaucracy and officialdom. It should be noted how 

the censored rules of the game and commercial media play an indispensible role in 

promoting Han Han as a spokesperson who vents public anger and challenges authority. 

The censored rules of the game not only refer to the removal of content deemed harmful 

by censors but more importantly, it manifests the dialectic logic of deletion and 

recommendation, which function as two sides of the same coin and are intended to boost 

Web traffic. For instance, on the occasion of the Taizhou school attack, the fact that Han 

Han’s article was censored only stimulated many more netizens’ desire to find the essay 

and repost it elsewhere. Internet users set up additional blog accounts to publish Han 

Han’s articles, cross-post them to online forums, and share the link in the message board. 

In addition, they playfully make conjectures about which article will be removed to test 

their judgment on where the boundary of discursive scope is drawn. If deletion serves as 

“an awesome advertising”—as a netizen points out—and ironically contributes to the 

wider range of Internet essays’ reception, then the recommendation mechanism plays an 

equally important role.92 A case in point is how Han Han’s post on Han Feng’s sex diary 

was recommended on the front page of the blog channel at Sina.com since it accorded 

with the anti-corruption campaigns the government launched. In either case, the ultimate 

result is a boost of Web traffic as well as Han Han’s popularity, and being censored or 

recommended is indeed a secondary issue. Thus, Sina.com engages in complex rules of 

the game in which the mechanisms of censorship and recommendation are activated at 

                                                   

92 Ibid. 
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the same time. On the one hand, staff members of Sina.com enforce strict self-censorship 

and remove articles considered sensitive or subversive, since both the editors and the 

website may be severely penalized if they hit on hot-button issues. On the other hand, 

given that large commercial websites are given greater leeway by the state, Sina.com 

takes advantage of this to promote articles that are contentious and intriguing to its 

audience.93 Post deletion and recommendation thereby constitute two sides of the same 

coin aiming to sustain both the interest of bloggers and readers’ attention to the Website.   

Moreover, aside from staff members at Sina.com and Internet users, Han Han 

plays an indispensible role in presenting himself as both a victim and beneficiary of 

censorship. The degree to which Han Han is censored is by and large not severe at all. 

Within seven years, only 22 Internet essays were removed by Sina.com, and yet all are 

widely available elsewhere. However, Han Han participates in this game by retaining 

traces of censorship in his blog and thereby constantly reminding his readers about 

censored texts. For essays that have been removed, Han Han usually reposts the title with 

the main body only consisting of a dot, such as “American Drama in Chongqing” 

(Chongqing meiju) and “Huang Yibo is a good cadre” (Huang Yibo shige haoganbu). 

Interestingly, both entries, with their main body missing, were still recommended by 

editors at Sina.com and thus “trapped” many readers into looking for the essay. This 

again proves the importance of obtaining attention for commercial sites. In response to 

another article that was deleted, Han Han posted a new entry and stated: “I cannot do 

                                                   

93 The state enforces different levels of regulations for Internet-based companies. Influential Web portals, 
such as Sina.com and Sohu.com, receive warnings from the state first if they violate the rule, and each Web 
site is given a certain quota of violations on a yearly basis. The state is less “lenient” toward smaller 
influential Web sites going against the rule, and they are usually either shut down or blocked. Personal 
interviews with Web editors.  
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anything about this. You get it if you are fast. You lose it if you are slow (shou kuai you, 

shou man wu).” 94  Han Han’s insinuation about post deletion largely factors into 

publicizing these entries; meanwhile his occasional removal of his own essays—which 

usually stimulates public sentiment against censors—demonstrates the maneuvering 

aspects of the blogger in this game.   

Therefore, the censored rules of the game exemplify how various parties 

intricately contribute to boosting Han Han’s popularity and enhancing his cultural 

significance, including bloggers, readers, attention agents, and commercial media. In the 

meantime, Han Han also has appropriated his popularity and manifested an increasingly 

serious endeavor to broaden the parameters allowed for creative expression. Of particular 

interest is how he makes direct appeals beginning in 2010 to the loosening of censorship 

control and calls for the participation of each individual to strive for greater discursive 

space.  

In early 2010, Han Han delivered a short speech at Xiamen University and 

addressed the issue of censorship in relation to building a “grand cultural nation,” a 

catch-phrase that is in line with the dominant discourse. This nine-minute speech 

epitomizes Han Han’s typical style of getting the message across in the guise of 

performativity, playfulness, and humor. As the subject matter of the talk, censorship was 

tactfully performed by Han Han through several routine actions to illustrate restrictions 

imposed on every trivial aspect of life. Before formally starting his speech, Han Han 

brought out a draft and said its intention was to “restrain himself” (yueshu ziji) from 

                                                   

94 Han Han, “2011 nian 11 yue 03 ri” [November 03, 2011], Han Han’s Blog, November 3, 2011, 
accessed June 12, 2012, http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_4701280b0102dwxv.html.  
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uttering anything inappropriate. Then, Han Han followed with the common style of 

greeting by beginning the speech with “dear leaders, dear teachers, dear students,” which 

immediately caused much laughter from the audience that was expecting his unusual 

expressions. Then, Han Han pursued the question of why China is not a grand cultural 

nation:  
 

It is because most of the time when we speak, we say “dear leaders” first and 

those leaders are uncultured. Not only that, for they are also afraid of culture, they 

censor culture, and they control culture. So how can such a nation become a grand 

cultural nation? Dear leaders, what do you say?95  

Subsequently, Han Han talked about how the literary magazine he edited was 

censored and how scriptwriters in China all suffer from self-censorship. With so many 

restrictions, Han Han argued it would be extremely hard to publish decent work and 

export Chinese culture, as has been enthusiastically promoted in official discourse. 

Meanwhile, acknowledging that the Internet offered more room to move around, Han 

Han called for everyone’s engagement in expanding the discursive scope:  

 
If we all oppose cultural censorship so that the only words left in the database of 

banned words are anti-human ones, we can create a grand cultural nation. It does 

not matter if my name or yours gets added into the database in the interim. I 

believe that the database has a maximum capacity, and every additional word will 

accelerate its destruction. 

                                                   

95 Han Han, “Suowei daguo wenhua” [The so-called grand cultural nation], a speech delivered at Xiamen 
University, February 1, 2010, accessed June 18, 2012, trans. 
http://www.zonaeuropa.com/201002a.brief.htm#004.  
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I hope that our news media workers, our students, our teachers, our cultural 

workers, and our cultural lovers [including each forum host,] will try our best to 

reduce the censorship, and our leaders and our government will have sufficient 

self-confidence to become more open [emphasis added].96 

Albeit delivered in a playful manner, this speech nevertheless manifests the 

seriousness of Han Han’s cultural agenda. His endeavor to strive for greater discursive 

space that is relatively autonomous from ideological intervention is further manifested by 

the Internet essays he has published since 2010, which revolve around a wide range of 

issues such as the governmental ban on “obscene” text messages, self-censorship, 

propaganda films, copyright infringement, and artistic freedom.97  

PERFORMED “RESISTANCE” THROUGH STYLE 

The three cases under discussion illustrate the basic pattern Han Han employs 

when commenting on public affairs. Drawing connections between individual events (e.g. 

corruption and school attacks) and important national events or discourses (e.g. political 

conferences and the Shanghai Expo), Han Han tends to construct a binary opposition 

between the powerless (victims) and the powerful (state officials and regulations). This 

simplistic pattern enables Han Han to channel public frustrations into accusations against 

state power and hence effectively convey his point no matter what issues are under 

                                                   

96 Ibid. 
97 Subsequently, Han Han published three entries as a series in the end of 2011: “On Revolution” (Tan 
geming), “On Democracy” (Shuo minzhu), and “Wanting Freedom” (Yao ziyou). In these essays he appeals 
for a greater degree of artistic freedom, and presents a more pragmatic view of democracy and revolution in 
China. He proposes that the government and those in the “artistic circle” reconcile so that each side can 
benefit from it. The statement immediately triggers heated debates in all media outlets. This three-part 
series is read by some intellectuals as an apparent sign of Han Han’s transition from a rebellious youth idol 
to a mature social commentator, while being criticized by others as symbolizing Han Han’s abandonment 
of his resistance against the dominance of state power.  
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discussion. As a result, while being hailed by general readers as a cultural hero, Han Han 

is nevertheless criticized by some intellectuals for always picking on the safest target and 

avoiding specific problems. Yang Qingxiang’s viewpoint is rather representative in this 

regard: “On the surface, he seems to be resisting against social unfairness and institutions. 

Actually he is just flirting with the system. He walks down a very safe middle road 

between ‘what cannot be said’ and ‘what can be said.’ For me, this is the most insincere 

aspect of Han Han.”98 I argue otherwise. First and foremost, Han Han’s “flirting with the 

system” is interlinked with his performed gesture of “resistance,” which Yang uses to 

prove Han Han’s insincerity when engaging in social critiques. This proposition neglects 

how Han Han’s career trajectory and self-positioning has gradually changed over time 

and in particular how he has increasingly demonstrated a more serious effort to facilitate 

real change in society. As Liu Fengshu has pointed out, the fact that Han Han can afford 

to live a luxurious life ensures his appeal to contemporary Chinese youth who tend to 

evaluate individual success largely based on material gain.99 As economic success and 

individuality has largely contributed to Han Han’s popularity, it is interesting to note how 

he redirects fans’ attention to him from fashion, fame, and youth rebellion to a genuine 

concern about current affairs, including social polarization, inequality, discrimination, 

politics, bureaucracy, and so on. On the one hand, Han Han relishes the ability to support 

himself outside of the establishment when since 2007, joining the Chinese Writers’ 

Association had become a fad for “post-80s” writers in order to gain state recognition, 

thereby “entering the literary circle.” On the other hand, as a beneficiary of China’s 
                                                   

98 Qingxiang Yang, “Dikang de ‘jiamian’--guanyu Han Han de yixie sikao” [Mask of resistance: some 
thoughts on Han Han], Dongwu xueshu [Soochow Academic] 3(2011): 87-88. 
99 Liu, Urban Youth in China, 72.  
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economic reforms, Han Han is nonetheless rather conscious about maintaining a writer’s 

integrity and remains relatively detached from commercial endorsements and media 

exposure. The most conspicuous manifestation of this point is Han Han’s ruthless 

criticism of Guo Jingming, the most commercially successful “post-80s” writer and 

publisher in China. Han Han blames Guo Jingming for offering a “very cheap value 

system” (henjian de jiazhiguan) to his teen readers because Guo spares no effort at 

promoting an extravagant lifestyle in his works and personal blog.100 The announcement 

section of Han Han’s blog page lists a series of “no” statements, including his refusal to 

attend seminar and award ceremonies, write scripts and advertisements, and sign 

commercial endorsements with cigarette companies, real estate, and health care products, 

among others. Within this context, Han Han’s “flirting with the system” can be better 

approached from the perspective of how he manages to maintain an independence from 

both official and commercial intervention and in the meantime gains him more leeway to 

engage in social critiques.  

Second, while I agree that Han Han manages to walk a fine line and gains 

unprecedented influence, I contend that the significance of his performed gestures of 

“resistance” should not be underestimated. These gestures of “resistance” are made 

possible by the prioritization of style over substance. As has been discussed throughout 

this chapter, Han Han’s performative style of blogging, engaging the audience, and 

                                                   

100 Both Han Han and Guo Jingming first made their names as teen writers, and their career trajectories 
diverge subsequently. Guo Jingming turns to commercial publishing and signs contracts with many teen 
writers, while Han Han lays more focus on car racing and social critiques. Xiaofu Luo and Fang Zhou, 
“Han Han huiying yu Guo Jingming enyuan” [Han Han responds to personal spat with Guo Jingming], 
Nandu zhoukan [Southern metropolis weekly], November 2, 2009, accessed June 21, 2012, 
http://news.sina.com.cn/s/sd/2009-11-02/121718957590.shtml.  
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responding to censors is the key to readers holding him in high esteem. It is only through 

this inordinate emphasis on style, including gestures of “resistance,” expression, and 

sociality in online space, that Han Han is able to direct much public attention to 

controversial issues. Thus, Han Han’s Internet essays not only exemplify how he satisfies 

the public’s desire for an outlet to vent frustration, but they also reveal the emergence of 

a new mode of consuming politics that is both entertaining and enlightening in the 

Chinese context.  

To summarize, by analyzing several landmark events in Han Han’s career 

trajectory, namely the talk show Dialogue, the “Han-Bai Controversy,” and his Internet 

essays, this section delineates his transition from a popular cultural icon to a serious 

social critic. Special attention is paid to what role blogging in particular and the Internet 

in general plays in catalyzing this change and facilitating the opening up of discursive 

space. If Han Han’s novel is often criticized for a lack of good structure and substance to 

the extent that he can barely tell a good story, then this “drawback” turns out to be a 

blessing when it comes to blogging.101 The fragmented narrative style, the abundance of 

witty lines, and a genuine concern about current affairs—expressed in the disguise of 

playfulness and mockery—are intermingled and constitute the particular appeal of Han 

Han’s Internet essays. The intermixture of formal, linguistic, resistant, and interactive 

styles accounts for the high consumability of both Han Han’s stardom and blog entries, 

thereby providing an alternative manner for Internet users to consume public affairs while 

also manifesting the seriousness of Han Han’s aspiration to expand discursive parameters.    

                                                   

101 Yang, “Dikang de ‘jiamian.’” 
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CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I examine how the discursive scope that allows for free expression 

has been significantly expanded via new media technologies. If Mu Zimei’s rise to 

notoriety is accidental to a certain extent, then the heated contention her blog triggers 

truthfully reflects the confrontation of multifarious viewpoints on women’s sexual 

expression and gender norms. It is through the clash of these different views that Mu 

Zimei’s sex blog constitutes a productive site facilitating the opening up of people’s 

minds and fostering cultural diversity. Her case manifests how the parameters of 

“permissible scope” are also defined by value systems and cultural conventions. As for 

Han Han, his return to a cultural public sphere via blogging evidences both his personal 

inclinations as well as a strategic move to carve out another niche in the market for 

himself. If Mu Zimei is forever stigmatized as a “sex blogger,” then Han Han’s Internet 

essays have notably enhanced his cultural significance. Although Mu Zimei and Han Han 

are perceived very differently in Chinese society, both have nonetheless actively 

implemented Fang Xingdong’s rhetoric of promoting free speech via blogging into 

practice. In this process, they have exemplified how the discursive scope is elastic and 

subject to change and negotiation all the time. This is manifested by the fact that for the 

same subject matter, the boundary of “permissible scope” changes according to the 

specific medium, and the Internet usually has greater leeway as compared to print media 

and television. More importantly, the participation of various actors online—including 

journalists, netizens, state censors, commercial portals, and bloggers—facilitate the 

constant redefinition of the boundary allowed for individual expression.    
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It should be noted that while evoking public sensibilities on such controversial 

issues as sexuality, social inequality, and corruption, the taboo-breaking practice of Mu 

Zimei and Han Han is not intended to elicit a direct confrontation with the Chinese state. 

As has been discussed, the experience of occasionally being censored has ironically 

fostered the wider circulation of their blog entries and contributed to a large degree to 

their global fame to a large degree. The public anger Mu Zimei elicits is primarily due to 

the fact that she violates social norms upheld by the majority of Chinese, not because she 

touches on the nerves of censors. Han Han strategically capitalizes on public sentiment 

against hypocritical officialdom and social injustice, and his shrewdness and “political 

correctness” is summarized in his own candid statement: “I have never deliberately 

broached topics I know authorities will find especially sensitive. Many people who have 

engaged with what we know are sensitive topics have found themselves thrown in 

prison ... I am very different. I do nothing audacious.”102 The particular style of blogging, 

expressed through the conduit of humor, wit, and satire, plays a significant role in 

enabling Han Han to get his message across and win public support. In a slightly different 

vein, the formal characteristics of the blog and its affinity with realness results in Mu 

Zimei’s notoriety in the first place.   

Nevertheless, the significance of these shrewd taboo-breakers should not be 

underestimated. The cases of Mu Zimei and Han Han have demonstrated the pivotal role 

the Internet plays in connecting conventional media outlets together to discuss 

controversial topics. The close affinity between new media and traditional media outlets 

                                                   

102 Han Han, interview by Channel News Asia, September 21, 2011, accessed March 29 2012, 
http://chinadigitaltimes.net/2011/09/conversation-with-han-han/.  
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such as print media and television proffers a vivid presentation of diverging viewpoints 

when controversy occurs. It is through the constant contention, tension, and conflicts of 

varying sides that the Chinese blogosphere constitutes a productive space, which 

contributes to the formation of a pluralistic society and a much more vibrant cultural field. 
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Conclusion: From Kanke to Weiguan: The Attention that Matters 

This was during the Russo-Japanese War, so there were many war films, and I 
had to join in the clapping and cheering in the lecture hall along with the other 
students. It was a long time since I had seen any compatriots, but one day I saw a 
film showing some Chinese, one of whom was bound, while many others stood 
around him. They were all strong fellows but appeared completely apathetic. 
According to the commentary, the one with his hands bound was a spy working 
for the Russians, who was to have his head cut off by the Japanese military as a 
warning to others, while the Chinese beside him had come to enjoy the spectacle. 

 

Before the term was over I had left for Tokyo, because after this film I felt that 
medical science was not so important after all. The people of a weak and 

backward country, however strong and healthy they may be, can only serve to be 

made examples of, or to witness such futile spectacles; and it doesn’t really matter 
how many of them die of illness. The most important thing, therefore, was to 
change their spirit, and since at that time I felt that literature was the best means to 
this end, I determined to promote a literary movement [my emphasis] (Lu Xun, 
1922).1 

 

To pay attention is power; onlookers change China (guanzhu jiushi liliang; 
weiguan gaibian zhongguo, 2010).2  

In his well known work “Preface to Call to Arms,” Lu Xun (1881-1936), the 

“godfather” of modern Chinese literature, explained why he decided to become a writer 

instead of continuing his studies as a medical school student in Japan. As the quote above 

demonstrates, Lu Xun hoped to use literature to wake up the Chinese people, who were 

extremely indifferent to the sufferings of themselves, others, and their country. Lu Xun 

attributed the deep-rooted problems of Chinese culture as well as China’s downfall to 

                                                   

1 Xun Lu, “Nahan zixu” [Preface to Call to Arms], in Selected Stories of Lu Hsun, trans. Hsien-hi Yang 
and Gladys Yang (New York: Oriole Editions, 1972), 2-3.  
2 Xiao Shu, “Guanzhu jiushi liliang, weiguan gaibian zhongguo” [To pay attention is power; onlookers 
change China], Nanfang zhoumo [Southern weekend], January 14, 2010, accessed July 15, 2012, 
http://www.infzm.com/content/40097.  
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these apathetic spectators, who appear many times in his works, such as “Medicine” (Yao) 

and “The New Year’s Sacrifice” (Zhufu). Subsequently, the numb spectators (kanke) that 

Lu Xun criticized came to constitute an important prototype in modern Chinese literature 

and culture and are frequently referenced by social and literary critics to condemn the 

inferiority of the Chinese national character, especially when social scandals occur. The 

word “spectator” usually refers to those who either ignore or take pleasure in others’ 

suffering, no matter what happens, and thus carries a very negative implication in the 

Chinese context. Nearly a century later, however, the nascent Chinese Internet has 

invigorated the culture of spectators and endowed it with new implications. 

Originating from BBS forums in the early 2000s, the term “weiguan” (to surround 

and to watch) shares some similarities with the traits of the spectators that Lu Xun 

described. In a lighthearted and playful manner, netizens use “weiguan” to express their 

neutral stance on occasion in virtual disputes among BBS users, celebrity scandals, and 

entertainment-related gossip. As the case of Furong Jiejie demonstrates, Internet users 

took great pleasure in gathering online and watching cyber shows together. Likewise, 

netizens employ words and emotions such as “luguo” (to pass by), “piaoguo” (to float 

by),3 and “dajiangyou” (to obtain soy sauce)4 to playfully express similar opinions 

                                                   

3 The prevalent use of such words as “luoguo” (to pass by) and “piaoguo” (to float by) has a lot to do with 
the operational mechanisms of BBS forums. To encourage user participation, most BBS forums award 
Internet users with virtual points based on the number of posts they publish, and those who accumulate 
high numbers of points are endowed with symbolic prestige unavailable to ordinary users. To gain more 
points, many BBS users post “to pass by” or “to float by” to indicate they are not really interested in the 
topics under discussion.  
4 “Dajiangyou” (to obtain soy sauce) has several implications in the contemporary era. In the past, 
customers carried their own bottles to local retail stores and purchased soy sauce. In 2008, the celebrity 
entertainer Edison Chen’s self-created sex photos with numerous stars were leaked online. This incident 
was called the “Sex Photos Gate” (yanzhao men) in Chinese media. When asked to comment on the “Sex 
Photos Gate,” a citizen in Guangzhou said: “How the hell does that relate to me?! I am out to obtain soy 
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(Figures 16, 17, and 18). Although weiguan seems to convey the message that ongoing 

events are “none of my business,” the mechanism of the attention rule on the Internet 

enables the act of weiguan to demonstrate a minimal level of public participation. Due to 

the proliferation of online attractions, the fact that netizens take efforts to “surround and 

watch” certain ongoing events instead of others shows their attention and agency in one 

sense. Also, given the feasibility and low risk of online participation, which only requires 

a few clicks of the mouse or typing in a couple of words, weiguan can easily go viral 

online and subsequently exert pressure on governmental decisions on occasions of social 

injustice. For instance, the increasing number of virtual onlookers and their act of 

“surrounding and watching” resulted in the advent of the “Year of Online Public Opinion” 

in 2003, primarily due to the emergence of “over dozens of high-profiles cases … in 

which Chinese netizens flexed their muscles by exerting pressure on the government to 

change the course of events” for the first time.5 

 

                                                                                                                                                       

sauce.”  After the interview was broadcasted on television, the phrase “to obtain soy sauce” gained 
popularity online. The term is also used to indicate the fast growth of children, since in ancient times 
Chinese parents usually sent out children to buy soy sauce.   
5 Tai, The Internet in China, xiii-xix. 
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symbolized by an article published on Southern Weekend (Nanfang zhoumo), a liberal-

leaning newspaper in China, entitled “To pay attention is power, onlookers change 

China.”8  

Domestic critics disagree as to the extent that “weiguan” serves as a positive 

social phenomenon and its effect in the years to come. Similarly, when the Chinese 

government foresaw the important role that new media technologies play in China’s 

modernization project and thus made the important decision to promote them decades ago, 

it was challenging for the state to envision the future trajectory of the Chinese Internet 

and will continue to be so, as the famous line from A Chinese Odyssey states: “I can 

correctly guess the beginning, but I can never guess the ending.” However, as I have 

argued throughout this dissertation, the process of the Chinese Internet’s “being and 

becoming”9 far exceeds the significance of discussing into what kind of society China 

might be transformed. By the same token, if blogs are seen as a new form of personal 

expression and as a remediated genre of the traditional diary, then its subsequent 

trajectory in China demonstrates how culture has been significantly reshaped and 

redefined by the joint forces of the vigorous Internet industry, traditional media, new 

media users, and the state. By delineating the three prominent cultural trends emerging 

from the Chinese blogosphere, namely fun-seeking, trailblazing, and taboo-breaking, this 

dissertation reveals how blogs have gradually evolved from a marginalized genre to 

become a mainstay in Chinese popular culture. Moreover, it indicates how the 

entertainment-oriented blogosphere – dominated by attention-grabbers such as stars, 

                                                   

8 Xiao, Ibid. 
9 Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora.”  
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fashion icons, and cultural celebrities – has nurtured a diversified and vibrant cultural 

public sphere. With the continuous emergence of controversial issues in online space, the 

tensions, contradictions, and resonations these issues stimulate in society manifests the 

idiosyncrasies of the digital public sphere, which favors affect over rationality and 

stresses style over content. Thus, the emphasis is on creating dissonance instead of 

reaching a consensus. It is during this process that urban culture becomes amplified and 

society begins to open up. 

This being said, there have been a few elements in my dissertation that are worth 

reiterating here, as I believe they carry a wider importance for the study of Chinese 

Internet and contemporary culture in general. First and foremost, this project has situated 

the study of the Chinese blogosphere and BBS against the backdrop of China’s overall 

economic reforms and cultural restructuring since 1978. In this extremely compressed 

time span, while traditional media has undergone institutional restructuring to fit with 

market law, the Internet industry took off at an unprecedented speed because of the 

relative lack of ideological and institutional burden. Meanwhile, developments in new 

media over the past decade have exemplified many intricate connections with previous 

cultural trends and the shared “structure of feelings” among Internet users.10 For instance, 

my discussion of Furong jiejie, China’s first Internet celebrity, illustrates how the first 

cohort of Chinese netizens’ reception of an earlier film and literary texts laid the 

groundwork for the dominant fun-seeking mood online. In a similar vein, my 

examination of Han Han’s transformation from a popular icon into a public intellectual 

figure foregrounds the role traditional media played in establishing his cult status. Second, 

                                                   

10 Williams, Marxism and Literature. 
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this is one of the first studies to examine the development of the blogging industry in 

China, by exploring its institutional structures and market practices. In documenting the 

key measures that Internet companies have adopted to implement the law of attention and 

to popularize blogging, this project has grounded the discussion of nascent cultural trends 

within the realm of economics and official mandates. I contend that Internet content 

providers, such as Sina.com, play a significant role not only in terms of complying with 

censorship laws enforced by the state, but also in propagating discussions of controversial 

issues in society. Their industrial practices demonstrate the significance of implementing 

the cultural logic of attention economy on all levels, ranging from the highlighting of 

intriguing content to manipulating and creating media hype to employ attention-grabbing 

technological devices and to hire attention agents. Finally, in foregrounding the role of 

style in the digital economy, this study elaborates on how the particular traits of blogs and 

BBS foster an alternative mode of cultural production and audience engagement. For 

instance, the cases of Yang Lan and Xu Jinglei exemplify how these astute attention-

seekers fully capitalize on new cultural forms and interactivity and work across as many 

media fronts as possible. These celebrities epitomize a type of cosmopolitan go-getters 

who have quickly aligned themselves with enterprises to develop culture-related business 

and transform culture in one sense. On an individual level, the cases of Mu Zimei and 

Han Han demonstrate the particular appeal of style in blogging, which has directed public 

attention to liberal values and ideals and thus fostered the transition of Chinese society 

from homogeneity to heterogeneity.   

Therefore, this study highlights not only the role of state policies but also the role 

of creative ideas, the tech-savvy generation (e.g., college students, media professionals, 
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and digital attention agents), and the alliance and competition among varying cultural 

institutions—such as dotcom corporations, print media, and television—in pushing for 

cultural diversity and pluralism in a Chinese society that has undergone radical 

transformation. By contextualizing Internet studies on China, this dissertation explores 

the new possibilities that developments in digital media engender in the fabric of people’s 

social, political, and cultural lives, the dyadic relationships between old and new forms of 

media, and interconnections between conventional and newly emergent cultural trends. It 

is hoped that this study deepens an understanding of ostensibly fragmented and chaotic, 

yet sometimes consistent and influential, cultural phenomena in the contemporary era.   
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Appendix 

TAIWAN: A SYNCHRONIZED OR A REVERSE TREND OF CHINESE-LANGUAGE 

BLOGOSPHERE  

Resonating with the essence of the Internet as an open and fluid space that 

contains infinite possibilities, I propose to expand Internet studies on China to encompass 

broader regions such as Taiwan in future research. Since the lift of martial law in 1987, 

Taiwan has developed into a more advanced capitalist and democratic society, all the 

while sharing geographical, linguistic, and cultural proximity with mainland China. Thus, 

a comparative study of the Internet culture in both regions can foster our understanding of 

the particular functions the Internet performs in different stages of capitalist development. 

Discussion below offers a preliminary analysis of the development of the Internet and 

blogging industry in Taiwan, in the hopes of using it as a reference point to further shed 

new light on our understanding of the Chinese-language blogosphere as a whole.  

Although under a different political system, the developmental history of Internet 

and blogs in Taiwan shares many interesting parallels with China. The Internet 

infrastructure in Taiwan comprises three networks that focus on economy, 

telecommunication, and education, respectively: SeedNet owned by the Institute for 

Information Industry, HiNet owned by Telecommunication, and Taiwan Academic 

Network’s TANet.1 Similar to China, the BBS played an instrumental role in promoting 

Internet culture in Taiwan in the late 1990s, and most prominent forums all originated 

from university campuses, like National Taiwan University, National Chiao Tung 

                                                   

1 Peng, Zhongguo wangluo meiti de diyige shinian, 344.  
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University, and National Taiwan Normal University, initially disseminating information 

and fostering academic discussions. These BBS sites all pioneered in incorporating 

blogging services into its platform. In particular, the phenomenal success of National 

Chiao Tung University’s Unknown Site (wuming xiaozhan, Wretch.cc) in 2005 inspired 

mainstream media organizations to follow suit.  

A remarkable trait of Web development in Taiwan is how quickly traditional 

media was able to transform itself to adapt to new media technologies, thereby playing an 

essential role in promoting Internet cultures in Taiwan. As this dissertation has discussed, 

the Internet industry in China fostered new business opportunities for many portal 

Websites, allowing them to start from scratch and quickly develop into commercial 

conglomerates, as seen with Sina.com, Sohu.com, Netease.com, and Tencent.com. 

Consequently, from 1998 to 2000, there was a growing tension between Internet media 

and traditional media mainly due to conflicts in commercial interests. Although 

traditional media also began to launch Websites, they were not as popular as major 

Internet portals. At the same time, partly because of the lack of official regulations on 

Internet news media, these portal Websites copied news content to their sites from 

traditional media and did not pay any royalties. In response, on April 16, 1999, 23 

traditional news media organizations gathered in Beijing and called for increased societal 

attention to online copyright infringement. These organizations issued the “Network 

Media of Chinese Press Convention,” requesting that Internet news media obtain 

authorization and compensate these organizations before quoting and publishing their 

news content.2 Because of this “boycott,” major portals were severely affected in 1999 

                                                   

2 Ibid., 86. 
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due to the scarcity of online content. Additionally, Internet media were not officially 

authorized to conduct interviews and release their own news. The impasse between new 

and old media organizations lasted until approximately the end of 1999, when major 

commercial portals represented by Sina.com signed contracts with traditional media 

organizations and began to build strategic alliances with them.3  Subsequently, the 

government issued the first stipulation on Internet news media on November 6, 2000, and 

authorized major portal Websites to post news stories. Nevertheless, during occasions of 

social controversy, the openness of Internet media has often led to criticisms of official 

and mainstream media for generating massive media hype. Therefore, the tension, 

cooperation, and competition between the new and old media and commercial and 

official media constitute the dynamics of Internet development in China.4 In contrast, 

traditional media in Taiwan took the lead in reinventing themselves by following 

technological trends. In fact, Taiwanese mainstream media began to launch Web portals 

in 1995-1996. China Times (Zhongguo shibao), one of the four largest newspapers in 

Taiwan, pioneered in putting up a website entitled “Global Information Networks of 

China Times” (zhongguo shibaoxi quanqiu xinxiwang) and began digitizing in September 

1995. The site was later renamed Zhongshi Electronic Newspaper (Zhongshi dianzibao). 

Then, in October 1999, Zhongshi Electronic Newspaper began to focus on providing 

instantaneous news reports, and its content was updated every 12 hours. 5  Other 

                                                   

3 Chen and Zeng, Xinlang zhidao, 36-38.  
4 For instance, the Chinese state’s effort to establish official news Websites also put commercial portals 
under great pressure. Sina.com was very concerned about the rise of official Websites such as 
Xinhuanet.com, Qianlong.com, and Cntv.com, which gained a competitive edge by dominating both 
official news reports and the state’s financial support. Ibid., 311-12.  
5 Cheng, Kuo-wei. “Yuetingren 2.0--buluoke laile” [Reader/Listener 2.0: Here is Blogger] (master’s thesis, 
National Chung Cheng University, 2007).  
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mainstream print media and TV stations soon followed suit, namely United Daily News 

(udn.com), China TV (zhonghua dianshi, cts.com.tw), Taiwan TV (ttv.com.tw), and ET 

Today (dongsen xinwenbao), which is affiliated with ETTV. Newcomers also joined the 

field, the first and most well known being Mingri Daily (mingri bao) in 2000, despite its 

short run.  

The prevalence of mainstream media in Internet space and the popularity of BBS 

among college students paved the way for the development of the blogging industry in 

Taiwan. The prototype of the blog in Taiwan, the personalized online newspaper which 

appeared in the late 1990s, shares many similarities with traditional journalism; some 

examples include the Pchome epaper in 1996, Enews (Zhibang dianzibao) in 1997, and 

the Personal News Station (Geren xinwentai) hosted by Mingri Daily. The design of these 

sites resembled Weblogs: they were mainly text-based and allowed users to publish 

comments. However, the fad of creating personalized newspaper and media ebbed with 

the burst of the dotcom bubble in the early 2000s, and it was not until the founding of 

Blogchina.com and CNBlog.cn in China that “the wind [of blogging] was finally blown 

back to Taiwan.”6 Nevertheless, the introduction of blogs to Taiwan was concurrent with 

that of mainland China. A Jian (Gongtou jian) from Taiwan, was said to have published 

the first Chinese-language article on blog in 2000. Subsequently, Zou Jing-Ping, a 

consultant of Computing Information Service Center (CISC) in Taiwan, wrote blog 

articles related to e-learning in March 2002, and translated the word “blog” into “wangzhi” 

                                                   

6 Jedi Lin, “Ni buneng buzhidao de buluoge—Blog shi shenme wangao a” [You have to learn about 
Buluoge: What is Blog?], May 11, 2004, accessed May 28, 2012, http://jedi.org/blog/archives/003856.html.  
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(daily entries).7 In practice, the first blogging site, Elixus Community (yilixie), was 

founded by Shih-Chieh Ilya Li, and it was later renamed “Information Center of 

Traditional Chinese Blog” (Zhengti zhongwen buluoge zixun zhongxin) in November 

2002 (defunct in 2005). Ilya Li translated “blog” into “buluo ge” (segments of tribes), 

stressing the community-oriented nature of blogs, and “blogger” was translated into 

“buluo ke” (guest of blog). These two translations were later widely adopted in Taiwan. 

Subsequently, in February 2003, more blog-hosting sites appeared. These early bloggers 

were mostly business people, academics, and students.  

Interestingly, the year 2005 marks the tipping point of the blogging industry in 

both Taiwan and China, as exemplified by the fact that the community of bloggers 

expanded from the tech-savvy generation to the wider public. The following aspects 

demonstrate the popularity of blog applications in Taiwan since 2005. First, the success 

of Unknown Site alerted traditional media organizations, stressing the use of blogs in 

media reports and attracting users to host blogs on their platforms. The aforementioned 

Zhongshi Electronic Newspaper took the lead, and was quickly followed by all other 

renowned media organizations ranging from print media, electronic media to TV stations, 

such as Udn Blog (lianhe wanglu chengbang), TVBS’s Pop Blog, and ET Today’s 

Bloguide.8 Second, citizen journalism via blogging was on the rise. Several non-profit 

organizations in Taiwan provided training services to encourage citizen journalists, such 

as the training campus for young citizen reporters (qingnian gongmin jiezhe peiliying) 

                                                   

7 A Jian, “Wanglu (wangzhi): yizhong xin neirong xingshi de jueqi” [Weblog: The rise of a new form and 
content], January 7, 2001, Accessed May 30, 2012, 
http://worker.bluecircus.net/archives/2000/01/ceieaecce.html.  
8 “Daren jingji online” [Economy experts online],” Shuwei shidai zhoukan [Digital times weekly] 153 
(May 1, 2007). 
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and Workshop on Independent Media, respectively sponsored by the Youth Commission 

and the Coolloud Collective (kulao wang). 9  Third, the year 2005 witnessed the 

inauguration of blog contests initiated by the influential media organization, China Times. 

Subsequently, the cooperation of blog and publishing industry appeared in Taiwan as it 

did in China, represented by the publishing of a previously unknown Internet user 

Wanwan’s comic book Can I Not Go to Work (Kebukeyi buyao shangban), which sold 

50,000 copies within two weeks, and topped the bestsellers list at major brick-and-mortar 

and online bookstores.10 

Of particular interest here is the special role China Times plays in promoting 

blogs among elite groups in Taiwan since 2005, which forms many interesting parallels 

with the massive blog campaign Sina.com launched around the same time. An analysis of 

the strategies that the China Times adopted to promulgate blogs can shed new light on 

our understanding of blogging culture and the operational logic of the attention economy 

in its variant contexts. Specifically, the predecessor of Zhongshi Blog (zhongshi buluoge) 

was “Editor Reports” (bianjitai baogao), a special column in Zhongshi Electronic 

Newspaper. The Editor Reports was launched in 2004. Editors wrote brief summaries and 

comments (500-800 characters) on important news events of the day, which were well 

received among Internet users. This practice implemented the popular thought in the 

1990s’ Taiwan that personal news stations had great potential, and aimed to enhance the 

                                                   

9 Chen, Shun-hsiao, Dazao gongmin meiti: fuda shengmingli xinwen tuanti xingdong yanjiu [The making 
of Citizen Media: A study of the Newsgroup Shengmingli at Fu Jen Catholic University] (Taipei: Fu Jen 
Catholic University Press, 2007), 28.  
10 Chia-Yu Chang, “Cong duzhe de xinzhi moshi tantao manhuabuluoge de meili” [A study of the appeal 
of comics blog through the lens of reader’s mental model] (master’s thesis, Southern Taiwan University of 
Science and Technology, 2008). 
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interaction between editors, reporters, and Internet users. Subsequently, Blogs of Editors 

(bianji buluoge) was launched on March 22, 2005, and editors and reporters working for 

China Times Corporation were invited to open accounts, while ordinary Internet users 

needed to recommend their own blogs to editors. If approved, an official tag from the 

China Times would be added to their blogs. Then, in August 2005, Blogs of Guests 

(laibin suoyouge) and Blogs of Writers (zuojia buluoge) were launched, and media 

professionals, scholars, and famous writers were invited to host blogs on the Website. 

Subsequently, several new categories of blog were added, including movie, music, travel, 

food, sports, finance, and digital life.  

One major difference between Zhongshi Blog and Sina.com’s Celebrity Blog is 

the highly selective nature of the former, despite the fact that both sides implemented the 

rule of attention by inviting famous people to blog. For Zhongshi Electronic Newspaper, 

the primary consideration was to avoid head-to-head competition in an increasingly 

crowded marketplace. According to Huang Che-bin, the then vice editor-in-chief of 

Zhongshi Electronic Newspaper, in 2005 the competition among blog service providers 

in Taiwan has been rather fierce, with all sites fighting for subscribers. Also, given that 

the IT support at Zhongshi Electronic Newspaper could not be compared to professional 

blog service providers, staff members at Zhongshi Blog decided to take an alternative 

approach and focused on the quality of the blog’s content rather than the quantity of 

subscribers. Therefore, Zhongshi Blog capitalized on its available media resources and 

managed to stand out in the marketplace, as reflected by the fact that Zhongshi Blog 

dominated Taiwan’s blog ranking for quite some time and its model thereby was quickly 

imitated by other mainstream media, most notably Udn Blog. Huang believed several 
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factors contributed to the success of Zhongshi Blog: 1), blogs were on the rise at that time 

and many people were curious about this new medium, 2), personal connections played a 

big part in inviting and keeping cultural celebrities, as evidenced by the fact that few 

renowned figures rejected Zhongshi Blog’s invitation, and 3), the brand name of China 

Times attracted many famous people, who were originally reluctant to open up an account 

on Unknown Site, which had gathered a large number of anonymous young Internet users. 

Thus, Zhongshi Blog made full use of its media resources, further strengthening the 

China Times brand, and establishing authority by hosting the blogs of a large number of 

renowned writers, such as Chang Ta-Ch’un, Ko Yu-Fen, and Cheng Yingshu.   

Since recognition plays an important role in distinguishing Zhongshi Blog from 

other blog service providers, it is interesting to note the role Web editors play in this 

regard. The highly selective nature of Zhongshi Blog, which allowed only those who are 

invited to open up a blog account, enabled editors to retain their role as gatekeepers. As 

for ordinary bloggers, they could recommend their blogs to editors and only those who 

passed the screening were eligible to join Zhongshi Blog. This “hidden” competition 

mechanism enhanced the symbolic value and prestige of Zhongshi Blog. Meanwhile, the 

social function of Web editors was greatly emphasized and thus did not differ much from 

editors at Sina.com, as Huang Che-bin stated: “Almost all our writers were invited by us, 

so we are actually very close to them. We try our best to nurture this relationship.”11 In 

practice Web editors have adopted several measures to network with bloggers. Zhongshi 

Blog hosts an annual tea party and gathers together bloggers to socialize. They also 

design for participants specially made name cards, which have the blogger’s name and 

                                                   

11 Personal conversation with Huang Che-bin.  
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the URL of his/her blog. This strategy was effective and well-received by many well-

established writers. The most important method in creating and maintaining this bond 

was to walk writer-bloggers through the Web publishing process, constantly seeking user 

feedback, and adding features accordingly. For instance, Zhongshi Blog managed to 

motivate several senior writers to learn to type in order to publish blog entries. Moreover, 

as a part of their daily routine, Web editors kept in constant contact with writers via 

phone or email to answer questions regarding technical issues. Zhongshi Blog’s message 

board has also undergone several makeovers to accommodate users’ needs.12 In this way, 

editors at Zhongshi Blog not only served as gatekeepers of media content, but were also 

responsible for maintaining the relationship between bloggers and the media organization. 

Thus Zhongshi Blog created an alternative model of blogging by promoting high-

quality content on the one hand, and attracting user participation by highlighting the 

screening process and competition on the other hand, as evidenced by their annual blog 

contest that started in 2005. To a large degree, Zhongshi Blog and Sina.com’s Celebrity 

Blog show small variants of implementing the law of attention to secure a position in the 

marketplace. If Zhongshi Blog capitalized on its connections with traditional news media, 

for fear of directly competing with professional blog service providers in Taiwan, then 

the same fear of losing in the marketplace drives Sina.com to massively promote 

celebrity blogging. Therefore market logic serves as the primary driving force of business 

decisions of both Zhongshi Electronic Newspaper and Sina.com, and political factors 

                                                   

12 In the very beginning, writers could decide whether or not to enable the message board function on their 
blog. Yet, because many writers complained about malicious messages, Zhongshi Blog added a new feature 
that allowed bloggers to screen and approve comments prior to publishing them in public. Later, bloggers 
had a greater level of flexibility and could choose whether or not to keep the comment function on or off 
for each specific article. Personal conversation with Huang Che-bin.  
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play a minimal role in this process. It is in this regard that future work on a comparative 

study of Internet cultures in China and Taiwan can yield fruitful insights about the more 

intricate relationship and interplay between the commercial and the political and between 

culture and politics.   
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