Fukuda 1

Katherine Fukuda
Prof. Chang / James 8 PM
FAMST 192DT
10 March 2019
Reimagining Clicktivism: The Innovative Chinese Meme Culture

Although social media in this digital age has been able to connect people and ideas
across the globe, many critique these platforms as ineffective clicktivism. Both Micah White
from The Guardian and Malcom Gladwell from The New Yorker support these claims through
anecdotes and analysis. But these scholars and intellectuals often frame their viewpoints of
online activism through a western lens, as shown via Gladwell and White. With these critiques
in mind, opposing ideas surrounding clicktivism should therefore be decentered and reevaluated
through a more global context. Basing their claims on solely American examples, Gladwell and
White overlook the entire global community as they make generalizing claims about social
media. While the internet is often seen as a vehicle for recreation or even lazy clicktivism in
America, highly censored Chinese activists show that social media can go beyond such notions
and instill activism and change via their innovative use of memes as a vehicle for political
engagement.

While the current American administration has reintroduced the fears of governmental
censorship, with Trump’s close watch on free speech, no country has implemented a filtering
system of such capacity as China (Pasha-Robinson). In comparison, the Chinese government has
kept tight reins on the media that circulates through its country for many years, starting in 1996,
as a means to control the public and for political reasoning (Qiu 4). With the growth of more

democratic digital networks within the Chinese borders, the authoritarian regime is forced to
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take their governmental policing into the web. The Chinese government aims to create a
“favourable online opinion environment for the building of a harmonious society”, therefore
leading them to create one of the most sophisticated filtering systems in the world to ensure the
erasure of any dissenting opinions (MacKinnon). While the close monitoring of the Chinese
internet is largely internal, this surveillance system at play is commonly called, “The Great
Firewall”, referring to the filtering programs that block all harmful sites that are hosted overseas.
Those found guilty of posting politically sensitive material often face disciplinary actions,
varying from deletion of posts to actual arrest (Meng 38). These potential consequences then
force many users to self-regulate. But many users still find ways around this firewall as a means
to contribute to social progress, as activists supporting Chen Guangcheng have demonstrated.
Despite the American-centered framing around the internet, the west does not have a
complete monopoly on internet memes, as every country has their own unique collection of
memes, including China. And some memes have an added function in China’s heavily censored
Internet: vehicle for political critique” as demonstrated by the #FreeCGC sticker campaign
(Bright). This particular meme took the Chinese social media site, Sina Weibo, by storm.
Activists and supporters were rallying behind Chen Guangcheng, a blind, human rights lawyer,
who was placed under house arrest in 2006 as a result of a lawsuit against governmental family-
planning practices and later received a four-year sentence as a result of one of his organized
protests, ending in house arrest for up to a year. While Chen Guangcheng’s arrests occurred
while the internet was at its early stages, once news about his arrests spread, activists started to
campaign on internet sites, especially the microblogging platform called Sina Weibo. As a result,
the government began to strengthen their digital censorship surrounding the case. According to a

2012 study on censored phrases on Sina Weibo, the words “Y4 1 (Guangcheng)” and “[f Y61
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(Chen Guangcheng)” were in the top three most censored words on this platform at the time,
with other terms that referred to the case following (Fu, Chan, Chau 46).

Due to the increased patrolling of the internet, activists were quick to find solutions to
sidestep censorship. With the government slowly censoring hashtags such as #FreeCGC,
activists reimagined the phrase as an image of the Colonel from Kentucky Fried Chicken
wearing glasses as a homage to Chen Guangcheng (See Appendix). The image eventually grew
in popularity and transformed into shirts, posters and stickers that activists placed on cars and
motorcycles that moved an originally virtual campaign into the real world (Koetse). With these
articles circulating around the web and in the streets, activists inspired by the movement
organized a sunglass-wearing flash mob.

The act of undermining such a touted filtering system is not simply a form of lazy
clicktivism, but is in itself a bold form of digital activism, especially in a highly censored
country such as China. Turkish writer, Zeynep Tufekci, claims that such posts are no small feet
and are in fact “perhaps [the internet’s] greatest contribution to social movements” (Tufecki
2014). This particular case study demonstrates the political importance of online activism as well
as repurposing the internet as a disguise for social progress in China. An Xiao Mina supports this
idea in arguing that these memes reflect a crucial change that broadens different forms of dissent
through the creative dialect of social media (Mina 368). The reconfiguring of the iconic KFC
colonel to resemble Chen Guangcheng is the particular disguise or creative dialect that the
#FreeCGC campaign has adopted. In fact, Guobin Yang and Jiang describe these “everyday
practices of playful resistance” as a “tactical” form of resistance and expression against the
government. They then explain that China’s strict eye on the internet is actually what fuels

activists to deploy humor and the internet as a way to speak against their authoritarian
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government (225). Similar to the metaphor, “forbidden fruit tastes so much sweeter”, many users
enjoy subverting the system in spite of governmental rules, especially when the forbidden fruit
they eventually obtain stands for social change. Koetse explains that for these creators, their use
“was not innovative because of governmental change, they are innovative in spite of it”, which
was also seen as their way to make the internet a freer environment for all (Koetse). For
example, Chen’s detainment was intended to instill fear in activists and force Chinese citizens to
forget about Chen and his cause all together, but activists refused to submit to the state’s
objectives. Instead they decided to do the opposite by making Chen’s name and cause heard
across the country via Sina Weibo. But why is this new form of social media politically relevant
in China? In essence, by using the internet as a medium for social change, activists transform
governmental methods of propaganda against themselves (Mina 368). This transformation then
breaks the dichotomy between author and reader, shifting the power balance that had
traditionally skewed to favor the Chinese government. As opposed to western-centered ideas that
disregard social media as a medium for inefficient clicktivism, Chinese activists have proven
how their work on sites such as Sina Weibo has rearranged the power balance between the state
and its citizens while also fighting for social causes.

The shift of power via social media sites opens up the concept of participatory culture to
the Chinese people. In his piece, By Any Media Necessary, Jenkins explains the idea of
participatory culture as political change that is promoted through social tools as opposed to
political institutions. In this culture, citizens view themselves as competent enough to express
their social concerns via producing and disseminating media, as opposed to merely being mass
consumers. While Jenkins applies the participatory culture framework to youth, the same ideas

have also broken geographical barriers and have entered China. Expanding on the concept of



Fukuda 5

participatory culture, Castells claims that “change is being forged through social and political
networks that come together online and in physical space to explore new possibilities” (Castells
10). These possibilities are the alternatives to the current ideologies and rhetoric that are forced
upon society. In the case of Chen Guangcheng, many users of Sina Weibo were not only
consumers of the activist messages, but contributors to the cause in the way they shared these
messages both online and in the real world via the #FreeCGC stickers, posters and shirts. Not
only did the campaign produce a collective voice of the people online, the subsequent flash mobs
also marked a shift towards a more participatory culture in the real world as well. Simply in the
act of believing that their contribution is making a difference users are subverting the ideology
that the only voices that matter are those of the state and that the people do not have a say in how
their country should be run. While this form of civic engagement has been able to bring light to
specific political injustices, such as the case of Chen Guangcheng, the emergence of the
participatory culture in China also serves a larger purpose in reimagining the strict power
imbalance that has forced citizens into silence and oppression for years.

With the emergence of participatory culture also comes a motion towards lower barriers
to political expression and engagement, which can be viewed as a slight nod towards a
democratic state. On a micro level, activists, such as those behind Chen Guangcheng, are
fighting for social causes, but on a more macro level these supporters of participatory politics are
making strides to create a more democratic state by opening up social media for all of the
unheard Chinese voices. By showing how online civic engagement can successfully make
silenced voices heard, activists are instilling the belief in the public that their voices matter and
are capable of establishing change. In a 2015 study, Yang and Jiang analyzed five types of

online political satire and found that political satire has the ability to create more subtle patterns
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and conditions of change (YYang and Jiang 229, 2015). While this concept does not appear to be
ground-breaking news, the accumulation of these subtle patterns of change can ultimately
contribute to a democratic Chinese government. In their piece, “Why China Will Democratize”,
Yu Liu and Dingding Chen use the Chen Guangcheng case as evidence that represents a more
independent Chinese society that is increasingly challenging the political regime’s rule. With the
number of ‘‘collective actions’’, mainly via the internet, jumping from 8,700 in 1993 to 90,000
in 2006, Liu and Chen used this information to show how the internet’s fairly open access is one
significant factor that is contributing to China’s democratization (Bloomberg Businessweek). In
fact, on Sina Weibo, one study claims that of the most visited websites in China, six were
politically oriented and five were pro-liberal (Liu, Chen 49). With this shift of how people use
the internet, Chinese activists can actually craft ways to make a difference in their country and
inspire others to do the same, paving the way for a more democratic society.

American citizens already have the freedom to voice their opinions on social media, with
some exceptions, but more oppressed countries such as China do not share this privilege. In
using creative methods of digital platforms to fight for social causes, Chinese activists are taking
steps for political change that American citizens never had to consider because of the country’s
democratic nature. And as a result, debunking claims that social media is not a useful tool for
activism. With much writing and research about the digital space being centered around the
western world, it is important to expand such ideas in a non-American context in order to
question its validity. With the case of Chen Guangcheng, Sina Weibo activists have proven the
power of social media as an effective tool for social change despite western critiques of this
particular medium as encouraging slacktivism. While the Chinese activists behind Chen

Guangcheng are only one group of activists who have proven western scholars wrong, there still



Fukuda 7

are hundreds of papers, articles and books that must be called into question for its solely western
point of view and framing. Before making such general claims, scholars must move beyond their

western mindset and familiarize themselves as global citizens.



Fukuda 8

Appendix




Fukuda 9

Works Cited
Barber, Benjamin Reynolds. Strong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Age.
University of California Press, 20009.
Bright, Arthur. “Seeking Chen Guangcheng's Freedom in China via 'Internet Meme'.” The
Christian Science Monitor, The Christian Science Monitor, 9 May 2012,

www.csmonitor.com/World/Asia-Pacific/2012/0509/Seeking-Chen-Guangcheng-s-

freedom-in-China-via-Internet-meme.

Castells, Manuel. Networks of Outrage and Hope: Social Movements in the Internet Age. Polity
Press, 2015.

““China’s Spending on Internal Policing Outstrips Defense Budget,”” Bloomberg Businessweek,
March 6, 2011, http://www.businessweek.com/news/2011-03-06/ china-s-spending-on-

internal-policing-outstrips-defense-budget.html.

Esarey, Ashley, and Xiao Qiang. “Political Expression in the Chinese Blogosphere: Below the
Radar.” Asian Survey, vol. 48, no. 5, 2008, pp. 752—772., doi:10.1525/as.2008.48.5.752.

Fu, King-Wa, et al. “Assessing Censorship on Microblogs in China: Discriminatory Keyword
Analysis and the Real-Name Registration Policy.” IEEE Internet Computing, vol. 17, no.
3, 2013, pp. 42-50., doi:10.1109/mic.2013.28.

Gladwell, Malcolm, and Malcolm Gladwell. “Small Change.” The New Yorker, The New

Yorker, 19 June 2017, www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/10/04/small-change-

malcolm-gladwell.
Inwood, Heather. “Verse Going Viral: Chinas New Media Scenes.” Choice Reviews Onling, vol.
52, no. 03, 2014, doi:10.5860/choice.185670.

Jenkins, Henry. By Any Media Necessary: The New Youth Activism. New York University Press,


http://www.csmonitor.com/World/Asia-Pacific/2012/0509/Seeking-Chen-Guangcheng-s-
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/10/04/small-change-

Fukuda 10

2019.
Koetse, Manya. “The Power of China's Internet Memes.” What's on Weibo, 7 Dec. 2017,

www.whatsonweibo.com/the-power-of-chinas-internet-memes/.

Linchuan Qiu, Jack. “Virtual Censorship in China: Keeping the Gate between the
Cyberspaces.” International Journal of Communications Law and Policy, no. 4, 2000.

Mackinnon, Rebecca. “China’s Censorship 2.0: How Companies Censor Bloggers.” First
Monday, vol. 14, no. 2, 2009, doi:10.5210/fm.v14i2.2378.

Meng, Bingchun. “From Steamed Bun to Grass Mud Horse: E Gao as Alternative Political
Discourse on the Chinese Internet.” Global Media and Communication, vol. 7, no. 1,
2011, pp. 33-51., doi:10.1177/1742766510397938.

Mina, An Xiao. “Batman, Pandaman and the Blind Man: A Case Study in Social Change Memes
and Internet Censorship in China.” Journal of Visual Culture, vol. 13, no. 3, 2014, pp.
359-375., d0i:10.1177/1470412914546576.

Pasha-Robinson, Lucy. “World's Leading Professional Organisation for Journalists
Just Accused Trump of 'Unconstitutional Censorship'.” The Independent, Independent
Digital News and Media, 25 Feb. 2017,

www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/white-house-donald-trump-media-ban-

deeply-disturbing-cnn-new-york-times-national-press-club-a7599006.html.

Tufekei, Zeynep. “Capabilities of Movements and Affordances of Digital Media: Paradoxes of
Empowerment.” Connected Learning Alliance, Connected Learning Alliance, 3 May
2018, clalliance.org/blog/capabilities-of-movements-and-affordances-of-digital-media-
paradoxes-of-empowerment/.

White, Micah. “Clicktivism Is Ruining Leftist Activism | Micah White.” The Guardian,


http://www.whatsonweibo.com/the-power-of-chinas-internet-memes/
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/white-house-donald-trump-media-ban-deeply-disturbing-cnn-new-york-times-national-press-club-a7599006.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/white-house-donald-trump-media-ban-deeply-disturbing-cnn-new-york-times-national-press-club-a7599006.html

Fukuda 11

Guardian News and Media, 12 Aug. 2010,
www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/aug/12/clicktivism-ruining-leftist-activism.

Yang, Guobin. The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism Online. Columbia
University Press, 2011.

Yang, Guobin, and Min Jiang. “The Networked Practice of Online Political Satire in China:
Between Ritual and Resistance.” International Communication Gazette, vol. 77, no. 3,
2015, pp. 215-231., doi:10.1177/1748048514568757.

Liu, Yu and Dingding Chen. “Why China Will Democratize.” The Washington Quarterly,

Vol. 35, no. 1, 2012, pp. 41-63., doi: 10.1080/0163660X.2012.641918.



