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The People’s Republic of China, with an 

estimated total population going beyond 1.3 
billions, is one of the fastest growing tele-
communication markets in the world. In June 
2010 the Information Office of the State 
Council of the People's Republic of China 
published a white paper on the Internet situa-
tion in China stating that by the end of 2009 
the number of Internet users reached 384 mil-
lion, which was 618 times that of 1997, with 
an annual increase of 31.95 million users. Fol-
lowing the white paper, the total number of In-
ternet users in China exceeds the number of 
users in the European Union, which is esti-
mated to be 319.393.400 (Internet World 
Stats, 2010, online). There is no doubt that 
China is becoming a new super-power in vari-
ous ways, including the IT sector. The white 
paper clearly highlights this by stating: “The 
Chinese government energetically advocates 
and actively supports the development and 
application of the Internet across the country. 
[…] China now boasts the most Internet users 
in the world.” (Information Office of the State 
Council of the People's Republic of China, 
2010, online) 

Although China is becoming a central 
player in the offline- and online world, there 
are still many misconceptions, especially in 
the West, about the way ICTs are imple-
mented and used in the country. This contri-
bution should help to shed more light on cur-
rent developments taking place in the rapidly 
changing Chinese (new) media landscape by 
contrasting some myths with realities. We ar-
gue that the use of ICTs is a cultural practise, 
which is constantly shaped and re-shaped by 

the existing political, economical, ecological 
and technological circumstances in a given 
society, with the economic conditions being 
dominant. These framework conditions are 
again influenced by globalisation processes 
and therefore it is getting more and more ob-
solete to speak of unique cultural groups. A 
prominent advocate for a clear-cut pattern 
across cultures is Geert Hofstede. He argues 
that there are four central and ‘largely inde-
pendent’ (1983, p. 78) bi-polar dimensions of 
a national culture. The dimension ‘Individual-
ism versus Collectivism’, which describes the 
extent to which individuals are integrated into 
groups (Hofstede, 1991, p. 51; Hofstede & 
Peterson, 2000, p. 401) is used quite often to 
differentiate communication styles and strate-
gies of various ethnic groups (Burleson & 
Mortenson, 2003; Seo, Miller, Schmidt & 
Sowa, 2008). Therefore Wang and Chen 
(2010, p. 1) mention that “[…] Chinese and 
East Asians have often been chosen to repre-
sent the typical collectivist cultural group to 
contrast with Americans as the typical indi-
vidualist cultural group. Likewise, the commu-
nication style that has reportedly character-
ized collectivistic cultures is also found to rep-
resent the features of Chinese and East Asian 
people”. For example, people in collectivist, 
East Asian cultures such as Korea and Japan 
tend to be indirect, no-expressive, and high 
context, while those in individualist cultures 
such as the United States and Australia are 
direct, expressive, and low context 
(Gudykunst et al., 1996). Chen and Starosta 
(1997, p. 5) stress that in China „the purpose 
of human communication is to develop and 



150 Robert M. Bichler, Eva Gaderer 

CC: Creative Commons License, 2010. 

keep a harmonious relationship in a continu-
ously transforming process of mutual depend-
ency among interactants” and therefore “har-
mony is the end rather than the means of hu-
man communication”. 

As a consequence, Chinese people in gen-
eral prefer to use “softer” communication 
strategies, including encouragement, credit-
giving and example-setting, while attempting 
to gain influence (Ma & Chuang, 2001). In 
conflict situations Chinese rely more on unof-
ficial mediation to resolve the issue (Yu, 
1997).  

Globalisation has a very strong impact on 
contemporary societies and therefore such 
clear distinctions are oversimplifying. Triandis 
(1994, p. 42) for example states, “[...] the two 
can coexist and are simply emphasised more 
or less [...] depending on the situation. All of 
us carry both individualist and collectivist ten-
dencies”. Instead of framing cultures into all-
explaining categories in order to describe 
communication processes, it seems to be 
more appropriate to lay the focus on the cur-
rent economic system and its impact on the 
other spheres of society. Contemporary socie-
ties, including the Chinese society, are capi-
talistic societies where human acting is al-
ways influenced by the economy. Or, as Hardt 
and Negri (2004, p. 101) phrase it: „As the 
impersonal rule of capital extends throughout 
society well beyond the factory walls and 
geographically throughout the globe, capitalist 
command tends to become a ‚non-place‘ or, 
really, an every place.” This process not only 
strongly affects politics, but also individual and 
societal norms, rules and values. The expan-
sion of capitalistic logic into everyday life was 
described by Habermas as a colonialization 
process in which instrumental rationality spills 
from the economic sub-system over to other 
areas of life and “achieves dominance there at 
the expense of moral-practical and aestheti-
cal-practical rationality” (Habermas, 1987, p. 
304). 

In our opinion such an approach offers the 
potential to gain much more sophisticated in-
sights into communication behaviours. For 
example in China it seems that societal stabil-
ity is a primary goal of the Chinese govern-
ment in order to ensure economic growth. 
“The totalitarian socialist state that Mao had 

built is no more. In its place is a more cynical, 
stable, and nimble bureaucracy, one that val-
ues self preservation above all else and relies 
on an often corrupt and predatory form of 
capitalism to survive” (Pan, 2008, p. xvi). This 
aim coincides with the interests of a large 
number of Chinese citizens, which are better 
educated and more prosperous than at any 
time in Chinese history. “By almost any 
measure, the country’s last twenty-five years 
have been the best in its five-thousand-year 
history” (Pan, 2008, p. v). Individual media 
practices are based on worldviews and there-
fore censorship of the media, especially the 
Internet, is widely tolerated, if not favoured. 
Censorship is thus not considered to be a bad 
thing; in contrary it is often seen as a neces-
sity, which concurs with colonized individual 
norms and values. Hachten (2010, p. 26) ar-
gues that due to the extraordinary economic 
growth, the Chinese people hold strictly posi-
tive views of their national economy and the 
direction their country is taking. Scotton and 
Hachten go even one step further when they 
argue that the Chinese economic success 
goes hand in hand with a fierce nationalism 
and that “most urban Chinese are proud of 
their new China and deeply resent criticism 
from abroad” (Scotton & Hachten, 2010, p. 3). 
We think that the media in China, the same 
applies for other developing regions, should 
not be measured by Western standards. The 
emphasis should be on the given individual 
media practices, which are highly determi-
nated by the prevailing economic system. 

1. Myth and Reality I 

China is considered to be Communist coun-
try and as history has shown, this goes along 
with censorship and suppression of freedom 
of speech. Therefore in China no objective 
media coverage and no uncensored informa-
tion exist. It is believed that only capitalisms 
can pave the way for democracy, or as de-
scribed by Philip Pan in his book Out of Mao’s 
Shadow: “The West has assumed that capital-
ism must lead to democracy, that free markets 
inevitably result in free societies. But by em-
bracing market reforms while continuing to re-
strict political freedom, China’s Communist 
leaders have presided over an economic 
revolution without surrendering power. Pros-
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perity allowed the government to reinvent it-
self, to win friends and buy allies, and to fore-
stall demands for democratic change” (Pan,  
2008, p. xiv). 

Thus contemporary Chinese society is bet-
ter referred to be postsocialism or post-
Tiananmen. Postsocialism can be differenti-
ated as a label of historical periodization, as a 
structure of feelings, as a set of aesthetic 
practices and as a regime of political economy 
(Zhang, 2007, p. 50). Authoritarian capitalism 
or socialist market economy as Deng Xiaop-
ing called it, is forced by economic interests 
which go hand in hand with a connection to 
the global network infrastructure. Therefore in-
formation flows into China in ways never 
imagined by the leading Communist Party and 
the Authoritarian Media Theory is not capable 
of explaining the current situation. The fast 
distribution of information from abroad and 
within the country is characterised by two si-
multaneously happening developments: wide-
spread Internet adoption and the diffusion of 
mobile communication in all parts of the coun-
try. The Chinese citizens hence “[…] enjoy 
greater prosperity but also greater personal 
freedom and access to information than ever 
before under Communist rule” (Pan, 2008, p. 
v). 

The usage of mobile technologies makes it 
more difficult for authorities to monitor the dis-
tributed content. Twitter and Flickr for exam-
ple were shut down shortly before the 
Tiananmen anniversary, but discussions 
spread over alternative channels. The same 
thing occurred during the Sichuan earthquake, 
neglecting governmental orders, news were 
spread over China through cell phones and 
the Internet before the Ministry of Information 
could react (Scotton, 2010, p. 35). It is almost 
impossible for the Chinese government to 
monitor all cell phone communication. Espe-
cially for the young urban generation, cell 
phones and the bi-directional way of commu-
nication are omnipresent (Scotton, 2010, p. 
36). But it lies in the hands of every individual 
if methods to by-pass Chinese censorship are 
used to get access to e.g. Facebook or to par-
ticipate politically and mobilize people for pro-
test.  

2. Myth and Reality II 

The so-called ‘Great firewall of China’ is 
considered to be partly a very effective tool to 
keep unwanted material out of China. The im-
plementation of the monitoring system is from 
a technological point of view quite simple, due 
to the fact that all traffic is lead through the 
state controlled network. But this wall often 
seems to be more like a fence. Although the 
Chinese government censors numerous web-
sites and applications, major international 
news sites (e.g.: New York Times, Le Monde, 
Die Zeit, etc.) are freely accessible. Further-
more technical solutions to by-pass censor-
ship are widespread and easily available by 
using international proxy servers (Scotton, 
2010, pp. 30f). Even though Facebook is 
blocked in China there exists an EXPO 2010 
group that offers a manual and a link to a Chi-
nese website where one can download the 
necessary application for free. Although it is 
quite simple to get full access to the Internet, 
our impression is that most Chinese citizens 
are only concerned about Chinese websites 
and Internet applications and therefore the 
traffic on foreign sites can be considered mar-
ginal. Liang Guo supports this assessment by 
concluding in a study taken out by the Center 
for Social Development at the Chinese Acad-
emy of Social Sciences that the preferred 
websites are all Chinese (Guo, 2007, p. 45).   

It seems that the Chinese government is 
mainly concerned about so called Web 2.0 
applications. Within recent years Web 2.0 
gained more popularity in China. The esti-
mated number of bloggers in China is consid-
ered to be around 500.000, but counting the 
people using social network sites obviously 
seems to be impossible (Scotton, 2010, p. 
28). Clearly a huge amount of content is pro-
duced through this blogging-scene, what 
makes it almost impossible for governmental 
authorities to monitor all discussed topics. If 
‘sensitive content’ is discovered, it will be de-
leted effectively. Furthermore a new regula-
tion asks users to provide their ID in order to 
create a new account. The definition of sensi-
tive content by governmental authorities in-
cludes politics and pornography, but there is 
no clear policy what exactly (besides the three 
T) is allowed and what is not acceptable. The 
three T refer to Tibet, Tiananmen and Taiwan, 
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which are considered to be sensitive topics 
and therefore are mostly not discussed in 
public. Also, concerning gambling addiction, 
several providers of online gaming and Inter-
net cafes were shut down. Monitoring activi-
ties in China are carried out by the Ministry of 
Information Industry (MII), China Internet 
Network Information Center (CNNIC) and the 
State Council Information Office (SCIO). To-
gether they run approximately 30.000-50.000 
monitors to surveillance online content (Scot-
ton, 2010, pp. 29f). Youtube, Facebook, Blog-
ger, Twitter, just to mention a few, are all 
blocked in China, but for almost all services 
there exists a Chinese counterpart. Parallel to 
the Internet, there has been a huge Chinese 
telecommunication system established, offer-
ing the same variety of services and products 
as in the Western world, with the advantage 
that they are optimised for Chinese users. 

3. Myth and Reality III 

Networking via the Internet plays a signifi-
cant role for governmental actors in China. 
The main goal is to gain public attention and 
change behaviours. Involvement of the public 
in their activities is not really the aim of the 
Chinese government. But on the one hand in 
time of crisis they need support to legitimise 
their work and on the other hand a broader 
public is necessary to gain attention. In 2008 
global discussed public events like the pro-
tests in Tibet, the Sichuan earthquake and the 
Beijing Olympics brought new challenges for 
the Chinese government. During the protests 
and riots in Tibet in March 2008 they focussed 
on a restrictive media policy, for example not 
allowing foreign journalists to enter the region 
and continuously blaming Western media for 
misinterpreting the Tibetan situation. “Playing 
to national pride and national insecurity, the 
party used censorship and propaganda to po-
sition itself as defender of the motherland and 
at the same time block any examination of Ti-
betan grievances or its own performance in 
the crisis” (Hachten & Scotton, 2010, p. 11). 
Whereas the reaction of the Chinese govern-
ment on this event could be defined as politi-
cal propaganda via the media to enforce pub-
lic nationalism, in other incidents that occurred 
in 2008 it seems that they changed their 
strategies from propaganda towards public re-

lations. Two months later after the earthquake 
in the Sichuan province, for example, the Chi-
nese government had to open up their media 
policy due to pressure of media companies, 
journalists and bloggers. Within one day, the 
restrictive strategy of not publishing details 
about the earthquake was withdrawn and in-
stead a public relations campaign on the quick 
and effective rescue efforts of the government 
in the region was introduced online and off-
line. The Olympic Games in Beijing later in 
2008 function as an example of overwhelming 
strategies to enforce positive reports about 
China. The aim of the Central Propaganda 
department was to transport a positive picture 
of China all over the world, using political pub-
lic relations. Clumsy propaganda is more and 
more replaced by elaborated public relations 
strategies by means of Internet technologies, 
which simulate the involvement of citizens, an 
open decision-making process and unre-
stricted access to information. Yin (2010, p. 
152) points out that there “has been a perva-
sive spread of Western-style public relations 
among governmental entities as part of their 
political strategies”. This appraisal is sup-
ported by the findings from a survey among 
Chinese governmental officials conducted by 
Ni Chen. She states that the Chinese gov-
ernment is “[…] beginning to abandon its old 
propaganda schemes, and adopting govern-
ment PR measures to promote itself” (Chen, 
2003 quoted in Yin, 2010, p. 152). Yin (2010, 
p. 153) concludes that the “[…] overall goals 
of China’s public relations programs are to ob-
tain public support and to advance political 
and commercial interests at home and 
abroad”. 

4. Resulting key issues and challenges 
for ICTs and Societies research 

Existing theoretical and empirical ap-
proaches to study ‘ICTs and Societies’ are of-
ten not capable of explaining current devel-
opments, especially outside the Western 
world. To study the political organisation of 
media systems for example the ‘Four Theo-
ries of the Press’ (Siebert, Peterson & 
Schramm, 1963) expanded by the Develop-
mental Theory often serve as a starting point. 
The Authoritarian Media Theory seemed to be 
appropriate for describing the media land-
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scape in China until the 1990s, but with the 
rise of Internet technologies it is getting more 
and more useless. There is an urgent need to 
create new models, which can explain the on-
going transitions, not only in China, but also 
throughout the developing world. The aim of 
such new approaches should be to incorpo-
rate cultural differences, not limited to the use 
of technologies, but also including discrepan-
cies in political realities and individual world-
views with an emphasis on economic condi-
tions.  

Hand in hand with the theoretical problems 
resulting out of the ongoing transitions proc-

esses empirical challenges occur: How to 
conduct research in countries where the ac-
cess to field works, e.g. due to political con-
strains, is not given? How to handle statistical 
data provided by central governmental agen-
cies, which possible pursue objectives in a va-
riety of fields, not necessarily focused purely 
on scientific evidence? How should research-
ers deal with cultural extraneousness? This 
list of exemplarily questions is not compre-
hensive, it rather illustrates the complexity of 
the topic and the challenges ‘New Media and 
Societies’ research is facing today. 
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