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Abstract

It is becoming widely believed that social network is posing an insurmountable threat to
authoritarian rule, as the role tweeter played in the Arab Spring. However, Chinese government
is benefiting from the proper use of Weibo (the Chinese name for microblog) instead of just
regarding it as a danger. Chinese government is using Weibo to build a more responsive
government and meanwhile avoiding the potential for collective movement. Although numerous
scholars have studied astroturfing' and censorship in weibo, there’s no systematic study of how
both activities work in the government weibo. In this critical study, we found provincial
governments use weibos for responding to the demand from various social actors and applying
different strategies to manage comments in weibo. Furthermore, we found there’s a regional

difference in the above strategies.

Key words: weibo, astroturfing, censorship, tolerance, authoritarian resilience, responsive

government

Lits original meaning is artificial grass. You pay a public relations company to create a fake grassroots (astroturf)
movement, composed of people who are paid for their services. The corresponding word in Chinese is 50 cents(f.7E)

and “water army” (/KZ)
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I. Introduction

Since “tweeter” is not accessible in China considering the potential chaos they might bring,
weibo becomes the substitute for tweeter in China and now enjoys a high popularity among
netizens. There are about 200 million monthly active users in Sina weibo?, according to Sina’s
2015 weibo report®. There’s no doubt that weibo has been an important part of people’s “internet

life”.

For the Chinese government, the rise of weibo is a chance to make itself more responsive.
Social media platforms are increasingly being used by governments to foster user interaction.

Until the end of 2015, there are 152390 government affairs weibos, including 114706 weibos of

government agencies and 37684 weibos of government servants. This number is still increasing
rapidly. The newspaper press number (482.4 billion) is only one third of the aggregate reading

number of government weibos (Ma et al, 2005).

There is a reason for the flourish of government weibos which is part of the electronic
government project. Through e-government, China’s leaders expect to boost administrative
reforms by transforming government functions, streamlining procedures, and enhancing
administrative transparency (Ma et al, 2005). Chinese government needs weibo as “home court”
to deal with public emergency, guide public agenda, strike the rumors, promote “positive power”

(IERE#&E) and provide some online public services.

% There are several weibo service providers in China. Sina weibo is the most popular one which has the most users
and starts earliest.
® http://www.199it.com/archives/422583.html
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Correspondingly, Chinese netizens seem to be passionate to participate in the political
discourse on the Internet platform. In an empirical investigation of 31 Informational World Cities
(Mainka et al 2014) , Chinese citizens showed a relatively strong will to use electronic services
for citizens and get involved in policy decisions on social media platform (figure 1.1).

Table 1. Citizens’ opinions on interacting with
governments and administrations on social media
platforms [35].

Germany | U.S.A. | Brazil | China | India | S.Korea
I would like to use electronic services for citizens on
Facebook and other social media platforms.

14% | 22% | 41% | 41% | 492% | 31%
I would like to be involved in policy decisions on
Facebook and other social media platforms.

24% | 19% [ 40% [37% [39% | 18%
I trust that my personal data will be handled
responsibly on social media platforms.

9% [ 16% [ 17% [21% [37% | 14%

figure 1.1
However, many would argue that media can pose threats to non-democratic regime. In the
earlier times, the important role of television in the “demonstration effect” or “snowballing” in
Eastern European transitions have been illuminated (Shanthi, and Taylor, 2001). Recent years,
as ICTs (Information Communication Technology) develop, it is becoming widely believed that
the Internet poses an insurmountable threat to authoritarian rule. Arab Spring is a recent
example strengthening this belief. The Arab uprisings were spontaneous process of mobilization
that emerged from calls from the Internet and wireless communication networks (Howard,
2011). To sum up, the diffusion and use of ICTs favor democratization, strengthen democracy

and increase civic awareness.

Collective action in the form of protests is often thought to be the death knell of authoritarian
regimes. Protests in East Germany, Eastern Europe, and most recently the Middle East have all

preceded regime change (Ash 2002; Lohmann 1994; Przeworski et al. 2000). In the “internet
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age”, the authotarain state is faced more challenges of maintaining stability since the
widespread use of internet among the people. “The Chinese government now meets the real
opponent— Internet. “ (Nicolas, 2005). According to the survey conducted by “People’s Forum®,
70% of the interviewed officials suffered from “cyberphobia”. Indeed, For them “collective
movements” could be their nightmares for their careers: First, a serious collective movement
can remove them from office (figure 1.2). Second, collective movements can stop them from
promotion. As scholars found in the 17 indexes that can “veto” the promotion of local leaders,
social security and stability is the only one applied nationwide (Shang and Li 2011). So when an
online protest gain its momentum and potentially develop into a street protest, it's a vital signal

for the local leaders to stop it. No one wants to become the victims of the internet.

time name of the event reasons of the event results of accountability

2008.6 Weng'an Event unnatural death of a student county chief and county
Party secretary of Wen’an
were removed

2008.7 Menglian Event citizens’ interests’ conflicts security chief of Pu’er city
Local rubber factory was removed
2009.6 Shishou Event unnatural death of a cook mayor and party secretary of

Shishou city was disposed

2010.7 Tong’an Event demolition mayer and party secretary of
Tong’an town were disposed

2011.6 Xintang Event city inspectors improper mayer and party secretary of
enforcement of law Xintang town were disposed

figure 1.2 typical collective events in recent years
However, we argue that the story of “Arab Spring” won’t repeat itself in China because the
Chinese authority applies effective control over social media. Unlike those uprising Arab states,

Chinese authority uses weibo as a way to build “harmonious society” (Fl1i& 1<), trying to

* an online forum founded by People’s Daily, the official newspaper of CCP
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eliminate the sensitive and seditious information and propagandize policies as well ideology.
The most famous activity is “censorship” which is aimed to eliminate sensitive speech online.
The Chinese regime also conducts “astroturfing”, or what we might call “reverse censorship,”
surreptitiously posting large numbers of fabricated social media comments, as if they were the
genuine opinions of ordinary Chinese people ( King, Pan and Roberts, 2016). Emails leaked
from the Internet Propaganda Office of Zhanggong emails give explicit details of the work of
numerous 50c accounts in this district (Henochowicz, 2014). However, Chinese authority has no
intention to stop people from criticizing certain policies. Their tolerance to the criticism is from
the rationale that these criticisms have no potential of collective movement and can be used as
feedbacks to their policies(Lorentzen, 2013).

We argue that no matter it's “astroturfing” “censorship” or “tolerance”, they are ways of
government’s response to different social actors in a manipulative way. Each way represent an
attitude toward certain issues related to certain demands. From this study, we will identify

numerous such activities by collecting and analyzing data from 29 provincial units. Finally we

will try to induce some patterns behind these activities.

[l.Literature Review

We argue that the government weibo is an undertaking to increase government responsiveness.
With more response, the authoritarian regime can gain more legitimacy and advocacy. This
ultimately will make the regime more resilient. We did literature review in the following order:
authoritarian resilience—responsive government— how Chinese government is using weibo

now.

2.1. Authoritarian resilience
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Regime theory holds that authoritarian systems are inherently fragile because of weak
legitimacy, overreliance on coercion, overcentralization of decision making, and the
predominance of personal power over institutional norms (Nathan, Andrew J,2007). China’s
authoritarian system, however has proven resilient. When authoritarian rule is legitimate, the
ruled accept commands because they originate in an authoritative source such as traditions,
leaders, or because the ruled accept the reasons provided by rulers (He et Mark, 2011). In
Mao’s Era, the charisma of the leader and the communist belief can persuade people into
believing the legitimacy of the states. While the Cultural Revolution seriously impaired this kind
of legitimacy, scholars point out China’s present authoritarian resilience comes from the

following sources:

« Most people’s living standards have risen during two decades of economic growth.

* The Party has coopted elites by offering Party membership to able persons from all walks of

life and by granting the informal protection of property rights to private entrepreneurs.

« Thanks to the success of political repression, there is no organized alternative to the regime.

« Coercive repression—in 1989 and after—may itself have generated legitimacy by persuading

the public that the regime’s grip on power is unshakeable.

In short, the recipe for the stamina of the Chinese regime contains three ingredients: capitalism,
nationalism, and legal rights(Dimitrov, 2008). There are studies arguing that authoritarian can
“borrow” some legitimacy from democracy especially the deliberation mode (He, 2001) .
Scholars refer to this paradoxical phenomenon as authoritarian deliberation. Oriented by
democratic theory, He Baogang argues that authoritarian deliberation is theoretically possible
(He, 2001). Andrew develops another similar explanation, more directly related to

institutionalization: The regime has developed a series of input institutions (that is, institutions
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that people can use to apprise the state of their concerns) that allow Chinese to believe that
they have some influence on policy decisions and personnel choices at the local level (Andrew,
2003). Similarly, according to Shi, Chinese participate in the local and work-unit levels in a
variety of ways. These include voting, assisting candidates in local-level elections, and lobbying
unit leaders(Tianjin, 1996). To sum up, the “transplant” from certain democracy mechanisms is
actually to increase the responsiveness which is often evaluated by citizens under authoritarian

regime (M, Stephen, 1992).

2.2.Responsiveness

In democracies, responsive government is a reaction to pressure from below, either pressure
exerted directly by citizens through political action (Cleary 2007; Hirschman 1970; Putnam
1993) or indirectly through the incentives created by electoral institutions (Besley and Case

1995; Canon 1999; Powell 2000).

In authoritarian regimes, responsiveness could also be a reaction to pressure from below, for
example, collective action can precipitate government response. Using an online field

experiment to directly measure the responsiveness of subnational officials to citizen requests,
scholars found that threatening collective action causes a 10 percentage point increase in the
overall response rate and almost one-third of county governments in China are responsive to

citizen requests related to social welfare(Chen, Jennifer, Xu, 2015).

Yet literature related to responsiveness of Chinese government is still insufficient due to the
difficulty to conduct political field studies in China. However, with the help of social media,
studying how the government respond to the demand of different social actors online can be a

good approach. Run by Sina, representing the government, seen by everyone and commented
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by anyone—these characteristics make the government weibo an ideal channel for demand-
and complaint-making. The government weibo itself can be seen as a way to enhance

legitimacy by creating more responsiveness with the help of social network.

Scholars also found that criticism and protests in certain degree and areas can be used to
benefit the authoritarian regime itself. The authoritarian regime’s characteristic lack of accurate
information about citizen preferences and resulting widespread discontent is precisely what can
lead small-scale protests to spread like a “prairie fire” (Kuran, 1991). Authoritarian elites must
find a way to resolve this problem if they are to hold power for the long term. Lorentzen uses a
formal model and a close examination of the Chinese case to show that the informal toleration
and even encouragement of small-scale, narrowly economic protests can be an effective
information gathering tool, mitigating these informational problems. Furthermore ,he nhamed the
tolerated protest as “loyalist protests” and any protests out of the boundaries of “Loyalist
protests” can be treated harshly (Lorentzen, 2013). What's more, during the reform period, the
communist party has been mindful of the need to extend certain rights and liberties to the
people after all, this makes it easier to rule, because individuals are more likely to comply with
government policies if they feel they have a say(Dimitrov, 2008). To conclude, instead of
muting the public and pretending deaf, the authoritarian government could let go and even

make use of certain criticism and protests.

2.3 Existing weibo studies
There are many studies focusing on China’s experience in controlling social network. Current
pieces can be categorized into the following two fields: China’s internet censorship and

astroturfing.

Many scholars have observed that those sensitive and seditious words are most likely to be

censored. Authoritarian states will likely respond to the challenges from social network with a
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variety of reactive measures: restricting Internet access, filtering content, monitoring online
behavior, or even prohibiting Internet use entirely.(Shanthi, and Taylor, 2001). Scholars also
found that the online censorship apparatus allows criticism of the regime, its officials, and their
policies but stops discussions that can generate collective action on the ground (King, Pan and

Roberts, 2013, 2014).

Astroturfing is the other most studied suspicious activity. Academics have indicated that
between 250,000 and 300,000 paid 50c party members write pseudonymous posts as directed
by the Chinese government (Freedom House, 2009; Barr, 2012; Greitens, 2013). In King’s
newest study, cheerleading in directed 50c bursts is one way the government distracts the
public, although this activity can be also be used to distract from other events, general
negativity, specific grievances, etc (King, Pan and Roberts, 2016). There are also numerous
studies showing the good of astrouturfing in terms of distracting people. Distraction had the
advantage of reducing anger compared to ruminating on the same issue( Denson, Moulds and
Grisham, 2012). Since censorship alone seems to anger people (Roberts, 2015), the 50c
astroturfing program has the additional advantage of enabling the government to actively control
opinion without having to censor as much as they might otherwise (King, Pan and Roberts,

2016).

In general, their studies focus on the two major means in manipulating social media: censorship
and astroturfing. However, the subject who is using these two strategies remain to be clarified.
Every province, city and even county could apply these means to control public opinions related
to their regions. From province to province, their emphasis on the content of censorship and
astroturfing can be various. The “50 cents party” and censorship apparatuses they depict are

mostly speaking for China as a whole and central CCP. However, what are they like in a more
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micro-level, such as provincial level? This paper will explore this question and try to fill the gap

in this field.

lll. Method and Theory

We select Sina Weibo because it is the most widely used social media site and we are able to
obtain access in the manner we need. There are also other microblogs in China such as
Tencent and Renmin which are relatively new and have less users compared with Sina
microblog. In addition, 86% of government microblogs in China were registered in Sina Weibo

(Qinghua, 2014).

For further study, we select provincial weibos as study objects. The provincial weibo is the
connecting link between the central government weibo and the city weibo. On the one hand, it
needs to deliver the commands, orders, or instructions of its superior. On the other hand, it
needs to interact with its lower tiers of governments and even the grass roots. The other
practical reason is that municipal weibos (more than 300 accounts) and county weibo (more
than 2000 accoutns) are too many to study considering the time and means we have. For now
the provincial weibo is the only practicable gateway for us to study how local government

weibos run.

With the help of “web crawler”, we use the “user ID” from 29 provincial weibos to draw the
content of post, the date of the post, the content of comment and the numbers of comments
from their newest 5000 weibos. By looking at the number of “comments” and the content of

comments, we can tell how the post is discussed among netizens or if it is astroturfed. We will
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find the most commented posts (top 10) in every provinces and then make an joint analysis of

the posts and comments.

So why do we choose to study the comment? Not everyone has the patience or time to post a
new microblog and sometimes they would rather simply comment under the government post to
show their attitude. The comment itself can actually be seen as an quasi-post for expressing
netizens ideas. In observing the comment, we can gather the opinions and feelings of the mass
on a particular issue. Furthermore, hig- comment number can indicate the post attracts a great

attention and concern—network crowding (4% ¥t). Some “Network crowding” can cause

pressure and threat to the government since it has the potential to cultivate collective
movement. If so, the government may close the comment system or delete comments.
However, it's too simple to say so. Sometimes the government allows network crowding as long
as the matter is not serious; sometimes they even hire large number of “fifty cents” to fake

network crowding.

As the foundation of this study, this very fact should be noted: How many comments a post can
have, what kind of comment can be reserved and what kind of comment will be deleted or
banned are all at government’s disposal. The manipulation of the comment can be done by
astroturfing, deleting comments and forbidding to comment. Knowing this can help us to
explain why some posts get giant number of comments whereas some get a little or even O.
Hence we can furthermore analyze government’s rationality behind “low comment number” and

“high comment numbers”.

The reason of high-comment number can be complex. Some of them are spontaneous, i.e.

netizens want to participate in the discourse. There is an additional prerequisite for this kind of
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spontaneous comments: 1. the government posts related issue which are naturally attractive for
the netizens to comment 2. the government allows people to comment 3. the government won'’t
delete comments in large scale. That’s the conditions for the spontaneous “high comment
number” to exist. The other situation of “high comment number” is astroturfing which is a

manipulative activity to build up the momentum for some purpose.

What we expect to find from this study
Responsiveness refers to the extent to which officials in the regime adhere to the demands of
societal actors. Here, we expect to find the modes of responsiveness to various social various

and different demands.

There are various demands from different social actors. However, there are not always
response to every demand. As a provincial government, it should respond to both upper level—
the central government, to show its loyalty ; it should respond to the grassroots people—to clear
their doubt and appease their anger; it also responds to the local enterprises’ nheed—help them
gain a better development (figure 3.1). The attitude of response can be different depending on

whose demand, what kind of demand and how urgent the demand is.

the central level

the grass root level the enterprises

figure 3.1 the responding objects of provincial weibo
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Furthermore, here’s the mechanism for the responsiveness in weibo:
Demand — Responses— Comment — Responses

1 2 3 4

1. The government discovers demand from various social actors

2. The government responds to various demands (or fail to respond sometimes)

3. Social actors give their comments (including suggestions, criticism or praise and so on)

4. Based on the comment, the government responds again and may tinker the policy more or

less.

comment

respond 'O’o'osel d
P Cog respon

comment

figure 3.2

A healthy mode can be seen as above: the government allows netizens to speak and
meanwhile the government replies. This ongoing and circulating process can allow the

exchange of ideas and negotiation, which is fundamental for democratic deliberation.
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Nevertheless we don’t expect such healthy mode will completely exist in China for the following

two reasons :

First, it's noteworthy that the stage 2, 3 and 4 don’t necessarily always exist. When the
government fails to respond to the needs initially (or doesn’t want to), stage 2,3 and 4 won't
exist. When the related social actor doesn't comment, stage 3 and 4 won’t exist. When the
government doesn't response again to the comment (implying the government has no intention

to change the policy), stage 4 doesn’t exist.

Overall, the prerequisite for the healthy process of deliberation is to let people speak out their
ideas first. Yet we speculate that when the provincial government found the comments become
dangerous—potentially elicit collective movement or severely damage the image of the
government, it will delete the comments or simply forbid to comment. We will try to identify the

dangerous comment in the following study.

Second, the government can also fake a sugar-coating interaction—astroturf in the comment.
These comments are not the reflection of public opinion but what the government wants to show
its people and superior. We expect to find what information the government wants to astroturf

and who’s implementing the astroturf.

how we conduct this study

First, we will make a chart of high-commented posts. Second, by looking at the comments of
these posts, we identify various comments—criticism, praise or astroturf or others. Thirdly, we
analyze each category of comments and try to find the theoretical implication of them. Last, we
will summarize our findings and give a typology of strategies for administering governmental

weibos.
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This study is faced with two major technical problems. First, we need to find a way to

distinguish genuine netizens and “50 cents” by analyzing the content of comments.

From our observation, there’s a pattern for fifty cents party to give comments which can expose
their identity : Fifty cents often give repeated comments (figure 3.31, the user repeated replies
the same content). Those comments often praise the government in very short sentences,

words like as “cheers” or “xx is beautiful” , or just micro-expressions like “flowers” “applaud” or
“thumb” (figure 3.32). In addition, the “blue V” can be another source of fifty cents. As
government organizations, it’s quite natural to help their peers or superiors look good on weibo.
(figure 3.33). However, as genuine netizens won’'t comment in such a predictable way: their
comments usually are not just simple praising but reasoning; their attitudes are can be various
instead of uniformly praising. Comments from real netizens can be long sentences or analysis
based on the issue. Sometimes real netizens inquire more information about the posted issue
and sometimes they criticize. In a word, the 50 cents only produce “big number” of positive

comments but the real netizens care about the issue and express their feelings.
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figure 3.31 figure 3.32 figure 3.33

In such a way, we can tell whether the posts are mostly commented by real netizens or “50
cents”. If there are too many “50 cents” users, it means that the post is astroturfed. We

speculate that there will be a pattern in the “comment numbers” over similar content posts in
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different provinces. There maybe also a provincial difference in different regions in China since

their governing policies vary. In the following study, we will try to answer these assumptions.

Second technical problem is how to find out the deleted comments, if there are any. We argue
that there’s no point only deleting some of the criticisms and leaving the rest of them. The
strategy should be either deleting entirely or “zero” deletion of the comments. That’s to say, if
there are high volume of criticisms, it’s very likely that the government doesn’t apply deletion to

the comments for that post.

Furthermore, we think that forbidding comments is a better way than just simply deleting the
negative comments. Since once an incident goes viral on internet, there will be endless negative
coming out every few hours or even every few minutes. Forbidding to comment is better way
than simple deletion since the government can'’t easily finish deleting once it starts. It's like what
an old Chinese poetry says "the grass cannot be burned out by a prairie fire but grows again
with the spring breeze” (BF kKRR, R A). What's more, deleting comments can also
cause “reverse psychology” among netizens since netizens may think the authority must be
diffident or else it won’t be so eager to eliminate the negative comments. Then these netizens
will come back to comment on the post and taunt the authority on the suppression over public
opinion. In reality, there are indeed many weibo accounts simply forbidding people to comment

due to the above rationale. In the following study, we will further prove this point.

Limits and difficulties of the study:
When the government deletes the comments, currently we have no means to find back the
comments given our technical limits. This might influence the accuracy of the study. However,

as we argued, once the government deletes the post, people will find it more suspicious and
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come back to taunt the government on other posts. So simply closing the comments seems to

be a more efficient way.

In this case study, we met some problems due to the internet block for accessing weibo out of
China. The mass information extraction from weibo can be noticed by Sina and hence the
access will be banned. This largely limits our volume of extraction from weibo because the more
information extraction, the more risk of banning access. So we are unable to extract all the
posts from every provincial account. Even though, we gathered 5000 posts from every

provincial weibo account. This should be sufficient for the analysis.

V. Findings and analysis

Based the high-commented posts from 29 provincial weibos, we make this content-rich table
below (figure 4.1). By observing comments of each post, we colored the cells into four colors.
1.Green: positive comment but it’s actually astroturfing

2.Red: negative comment and it’'s netizens’ genuine comment

3.White color: no obvious political attitude towards the government.

4.Yellow color: positive comment and it's netizens’ genuine comment.

One thing to note is that the above colors means the comments are dominantly astroturfing,
criticism, praise or no political attitude. The aggregate comments are usually mixture of several
above categories in practice. For perceptual intuition and the convenience of the study, we only

use single color to depict the post.

The cause of high commentary
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The cause of high commentary

Ningxia refute a rumour

Fujian

Beijing movie festival

present giving personnel

essay contests changes of
provincial
leaders

Shanxi 1 social news of
“positive
Energy”

online free online free online free entertainment social news of social news of photo show
ticket activity ticket activity ticket activity news “positive “positive
Energy” Energy”

change of appeal for information
name in public about the
huizhou supervision college
(tacitus over entrance
rap) government's examination
relocation

Shandong regional accountability news of clean
railway finishes | for pollution energy
construction

(tacitus (tacitus
tacitus trap) trap)

online free online free report for sunk online free
ticket activity ticket activity ship of Jianli ticket activity

(tacitus

traj

Shanxi 2 (in online information online online entertainment online free
order to interaction with about the civil interaction with | interaction with news ticket activity
distinguish netizens servant netizens netizens (tacitus

from IUTE, we recruitment trap)

name B
Shanxi 2)
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The cause of high commentary

the news of UK
visa

Guangdong storm allert practical
information for
choosing a

college tacitus
trap)

Guizhou entertainment local culture local culture local culture online cheap flight online local culture
news and tourisme and tourisme and tourisme interaction with | news interaction with | and tourisme
netizens netizens
tacitus
D,
Liaoning public hearing alr condition practical policy of practical social news: policy of policy of
of heating fee report information : “building a information of sampling check | “building a “building a
ranking of creative commensense of local food creative creative
China’s society” product society” society”
university
Tianjin online cheap flights online online online online online online online
interaction with ir ion with | i jion with | i ion with | i ion with interaction with | interaction with | interaction with
netizens netizens i i i netizens netizens netizens
Hebei online free online free online free online free online free online free online free online free social news of
ticket activity ticket activity ticket activity ticket activity ticket activity ticket activity ticket activity ticket activity “positive
Energy”

Zhejiang the opening of
World Internet

conference

the opening of
World Internet
conference

entertainment
news

entertainment
news

Chongging Chong Qing to
London route

opens

Heilongjiang meeting of first weibo: entertainment
disciplinary greeting to news
inspection (lots | netizens
of whistle-

blowing)

the
government

mourn the
death of Paris

news of
stampede

Shanghai

Disney Land Attack Concert of News: some urge people online free
Opening some star air cleaners are | not to set off ticket activity
found too much

ungqualified fireworks
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Yun Nan social news of
“positive
Energy”

Inner

Mongolia

Si Chuan online
interaction with
netizens

Xin Jiang refute a rumour

Jiang Su online
interaction with
netizens

Hu Nan

Gan Su

Tiebet

Jiang Xi

entertainment
news

serious traffic
accident

The cause of high commentary

Olympic
champion from
Yunnan

online
interaction with
netizens

online free
ticket activity

Celebration of
50th
anniversary of
Tibet
Autonomous
Region

mourn the regional high- local culture social news of local culture news of
death of speed railway and tourisme “positive and tourisme earthquake
stamped opens Energy”
news of frontier | local industry central
defense government’s
policy for
building a new
socialist
countryside
online free local culture online free local culture
books activity and tourisme books activity and tourisme
news of
earthquake
online online online online online online
i ion with | i ion with | i ion with | i ion with | interaction with | interaction with
i netizens netizens
earthquake
news
Celebration of Celebration of Celebration of
50th 50th 50th
anniversary of anniversary of anniversary of
Tibet Tibet Tibet
Autonomous Autonomous Autonomous
Region Region Region

figure 4.1 a general table of our preliminary finding
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online
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For further analysis, we categorize these posts in terms of their subjects:

Under the leadership of the
central Committee of the
Example: Jinan has been put in the "top Chinese Communist party with
10" most beautiful cities in China President X at the core, many
people's lives are saved from the
earthquake. --Tibet

Local “Good news"” of achievements under the
provincial leadership and local tourisme Information related to central level

3 The Sichuan-Chongging Rallway official
Example: Repost and gain the Posts by provincial starts running lodaqy. ---gchongqlim
ticket for live show government
Entertail and political |

Information related to local

social economy issues
Wuchang Rice starts selling online now

Information related to local
enterprises

Examplo: Quanzhou event—Fujian

Sensitive issues

figure 4.2 topic tree of posts by provincial government

analysis of strategies

By collecting the high-commented posts and analyzing the comments, we made the table 4.1.
The green and yellow zones represent that positive comments are dominating but the green
zones are the products of astroturfing activities. The red zones represent criticisms. The white
zones represent non-political attitudes in the comments. In the following parts, we will give a

detailed description and analysis of each colored zone.

A. green zones—astroturf

81 astroturf activities (total number is 290) are found in this study. Since weibo is seen as a tool
to respond to the demands of various social actors, we categorized them into 3 subtypes: 1.to
the central government 2. to the enterprises 3. to the provincial government itself. To each

subject, the provincial government applies astroturf out of diverse motives.

1. astroturf for the central government
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content example typical province intention

ideology level Xi JinPing’s China Inner Mongolia show political loyalty
Dream;

policy of central central government’s | Gansu be in line with the

government interaction on poverty central government
alleviation

ethnic harmony and religion and patriotism | Xinjiang, Tibet respond to the major

national unity meeting concern of central

government

figure 4.31 astroturfing for the central level
We found some patterns from table 4.1: if the name of Xi Jinping (the general secretary of
CCP) is mentioned in the post, it's very likely that post will be astroturfed. The top leader of CCP
in every generation has his own theory —Deng Xiaoping’s “seek truth from facts”, Jiang Zemin’s
“three represents theory” and Hu Jintao’s “scientific development concept”. Xi Jinping is
developing his systematic “China dream” theory. These theories can be seen as the “bible” of
the party in the respective stage. Although the provincial weibos' propaganda of China dream
can be interpreted as flattery to some degree, we argue that more importantly these posts and
astroturfings can have significance in politics. Groveling serves as a useful technology through
which followers can credibly signal their loyalty to their patron, and the patron can gain useful
knowledge of his or her support base even before a serious challenge (Shih, Victor, 2008).
Especially Xi now is firmly in power after ruling out some political enemies, this kind of
“groveling and flattery” signal seem to be more imperative, since no one wants to be like in the
other team. By speaking highly of Xi’'s words and deeds, the provincial leaders show their loyalty

to Xi.

In policy areas, the provincial should be conscientiously in line with the central CCP as well. The

policy in China is delivered from top to bottom: the central level gives policy instructions to every
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provinces, then the provinces study the policy, combine it with the provincial realities and then
apply the policies. The provincial government can’t go against the spirit of the central
government. A common example is that every provincial TV channel broadcasts CCTV (China
Central Television) News every day at 7:00. This a traditional and tacit routine kept in China
since the day CCTV was founded, except when Chen Liangyu was the party sectary of
Shanghai. It's said that Chen's disloyalty to the central government led him into prison in the

end.

So it’s necessary to propagate what the central government says and implement what the
central government instructs. In the top commented posts, we found many of them specifically
states: according to Xi Jinping’s instructions or according to the instruction of Party Central

Committee.... As for comments, the comments are full of astrouturfings without surprise.

VR RIER (52 8h R [BR E i F 1 E iR 2 3] . .
To implements general secretary Xi

FPNBL BT S5 ST S50 R RELL 27 IR i DR Jinping’s instructions : “never let
the poor kids lose at the starting line”.

gk LEORRRRERE, M 2014 R, BIRRKEA NS From 2014, Inner Mongolia

P HL IR A0 5 IR R RE T AT, 5O i Autonomous Region starts to _
subsidize the poor students for their
ARRER)—IMERTE) 4 550, BRERBEIR & TN — higher education.

RMERTEY 3 o6, 2015 4F, 43 .

figure 4.32 astroturfing for policies according to central level’s instruction

When the provincial government astroturfs for ethnic harmony and national unity, we argue this

kind of astroturfing is also a signal to the central government that the provincial leaders have the
ability to keep their turf stable and well-administered. In ancient times, the emperors send senior
general to safeguard the frontier and ethnical unity. Those who can accomplish this mission well

can be appreciated by the emperor. Although as time goes by, there’s no emperor in China
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anymore, but the centralized bureaucratic system hasn’t changed. The central government has
the same expectation of the provincial leaders, especially Xinjiang and Tibet, which are both

frontier and ethnic minority autonomous provinces.

China has 5 provincial autonomous regions established for minorities: Tibet autonomous region,

Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region, Guangxi Zhuang
Autonomous Region, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region. We are unable to collect the data of

Guangyxi since it doesn't have one. In the rest of 4 autonomous regions, we found Tibet and
Xinjiang are mostly “green areas” (astroturfing) in the chart, intensely astroturfing for patriotism
and ethnical unity as its outstanding feature. Notably Tibet and Xinjiang has no “red zones”
(criticism) in the high commented posts. This is very suspiciously sugar-coating harmony since
both provinces have relatively rampant ethnic separatism. The truth might not be as beautiful as
those comments present—either singing praises for the central government or the ethnical

unity.

Although Inner Mongolia has 10 “green zones”, its emphasis of astroturfing is mainly on local
concerns—local economy and tourism. However, as an even shaper contrast, Ningxia has 6 red
zones out of 10 most-commented posts, mainly because of the extra-mark policy. This policy
allows Hui students to have bonus marks in the college entrance examination which caused
dissatisfaction among Han® people. Again, this doesn’t mean that the conflict between Hui and
Han are more serious than that in Tibet and Xinjiang. We argue it's precisely because Ningxia
has less ethnical conflicts and less worry of split that the Ningxia government can tolerate the

following extremely disrespectful comments (figure 4.33).

® the majority of Chinese is Han.
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5. Why 20 extra marks for musilims...(some swear words)?
6. In the entrance exam, Hui has 20 extra marks. Han has
none. In the civil servant admission exam: Hui has 10 extra
marks. Hui people will take control of Ningxia government.
Han people sacrifice for China, but Hui only wants the
foundation of Ningxia Islamic State.

7. Research of what? Why gave Hui extra marks ?

8. Party secretary’s research on new media is an
encouragement of the employees.

9. Extra mark should have good reason, such as a low 1Q.
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figure 4.33 extreme comments in Ning Xia weibo

Although Hui is seen as a minority, it had already been sinicized to a great extent. Hui has
almost the same appearance with Han. The majority of Hui speak Mandarin and have very
similar life styles with Han except that they keep some Muslim traditions. Second, Ningxia is not
a frontier province either. These two conditions which Xinjiang and Tibet lack, together make
ethnical conflicts and split less a concern in Ningxia. So even extreme comments can be left

there because of very little potential danger.

2 astroturfing for the provincial government itself
We found such a pattern in the chart: when the theme of the post are related to “economic

project” “ environmental project” and “provincial meeting”, the post is very likely to be
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astroturfed. Here we use Zhejiang’s top-astroturfed post as a case to study the rationale behind

this.

@ LR ¥

wIRH
[T RBHIVKHE *ﬁ & RX] RHTRE L iﬁ‘*’
BRE %
250&6“‘}3&* *’i#ﬁﬂ 20145F. 201552 HHE AR “7}<ﬁ“xﬁ&*’
i296%kl L. BIARM: RIZPKHHERNNS, REXRT.

Fok3tik

=
=

translation of the post

The Five River Project is the key project of
Zhejiang. It’s people’s beloved benevolent project.
It's a project pushing the industry to upgrade.
According to the statistics, more than 96 of
Zhejiang people support this project. Many people
say: our beautiful and clean hometown is coming
back.

2
300 Zﬂﬁ'iang

225
150
70
75 26 4%5
12
3150121522 2 %0al 2
0 O=oinp=O=O=psN0n a

03H04H03H04H 03H05H03H05H03H05H
17:01 21:03 10:31 13:25 15:25

4.34 the number of comments of astroturfing “Five River” environment-friendly project

From this line chart, we found the corresponding high-commented posts (in the above chart,

264, 70, 49, 47 can be seen as high number of comments) have three characteristics:

1. They are all astroturfed.

2.  Their content is all about the success of provincial environmental project.

3. The time of these high-commented posts is around March 5th, which is the exact date

when national “two meetings®” started.

We found the following news can provide a possible explanation for the above characteristics:

“Before the opening of national two meetings, Zhejiang government praised the “advanced

typical examples” in “Five River” environment-friendly project. The government also comes up

® In the Chinese government, the term refers to the annual plenary sessions of the national or local People's
Congress and the national or local committee of the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference.
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with new planning and requirement for the project. The project is opening a new chapter’. The
national “two meeting” is a venue for every province to summarize the achievement and for
provincial leaders to show their governing ability to the top CCP leaders. This chance shouldn’t
be spoiled by any “negative event” (like Liaoning Flag Issue as well in the later session) and
should be lightened up by some great achievements. Hence, we argue the provincial weibo can
astroturf for the its own achievements because the government wants to claim credit for its
governance. This kind of self-boasting activity can also be seen everywhere on provincial
newspapers and TV as well. It’s also possible that even though it's not the provincial leaders
intention to apply such explicit astroturfing, the provincial propaganda office uses such flattering
move to show its loyalty, the same logic with why the provincial government astroturfs for the

central level.

3. astroturfing and advertising for the local enterprises

Hei Longjiang Province Transaltion:

NN SRRl Gy AN e SN s k=a i e )| Battle to Save Wuchang Rice: Let's enjoy the rice fest. With the
AR I R B B OE A TR K | BT K R iR E help of Hei Longjiang Government and Sina, our Wuchang Rice
K E SN YCEERl, Bl RS | A BRI APP now is going online. There’s no fear for that you can't eat the

SRR SR T T BRI 2 [l B IO B T A A 1 4T real Wuchang Rice anymore. We never give up protecting our

brand.
B35 K I B R AP, Bl TR, g « an

655 5% : 3704
The third type of astroturfing featuring the advertising for well-known brands.
figure 4.35
China’s Wuchang rice is extremely popular due to its fragrant smell and good taste. With the

demand for Wuchang rice so high, some companies start to exploit the opportunity and create

" the report of Zhejiang’s provincial two meeting. http://n.cztv.com/news/11943976.html
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fake rice using the brand of Wuchang while they sell for the same high price. This was reported
by CCTV and became a sensational news at the point. As a result, the sales volume of real

“Wuchang” goes down and those real “Wuchang” branded rice companies can’t survive.

The number of registered wuchang rice companies is 292 which can create thousands of jobs

and a considerable contribution to local economy. It's necessary to keep them prosper for local
employment, stability and government tax revenues. When these enterprises are dying for help,
the government responds and supports them by posting advertisement and astroturf for them on

weibo. Even though these astroturfings are full of flaws (lots of “copy and paste” comments),

it's still an effort to help local enterprises.

As the direct administer of provincial weibo, the internet propaganda office is faced with some
financial challenges. Except for the funds allocated by government, how to increase the founds
of the propaganda in other channel? Officers there may also want to increase their “grey
income” as well. Astroturfing for the enterprises can be a solution to these problems. As some
insiders disclose, a weibo account with 100 thousands followers can earn 200-500 yuan by
posting an advertisement and can earn at least a thousand yuan if it has a million followers?®.
Normally a provincial weibo can have millions of followers and this can bring them thousands of
yuan by posting an advertisement. Increasing revenue provides a possible explanation for

provincial weibos’ engagement in astroturfing for enterprises.

Who astroturf for the provincial weibos:

& According to the insider, Gong Boyang, “ Considering the market condition, posting one advertisement by a weibo
account with 100000 followers can earn 200-500 yuan, and earn more than 1000 yuan with more than one million
followers. “ http://money.hangzhou.com.cn/news/content/2012-05/10/content_4190819.htm
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Based on the comments we collect in the astroturfing posts, we are able to find out who's the

“astroturfers”, or the so called “fifty cents” for provincial weibo. We still use “Zhejiang’s Five

River” case as a sample for analysis.

figure 4.36 a blue V
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translation of the comments:

1. A green mountain is a golden mountain.

2. Five river project benefits our descendants. (the same
user ID with 1)

3. The beauty of nature will come back. (the same user
ID with 1)

4.  Five river project benefits our descendants.

5. Deqing is also engaged with five river project. The
beauty of nature is the real beauty.

6. The green mountain and clean water is the well-being
of Zhejiang people

7. A green mountain is a golden mountain.

8. A green mountain is a golden mountain. Go for it!
Zhejiang forest department.

9. The beauty of nature will come back.

10. A green mountain is a golden mountain.

11. We believe a clean environment will come back.

figure 4.37 astroturf for Zhejiang province

In the finding, most comments of astroturf are made by the “blue V” like this - (figure 4.36).

Blue V is a symbol only authorized to governmental and public institutions. Basically

governmental departments, public institutions, the Communist Youth Leagues in municipal

level, county level and subdistrict level have participated in astroturfing the post. In this way,

hundreds of comments are produced without extra expenses on hiring “50 cents” army. And for

these sub-provincial governmental department or quasi-subordinates such as school and

museum, it’s part of their duty to comply with the provincial government’s order to popularize

this post. Meanwhile, they repost as well which makes the original post spread in a wider range.

This is consistent with Gary King’s finding: although the scholarly literature describes 50c party

members as ordinary citizens hired for very low wages, we found instead that almost all in our

sample are government employees (King, Pan and Roberts, 2016).
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Municipal governmental
department (Huzhou the Communist Youth

municipal police office...) Leagues of each level

Provincial weibo

county level governmental
departments (example: Taishun
county justice bureau)

subdistrict governmental public institutions of each
office (Feiying Offiice) level

county High school...)
figure 4.37 : who astroturfs for provincial weibo in the case of Zhejiang’s “Five

River” environment-friendly project

figure 4.38 astroturfers for Zhejiang Five River Poject

However ,these “cameo appearances” are usually very poor work. These voluntary
commentators have no incentive to do a good job. All they want to do is to finish the astroturf
guota distributed by their superior. As a result, netizens can easily tell these comments are
astroturfing, since it’s just “copy and paste” “multiple comments by the same user” or all
commented by “blue V”. Instead of being popular online, the content of astroturf might end up

with being detested by netizens.

While the provincial weibo represents the image of provincial government, as the direct
administrator, the internet propaganda office has its own interests and realities as well: how to
finish the task without spending too much considering the budget limit? Having these

“voluntary” astroturfers to do the job can save a considerable amount of money. According to
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the insider’s saying, in the “astroturfing market”, in the “astroturfing market”, each comment
can charge 1 yuan. That’s to say, according to our data, usually the government wants to have
hundreds of comment or even more for astroturf, which cost hundreds of yuan or more®. From
this point of view, using government employees as astroturfers is a economiccally rational

choice.

Red areas

The red areas represent where comments are mostly criticisms and protests. Then some
readers may ask such a question: in authoritarian state like China, is the government so open-
minded and confident to take all the criticism and what the government will do when online

protestants can threaten the regime?

To answer the question, usually people will observe whether the comment is censored—if the
authority found the comment very improper or threatening, it will remove the comment.
However, we argue this is not the usual way used in provincial weibos. Usually they just close
the comment system when they find certain content is too sensitive to comment. As for the
already-existed criticisms, they just leave them there. The new posts will soon cover the old
ones in people’s eyesight. Unless netizens go back to the previous highly-criticized posts in the
long ago, they won'’t find anything embarrassing the government at the homepage of provincial
weibo. After the comment system is closed, the comment number is often very low. It could

often be 0, or other low number (2 or 3, for example). Sometimes astroturfers can help to

9Commenting on 100 posts earn 150 yuan. Commenting on 500 posts earn 150 yuan. Commenting on 500 posts
earn 500 yuan. Commenting 1000 posts earn 900 yuan. http://money.hangzhou.com.cn/news/content/2012-
05/10/content 4190819.htm
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improve the comment number. This thought is inspired by the scandal of Chinese Red Cross™.

When the scandal is revealed, a single post of Chinese Red Cross attracts more than 200

thousands comments in a short period. However, after a while, the comment number of the

following posts become 0 or low number since Chinese Red Cross very likely forbids the

comment system.

Yet the 200 thousands comments are not deleted, which are mostly harsh criticisms. The

reasons are two fold: First, as we talked above, deletion of posts can only make the netizens

more resentful. Second, the central government criticizes the deletion of comments. People’s

Daily reprimanded the Ministry of Culture for deleting netizens’ comments™. We argue that the

comment is a information channel for the central government to know the opinions of grassroots

and the performance of its subordinates. We will further explain this later.

At the point we gathering the data, we found that Liaoning, Chongging, Fujian and Zhejiang

forbade to comment. But now Chongging weibo is open to comment again. That is to say, in

practice provincial weibos could temporarily forbid to comment for certain reasons.
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| roagesss: wTE? . red huge controversy in China's cyberspace, putting the Red

Cross Society of China (RCSC), China's biggest charity organization, and its affiliates under attack for their corruption
and misuse of public donations.
! http://i.ifeng.com/news/sharenews.f?aid=102346627
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Type A

figure 4.41

type A and type B in comment numbers

By identifying the time of “highest commented posts” of red zone, we made line charts of the
most recent twenty posts’ comment numbers in the aftermath of the highest-commented post (X
axis shows the timeline, Y axis shows the comment numbers) In this way, we found two types
of event:

1. 3 type A events, with a sudden drop in comment numbers

2. 26 type B events, with fluctuations in comment numbers (see Appendix B for more charts)
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type B

figure 4.42

We think that the government will take measures when it thinks necessary to prevent collective
movement possibly brought about by weibo. To under this is kind of tricky: a sudden drop of
‘comment numbers” in the aftermath of the “high commented” events is exactly the symbol of

control over the comment.

We argue that it's abnormal to have such “sudden drops” in the comment numbers:

1. Usually people’s attention can be attracted by the “hot issue” for quite a while. Their passion
to discuss, criticize and inquire shouldn’t disappear all of sudden. Hence, it's normal to see a
transitional decay of the comment number

2. Usually a provincial weibo has more than millions of followers, which means “0, 1 or 2

comments” (as what type A looks like) for continuously twenty posts is unusual while
normally there should be ups and downs in the line charts of “comment number” (just like

type B)

1. nationalism against Taiwan flag in Liaoning

The first type A issue is Taiwan flag issue. In the beginning of March, 2016, Taiwan’s “national
flag” beside the South Korea’s national flag on the banner in Liaoning goes viral online (figure

4.43). This infuriates netizens and they harshly crticizes Liaoning government (figure 4.44).

Page 35 of 109



- v Sl

__a N —

BTl 201644

Liao Ning

WT4343 : H{EL TERF

Our real enemy is Liaoning Government.

i LR F BN TREG S STERE
AT IE KRR I BB RANE S

As part of China, how could

CAIZELIN- : {48 B NI TE ?

You want to be “Liaoning” kingdom?

T ARITBT TR A T N
HMBERFR TG, 2 JEIRTAE P N RIS £

Liao Ning government, have you established diplomatic with “fake Taiwan
State”? How dare you challenge all the Chinese?

TEATH B ISEHESBRBRE A 2

holdback : BEE&MIMG, FRITASISAMULE., X5y You only know to delete our comments. Liaoning leaders not only are anti-
ZUES, T LA EHE3E, FaEm e fae#s1% | CCP butalso try to spread the country. Retarded government.
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T ASRIER I Y 2, XREELATIE, 2 Is it good to openly split the country during the two meetings.

the cause of Liaoning flag event:

Taiwan “national flag” on the banner of
Liaoning Industrial Exhibition Hall
some typical comments on Liaoning’s flag issue

figure 4.43 figure 4.44

In this event, nationalism can become a dangerous actor. First, nationalist activity not controlled
by the regime can backfire and turn into anti-regime protests and thus undermine government
legitimacy rather than bolster it. second, while externally oriented nationalism can be the glue
that keeps people together and ensures greater regime support (Dimitrov, 2008), it can easily

degenerate into anti-Taiwan nationalism, which finally does no good to the cause of peaceful

reunification.

As a very similar case in recent years, there are frequent protests against Japan breaking out in
major cities like Xi'an, Chengdu,Chongging ,Wuhan and so on. However, these protests are all
finally stopped by local authorities. In these protests, irrational people boycott Japanese
products, burn Japanese flag, break Japanese-brand cars like Toyota and break in restaurants
with Japanese names such as Ajisen Ramen and Yoshinoya. These activities will cause
adverse impacts on local economy and people’s property.

In addition, these protests could potentially damage CCP’s legitimate foundation, one of which

is nationalism. The protesters want the government to take a more aggressive stance against

Page 36 of 109


http://weibo.com/5362376932
http://weibo.com/yhzact
http://weibo.com/2962694543
http://weibo.com/5052962217
http://weibo.com/1820767624
http://weibo.com/2838151581

Japan which goes far beyond CCP’s diplomatic maneuvers. In the eyes of these angry and

aggressive people, being soft could mean CCP’s incompetence as the ruling party.

Taiwan Issue is in the same situation. In general, cross-straits relations tend to be easing these
years. The central government doesn’t push Taiwan hard on returning back. Both sides admit
the ambiguous words “one China” but don’t clarify who’s going to rule China. This kind of
ambiguity is seen as best alternative for now, because clarification of such words could harm
the feeling of either side which is bad for consensus. The flag issue could make netizens
desperately claim mainland’s sovereignty to Taiwan. This will eventually break this subtle
balance, infuriating and pushing away Taiwanese. Hence, this issue needs to be controlled for

the sake of big picture.

Meanwhile, it's also noteworthy that the “ two meetings” were being held at the same time. The
provincial “two meeting” is under the spotlight of media and both the grassroots level and central
level are watching closely. At this point, any mistakes could be amplified and therefore threaten

the political career of provincial leaders.

We also found that weibo of Liaoning intensely posts unrelated microblogs. The intention is very
likely to distract people’s attention from the hot issue. Liaoning weibo posts more than 200
microblogs in the day of flag event broke out—2016.3.5, which is much more frequent than

usual.

2. fight against injustice of education in Zhejiang

The second type A post is the Zhejiang education department’s reply to Zhejiang parents’ and

students’ concern on the reduction in admission quota (quota event, in short). In 2015.4.25, the
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ministry of education of China issued a document: <plans for admissions in higher education>.

According to this document, Zhejiang, Jiang Su and Hubei will send out 1600 thousands quota

of high education admission to western provinces'. Under the new scheme, leading universities

across the country must admit a greater number of non-local students, which the parents fear

will make it more difficult for their children to find a place at schools close to home®. This

trig
ger
s
ang
ers
of

the

 BREREN, SIHLMEATER, EBEFKRD, ik

BETDES, XTI YRR %

Zhejiang

Look at the chaos in Nanjing now! Zhejiang should release information in time and let the parents and student be relieved.

L PIE AT
RPN, HEE

S ] A
HHTAF K X sl
BRI AR, BT S A S 2

B NTAEM R 2 HiLH AR A A E

Have you asked millions of Zhejiang people? Do they agree? Why other provinces protect the rights of their students? You want
the smart Zhejiang students to suffer a loss?

Where’s the justice? We didn’t see it.

L R AR THE, BEAFLUHIE TR

You just want to cover up the truth and this exactly proves our doubts are true.

DERRAE T, SRR A L BRI S R
FYZARE, (R RIEE A — R IR B AR LR R AR T, #B 2
0, WefmE

These are all excuses. Why we need such high marks to go to a such a bad university ? It

D) ) IFEAIA, R
L/ UTRRE R ZE 500 4K K

LGBl aTON

Pk B AR

Don't lie to us. How much guts you have to lie to us?

parents in these provinces because they feel treated unequally.

figure 4.45 some typical extreme comments in the quota event

1210 2016.4.25, the ministry of edcuation introduced a file: << Guan Yu Zuo Hao 2016 Nian Pu Tong Gao Deng Jiao
Yu Zhao Sheng Jihua Bian Zhi He Guan Li Gong Zuo De Tong Zhi>> This notification requires that 12 provinces
(including Zhejiang, Jiangsu and Shanghai should give 160000 admission quotas to western
%rovinces.http://www.moe.edu.cn/srcsite/AO3/5180/s3011/201605/t20160504 241872.html

South China Morning Post
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/1945104/thousands-chinese-parents-take-streets-protest
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Fear of collective movement is the reason for forbidding comment in the aftermath of quota
event. In other provinces related to the event, collective movements have already broken out.
Thousands of parents staged demonstrations in the capital cities of Hubei and Jiangsu
provinces, protesting over the same issue. Given this lesson, Zhejiang government should take
harsh measures on the online comment which are very inflammatory. In a later part of this

section, we will analyze the potential effect of these comments in detalil.

3. collective anger of Quanzhou in Fujian

The third type A event is Quanzhou event. Disputes broke among Chinese netizens due to a
governmental decision to change the name of Quanzhou port, a world famous seaport located
in Fujian province, southeastern China, Xinhua reports*. Netizens from Quanzhou blame the
government for not respecting the history and trying to be partial to Meizhou. These netizens

also think that the corruption in provincial government is incurable, which is a shame for Fujian.

This controversy gradually became a nationwide concern: influential newspaper and magazines
report this issue and they clearly support Quanzhou people; Netizens in weibo and other social
media also speak for Quanzhou as well. However, netizens soon found the criticisms on the
mainstream social-networking site was deleted. The insiders said Quanzhou government
ordered a ban on discussion of Quanzhou event to the public sectors. Then after that, the
provincial government blocked the themes related to Quanzhou event. The intention is to stop

this online issue from escalating into a street protest.

 The Fujian Communications Department published a declaration on March 31, stating that the port zones in
Quanzhou will be integrated as part of the Meizhou Bay port zones and come under the authority of the newly
established Meizhou Bay Port Management Bureau. As a result, the port zones in Quanzhou will now be referred to
as the Meizhou Bay Port. http://www.whatsonxiamen.com/news24677.html
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The content of the original post is not related to Quanzhou issue, but the posted time is April 1st

which the issue is under heat discussion. This is different from what we speculate in the

beginning: when the government doesn’t respond to hot issue, it will cut off the the following

procedure of 2,3 and 4. Even though Fujian government didn’t show any attitude on weibo

about the Quanzhou event, it was still denounced under the unrelated post. Then again, when

the comment number is rising rapidly under this post, the provincial weibo decides to forbid

comment, as we observed in the line chart in figure 4.1.

PR & bR | BRI | BRSNS TR B 2 2 AR BN RS

Comments on Fujian Quanzhou event

Garbage Fujian government. Act against the central level. Act against Quanzhou people? Shameless Fujian government.

it B ENEHRLZA F AR, RS S ELBIRE,

No shame! Who's Pintan? You should have common sense. The starting point of Marine Silk Road is Quan Zhou. Your parents should
teach you speak like a human,

(Swear words)!!! Respect the history.

RS RS T

Fujian authority is shameless.

Qz RN = RS RIX R, B SR ERINZ R, ATARRY SN AR T

Pathetic Quanzhou and abominable provincial government.

KMEE_Ever : RABKS, ADMIBLIONHE, , FRTE, RI1HH, . @EAXBERER, =
TM & EIHiLER

Be careful, the grievances may break out anytime. Let’s wait and see. It's a shame to have you

figure 4.46 some typical extreme comments in Quanzhou event

4. analysis of the comments in Type A

The typical comments in Type A can be described as extremely harsh, insulting and instigating.

The image of the government is being harmed indeed but a more serious danger is these

comments can encourage netizens to take extreme actions in real life. This can be explained

by informational cascade and group polarization.

Page 40 of 109



http://weibo.com/2168151124
http://weibo.com/n/%E6%96%B0%E9%97%BB%E5%B9%BF%E8%A7%92?from=feed&loc=at
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http://weibo.com/1902808271

An informational cascade occurs when a person observes the actions of others and then —
despite possible contradictions in his/her own private information signals — engages in the same
acts. A cascade develops, then, when people "abandon their own information in favor of
inferences based on earlier people's actions” (Easley, David, 2010). Based on this theory,
netizens can change their judgement based on previous comments by other netizens. When
most comments a netizen read are condemning the government, the netizen is very likely to

reach the conclusion: the government is useless, corrupt and evil.

In social psychology, group polarization refers to the tendency for a group to make decisions
that are more extreme than the initial inclination of its members. These more extreme decisions
are towards greater risk if individuals' initial tendencies are to be risky. The internet is not only a
media tool but also a locale for people to share emotions. When only a few netizens think
extremely, they may not dare to act extremely. However, if they see there are lots of people
thinking the same with them, they can take bold actions more easily since they have a collective
appeal and collective identity against the government. When the netizens have the collective
identity “we” against “they”—the government officials, it makes them think they are not fighting
alone and they have allies to back up each other. There’s an idiom in China: "no punishment if

everybody does it” (J5/4~574%). In the collective movement, people also think “ I’'m only one of

thousands of people who protest. They can’t easily arrest thousands of people. | should be safe
too.” Having seen the previous anti-government comments, people can think it's OK to speak

and act extremely beforehand since he’s not the only one doing it.

To sum up, the “comment system” amplifies the risk of collective movement. Extreme comments
could influence the neutral netizens and make them anti-government. It also gives people signal
that they are not alone so people dare to take bold actions. Therefore, the government needs to

close the comment before more netizens are getting extreme.
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Type B issue

The government has tolerance to certain issues and let people comment as they want, even
sometimes the critics are harsh, irrational and disgraceful. The government will keep the
criticism there even they overwhelm the positive comments. Government policies sometimes
look as bad, and leaders can be as embarrassed, as is often the case with elected politicians in
democratic countries, but, as they seem to recognize, looking bad does not threaten their hold
on power so long as they manage to eliminate discussions associated with events that have

collective action potential(King, Pan and Roberts, 2013).

the utility of criticism

#EFEYEs [RRSES B ERIHEE translation of the post:
E] 12 A 26 H, BAREEREEITEE The Sichuan- Chongging High Speed Railway has officially
B, AR EPRAB T A HFORAIT 2
NITUEREEE 1.5 /N, iRk H AR IR
vESIH, ZU)IIER, %K. B, N shortened from 2hours to 1.5 hour. The railway is 308KM in
L. HEPRE . kI, BELFR SRR,
2K 308 A H, HRE I EinE
(Via@PErafE s ) 2015/12/26 7:45  if

~A~A~ ot aa

opened. The traveling time from Chongqing to Sichuan is

total.

figure 4.51 post of Chongqing railway opening
“Chongqing Railway opens” is one of the Type B issues. This post sounds like good news for
those who travel a lot from Sichuan to Chongging. However, the comments are overwhelmingly
negative. Some critics complain that the ticket is too expensive considering it only saves two
hours. Some complain there are so few stops that the train doesn’t stop by their destination at

all.

These comments are all tolerated by the Chongging government. It's noteworthy that these

complaints and criticisms are neither politically sensitive nor inflammatory for people to start
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collective movement. As scholars summarized, citizens criticize the regime without collective
action on the ground in many ways, including even via (unsubstantiated) threats of protest and
viral bursts of online-only activity — all which do not have collective action potential by this

definition and so are ignored by the government. (King, Pan and Roberts, 2013).

In addition, these criticisms have two utilities: First, although these comments blame the
government for its unsatisfying performance, they also provide valuable feedbacks for the
government to improve its work. Second, these feedbacks are useful for the higher-level
government in judging the performance of (as well as keeping or replacing) local leaders and
ameliorating other information problems faced by higher-level authorities (Dimitrov, 2014a,b,c;
Wintrobe, 1998). As such, avoiding any artificial change in that balance — such as from

astroturf or censorship —can be valuable.

online petition in the comments

Online petition is also observed, as the Heilongjiang’s case shows. Under the post of “two
meeting of Heilongjiang”, we found lots of netizens came to report local corruption (in municipal
level, county level and even town level). In China, there’s a tradition of “ skip-level petition”.
When people found their interests is hurt by the local government, they sometimes can’t get an
ideal compensation or even an apology. After failure of negotiation with basic-level government,
the grass-root citizens will go to the higher level— provincial government (or sometimes the

central level, if the provincial government fails them) to complain their sufferings, wishing the

provincial government could uphold justice for them.

. TEOASE IR RS S A, TR SR EA SR translation of the comments:

T mm ASREANTEAREABTETE ¥ AR . BRTEEN 1. My mother was hit by the police car in Qigihaer.
BEEET The police defaulted the hospital treatment
2015-11-17 14:05 mE A expense. Does the police have the privilege to hit

; : o

‘f“ N R T s o people by car__W|th0L_Jt paying the compensation?

" . A% | & 2. In the Mudanjiang Jingbohu forest park, the

) o ) . = workers in the parking lot beat the visitors.
by ¢ ERTSERILAS TRRLR, SR LEARTSES. BERS, RAEE 3. The district government of Nianzishan is stuck in
. AZEF— M ERAMITHEZRENALRD LEE, ERIFARESHESR, KERDLEE, T ) . . . .

P — inaction. To whom should | complain about their
AT g o inaction? The district leaders refuse to negotiate

30f109  people about the demolition of the houses. They

ﬁ C RIETH, FATRAT, BTUR, REEREAEERBRE REFE

« "
EEHBRERRFIFE, REEMNEERERERRE, XUTHETEMANFRA, THAN are rea”y gOOd N
h— 4. We just want to live more comfortably. We have

2015-8-30 21:01 @E | A no water to drink, no road to walk. We hope the
village leaders could wake up and do some good

e A e ke b b e e b e ey P A e Ak A A b oy v Ak R AL e L e



figure 4.52 online petition in Heilongjiang weibo

For CCP as a whole, instead of regarding this activity as dangerous, the provincial CCP should
even be happy about these skip-level petitions. Although people lose hope on the basic level,
they still trust the provincial government. They don’t negate CCP’s overall legitimacy but place

the hope of justice on the high-level government.

What's more, in an authoritarian regime, high level government usually lacks of accurate
information about citizens’ preferences and complaints. This will result in a widespread
discontent which precisely can escalate small-scale protests into spread like a “prairie fire”.
While the basic level government can cover their problems very well by detaining the petitioners
in real life, it’'s very hard to do so online. Hence there’s a saying “ reporting on the internet is

better than petition in person” (_Ei/j/~4n_E[W). Weibo solved the information asymmetry to some

degree. For the above reasons, the provincial government have no needs to delete or prohibit

such online “whistle-blowing”. On the contrary, they should be happy to see it.

some criticisms reflect the loss of public trust
In the type B issue, we found even when the government make some progress can incur

negative comments as well. For example, it can be seen as a progress of “rule of law” that the

Page 44 of 109



incumbent vice governor of Guizhou province came to the court to answer the query from the
public, however, the comments are overwhelmingly negative (figure 4.53). No matter it's a
posture or a genuine respect of judicial system, it has the positive significance which should be
affirmed. However, in the comments, we only found one-sided criticisms. Almost no one talk
about its positive side of this event. Similar cases are everywhere®. When the government tries
to clarify matters of the vaccine issue'®, people don’t buy it and suspect the government is hiding
something, even though the government is telling the truth. When cities win some honors, such
as the “cleanest city”—Jinan, netizens laugh about the “gold content” of the honor*’. When the
government issues a new policy to benefit the pregnant, netizens only talk about the bad effects
it might bring but ignore the overall good of the policy*®. No matter what the government does
and says, people think it's not good. This is exactly the so called “tacitus trap” —when the
government loses public trust, no matter it does good things or bad things, people will deem the

government is lying or doing the wrong things.

In April 11, Guiyang newspaper reporter
Wang Jialiang 9 this morning, vice governor
of Guizhou province Chen Mingming and all
parties, ID cards to enter the Guiyang City
Intermediate People’s court, as the
administrative organs responsible person to
participate in the proceedings. It is
understood that the provincial government
is responsible for the respondent, which is
the first in the country.

#Translation of comments:

#We can directly go to Central Discipline
#Inspection Commission...

#1 don’t know what Guizhou is proud of .
#Report of Guizhou’s corruption..

#This is really a political show.

#Guizhou government cares the people in
Tongzi #county. The officials here are so
corrupt.

#Why doesn’t the governor come?

" nes is exposind HESRHEEIBE ﬁQ%W@éc%'fn%%néir‘HQﬂ?{nbuted across China,

E’Qm IS a aood dee

15 see figure 4.:

® A'scandal ove g e
|nclud|ng close links between vendors and government clifti
"In Shandong’s, Jinan ranks the top 10 cleanest city in China. This post is taunted by netizens because they don’t

think Jinan is not a very clean city.
18 \When Shan Xi government decides to make an adjustment for maternity leave for the convenience of new parents,
netizens only criticized the flaws of this policy and don’t praise the good side.
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figure 4.53 Guizhou post: the vice governor came to the court and comments

join analysis of A and B

In certain ranges, protests and criticism can be tolerated. In Lorentzen’s term, this is called
“loyalist protests” which follow strict rules in their demands, their rhetoric, and their actions
(Lorentzen, 2013). He found three conditions the loyalist protests usually follow: 1. They use

the rhetorical strategy that O’Brien has characterized as “rightful resistance” (O’Brien, 1996),

accepting the regime’s legitimacy \ i W e do not attempt to link up with
, éccepting h . .
other groups who may have relatet / ccp's no link with \ ming their protests as purely a
legitimacy.—|other groups
response to local concerns they re " Rl - /s might try to make common

cause with them. The government’ S epends on whether this form

purely a response

. . to local concern .
is followed. Protests and political a . of the loyalist model are dealt

with much more harshly. To make things more clear, we make the following graph: the protests

in “area L” can be tolerated; Areas out of L can be regarded as threatening to the regime.

4.61 the boundary of loyalist protests
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The three events under type A don't fit in areas L and hence were banned to comment after the

comments escalated into a more threatening style. The flag issue could potentially harm CCP’s

legitimacy. The quota event could possibly cause a co-movement with Jiangsu and Hunan,

which is not a local issue any more. Anger and outrage pervade Quanzhou. It's not just a matter

of a group people anymore but a nationwide concern online. Hence, none of the above events

can fall in area L.

reasons of protests and criticism in the

accepting CCP’s

no link with bother groups

purely a response

habor)

comment legitimacy to local concern
nationalism (Taiwan flag ) X(potentially) \ \/

injustice and collective anger of v S X

(quota event)

collective anger (changing name of quango | v X X

figure 4.62 type A events going beyond the boundary of loyalist protests
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When the criticism and protests are type B (or in area L), the government can tolerate them and
even make use of the criticisms and online petitions for policy-making and anti-corruption
campaign. We argue that type B and type A are not in the same magnitude in terms of severity.

Some scholars have founded a similar pattern: censorship magnitude (King, Pan and Roberts,

Figure 4. Events with Highest and Lowest Censorship Magnitude

Protests in Inner Mongolia I
Pomograaohv DisguisedasNews
aidy Cﬂpgﬁght Lawsuit [
Zengcheng Protests ]
Pornography Mennomrw PopularBook [ ]
Ai Weiwei Arrested
Collective Anger At Lead Poisoning in Jiangsu (I . .
Googlé is Hacked ) = Collective Action

. i00g
Localized Advocacy for EmE[?zT‘urSSnBtoLnoﬂ‘l;fnré T = Criticism of Censors
Students Throw Shoes at Fang BinXing [ Pornography

Rush to Buy Salt After Earthquake
New ngs on Fifty Cent Party [

——

U.S. Military Intervention in Libya
Food Prices Rise ‘ .
Education Reform for Migrant Children
Popular Video Game Released
ndoor Smoking Ban Takes Effect
ews About [ran Nuclear Program .
n Hunstman Steps Down as Ambassador to China
ov't Increases Power Prices
hina Puts Nuclear Program on Hold .
hinese Solar Company Announces Earnings
EPA Issues New Rules'on Lea
isney Announced Theme Park
I Popular Book Published in Audio Format

= Policies
= News

|||IIII|||||
omOOeS Z

r T T T T T T 1
-0.2 0 04 0.3 0.5 07

Censorship Magnitude

2013).
figure 4.63. censorship magnitude

In the above censorship magnitude , we found some similar events with our high-commented
posts which means the censor magnitude correlates well with our finding. In the high-
commented “type B” events, for example, “Disney Park rail station opens ”, “ Government raises
oil price” can find their correspondences in the above figure. In our finding, these events have
received a heated discussion in its comments below and lots of them are criticisms to the
government. This implies a lower censorship magnitude of type B issues. Meantime, type A
events like “Quanzhou collective anger at changing name” “collective anger at the reduction in
admission quota” and “Netizens’s anger Taiwan flag in Liaoning” are restricted to comment,

which are very similar with the above high-censorship magnitude events as well. Both the
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magnitude and this paper reveal the pattern: the more danger of collective action, the more

likely to be treated harshly; In turn, the less danger of collective action, the more tolerance.

C. please and entertain netizens

Not all the comments are related with political attitude. People play weibo also for some
entertaining purposes as well (Chan et al, 2012).Sometimes netizens spontaneously comment
the post because it’s interesting or entertaining, or attracting. Based on figure 4.1, we

summarize that the following three types of information attract non-political comments most:

1. online awarding event:

R V e
p 4F6H 10:08 kB #i#EzD

#EEERE [4B178, HAILELHRS] 4817015:30, 82 SREHPLH
_t)‘iﬁut‘ﬁiﬁqJﬁﬁ%ttQ, 4517 B15:00R1, % & HH1E, A AL @B LB R, A
LRITER ARBLELTAMP 0N EH! G RRBR NELHFZ
RSB 8 HEER Translation of the post:

Repost and get chances of winning awards!
Cheer for the Hebei Debi football team!

4.17, Qinhuangdong city stadium will present a
football show by Zhongchao and Debi. You have
chance to win 30 yuan telephone charges. There

are 10 prizes randomly selected. Cheer for Debi!

& W [ 3094 J 2118 019
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figure 4.71 online awarding event—posted by Hebei

2. interesting interaction with netizens

i&’ X2gm Vo Y
@, SATH 11:30 k& 18 weibo.com
HATEE R R REERBN 1, FREB—? @ Tianjin:
= If you must uninstall one of the following
g apps? Which one?
[ 1. Wechat
1Q23 2. Weibo
wts o8 aa 3. QQ
20— \ 4. Taobao
150 ® RS

FHBE ABBE

T W [ 34 [ 250 5

figure 4.72 interesting interactions —posted by Tianjin

3. tourist attractions

4 fimsEM v
Y 2015-10-15 21:40 5k & #i8 weibo.com
‘ROABR 2 RERTSAELZE, 201510128 T REBRAMER. "ER~

@ — MR

Gui Zhou

To discover the beauty of the stars and
sky. —Photo taken on the Genting
grassland, 2015.10.12.
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figure 4.73 tourist attractions—posted by Guizhou

The common good of such posts is that they make the grassroots feel closer to the government,
making the government more like a good friend rather than a serious authority. In other words,
this kind of “entertaining” posts can help the government please the netizens and hence attract
more followers and gain more support. Although not any of these information are related to
politics, we argue that it’s exactly non-polticidal nature of such information helps the government
reduce some criticisms and protests. In the “red zone” posts, we found the content is often
informational—telling people about the political, social and economical news. As a result,
informational news can often attract netizens to express their opinions towards the government,
since they think it's the government’s job to inform the people, listen to the people and response
to the people in political, social and economical areas. However, when the nature of the posts is
entertaining—winning a reward, beautiful tourist attractions and interesting interactions, netizens
also show passion to participate in commenting such posts. This kind of passion will squeeze
people’s attention on focusing and commenting on the politics-related issues and hence reduce
the government’s risk of being exposed under harsh criticism. In general, informational uses of
media result is positively related to politically relevant variables, such as social capital and
discussion of politics. (Shah D, McLeod JM, Yoon, 2001; Eveland et al, 2005) On the other
hand, entertainment uses lead to lower levels of political efficacy, political knowledge, and

political participation (Scheufele, 2002; Leung, 2009). In China, there’s an idiom—When one is
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having such a good time that he forgets to go home(:= -~ E4. It's the same thing that too much

entertaining information could make people forget to participate in political discussion.

VII. Conclusion

This study is based on the data collected from provincial weibos. By analyzing the most-
commented posts, we found these posts and comments are managed in various strategies.
There are four strategies: astroturfing, tolerance to critisicm, ban on comments and entertaining
the netizens. Each strategy corresponds with a demand from various social actors. Our finding
can be concluded in three parts: 1. a typology of responsiveness 2. an overall view of provincial

weibo strategies 3.regional characteristics.

1. A typology of responsiveness
Every post can be seen as a response to a demand of a certain social actor. To put these

various responses together, we made the following table:

content whose demand strategies purpose

policies and commands central government astroturfing show loyalty and support

from central government to the central government’s
policy

advertisment local enterprises astroturfing help local economy

entreprises develop

local “good news” the government itself astroturfing implement government’s

duties and show its
influence and popularity

social economy issues citizens tolerance to critisicm respond to people’s
demand and collect useful
feedbacks

sensitive and seditious citizens forbid to comment if keep social stability

information necessary

entertainment and non- citizens distraction and please people and portray

political interactions entertainment itself as a government of
the people

figure 6.1 typology of responses in weibo
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Situations are different from province to province, provinces have their own respective features
in their weibo posts and comments. In eastern provincial weibos, the high-comment posts reflect
certain post-modern values of citizens. The government response to environmental issues and
netizens actively participate in the discussion. The environmental awareness usually emerges
when a society has reached a high stage of economic development. The new middle class is
the beneficiaries of the economic boom in China. Therefore their demands are primarily about
the quality of life (Tong, 2012). For example, Beijing weibo posts “PM 2.5 alert” and Shanghai
weibo posts “Disneyland is going to open”. These posts attracts tons of comments. In
Guangdong, although it has more astroturfing posts but many of them are mainly astroturfing for

local high-tech enterprises which also reflects a higher stage of economic development.

However, in the underdeveloped provinces like Gansu, poverty alleviation is usually a focus of
propaganda and astroturfing topic as well. This reflects in these provinces, the society still rests
in a lower stage where economy development is still the focus of policy. In provinces which are
both frontier and minority-condensed, like Xinjiang, Tibet and Inner Mongolia, “patriotism and
ethnical" unity are commonly astroturfed topics. These provincial governments shoulder the

responsibility of fighting against the so called three vices: separatism , terrorism, and extremism.

In summary, each province has its own realities which generate different degrees of responding

to various demands from citizens, from the central government, from itself and from the

enterprises. A issue is more of a concern in this province may not be a problem for another.

2. Overall view of provincial weibo strategies

color number percentage
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green 81 0.28
red 76 0.26
white 124 0.43
yellow 8 0.03
total 290 100%

Overall ,the number of “red zones” is very close to “green zones” which can serve as the

evidence that provincial CCP doesn’t try to manipulate weibo comment completely. Provincial

CCP also gives the space for criticism and protests for spurring them to make policy

improvements and collecting information as well.

However, the number of “yellow zones” is 8, a poor number compared with that of “red zones”.

This reflects that the provincial government overall is not very satisfying to the public.

Some posts show the efforts to improve the governance and the achievements provincial

governments have made. However, they didn’t get much praise for that. Instead they received

taunt and suspect which can be seen as “Tacitus Trap”. To some degree, it exposes public's

insufficient trust to the government. The number of “white zones” are almost half of total,

implying provincial governments are paying good-sized efforts to make provincial government

weibos more friendly. However, we also argue this is a strategy to divert people’s attention from

dissatisfaction with government.

3. Regional characteristics
red type A: social economy issues
with collective action potential;

green: speech about the central
government and level
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red type B: social economy issues
without collective action

potential ;

green: entertainment and
interactions .



<€

less speech freedom, more speech freedom

Since most posts in “red zones” are type B (only 3 posts are type A), “red” can be seen as more
tolerance to criticism and protests. Similarly, “green zones” reflect the truth the provincial
government wants to manipulate the comments for its own good by astroturfing. Hence, more

“green” can be seen as more manipulation. ( figure 6.31)

Then we found in general, the eastern China provinces are relatively open to criticism and the
western China provinces are more manipulative in weibo administration. For example, in
Beijing ,local leaders even directly interact with netizens and listen to their complaints and
suggestion for governance; However, in Xinjiang we couldn’t see such a broad mind to tolerate
or even actively ask for criticisms and suggestion from the public. This analysis concludes that
the regional difference of weibo administration is a result of different economic stage, location

and ethnic composition.
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figure 6.32 A map of “tolerance” and “manipulation” *°

19 We made a colored “administrative division map”, green areas mean the green zones outnumber the red zones in
that province, so that as the red areas. The provinces colored in grey mean that province has no weibo account.
However, this map couldn’t reflect the whole picture of most provincial weibo administrator’s strategies—a mixture of
tolerance of criticism and manipulation of comment.
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Appendix I. The comment number of type B events:
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Beijing air pollution
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Tianjin real name registration
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Heilongjiang provincial meeting.
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Appendix II: TOP 10 high-commented posts in 29 provincial units
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