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Abstract 

This thesis investigates how digitally mediated interactions on China’s two leading social 

platforms, Weibo and WeChat, shaped connections, cooperation, emotional expression, and 

civic engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 and 2021, within the constraints 

of a politically conservative regime. It reveals the paradox at the heart of China’s digital 

pandemic response: while online networks were mobilised to foster unity and ‘connective 

action’, the same networks were also instrumental in enforcing compliance, silencing 

dissonance, and reinforcing social and political divisions. 

Centred on the official slogan “Stay cohesive, we can defeat the pandemic” (Zhong Zhi 

Cheng Cheng, Kang Ji Yi Qing), this study develops a new perspective on We Media by 

integrating the notion of “prosumers”, “soft leaders” and influencers. It examines how 

ordinary citizens leveraged networked intimate relationships and social capital to share 

resources, coordinate local responses, and sustain morale during the pandemic. This citizen-

led activity is analysed alongside concepts grounded in Western scholarship—augmented 

reality, the digital public sphere, convergence culture, networked publics, affective publics, 

and networked intimacy—while also engaging with Foucauldian theories of power and 

normalisation, Bourdieu’s habitus, and Confucian understandings of guanxi and harmony to 

show how individual agency, cultural norms, and political discourse interplay in China’s 

digital sphere. 

The study employs Dahlgren and Hill’s five parameters of media engagement as its analytical 

framework, supported by a mixed qualitative methodology. Data collection employed 

autoethnography and digital ethnography, along with 16 semi-structured interviews, yielding 
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rich insights from 18 participants. This mix of methods gives a detailed view of both 

everyday interactions and platform-specific affordances. 

The findings indicate that online collaboration was driven not only by the technical 

affordances of the platforms. Weibo functioned as a volatile digital public sphere shaped by 

algorithmic visibility, censorship, and nationalist affect. While it enabled rapid information 

exchange, help-seeking and emotional solidarity, it simultaneously amplified polarisation, 

suppressed minority voices, and reinforced a binary between “us” and “others”. WeChat, by 

contrast, operated as a semi-public ecosystem influenced by Confucian relational ethics and 

networked intimacy. Group chats, Moments, and public account articles became key spaces 

for coordinating everyday cooperation, circulating affective content, providing emotional 

support, conducting peer supervision, enforcing moral norms, and engaging in subtle 

resistance. Across both platforms, users acted as We Media, engaging in relational, affective, 

and moral labour that shaped perceptions of the pandemic at both personal and collective 

levels. 

Ultimately, this thesis argues that digital empowerment in China is inherently conditional: 

facilitated by technological affordances yet constrained by censorship, peer surveillance, 

algorithmic filtering, and sociocultural expectations of harmony. Chinese civic engagement 

during the pandemic emerged as affective rather than deliberative, relational rather than 

institutional, and momentary rather than sustained. The government’s slogan, “stay 

cohesive”, functioned as both a tool of solidarity and a mechanism of control: this paradox 

continues to erode the public’s tolerance for diverse voices and further contributes to the 

redefinition of “us” as the majority; connectivity is, then, enhanced by political, cultural, and 

social confrontation.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

This thesis, as I will outline, is grounded, as deep research projects often are, in personal 

experience. While I was quarantined at home in China in 2020, my mother insisted that I take 

a handful of pills recommended by her WeChat group, claiming they could prevent infection. 

She had encountered the advice in an “older-people’s group”, where wellness tips and 

unverified medical claims were widely shared. I dismissed her advice, citing my postgraduate 

training and confidence in my own judgment. She, in turn, was offended by what she 

perceived as my condescension and insisted I take the pills anyway. They were harmless, 

though not helpful, yet the incident unsettled me deeply. 

This exchange, trivial on the surface, crystallised a series of complex questions about digital 

communication and everyday life during the pandemic: how digital information, trust, 

expertise, and familial care became entangled under pandemic anxiety. It prompted broader 

concerns that anchor this thesis: How did social media shape what people believed? Why did 

certain messages feel trustworthy? And how did intensified digital engagement—driven by 

isolation—translate into offline actions? 

This encounter was what triggered me to research and write my thesis. I wanted to understand 

how social media was used during the pandemic in China, how it influenced users and how 

their engagement with platforms changed as a result of the virus. This thesis investigates how 

Weibo and WeChat shaped Chinese citizens’ digitally mediated engagement during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and how communication on these platforms, embedded in cultural, 

political, and interpersonal contexts, informed collective responses to crisis. The remainder of 
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this chapter provides the background to the study, outlines its aims, presents the research 

questions, and introduces the structure of the thesis. 

Background 

The quarantine life in China 

The year 2020 brought an abrupt rupture to everyday life as the first COVID-19 outbreak 

emerged in Wuhan and rapidly spread across China. To contain transmission, cities entered 

strict lockdowns, suspending mobility, closing public spaces, and confining people to their 

homes. What was typically a celebratory Spring Festival was marked instead by fear, grief, 

and separation. The quarantine life was also recognised as stressful and depressing, 

associated with citizens facing economic uncertainty, supply shortages, mandatory mass 

testing, the risk of infection and the prospect of being transferred to mobile cabin hospitals 

once confirmed positive. The instability extended beyond daily inconvenience to 

psychological strain, as individuals confronted uncertainty about employment, health, and the 

future. 

In response to this unprecedented public health emergency, the state promoted a unifying 

slogan ‘Stay cohesive, we can defeat the pandemic1 (Zhong Zhi Cheng Cheng, Kang Ji Yi 

Qing). This discourse framed pandemic control not only as a biomedical challenge but as a 

 

1 This is a direct translation from Chinese. The translated meaning could be slightly different 

from the original meaning. 
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moral and collective undertaking. It positioned citizens as agents of national resilience and 

encouraged voluntary compliance, collective sacrifice, and mutual support. Rather than 

perceiving pandemic management as a purely top-down intervention, many Chinese citizens 

experienced it as a shared civic mission. Crucially, the collective logic of “stay cohesive” was 

enacted not only through institutions and policies but also through digitally mediated 

relationships, which enabled coordination, emotional solidarity, and the circulation of 

information during physical isolation. Lockdown did not simply push life online—it 

intensified social media’s role as an infrastructure of governance, communication, and care. 

Why Weibo and WeChat? 

This thesis centres on Weibo and WeChat because they functioned as the primary digital 

spaces through which Chinese citizens—myself included—navigated life during the 

pandemic. These two platforms offered a distinctive dual structure of public visibility and 

intimate relational communication that shaped both how information circulated and how it 

was interpreted. 

Weibo operated as a fast-paced, thread-style, public arena for news discovery and opinion 

formation. It has replaced television news and other mass media and has become a fast, 

convenient, all-in-one social media platform for me to understand external events and 

discourse. The platform powered this function with real-time rankings of the most-discussed 

hashtag topics and top-searched keywords to cater to users’ needs for searching and reading 

about socially or politically salient topics, known as Trending Topics (re sou), and 

encouraging users to pool information and contribute to a topical issue within a networked 

community under the function of Super Topics (chao ji hua ti). During the pandemic, official 

media outlets frequently drew on Weibo hashtags for story selection, blurring the boundaries 
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between grassroots circulation and institutional reporting. On Weibo, I followed nationwide 

infection data, region-specific lockdown announcements, anxieties expressed by strangers, 

and the emergent vocabulary of crisis response. 

WeChat served a different yet complementary function. It enabled ongoing communication 

with family, friends, colleagues, and neighbourhood communities through private chats, 

group conversations, and Moments (peng you quan, a posting and sharing function), 

particularly when physical gatherings were prohibited. And that was where I could stay close 

to them, while reading divergent ideas on Weibo, while resonating with their emotions 

through everyday interactions. Public accounts (gong zhong hao) also served as an alternative 

source of information for circulated commentary and news. And the requirement to use the 

“health code” (jian kang ma2), made WeChat even more critical to my pandemic life. WeChat 

thus became a space where public narratives from Weibo were interpreted through personal 

relationships, emotional bonds, and cultural expectation— a shift from open, public discourse 

to intimate acts of reassurance, persuasion, and negotiation. Thus, these two platforms have 

become important conduits for staying informed about the rapid changes in the pandemic and 

experiencing emotions online, as noted by McLuhan (1964) in his work illuminating the 

affective dimensions of humans’ engagement with media.  

 

2 A QR code generated in WeChat for scanning to demonstrate the user's health condition, 

COVID vaccination status, and trace their travel records with the location function. It was an 

essential function for people going out, as ‘checking in’ became compulsory to enter public 

spaces, including taking public transportation. 
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Above all, content from Weibo can be seamlessly shared to WeChat via the “share” button 

under Weibo posts. At the same time, information and opinions are generated in the private 

sphere, such as in those private chats and small group chats on WeChat, can also break 

through the boundary between public and private, and contribute back to the public thread of 

discussion of the issue. This two-way remediation, firstly, created a pattern of information 

convergence, in which public discourse funnels inward toward smaller social circles. 

Secondly, it acknowledged the central dynamic of networked public (boyd 2010) and further 

illuminated the influential potential of personal flows in a public setting, which paves a solid 

foundation for the rise of ‘we media’ that will be discussed later.  

I conceptualise this as a system of concentric circles, with Weibo as an outer, peripheral ring 

of public exposure, composed of connections with strangers, acquaintances, and influencers, 

and WeChat as a central, semi-public, relational core where intimacy and interpersonal bonds 

are augmented and meaning is personalised and acted upon. This can also be viewed as a 

“narrowing down” or filtering of information inward. This model arguably helps explain why 

advice passed between trusted contacts can outweigh expert commentary, and why 

emotionally resonant posts from friends can feel more compelling than official information. 

Similarly, the outward flows can demonstrate how personal issues can resonate with wider 

audiences, or in other words, become ‘viral’ with the help of algorithms following the logic 

of the latest model of “siloed virality” (Lee & Umback 2026). Although Lee and Umback’s 

research (2026) focused on the algorithm model on TikTok, the findings discovered how the 

traditional social media networks and following logic can be superimposed by algorithms, 

which allows niche issues to be seen by relevant interest-based audiences, and in the context 

of COVID-19 pandemic, by wider WeChat and Weibo users. 
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That being said, this thesis does not mean that there is no other Chinese social platforms that 

trend: Chinese and international communities are immensely popular and vital, for example 

TikTok (named Douyin in China); RedNote (Xiao Hong Shu) has become a massive platform 

for lifestyle and daily experience sharing, gradually taking over part of the searching function 

of Baidu3, and even for international networking in the later ‘TikTok refugee’ issue in 2025 

(Baptista et al. 2025). Besides, QQ is a primary communication tool for younger generations, 

which is fertile ground for the growth of sub-cultures and internet slang; Zhihu focuses on 

content moderation, knowledge dissemination and community building; Bilibili.com is 

known as a creative space for video production and distribution and where “nijigen (er ci 

yuan)” culture, such as anime, manga, and game, and “danmaku (dan mu)” culture comes to 

thrive. With all these options, one may ask why I focused on Weibo and WeChat. 

In scoping this thesis, I considered the different affordances social media platforms offered 

for maintaining relationships and communication networks. I concluded that WeChat and 

Weibo, as Social Network Sites (SNSs) provide superior supplementary means for users to 

explore, express, and exchange information conveniently and straightforwardly, while 

Douyin and RedNote are user-generated content sites (UGC) (van Dijck 2013) which 

prioritise entertainment, lifestyle content, and influencer-driven consumption rather than deep 

and real-time interpersonal coordination. In addition, I chose WeChat and Weibo for reasons 

of scope, to enable a thesis that engages in deep and thick qualitative research.  

 

3 A Chinese version of Google.  
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It is also important to note that emerging platforms such as Douyin and RedNote have a much 

shorter history in the market than Weibo (launched in 2009) and WeChat (launched in 2011). 

Their user demographics also target younger groups, which limits intergenerational 

participation. Ultimately, content from these platforms frequently migrates back to Weibo and 

WeChat, reinforcing these two platforms as central hubs through which pandemic narratives 

were shaped, debated, and enacted. Thus, this thesis focuses on Weibo and WeChat not only 

because of their technical affordances, but because they became alternative news sources, 

emotional communities, and civic infrastructures—a digital public sphere through which 

pandemic life was negotiated. 

China versus the West 

A further dimension of pandemic communication was influenced by geopolitical tensions, 

particularly political tensions between China and Western countries. Weibo and WeChat 

played an important role in countering accusations from “the West4” that demonised China 

and frequently framed COVID-19 as a consequence of the failure of Chinese governance or 

opacity. The claim circulated widely on international platforms and, through screenshots, 

commentary, and translated posts, re-entered Weibo and WeChat ecosystems. My research 

finds that the countering narratives were constructed in two directions, inward and outward. 

 

4 “The West” in this context, instead of highlighting any specific countries, is a broader 

concept that refers to opposite ideological camps led and represented by the United States. 

Normally, citizens adopt this concept from political discourse without considering the nuance 

between those countries.  
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The inward focus was on disciplining people and building their confidence in facing the 

crisis. On the one hand, social platforms helped disseminate the lockdown policy and 

COVID-19 information, educating citizens to quarantine at home, protect themselves and 

facilitating the government’s efforts to contain the virus’s spread before it further infected 

children and older people in the community. This resulted in a relatively low mortality rate 

during the first wave of the pandemic, i.e. from January to March 2020. The positive outcome 

suggested there was a hope of winning the battle against the virus and reinforced the 

legitimacy of the quarantine policy. This built Chinese citizens’ confidence in the ruling 

regime and generated momentum for them to follow the government’s instructions. This trust 

in the Government’s strategy was essential in preparing citizens to accept the “zero-COVID” 

(qing ling) policy, which lasted till the end of the pandemic in 2022.  

At the same time, the platforms also afforded users an opportunity to foster a supportive 

public atmosphere by pervasively sharing positive stories, including reaching out to Chinese 

migrants, organising donations, sending supplies from around the world, and having older 

Party5 members volunteer to support communities. These heartwarming moments represented 

the love and care of a connected society, underscoring and legitimising the slogan “stay 

cohesive”, in which unity made a change. Although these were revealed as part of the state’s 

propaganda strategy in a later study (Xu & Gong 2024), the touching feeling, to me, remained 

real and motivating. The voluntary movements motivated ordinary people to take on social 

 

5 “Party” referring to the Communist Party of China (CPC).  



 

 

9 

 

 

responsibility, recruit and share their own resources and, indirectly, allowed the government 

to reallocate limited resources to areas that needed them in the long term. 

Regarding the outward focus, I observed a contrast between China and other countries that 

dominated the mainstream news. The mainstream media in China also used Weibo to 

highlight the divide between the success in China combatting the virus and the alleged chaos 

in Western countries, particularly the United States, after President Donald Trump denounced 

COVID-19 as “China’s fault” (Griffiths 2020; Xinhua News 2021a). The news showed that 

many people in those countries found it difficult to function after their lives were 

significantly disrupted. Some people in the United States refused to wear face masks, ignored 

social distancing and quarantine policies, gathered on the streets and protested in crowds to 

reject lockdowns (BBC 2020a; Xinhua News 2020a). Similar protests were also captured by 

friends living in Australia and posted on Moments. Movements doubting the local quarantine 

policies and vaccination were also organised, scattered across countries, for example, the 

United Kingdom, France, Canada and Australia (CCTV News 2020a; Poole 2021). The chaos 

was further fuelled by the growing conspiracy theories, for example, the belief that the 5G 

signal could carry the virus (CCTV News 2020b; Nicholls et al. 2020), or it was designed as 

a bioweapon by the Americans (Xinhua News 2021b). The radical reactions to the pandemic 

above did not spread widely. Nevertheless, the different stances toward this public health 

crisis reinforced perceptions of Western dysfunction. These protests were further framed as 

irrational and portrayed as the failure of the Western democratic system by the Chinese 

mainstream media, which was potentially aimed at fostering citizens’ trust in the Chinese 

government.  
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These contrasting framings did more than inform public opinion; they shaped emotional 

orientation. By framing the battle against COVID-19 as also a confrontation between China 

and Western countries, the Chinese government’s framing presented a broader picture of the 

challenges faced by citizens in the crisis. For many users, including myself, the sense of 

being under external ideological attack potentially intensified identification with national 

unity and reinforced the moral significance of compliance. The pandemic became not only a 

public health emergency but a symbolic confrontation between governance models. 

According to this logic, “stay cohesive” became geopolitical: adhering to containment 

measures for Chinese citizens signified loyalty, responsibility, and a defence against external 

hostility.  

This thesis does not evaluate the accuracy of these narratives. Rather, it investigates how they 

shaped digital participation: how global tensions were reframed through domestic social 

media, how nationalism influenced interpersonal interactions, and how citizens positioned 

themselves with—or against—state-aligned narratives. 

Aims and significance 

This thesis examines how Weibo and WeChat shaped Chinese citizens’ digitally mediated 

engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic, focusing on how communication practices, 

cultural values, and interpersonal relationships informed collective responses in a crisis. 

Rather than treating digital participation as a straightforward extension of technological 

affordances, this study conceptualises engagement as emerging from a hybrid environment in 

which expressive capacities are enabled by platforms yet constrained by political governance, 

cultural norms, and relational obligations. 
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This thesis aims to contextualise this research within my firsthand lived experiences during 

the first half of the COVID pandemic, from 2020 to 2021, living and working full-time in 

Foshan, China. In addition to conducting interviews, the authenticity of this thesis is anchored 

in my role as a significant participant observer on Weibo and WeChat, during the height of 

pandemic restrictions, actively using both platforms to obtain information, maintain 

relationships, and navigate daily life. Even though I returned to Australia to continue my 

degree in 2022, these experiences position me as both participant and analyst, bridging local 

knowledge and external scholarly perspectives. As a citizen who grew up in Mainland China, 

received patriotic education and immersed in Chinese traditional culture, while spending 10 

years studying overseas pursuing postgraduate education, I acknowledge that my integrated 

Chinese and Western education experiences influences the way I understand connectivity and 

interactions on Weibo and WeChat and influences my research in an autoethnographic sense. 

My proficiency in Chinese allows direct access to posts, memes, commentaries, and 

interpersonal exchanges often inaccessible to non-Chinese-speaking researchers. This dual 

positioning informs the methodological approach of this thesis: part insider digital 

ethnography, part reflective analysis within autoethnography.  

The study draws together multiple established Western scholarly works. On one hand, it 

engages with concepts that have paved the solid foundation for Western social media studies, 

such as internet freedom (Shirky 2011), convergence culture (Jenkins 2006a), networked 

society (Castell 2012), prosumption theory (Ritzer & Jurgenson 2010) and context collapse 

and social media affordances (boyd 2010). On the other hand, it situates these concepts 

within historical and ideological frameworks embedded in China’s socio-political context, 

including Confucianism, as well as propagandistic notions, such as “harmony” (he xie) and 

“positive energy” (zheng neng liang) promoted by Presidents Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping (Geis 
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& Holt 2009; Wang 2023). The goal is not to reject Western theories, but to adapt and extend 

them, demonstrating how mediated engagement operates differently within a politically 

conservative system with distinct cultural norms. 

The thesis also extends my Master of Research (MRes) study on the role of social media in 

contemporary ‘augmented revolution’ (Hu 2018). My findings in this phase of my research 

further provide an alternative perspective that challenges conventional views of social 

structure and communication on social media. These values have often been portrayed as 

horizontal, casual, free, and equal. It also opens up new questions, including how other 

factors, for example, interpersonal relationships, cultural background, habits, social 

atmosphere, policies, impact civic engagement through social media. This PhD thesis will 

build on my previous research and explore the gaps I identified. 

This thesis thus contributes to three intersecting areas of scholarship. Firstly, digital media in 

China is revisited by examining how platforms mediate civic participation under both 

infrastructural constraints and relational expectations. Secondly, it investigates critical 

perspectives on social media affordances by illustrating how empowerment and control are 

intertwined through architectures of visibility, surveillance, and cultural values. Finally, by 

reviewing narratives circulated during the COVID pandemic, it ground my analysis in 

everyday interactions rather than in state policy or geopolitical discourse alone. 

Ultimately, this research argues that pandemic engagement on Weibo and WeChat was neither 

purely top-down nor purely grassroots. Instead, it emerged through collaborative dynamics 

between state actors, platform infrastructures, cultural norms, and interpersonal influence—a 

process that simultaneously enabled solidarity and constrained dissent. These findings 
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contribute new insights into how digital publics are formed, mobilised, and disciplined in 

China, and how collective action evolves under crisis conditions. 

Research questions 

This thesis is guided by one overarching question: How did Weibo and WeChat shape 

Chinese citizens’ digitally mediated engagement in the COVID pandemic, and what does this 

changing dynamic tell us about the evolution of civic engagement in a politically 

conservative context? This core question recognises that digital participation in China 

emerges from a hybrid environment: digital engagement in China does not unfold in a neutral 

technological space. Platforms offer expressive capacity and connectivity, yet they operate 

within sophisticated architectures of control. The pandemic intensified these forces, creating a 

moment in which digital activity became deeply interwoven with offline survival, emotional 

coping, and collective mobilisation.  

In addressing this question, I have identified five related questions. The first focuses on how 

these systems enabled communication while simultaneously regulating behaviour, shaping 

modalities, and normalising boundaries of engagement, to examine how platform 

governance, state regulation, and algorithmic mechanisms structured users’ everyday 

communicative practices. This analytical lens foregrounds the role of technical architectures 

and political power in producing forms of conditional empowerment, and how these social 

platforms, then, construct and renew Chinese digital public’s perceptions about their 

circumstances and reshape their behaviour and operations under the call for action, “Stay 

cohesive, we can defeat the pandemic”. 
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Drawing on the technological affordances of Weibo and WeChat, this thesis also asks a 

secondary question: How do Weibo and WeChat function as spaces for public opinion 

formation during the pandemic, and how were opinions and information circulated and 

delivered through social networks? This question prompts an investigation into organisational 

efforts in WeChat groups, viral outrage on Weibo, and cross-platform circulation of 

information.  

At the same time, amid intensified confrontation between China and the United States over 

differing pandemic attributions and responses, I identified an increasing divide between the 

two camps in public sentiment. It is interesting to observe the rise of binary positions on these 

social platforms, which, as I outline in the thesis, involved a simplification of how “the West” 

was conceived, reducing it to a vague, convenient ideology confrontation in which China was 

opposed to “everything else that goes against China”, as outlined in my discussion of the 

radical shaming of “Westernised” returning diasporic Chinese who refused to follow 

quarantine instructions (see also Sohu News 2020a) and equally in the scapegoating of the 

proposal for “P.R.C. Regulations on the Administration of Permanent Residency for 

Foreigners” (Wai Guo Ren Yong Jiu Ju Liu Tiao Li) on Weibo (see also Wen 2020).  

Bearing the ideological tension in mind, thirdly, this thesis also examines the kinds of 

connective actions that emerged through these platforms, and how unity was boosted through 

social media engagement during the pandemic. I do so to address the question of why 

Chinese citizens were willing to “stay cohesive” under pressure, how ideological conflict 

produced a new definition of identities and boundaries of belonging, and how dissent was 

delegitimised through both state control and citizen-driven othering. 
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Fourthly, my conversation with my mother also directs me to investigate how interpersonal 

relationships—especially family ties and friendship networks—shape trust, truth-verification 

practices, and emotional support online. This question shifts the focus to semi-public and 

intimate spaces on WeChat, where micro-level interactions influence opinion formation and 

the resonance between emotions and crisis responses, which have not yet been widely 

studied.  

Finally, this thesis will try to explore what the longer-term consequences of pandemic-era 

digital engagement were and what the implications are for future civic participation. 

Together, these questions position the pandemic as a critical moment that made visible the 

tensions embedded in Chinese digital life: empowerment and control, solidarity and 

exclusion, participation and withdrawal. By tracing these dynamics, the thesis seeks to 

contribute to broader debates about how digital publics are shaped in environments where 

cultural values, social responsibilities, and political imperatives intersect. 

Theoretical framework 

Digital public sphere in China 

This thesis continues to collaborate with contemporary Western studies on social media, 

drawing on concepts such as augmented reality (Jurgenson 2012), the digital public sphere 

(Papacharissi 2010), the networked public (boyd 2010), the affective public (Papacharissi 

2014), and connective actions (Bennett & Segerberg 2013), and soft leadership (Gerbaudo 

2012). These frameworks provide the foundation for understanding how Weibo and WeChat 

operate as technological infrastructures and social environments during the pandemic. Both 
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sites constitute an augmented dimension that ignores time and space in which digital 

interactions overlap with, reshape, and reproduce physical social relations. Through these 

interactions, a digital public sphere— a term which is grounded in Habermas’ (1989) notion 

of public deliberation but reconfigured through platform affordances—emerges in China. 

However, the public nature of this sphere is constrained by censorship and by different levels 

of mediated intimacy (Chambers 2017), where varying ties produce different thresholds of 

trust, disclosure, and emotional expression. 

Conceptualising We Media 

As well as investigating the structural and governmental constraints of how social media 

platforms operate in China, this thesis also foregrounds individual agency within Chinese 

social media ecosystems and acknowledges the ability of users to influence others in social 

networks. As Miller and colleagues argue in ‘scalable sociality’ (2016), social media supports 

users to join private and public communication by switching between large and small groups 

based on their needs. This scalability offers options and channels for Chinese citizens to share 

their pandemic stories, laying a solid foundation for the influence of ‘we media’ in the 

following discussion.  

Furthermore, drawing from Gerbaudo’s (2012) soft leadership and literature on ‘micro-

celebrity’ (Marwick 2015), as well as influencers in cultural and creative industries 

(Cunningham & Craig 2017; Duffy & Wissinger 2017; Marwick & boyd 2011), I 

conceptualise a hybrid model of ‘we media’. This framework builds on the concept coined by 

Bowman and Willis (2003) and emphasises how ordinary users—rather than professional 

content creators—collaborate on knowledge development, shape interpretations of events, 

and influence social networks through affective content. This thesis further recognises ideas 
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adopted in discussions of augmented social activism, namely how activists, as ‘we media’, 

portray their roles and frame their legitimacy through affective content on social media, such 

as Facebook and Twitter, to stress their opinions and recruit potential participants (Hu 2018; 

Lee & Ting 2015; Mendes et al. 2018). Therefore, ‘we media’ shares similar characteristics 

with the soft leaders in hashtag activism.  

However, rather than engaging followers to form a frontline to counter the government, it is 

intriguing that ‘we media’, during the COVID-19 pandemic, facilitated the strengthening of 

the existing social structure and the belief in “stay cohesive”. This thesis argues that ‘we 

media’ is helpful for understanding grassroots coordination during the pandemic, not as a call 

to uprising, but as a way to live together as an augmented community. Through those 

interactions, generated within the cultural framework and political and ideological ideas 

persisting offline, and within the social structure and habitus of the online world, ‘we media’ 

in China shaped and reclaimed the “mainstream” opinion representing the ruling regimes and 

the interests of the “majority” for their social networks. The connections on social media, on 

the other hand, help such an opinion be amplified, discover allies, and confront dissenting 

ideas. As a result, ‘we media’, during the pandemic in China, was not completely aligned 

with the soft leadership in hashtag activism, as argued by those Western scholars, being 

essentially an opponent of the government. Instead of being the “voice of the people” and 

contesting the CPC’s decisions, ‘we media’, in this case, became a beacon uniting audiences 

who upheld the hope promised by the enacted quarantine policies.  

Additionally, in the same vein as Marwick’s idea (2015), awareness of ‘we media’ as a vital 

channel of information transmission on Weibo and WeChat is increasing in the field of digital 

marketing in China (Li et al. 2019). ‘We media’ content became influential on consumers’ 
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decision-making by leveraging trust (Fang 2015; Hsu et al. 2010), idealising the image of the 

marketers (Yang 2014), and blurring the formal and informal communication (Li et al. 2019). 

Following this logic, within private and semi-public digital spaces, social media users, as ‘we 

media’, serve as micro-mediators, guiding opinion formation and reinforcing shared values of 

the society. While “storytelling” has become an effective approach in persuasion (Li et al. 

2019), this thesis also discovers a similar information sharing pattern in the COVID-19 

communication—Weibo and WeChat users actively mediated their quarantine life and shared 

through the platforms as authentic experiences—this allows individual users to convey their 

narratives with the inbuilt ‘authenticity’ (Marwick 2013), and perceptions of their 

circumstances, as well as their interpretation of the quarantine policies, and then shared 

within social networks.  

Drawing on this, I use the term ‘we media’ (hereafter, We Media6) to highlight the agency and 

ability of an ordinary user within a social network to influence connected friends within the 

Chinese social media context. Rather than being defined by average users on social media, 

this thesis argues that We Media is a phenomenon in which individual users anchor their 

positions within social networks, leverage their relationships and emotions to wield 

persuasive power within a cultural and moral sphere, mediate and select “stories” to 

broadcast to their audiences in order to inform, promote and amplify opinions, and encourage 

participation in collective actions. During the pandemic, We Media became a mechanism for 

grassroots coordination and a hub for emotional expression of personal narratives, enabling 

 

6 Hereafter, We Media will be used without quotation marks and capitalised to distinguish 

from the initial use of ‘we media’.  



 

 

19 

 

 

individuals to motivate collective actions, circulate practical knowledge, and mobilise care in 

response to the national call to “stay cohesive”. 

Platformised social life 

However, this agency of We Media unfolded within dense architectures of platform 

governance. This thesis recognises both the strong platform regulation (Flew 2021) that 

mandates censorship enacted through the Great Firewall, and equally the algorithmic 

mechanisms used by platforms on Weibo and public accounts, as well as the networked 

public on WeChat, to create filter bubbles and echo chambers (Bruns 2019; Flew 2020; Su 

2024) and the role they play in strengthening polarised opinions. These dynamics are further 

embedded in China’s sociocultural context. The collectivism in China (Jackson 2014), which 

prioritises the collective over individual, and Confucianism that has ruled Chinese political 

philosophy and social structure for thousands of years (Weber 1968), values social order and 

hierarchy and emphasises obedience (Qiu 2009), and has embedded social capital (Putnam 

2000) in “relationships” (guanxi) (Bian 2019; Wang 2023) to generate the social fabric. As 

MacKinnon (2012) argues, this historical legacy creates a communication environment which 

is fundamentally distinct from Western liberal paradigms. 

To analyse how these forces shape user behaviour, this thesis draws on Bourdieu’s concept of 

habitus (1990; see also Papacharissi 2014) and on Foucauldian perspectives in relation to 

power and normalisation (1979), which illuminate how social norms are internalised and 

enacted through everyday mediated practices and discourse. These frameworks help explain 

how peer supervision—resembling a distributed Foucauldian Panopticon (Feder 2014)—

emerged among citizens, reinforcing moral expectations of respecting collectivity during the 

pandemic. As nationalist narratives intensified, civic participation evolved from expressions 
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of care and mutual aid into a moralised duty to uphold social harmony and project strength 

against perceived external threats. In this configuration, the public did not merely comply 

with state messaging but became active participants in what Fang (2024) conceptualises as 

Collaborative State–Society Influence Operations. Under this model, users co-produce and 

enforce ideological boundaries through sentiments involving patriotism and moral outrage.  

Thus, rather than fostering open deliberation based on shared civic identity, connectivity on 

Chinese social platforms during the pandemic increasingly became organised through 

confrontation—political, cultural, and affective. The logic of “stay cohesive” functioned 

simultaneously as an expression of social solidarity, a mechanism of moral regulation, and a 

vehicle for reproducing and defending dominant narratives. 

Chapter outline 

This thesis unfolds across ten chapters to examine how Weibo and WeChat shaped Chinese 

citizens’ engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic and how these engagements reveal 

shifting forms of civic participation in a politically conservative context.  

Chapter Two contains my literature review. This chapter reviews scholarship on China’s 

digital media ecology and situates Weibo and WeChat within global debates about networked 

publics, affective participation, and digital public spheres. It bridges Western theoretical 

frameworks with literature grounded in researched on China-specific cultural, political, and 

technological issues. 
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Chapter Three outlines the methodological framework, drawing on autoethnography and 

digital ethnography, which integrate my life experiences and observations on these platforms 

during the pandemic, and semi-structured interviews. The research design is guided by 

Dahlgren and Hill’s (2023) five parameters of media engagement. 

Chapter Four analyses Weibo as a digital public sphere, examining its affordances, 

limitations, and the dynamics of visible participation, disengagement, and public opinion 

formation during the pandemic. 

Chapter Five focuses on the emotional and relational dimensions of participation on Weibo, 

demonstrating how cultural values, moral sentiments, and social ties motivated digital 

engagement and shaped responses to crisis communication. 

Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight outline my findings and focus on WeChat as a semi-public 

and relational space, analysing group chats, friendship networks on Moments, and public 

accounts as sites of emotional exchange, coordination, and connective action. By spotlighting 

the bonds and responsibilities embedded in relationships, I address how the affective content 

in an intimate space, and connective actions mobilised by nationalist moral standards and 

collectivist cultural statements, the modalities for individuals to “stay cohesive” operate. 

Chapter Nine evaluates the broader consequences of digital engagement, including 

conditional empowerment, engineered forgetting, heightened polarisation, and negotiated 

forms of resistance and compliance. It considers how these outcomes reshape understandings 

of civic participation in China. The thesis concludes in Chapter Ten by outlining how my 
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findings have implications for future research on digital governance, mediated participation, 

and crisis communication in authoritarian contexts.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

This chapter reviews scholarship on China’s digital media ecology and situates Weibo and 

WeChat within global debates. By contextualising these social media theories in a regulated 

digital space, this chapter will firstly explore political governance in an augmented world and 

how it relates to social media affordances and algorithmic mechanisms. Building on this, I 

will discuss the social structure of the Chinese social media, to investigate how networked 

publics were enabled under the national call for action embedded in the slogan “stay 

cohesive” through cultural and social factors, such as Confucian values, habitus, and We 

Media. In the final section, this chapter further examines the relationships among We Media, 

social media content, affective publics, and participation during the pandemic. It 

demonstrates how emotional and political discourse permeated personal relationships and 

shaped perspectives on the pandemic that guided citizens’ connective actions. By bridging the 

Western theoretical frameworks with literature grounded in research on the China-specific 

context, this chapter intends to respond to the sub-questions: 1) how platform governance, 

state regulation, and algorithmic mechanisms structured Chinese citizens’ everyday 

communicative practices, and 2) how were opinions formed, and information circulated and 

delivered through social networks? 

Part 1: Political governance in an augmented world 

Augmented reality in a segmented and regulated digital space 

Jurgenson (2012) develops his ideas based on the fact that the internet offers global 

connection and therefore grounds the capacity for global democracy. He suggests that an 
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‘augmented reality’ has emerged from the connections made through digital networks that 

constitutes social media. Jurgenson is talking about the reality that brings the actual and the 

virtual worlds together. In his argument, social media breaks down the boundaries of time, 

thereby connecting like-minded people from remote locations to local issues that are 

mediated. Onlookers and audiences who are not on-site are able to support political rallies 

and other gatherings in the physical world by sharing and arguing online (Lee & Chan 2015; 

Lim 2017). By doing so, social media users stand in a liminal position where the real and 

virtual worlds intersect, providing an “in between” situation in which spaces, roles, and 

identities are opened to be redefined and reconstructed, leading to experiences that go beyond 

the natural order of things (Ibarra & Obodaru 2016).  

Similarly, Weibo and WeChat, as mainstream Chinese social platforms, also enable Chinese 

users to respond to issues occurring in other locations. When the COVID outbreak in Wuhan 

first occurred, I paid close attention to posts about Wuhan on Weibo, then joined a WeChat 

group chat, talked to friends, learned about the policies and rules applied to my home 

community, and shared information and commented on Moments. This interaction overcomes 

the boundaries between time and space, forming an overlapping dimension (Potts 2015), but 

also collapses the boundaries between mass and social media—the news was reposted, 

remediated, and converged across these two platforms (Ahy 2016), and then, individual users, 

as We Media, could step up to form their own narratives.  

Later, during the lockdown, people were physically separated, and WeChat was my primary 

way to connect with friends, learn about each other’s circumstances, and support one another. 

This was not like joining a rally in Jurgenson’s study. Yet, this online connection facilitates 

building a common experience within friendship groups. Scrolling on the phone, indeed, is 
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far more meaningful than the practice Morozov describes as “slacktivism” (2009)7. Our sense 

of reality has been expanded and augmented by social media. This immersive feeling of 

“being there” demonstrably prompts social media users to be more engaged in social 

incidents and events that they can relate to. 

The augmented reality enabled by Weibo and WeChat remains constrained. Although 

Jurgenson (2012) suggests that social media’s fusion of virtual and physical worlds enables 

global interconnectedness, this potential is equally limited by platform infrastructures. Even 

Facebook lacks universal reach, and many regions remain digitally disconnected (Wong et al. 

2009; Wijetunge 2014). In China, the Great Firewall and strict regulations on foreign 

platforms have pushed services such as Facebook and Google out of the market, isolating 

Chinese users from international competition and interrupting their access to global 

representations of China (Nip & Sun 2018). While some users rely on VPNs to reach Western 

platforms, most VPNs are illegal, unstable, or insecure, and language barriers further 

constrain engagement. As a result, information about life outside China is largely circulated 

by Chinese migrants or diasporic communities on domestic platforms. 

Weibo and WeChat function as substitutes for banned Western platforms, adopting similar 

communicative features while maintaining a distinctly “domestic” digital sphere. Restrictions 

on internet access sharply separate this internal space—where Chinese users rely on Chinese 

apps—from the “external” world dominated by Western platforms. This division limits 

 

7 Morozov (2009) defines slacktivism is a type of feel-good online activism that has zero 

political or social impact. 
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exposure to diverse global contexts and values (particularly Western democratic ideals) and 

enables the state to continue its long-standing tradition of domestic propaganda. As a result, 

Chinese users form networked publics (boyd 2010) primarily with others from comparable 

cultural and political backgrounds. Increased interaction within these homogeneous networks 

heightens users’ susceptibility to shared cultural norms, political views, and behaviours, even 

among those living abroad (Nekmat 2012). Thus, the division between “domestic” and 

“external” digital spaces underpins ongoing tensions between Chinese and “other” value 

systems. 

In addition, Western scholars have proposed the concept of “stacks” to identify the new 

architecture of the ‘platformised’ digital world (Bratton 2015; van Dijck et al. 2018; 

Valtysson 2022). They illustrated the layers from the natural mine (physical world, hardware) 

to the final content shown on users’ screens (virtual world, software) to articulate how users’ 

perceptions and behaviours can be shaped through intervention at one or more layers. Policies 

and governance are one of those critical layers that partly determine the final presentation of 

content on social platforms. Having said that, the Chinese government’s regulation of social 

media has been widely discussed by scholars (for example, see Bamman et al. 2012; 

MacKinnon 2012; Shao & Wang 2017; Ye et al. 2017). The central government in China 

indeed has strong power to regulate infrastructure and censor the media, enabling the ruling 

regime to track the sources of posts, detect and take down sensitive content, remove users’ 

accounts, punish the providers of communication services, or even arrest improper users. The 

government regularly restricts free public participation in the online space through deterrents 

including breaches of the law and penalties. A notable case is the arrest of Dr Li Wenliang in 

2020, who was later recognised as a COVID-19 whistle-blower. He was accused of “sharing 

untrue content and disturbing social stability” after he shared information about an unknown 
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contagious virus linked to the mystery pneumonia cases in Wuhan on a WeChat group and 

reminded his friends to wear facemasks on the eve of the outbreak (Xinhua News 2020b). It 

is reasonable to argue that this kind of government regulation of information flows triggers 

‘self-surveillance’ among social media users (Foucault 1979). This not only means that 

people are aware of the sensitive topics and words to avoid in their posts, but also that they 

do not express their true opinions, even in private chats on social media, because all data is 

potentially under surveillance. 

Behind the feed: platforms, algorithms and control 

Beyond direct state intervention, Jurgenson (2012) and van Dijck et al. (2018) also recognises 

that internet giants, such as Google and Facebook, monopolise and intrusively exploit user 

data. Although they critique centres on unethical data practices and algorithmic business 

models, they alert users to the broader consequences of big-data mining, namely the unequal 

distribution of visibility (Bucher 2012): algorithms increasingly prioritise user-preferred 

content and redefine “popularity” through metrics such as likes and other indicators (van 

Dijck 2013). His theoretical trajectory diverges from Jenkins’s (2006a; 2006b) early 

optimism about convergence in the digital era. 

By selectively ranking and filtering information, algorithms not only structure what becomes 

visible but also reinforce forms of platform-level self-censorship (Bucher 2012; Roberts 

2018). In this sense, algorithmic governance shapes the informational environment in ways 

that mirror, complement, or intensify other mechanisms of control. 

Having said that, following the logic of “stacks”, Weibo and WeChat play an active role in 

algorithmic filtering and content removal. Even when users encode or remediate messages to 
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evade censorship, the platforms can still detect keywords and block posts, searches, or 

hyperlinks. Such interventions further constrain the affordances typically associated with 

social media in Western contexts (boyd 2010). These practices are difficult to avoid because 

China’s social media market is highly monopolised; with user data concentrated in the hands 

of a few companies, users have limited awareness of how their data is used and even less 

capacity to contest it, as agreeing to extensive terms and conditions is mandatory for 

participation. 

Flew (2021) further notes that, unlike Western platforms such as Facebook or Twitter—which 

grew in relatively liberal environments with independent capital—Chinese tech giants like 

Sina (Weibo) and Tencent (WeChat) developed through substantial state financial and 

political support. These tech giants in China are treated as productivity boosters by the 

government, and they are heavily reliant on government policies to transform from a 

consumer economy to a massive industrial economy, which allows them to develop 

competitively within markets; however, in turn, they become a regulating tool of the 

government (Yuan & Zhang 2025). Consequently, the government has greater influence over 

social platforms in their operations and development to ensure the platforms do not disrupt 

the government’s plan to strengthen ideology and counter geopolitics while pursuing profit 

(Yuan & Zhang 2025). When state regulation converges with platform policies and is 

embedded within algorithms and content rules (Bratton 2015), restrictions on expression 

become more subtle yet more pervasive, shaping the conditions of daily communication 

within China’s augmented reality. 
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The digital public sphere in the regulated augmented reality 

Grounded in a discussion of how social media connection are constrained in China by the 

government’s platform regulation, this project examines the formation of public opinion 

around “stay cohesive” through the lens of the digital public sphere, while recognising that 

augmented reality now plays a significant role in reshaping this sphere in China. 

Incorporating augmented reality is crucial for understanding how online-offline interactions 

structure contemporary digital communication. 

However, it is equally vital to include an understanding of augmented reality and its potential 

role reshaping the Chinese digital public sphere in the discussion. In my previous study (Hu 

2018), I sought to understand how Habermas’ ideal public sphere operated and was altered in 

the digital media era. I explore how protesters in the Umbrella Movement were brought 

together on social media in debates about contemporary social movements, how public 

opinion was pooled, developed, and then disseminated across different social networks, and 

how Facebook motivated potential activists worldwide to join the social movements. 

Considering that Chinese social media users adopted Weibo and WeChat to share quarantine 

life updates, collaborate, and transmit supplies, conduct ‘neighbourhood watch’ as a form of 

civic engagement, and cultivate faith in the government through public discussions, this study 

argues that the digital public sphere remains vital for understanding civic interactions. 

The public sphere that emerges in digital media can be further explained by McLuhan’s 

theory of media, as the ‘extension of man’ (1964). Social media allows users to extend their 

sensorium, feeling, understanding, and explore augmented reality. In other words, when 

social media is installed on smartphones, and smart devices become an essential part of the 

human communicating regardless of time and space, users can condense reality to a screen 
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and interact with topics as big as climate change to as small as a friend’s manicure by just 

moving their thumbs. The agency of the users is supported by Prosumption Theory (Ritzer & 

Jurgenson 2010; Toffler 1989), which argues that social media users occupy an active 

position and are able to produce original ideas. This corresponds to the cultural logic of 

‘collective culture’ that emerges from the e-commerce model of Web 2.0 in which the 

traditional producer-consumer relationship has been transformed into ‘co-creation’ that blurs 

the distinction between collective (non-market, public) and commercial (market, private) (van 

Dijck & Nieborg 2009). 

The digital public sphere is also applicable to the Chinese internet ecosystem today, as it 

shares characteristics with Western societies in using social media to connect multiple users 

and facilitate communication (Bennett 2012; Bennett & Segerberg 2013; Castells 2012; Rane 

& Salem 2012). However, the previous discussion about the digital public sphere built on the 

use of Facebook and Twitter and did not consider the Chinese government role in modern 

digital communication. Instead, it viewed social media as a revolutionary tool that subverted 

the government’s restriction on information flow (including shutting down the internet 

service) and attempts to frame communications in official/mass media. By overthrowing the 

‘gatekeepers’ and the hierarchical communication structure controlled by powerful groups 

(Shirky 2008), social media appears to offer ordinary users the potential to redefine what is 

important to them. This is not the case in China, as the ruling regime retains strong oversight 

of social media and utilises it as part of its propaganda (Chen 2022; Roberts 2018; Ryan 

2022). Van Dijck and Nieborg (2009) and Fuchs (2017) further contend of participatory 

culture that, even if everyone is allowed to create opinions and share, not all content is equal.  
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Habermas highlights a free, rational, and critical debate in the public sphere (Duvenhage 

2005; Thussu 2000), which is not the case in China. Public discussion in China is not 

democratic. At the same time, anonymity online has dramatically decreased since President 

Xi Jinping came to power in 2014 because of the application of a real-name identification 

system and facial recognition technology (Cadell 2022), which led to a surge in self-

surveillance among citizens in the past decade. 

Although most Chinese social media users today have received some level of education, 

enabling them to understand and participate in public discussions, the information and values 

they encounter online have been filtered and selected. Additionally, according to Nip and 

Sun’s study of China’s propaganda on Twitter (2018), Chinese official media frequently 

focuses on the opinions of the top leaders and the achievements of the government. 

This thesis will further argue that rational public debate was disrupted by the national call to 

“stay cohesive” and the government’s injunction to display “positive energy” (zheng neng 

liang) (Chen 2022; Li 2013). That is not to say that being positive or maintaining bonds is 

worthless. However, the propagandistic nature of the manner in which these ideas were 

conceived and reinforced was unquestionably ideological and served a primarily political 

purpose. These themes, embedded in daily communication, constructed a nationalistic 

framework underpinning public discussion (Chen 2022). These themes potentially “other” 

diverse ideas and, in the long term, marginalise them. An example was the comments posted 

under the news about female nurses shaving their hair to wear protective suits, as discussed in 

Chapter Four. While the comments mainly glorified their sacrifice and highlighted its 

benefits, feminists questioned the necessity of the action and their willingness to undertake it. 

However, these voices were quickly drowned out by mainstream opinion, which held that 
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collective efforts should not be undermined by personal interests. Peer pressure among social 

media users operated to defend and secure specific ideological values. 

On the other hand, the inherent limitation of the public sphere’s inclusiveness also persists in 

the digital dimension. When Habermas (1989) coined the idea of the public sphere, he formed 

it with a critical limitation— he developed his political communication model based the 18th-

century coffee houses that were not open spaces for all citizens. Women for instance were not 

allowed to enter and the clientele was by definition upper class. The ‘public’ who participated 

in these salon conversations were implicitly defined by capital, gender and access to 

education. In other words, the public sphere, in fact, as defined by Habermas favours the 

interests of only the classes that have power in terms of politics, economics, and culture. 

Marginalised groups such as the poor, women, and racial minorities were excluded from 

Habermas’s ideal public sphere (Fraser 1992; MacKee 2005; Negt & Kluge 1993; Pateman 

1989; van Zoonen 2005).  

It is true that, with the widespread use of smart devices and easy access to social platforms, 

the cost of participating in the public sphere in the digital era has been dramatically reduced 

(Flew 2021). Yet, from the perspective of augmented reality, it is important to ask whether 

most social media users are interested in receiving messages from marginalised groups—if 

social media is a genuinely political space given the pervasive ‘white noise’ that characterises 

it (Terranova 2004). This study argues that, although marginalised groups have a platform in 

the digital public sphere, social media helps them to overcome, in the virtual world, the 

domination of the public sphere by those with power in the actual world (boyd 2010).  
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How ‘likes’ reshape the digital public sphere 

As mentioned, other factors, such as personal preferences and ‘big data’, inform algorithms 

and shape what audiences see on their screens (boyd & Crawford 2010; Bucher 2012). Van 

Dijck (2013) notes that the most ‘liked’ and most searched content, as well as sponsored 

posts, were always shown before other news on social media. The quantitative value of posts 

redefines the ‘importance’ and ‘quality’ of the content and guides social media users on what 

to focus on as ‘mainstream’. In other words, the more ‘popular’ a post, the more likely it is to 

be visible and recognised, and vice versa.  

Moreover, there is no quality assessment built into these engagement affordances (popularly 

known as ‘like’ or ‘comment’ buttons): online quantification favours acclamation but equally 

deprecation and disapproval. The algorithms favour strong emotions. Offering users buttons 

to impulsively click favours instant, gut-fired, emotional, positive evaluations” (van Dijck 

2013, p.14). Thus, interaction in the digital public sphere potentially favours the casual, the 

numerical, and the symbolic, rather than the in-depth exchange of ideas. That is to say, 

communication in the digital public sphere is strongly influenced by the way big corporate 

tech platforms use social media data to manipulate feeds. Dominant voices and topics are 

weighted by the number of ‘likes’ and tend to set an implicit agenda while the voices of 

minority opinions receive decreasing attention and potentially remain unheard. And, 

importantly, users are sent down rabbit holes of information by receiving more of what they 

have indicated they already liked. 

Furthermore, social media data empower those who master social media logic, namely micro-

celebrities or influencers who mobilise a large number of followers. This development 

contradicts Shirky’s early prediction that social media would democratise the online sphere 
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by giving all users and equal voice (2011). Influential accounts become more dominant and 

influential than those of ordinary users because of their online social capital, based on virtual 

connections and the credibility embedded in their ‘likeability’ (Rheingold 2002; van Dijck 

2013; Warren et al. 2015). Key opinion leaders (KOLs), following the logic of word-of-

mouth marketing, are potentially able to influence others’ attitudes or behaviours, while not 

being obliged to show their direct connection to the sources of their commercial funding or 

provide independent verification of their expertise (Li & Du 2011).  

In the Chinese context, prominent influencers advising users what to know about and read 

during the pandemic, namely the recommended messages from the “big Vs” (da V, verified 

content creators/celebrities) and the “Trending Topics” (re sou) that appeared in the news 

feed on Weibo, was selectively reinforced by algorithms. The algorithms follow the 

guidelines of the Chinese government’s regulations and integrated them in social media using 

the power of influential accounts. These accounts arguably amplified an atmosphere of hope 

and love, strengthening people’s loyalty toward the government and their country. 

The platform economy further strengthens the relationship between algorithmic importance 

and visibility, and blurs the boundaries between business models and everyday expression 

(Su 2024). This is also noted by Bucher (2012), arguing that instead of supporting visibility, 

social media actually makes visibility scarce and generates a fear of not being seen and 

therefore pressured to continually interact. It is interesting to note that this logic is now 

embedded in Chinese internet slang used in phrases such as “top-ranked” (ding liu, 

something/someone ranked at the top position in a recommendation list according to the 

social media data), “the secret of traffic” (liu liang mi ma, the gimmick to gain a large 

number of ‘likes’ and views), “strong wind” (feng hen da, something is frequently discussed 
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across the internet/by influencers), and “influencer” (wang hong, a noun initially means 

influencers, then expanded to describe something that received a large number of ‘likes’ or 

recommended by influencers or many people via social media). Through repeated exposure to 

and adoption of this language, users become deeply immersed in a data-driven culture of 

likeability and popularity. 

At the same time, users are continuously reminded—by both platforms and peers—that 

visibility equals importance (boyd & Crawford 2010; Fuller & Sedo 2023; van Dijck 2013), 

gradually allowing data to shape their judgment and perceptions. As data and algorithms 

become entangled with regulation, Chinese users find it increasingly difficult to detach 

themselves from government supervision and propaganda in the digital public sphere, as 

social media has become embedded in everyday life almost as an extension of the body. This 

condition lays the foundation for exploring how the discourse of “stay cohesive” became 

naturalised in daily communication during the pandemic. 
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Part 2: The social structure of the digital social networks 

Together apart: collectivism, quarantine and digital connection 

Why is being together so important and what does it mean to the people in China? A 

gathering is not just about having meals and fun. To many Chinese, it symbolises “reunite” 

(tuan yuan, reunion with family). It is a crucial ritual embedded in most Chinese traditional 

festivals, not to mention that the Chinese New Year which is where families come together to 

conclude the previous year and make wishes for the coming one. This ritual is, in the 

traditional Chinese mindset, a symbol of the “collectivist” culture in Eastern countries, which 

emphasises domestic bonds, values family and kinship, respect for the social order and 

prioritising the interests of a group/organisation (Jackson 2014).  

The outbreak of COVID not only disrupted this cultural ritual but also led to the imposition 

of “quarantine” measures to stop the spread of the virus. The quarantine policy required that 

people “celebrate Chinese New Year in the local city” (jiu di guo nian) and applied to 

everyone in the country. Intercity migrants were obliged to stay and spend the holiday 

wherever they were to avoid further spread of the virus. Later, the travel restriction was 

extended to suspending international travel. This had the effect of severely restricting Chinese 

families ability to meet face to face and enact cultural rituals.  

Furthermore, quarantine at home increased the deep feeling of isolation. Physical activity 

area was limited, for most, to the size of their apartment. The squeezed boundaries of daily 

life prompted citizens to rely more heavily on virtual communication. According to an 

industry report (iResearch & Sina 2020), the number of devices browsing Weibo had surged 

from 618,000,000 in December 2019 to 642,000,000 in February 2020. This indicates a 
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strong demand to retrieve information, rebuild the connection they temporarily lost in the real 

world and find a way to vent their loneliness. In my case, there was excessive tension 

between my parents and me because we had not lived together for a long time. This 

experience aligns with Jurgenson’s (2012) idea that social media is an outlet to connect with 

like-minded people who shared the same feelings during the quarantine.  

The interactions on Weibo and WeChat during the lockdown demonstrated more about 

showing mutual support and alleviating mental pressure by finding emotional resonance in 

satirical posts (e.g. “cloud-supervising” the construction of the Huo Shen Shan and Lei Shen 

Shan hospitals via live-streaming and naming the excavators in the construction sites, see You 

2020; Sohu News 2020b), talking about a drama series being watched at home, and sharing 

hyperlinks on how to buy facemasks and heartwarming stories through public account articles 

(e.g. the stories of couriers helping supply delivery beyond their job). Thus, instead of a 

simple connection of similar minds, online interactions supported psychologically 

togetherness and emotionally addressed anxiety, depression, and loneliness. 

While the Chinese government and the operators of social platforms have greater control over 

expression and dissemination on social media than Western democracies, content can remain 

online for a while before it is finally detected and taken down. That allows the message to be 

shared within a specific range and to be remediated into other novel forms or onto other 

platforms, stimulating more users to engage in “onlooking” (wei guan, following gossip in 

cyberspace with others) and “melon-eating” (chi gua, watching, sharing, discussing gossip). 

Such online activities allow social media users to gather around topics where they share 

similar concerns, forming a ‘square’ for large-scale discussion and feeling connected 

(Friedman 2014).  
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Weibo and WeChat have provided a digital space for various ideas to be pooled and 

exchanged. While Weibo worked as a communal information hub for delivering the 

government’s announcements, social surveillance, and constructing a caring atmosphere, 

WeChat also accelerated the distribution of critical information through interconnected social 

networks (iResearch & Sina 2020). It became an important source of knowledge for ordinary 

users to learn about COVID-19 from the perspective of Social Learning Theory (Bandura 

1986; 2002), especially when there was a lack of information about the virus, and most of the 

citizens had no personal experience with such an unprecedented incident. Hence, staying 

‘together’ in cyberspace also meant not being disconnected from important information and 

getting left behind by the rapidly changing circumstances of the pandemic. 

A networked public with Chinese characteristics  

The ability to ‘stay together’ online is rooted in social media’s affordances and involves 

communication mediated by smart devices. While social media reformulates communication, 

scholars also believe it impacts the formation of social networks in the virtual world 

(Meyerhoff 2006; Seargeant & Tagg 2013). In particular, boyd (2010) formulates her theory 

of the ‘networked public’ and regards people on social media as an imagined collective (or 

community) constructed through networked technologies. Users on WeChat who share their 

lives and connect with a close friend circle via ‘Moments’, and people who gather in the 

sharing circle embedded in reposting, hashtagging, mentioning, and commenting under a post 

on Weibo, embody networked publics.  

This thesis also draws on Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the “rhizome” (2004) and 

recognises that these networked publics, instead of being separate and independent, are 

interconnected since individuals online are unlikely to stick to just one social platform and 
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belong to just one social group; social platforms perform as “nodes”, in which they provide a 

solid ground for various networked public to meet each other; and the nodes spread with no 

direction, with no beginning and no end. In other words, when social media functions as a 

network of nodes that allows information to converge on platforms, it forms a structure in 

which information is not limited to specific groups or social apps but can flow through 

various networked publics and across platforms. Thus, a many-to-many, or more precisely, 

networked public-to-networked public communication can be achieved in the virtual world. 

Interestingly, this relates to a popular expression in Chinese cyberspace today: “break the 

boundaries” (chu quan), which means the ideas and understandings about some things 

generated in a specific sub-cultural/interest group can spread out of the circle they initially 

belong to, and be known, modified and accepted by other groups, or even become a 

widespread phenomenon.  

Building on Deleuze and Guattari’s ideas, Lim (2017) reviews his observation about the 

mobilisation of social movements through social media in Malaysia and suggests that the 

rhizomatic structure online forms a horizontal alliance with the networked public, allowing 

parts of the rhizome to interact with one another. By theorising that for civic engagement in 

activism is based on a rhizomatic assemblage, he demonstrates a horizontal communication 

structure where hierarchical leadership in a social movement becomes decentralised. 

Simultaneously, boyd (2002; 2008; 2010), Marwick and boyd (2011), and Wesch (2008) 

argue that participants in the networked public are often invisible. In this sense, their 

demographic context is collapsed, and the boundary between public and private lives blurs, 

which reinforces the formation and expansion of the networked public.  
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When people use social media to mediate amongst themselves and construct a networked 

public, they do so on the basis of shared interests and collective goals. By creating an avatar 

and performing a persona that represents only a selected part of the self, social media users 

are able to detach from their identities in the real world and connect more strongly to the 

political valences of a particular cause (Davis & Jurgenson 2014). The networked structure 

on social media explains how news and opinions about the outbreak of COVID-19 in Wuhan 

diffused quickly through the networked public on Weibo and WeChat, becoming a nationwide 

event. 

However, Jurgenson (2012) cautions that “augmented reality is one where the politics, 

structures and inequalities of the physical world are part of the very essence of the digital 

domain; a domain built by human beings with histories, standpoints, interests, morals and 

biases” (p. 85-86). In other words, even if social media today constructs a digital domain 

where users communicate with a very low cost of connection in easily expanded social 

networks and a relatively horizontal structure even with weak social ties (McLaughlin & 

Vitak 2012), the users are still physically living in the actual world where they immerse and 

grow with various cultural, political, and economic factors. Chinese citizens’ responses to 

COVID-related news and cooperation during the pandemic were, in fact, still located in daily 

life in the actual world.  

The Chinese users were not only aware of the supervision of the ruling regime but also 

significantly influenced by the Chinese collectivist culture described by Jackson (2014) and 

Hofstede’s dimensional model of national culture (Hofstede 1980; 2001; de Mooij & 

Hofstede 2015), indicating respect for authorities (high power distance). This cultural model 

that they were subject to was grounded in the Confucian values of “harmony” (he)—to create 
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a “harmonious society” to maintain the stability (wei wen) and solidarity at grassroots level 

(Wang 2023)—and “five pairs of social roles” (wu lun) to implement the “harmonious 

society” and maintain a hierarchy within interpersonal relationships (Bian 2019).  

This thesis argues that the networked public emerging in the Chinese context was not 

structured horizontally. Following the logic above, instead of empowering individuals to 

participate in online societies and restoring access to the online public sphere for regular 

social media users, it rather reallocates the dominant power to those who are capable of 

accumulating social capital and forming/directing mainstream stances. 

The habitus of ‘following’ in China’s digital culture 

The behaviour of social media users and why they follow particular individuals can be 

explained by the “habitus” suggested by Bourdieu (1990). In Bourdieu’s seminal theoretical 

work, ‘habitus’ is the product of “a particular class of objective regularities” that form all the 

“reasonable” and “commonplace” behaviours, which provide a sense of belonging and 

comforting homogeneity for the individual. Papacharissi (2014) adds that habitus is grounded 

in the daily practices that are taken for granted and grounded in lengthy and ongoing 

processes of socialisation. As a result, habitus unconsciously determines how individuals use 

a particular social platform and the way they understand the norms of expression and 

connection in the digital world (Papacharissi 2014). A collectivist culture stresses the 

importance of elevating the public interest over personal interests, in many Asian countries, 

but particularly in China (Jackson 2014). It is equally a culture that demonstrates a high 

tolerance for power imbalances. Qiu (2009) cites Max Weber to argue that Confucianism, an 

ethic which has shaped Chinese political philosophy and social structure for thousands of 

years, values social order and hierarchy and emphasises obedience, noting that China “has 
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been the archetype for culturally sanctioned inequality” (p. 2). Social media users in China 

are, therefore, more conditioned on the whole to follow messages sanctioned by authorities, 

people/groups in power, and the dominant public.   

When the public lacked verified knowledge of COVID-19 in the early stages, it is reasonable 

to assume that Chinese people were conditioned to follow authorised content distributed by 

the central government via We Media. This tendency stands in stark contrast with the 

response of many citizens in the West who questioned their governments and scientists.  

Additionally, according to the theory of Symbolic Interactionism (Blumer 1969), a physical 

space does not determine how people act. Rather, it is always imbued with an understanding 

of the social norms that structure the environment. Similarly, Gladwell (2010) and Morozov 

(2011) argue that social media is not a channel intentionally designed for serious political 

discussions, but for fun and light conversations; it is nothing more than a convenient means 

of modern communication and therefore is not suitable for opposing hegemony. 

Moreover, Yu et al. (2011) studied trends on Weibo and Twitter and noted that mainstream 

sharing in China focused, at the time, on jokes, gossip, and playful images and videos. In 

understanding how Trending Topics on Weibo are constructed, it is important to note that a 

large number are retweets of media content, suggesting that people use social media to bring 

them closer to their friends and reinforce social relations (Yu et al. 2011). In terms of the 

Chinese government’s mobilisation of social media to promote conformity, social media 

provided a readymade platform for ‘following’ to promote their agenda under the guise of 

promoting a community of love, hope and support for everyone to stay together and cohesive 

during the pandemic based on an existing online habitus (Laurier & Philo 2006). 
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Laurier and Philo (2006) contrast Habermas’s 18th century coffee shop with a modern 

Starbucks in which interactions are both “heavily gestural” and “lightly conversational” (p. 

197). This resonates with the experience of new members of a social media platform. To start 

their journey in social network building, new members have to click buttons such as ‘follow’, 

‘subscribe’, ‘like’ and ‘add friend’. Yet, at the same time, they implicitly and consistently 

expose themselves to information that already interests them and makes sense to them, 

thereby educating the algorithms about their preferences. Choosing to follow or friend others 

is driven by a motivation to stay part of communities, groups, and networks or perhaps just to 

be recognised as a ‘fan’ (Dahlgren & Hill 2020). Although individuals have the power to 

choose and ‘unfollow’ at any time, this thesis recognises that ‘following’, in fact, is an 

unconscious exchange of power where users hand over their rights to choose what they want 

to see because of the power of algorithms.  

Meanwhile, gestural communication also involves simplifying discussion. In the coffee shop 

scenario, nodding heads to greet newcomers, handing napkins over for split coffee, or even 

not looking around and pretending to be busy on a computer, engage people in minimal effort 

in complicated meaning construction and expression. So does clicking buttons on social 

media. Papacharissi and Trevey (2018) agree that in the networked public, individuals are 

permitted to express interest in or allegiance to issues “without having to enter the complex 

negotiation of personal vs collective politics” (p. 91). This further indicates that ‘following’ 

can happen easily without in-depth consideration. 

From social capital to soft leadership in networked publics 

This study further argues that, given the existence of influential accounts on social media, 

connections are not ‘horizontal’ (Bennett & Segerberg 2013) in the sense that everyone has 
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an equal status. While this study does deny the way social media empowers ordinary people 

to express themselves online it equally notes that it is not a democratic forum where all 

voices are equal. As Qiu (2009) argues in his study on working-class internet users in China, 

the digital divide in the digital era is not about the binary sense of ‘have’ and ‘have-not’—

even working-class Chinese with limited income can access the internet. But being on the 

internet does not automatically mean being seen and being heard.  

Social Capital Theory (Coleman 1988; Nahapiet & Ghoshal 1998) argues that actual and 

potential resources (social capital) are obtained through networks of social relationships 

among individuals. In particular, Warren et al. (2015) suggest that trust is a form of social 

capital that is derived from the ties of social interaction. Trust can be developed from strong 

interpersonal networks, such as friends and family members (Gladwell 2010; McAdam & 

Paulsen 1993), reflecting the bonding social capital within homogeneity and shared identities 

(Putnam 2000). However, in scenarios where there are weak social ties, if an individual 

persistently invests time and contributes resources to the network, they can develop a positive 

reputation, building up the trust among their followers and becoming an opinion leader 

(Rheingold 2002). This aligns with van Dijck’s (2013) logic of algorithmic mechanisms on 

social platforms.  

Open networks and the collapsed context indeed help those who need such capital to acquire 

what they need; the ability of context collapse to go beyond network walls is instrumental in 

obtaining social, informational, and material resources (Ellison et al. 2007; 2011; Rainie & 

Wellman 2012). Interestingly, the scholars above mainly focus on relational capital and how 

this capital can be used to brand oneself as authentic. In other words, they indicate that social 
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connection in the networked public has become essential in evaluating the messages people 

encounter in virtual communication rather than just the content itself. 

Davis and Jurgenson (2014) supplement context collapse with ‘context collusion’ and 

‘context collision’ in order to clarify and distinguish the different effects and consequences of 

context collapse on social relations management and social capital acquisition. In particular, 

context collusion “focus[es] on network building…is the process whereby social actors 

intentionally collapse, blur, and flatten contexts, especially using various social media… (to) 

invite various social contexts to come together” (Davis & Jurgenson 2014, p. 480). 

Simultaneously, scholars point out that the weak-tie connection facilitated by social media 

collusions is key in garnering and maintaining social capital (Ellison et al. 2007; 2011; 

Hampton, Lee & Her 2011). Thus, this thesis will adopt context collusion to examine the 

power disparities in interactions in the expanding networked public when we “reunite” online 

in the pandemic. 

Wilson and Dunn’s (2011) observe that a minority of users produced content for the 

majority’s consumption on Twitter during the Arab Spring. Further, Gerbaudo (2012) 

highlights the role of “soft leaders”, a form of leadership built on the participatory character 

of Web 2.0, in a dialogical or interactive form. These leaders write the scripts and set the 

scene, seeding emotional arguments that diffuse through their networks. Examples include 

Wael Ghonim in the Arab Spring, and Joshua Wong in the Hong Kong Umbrella Movement 

(Lin 2017). They both relied heavily on Facebook to disseminate political opinions and 

mobilise activists to join the protests highlighting their rallies and aligning themselves with a 

collective goal—reclaiming “democracy”. In particular, Joshua Wong, in the Umbrella 

Movement, stood up and took to the streets as a young middle school student, got hurt and 



 

 

46 

 

 

arrested at the end. His “innocent” and “devoted” persona not only attracted the attention of 

his generation but also generated huge pressure on his parents’ generation because battling on 

the street was supposed to be the job of the adults (Joshua: Teenager vs. Superpower 2017). 

Soft leaders, therefore, can develop strong charisma and recruit, unite, and motivate their 

followers, allowing them to promote their political statements widely and to stimulate further 

radical actions. 

From the perspective of popular culture, the ‘micro-celebrity’ (Marwick 2015) or ‘influencer’ 

(Duffy & Wissinger 2017) on social media has come to gradually dominate fans’ lifestyles 

and preferences. Influencers, inform their followers about trends, guide their consumption 

behaviour while stressing that they are “normal” and obscuring the time and effort they invest 

in their persona and the existence of the operation team and sponsors, as well as production 

infrastructure (Cunningham & Craig 2017; Duffy & Wissinger 2017). Simultaneously, social 

media influencers “reveal what appears to be personal information to create a sense of 

intimacy between participant and follower, publicly acknowledge fans, and use language and 

cultural references to create affiliations with followers” (Marwick & boyd 2011, p. 139). 

These “real-time”, “transparent”, “dialogic” and “interactive” elements, influencers 

demonstrate their authenticity, as Cunningham and Craig (2017) argue the distinctiveness of 

the influencers is their claim to authenticity. Influencers intentionally blur the boundary 

between the authentic self and the commodified self (Banet-Weiser 2012), aiming to create a 

sense of peer-to-peer equality. Yet, by telling subscribers what to think and do, they are 

actually manipulating followers for their own economic interests. 

The number of followers an influencer has is a key indicator of authenticity online (van Dijck 

2013). Unlike in the offline world, where people are “well-connected”, online social activities 
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are translated into algorithmic concepts due to the abnormally large number of contacts. 

“Friends” and “followers” can be interpreted the popularity principle which means that the 

more contacts a person has on social media, the more valuable, popular and authoritative they 

become, and hence the more other people want to connect with them (van Dijck 2013).  

We Media as everyday opinion leaders 

The wealth and fame of influencers incentivise regular social media users to mimic them 

(Duffy & Wissinger 2017). Even though not everyone can be an influencer, the broader social 

media sphere increasingly aims to copy their success. Similar to influencers, We Media refers 

to individuals’ active use of social media for content production, relying on the affordances of 

digital platforms with the aim of influencing those who network with them (Li & Du 2011). 

In Bowman and Willis’ definition of ‘we media’ (2003), We Media also notably played a key 

role in contemporary social movements by establishing public pages and disseminating self-

edited ‘affective content’ (Papacharissi 2014) to mobilise potential activists on Facebook (Lee 

& Ting 2015). This framework can be drawn on to understand how social media collectivity 

operated during the pandemic in China. Reviewing the rise of influencers (Duffy & Wissinger 

2017; Marwick 2015; Marwick & boyd 2011; Senft 2013), studies show influencers also start 

their career by operating their social media accounts as a We Media. This further elucidates 

the agency and affordances of ordinary users’ potential on WeChat and Weibo to mobilise 

others to “stay cohesive”. This thesis, therefore, recognises that ordinary users on WeChat 

and Weibo can become a We Media dependent on the following characteristics 1) they have 

autonomous control over their connection and visibility within social networks; 2) they are 

able to compose content as a ‘prosumer’ with a certain level of internet literacy; 3) their 

social media content can be shared in a specific range; 4) they are able to accumulate social 
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capital through their social networks. While on Weibo, We Media could actively share their 

experiences in Trending Topics and Super Topics to paint a full picture of life during the 

pandemic for society; on WeChat, the same information could resonate even more strongly 

with friends who shared similar circumstances or opinions, given the established sense of 

intimacy.  

How ordinary users accumulate social capital is bound up with the different interaction 

affordances of Weibo and WeChat. Weibo, as a substitute for X in China, allows users to 

connect with strangers, explore trending online issues and ideas, and share their opinions 

through Trending Topics and posts by “big Vs”. The interactions between these Weibo users 

are mainly based on common interests and are open to algorithmic recommendations based 

on preference settings, recent search history, or topical issues, such as COVID-related news 

during the pandemic. As discussed, We Media credibility here is related to the number of 

followers, the number of ‘likes’, reposts, the reputation of the source of information, and the 

little ‘V’ icon next to their account name8. This is also known as Putnam’s bridging social 

capital (2000), which refers to the capacity to access external information.  

WeChat provides a relatively private space for connection due to limited options to add 

“friends” (hao you) to the contact list. Thus, most of the contacts are likely to be someone a 

user already knows in their real life. The stronger bonds among WeChat friends enhance 

 

8 The “V” icon next to the account name is for a regular user, which means the account has 

been verified by Weibo and is owned by a real person. This is different from the “big V” 

mentioned above. The “big V” icons have different colours based on their levels.  
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credibility through bonding social capital (Putnam 2000). WeChat group chats and 

“Moments” (peng you quan) have become an augmented place to mediate real-life situations 

and to remediate information from other platforms, where the authenticity of the information 

is further boosted by interpersonal relationships. Therefore, it is safe to argue that the 

motivation for friends to “stay cohesive” is more relational on WeChat.  

When I related the conversation between my mother and me in the Introduction chapter, I 

was acknowledging that misinformation can also be enhanced by We Media. When people 

follow and trust connected friends as We Media, they can become affected by emotion and 

sharing care and hence their behaviours are open to manipulation and exploitation. False 

fundraising for a “family that suffers from serious illness” became a widespread fraud on 

WeChat. 

We Media and the pandemic expressions 

The concept of ‘context collision’ helps explain why minority perspectives were increasingly 

absent from social networks during the pandemic. According to Davis and Jurgenson (2014), 

context collision is a consequence of context collapse in which multiple social contexts 

unintentionally collide, producing tension, misinterpretation, and social risk. Unlike strategic 

‘context collusion’ as mentioned, context collision involuntarily emerges when the public and 

private spheres intersect. Under such conditions, users often respond through silence, self-

censorship, or extreme caution in order to avoid conflict, misunderstanding, or punishment. 

In the context of the pandemic, this risk was further amplified by the moral and political 

pressure embedded in the national call to “stay cohesive”, which transformed disagreement 

into a potential threat to collective unity. 
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Davis and Jurgenson (2014) further note that context collision is closely associated with 

authority–subordinate relations, a dynamic that also underpins the power relations 

surrounding We Media in Chinese networked publics. Individuals operate as We Media not 

only by producing content but also by being cautious about not disrupting existing 

relationships. Brandtzaeg, Lüders, and Skjetne (2010) note that these collapsed contexts 

intensify surveillance and social control, encouraging conformity in order to avoid negative 

sanctions from peers, family members, and professional contacts. Thus, posting, as a form of 

self-exhibition and a means of acquiring visibility within social networks, also entails self-

surveillance for senders (Trottier 2016). Within the Chinese pandemic context, this 

mechanism aligned seamlessly with the affective and moral logic of “stay cohesive”: to be 

part of the collective meant not only sharing content, but sharing the right content, in the right 

emotional tone, and in support of the right political stance. As a result, being “together” 

online increasingly pointed toward the convergence of expression rather than the diversity of 

views. This convergence differs fundamentally from Jenkins’ (2006a) notion of technological 

convergence and instead reflects a social convergence of acceptable opinion. 

This logic closely echoes contemporary Chinese political discourse on “harmony” (he xie)—

a concept derived from the Core Socialist Values promoted by President Xi Jinping in 2012 

—that emphasises social stability. In everyday digital culture, to be “harmonised” has become 

a euphemism for being censored due to political, moral, or ideological dissonance. Notably, 

this regulatory pressure is no longer exercised solely by the state; it is now increasingly 

enforced through peer reporting (ju bao) within social networks (Fang 2024). As a result, peer 

supervision has emerged as a significant risk for We Media expression. In this way, the 

imperative to “stay cohesive” is operationalised not only through platform regulation but also 

through bottom-up practices of exclusion, where users actively participate in policing the 
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emotional and ideological boundaries of the collective. While users may attempt to manage 

these risks through privacy settings, selective blocking, or posting only within specific groups 

(Vitak 2012), or by sharing only content they assume will be acceptable to all audiences 

(Davis & Jurgenson 2014), these strategies ultimately lead to the same outcome: the 

systematic silencing and withdrawal of minority voices from networked public discourse 

under the moral banner of cohesion. 
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Part 3: Social media content, affect and participation 

Affective public and emotional convergence in China 

‘Affective publics’ is a concept developed by Zizi Papacharissi (2014) to explain how social 

movements were mobilised through social networks. She argues that under conditions of 

pressure and grievance, netizens’ emotions are easily ignited and temporarily united through 

political expression. Rather than focusing on ideology itself, her work foregrounds the 

affective content circulating within networked publics. Papacharissi defines ‘affect’ as a field 

of discordant feelings embedded in mediated expression, capable of driving, neutralising, or 

entrapping publics through rhetorical circulation. 

Drawing on protesters’ use of Twitter during the Arab Spring, Papacharissi (2014) 

demonstrates how public storytelling enables emotions to circulate through digitally 

networked environments and recruit audiences who identify with shared grievances. The 

rapid diffusion of negative emotions activates latent ties within the networked public and 

facilitates the formation of communities of resistance through hashtags, while also enabling 

disengagement from other groups. Supported by the affordances of social media (boyd 2010), 

such affective publics are able to expand across regions and persist over time in online 

spaces. 

Zizi Papacharissi (2014) defines affective publics as publics that “actualize by feeling their 

way into politics through media”, noting that such publics can either propel an issue forward 

or become trapped in sustained loops of emotional engagement. This concept does not deny 

the presence of rational discourse in civic participation; rather, it suggests that when diverse 

sociocultural, economic, and political tensions converge in the digital public sphere, 
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individuals are more likely to locate their political positions through sentiment than through 

deliberation (Papacharissi 2014). 

By contrast, Jürgen Habermas conceptualises the public sphere as ideally grounded in 

rational-critical debate. Papacharissi (2014) revisits this concern in a media-saturated 

environment, arguing that when public communication is mediated and sustained by platform 

content, emotional expression increasingly displaces rational deliberation. Habermas’ 

concerns are arguably even more relevant to the operation of social media today in China, as 

social platforms thrive and public opinion becomes highly susceptible to affective 

mobilisation through content produced and circulated by We Media. 

To analyse Chinese citizens’ solidarity in the face of the pandemic, this thesis adopts Bennett 

and Segerberg’s (2013) concept of connective action and contextualises it through affective 

publics in China. While grievances more readily resonate among individuals with shared life 

experiences, triggering collective outrage, Papacharissi (2014) further argues that “media 

typically invite audiences to consume content via affective relationships developed with 

particular media genres and media personas.” This suggests that users who share similar 

identities and interests on social media are more easily mobilised by specific rhetorical styles 

as a group. At the same time, affect operates as an experience of intensity that precedes 

conscious reasoning, positioning audiences under the continuous influence of emotion 

(Massumi 2002; Shouse 2005), and functions as a mode of sense-making in relation to lived 

circumstances (Seigworth & Gregg 2010). Through this process, social media users come to 

‘feel’ the outside world via mediated content and respond emotionally to perceived 

conditions. 
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Interestingly, compared with the chaos in Western countries reported by mainstream media in 

China, I observed that public responses to lockdowns on Chinese social media were marked 

by a relatively calm, positive sentiment in 2020. Beyond direct surveillance, this thesis finds 

that the discourse of “positive energy” (Chen 2022; Li 2013) played a central role in steering 

collective sentiment. This discourse encouraged users to prioritise uplifting content to prevent 

fatigue and negative emotions from accumulating. It also aligned closely with the 

government’s call to “stay cohesive” during the pandemic and resonated with long-standing 

collectivist cultural values (Jackson 2014).  

As a result, narratives highlighting collective contribution and moral role models became 

highly visible on social media. These included citizens spontaneously organising domestic 

and overseas donations, medical workers sacrificing time and personal safety to save lives, 

and retired members of the Communist Party of China (CPC) volunteering to serve 

neighbourhoods during staff shortages. Together, these stories reinforced a positive affective 

atmosphere and foregrounded a sense of communal responsibility during the lockdown. 

Drawing on Papacharissi’s (2014) notion of the affective public, “positive energy”, in China 

transformed into a harmonising affect that reinforced emotional bonds within the networked 

public and projected a shared imagination of a hopeful future grounded in connection and 

engagement. Rather than foregrounding the shortcomings of quarantine policies, users 

increasingly acknowledged the government’s efforts to contain the unknown virus and 

recognised their own compliance with lockdown measures as a form of civic contribution.  

At the same time, sharp contrasts with Western pandemic responses further strengthened 

public confidence in both the government and the nation. Media circulation of examples such 
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as President Trump’s widely reported remark about disinfectant as a possible COVID-19 

treatment (BBC 2020b), as well as reports of people in the United Kingdom setting fire to 5G 

towers in a misguided attempt to stop virus transmission (Perrigo 2020), were mobilised as 

negative examples. Through these comparisons, Chinese users further consolidated their faith 

in China’s pandemic governance and intensified patriotic loyalty. 

However, this affective alignment also generated irrational patriotism fostering exclusionary 

nationalism, the suppression of dissenting voices, and ultimately polarised public opinion 

through the reinforcement of binary oppositions within the public sphere. When alternative 

perspectives are overwhelmed by dominant emotional narratives, the space for critical debate 

and pluralism becomes increasingly constrained. 

The marginalisation of dissent can also be linked to enduring hierarchical values associated 

with Confucianism (Bian 2019; Weber 1968), which historically privileged long-term over 

short-term interests, male over female, urban over rural, humans over animals, and the 

collective over the individual. These ideological hierarchies persist within affective publics, 

allowing mainstream voices aligned with such values to gain amplified power through social 

media. Consequently, minority perspectives are further compressed and marginalised. This 

dynamic challenges arguments that online media inherently enhance visibility for socially 

marginalised groups (Berry et al. 2010; Couldry 2012; Mendes et al. 2018). 

We Media, liminal storytelling and affective sense-making 

Responding to the horizontal structure of the networked public (boyd 2010), Papacharissi 

(2014) proposes ‘liminality’ as a way to understand the structure of affective publics. 

Liminality offers a perspective on relationships formed in digital networks where face-to-face 

interaction is disrupted and social connections remain undefined. Drawing on Turner’s (1967) 
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formulation, Papacharissi (2014) argues that, because news is no longer exclusively 

determined by either authorities or individuals, the networked public occupies a liminal space 

that generates “novel configurations of ideas and relations” (p. 97). In this transitional state, 

social norms are temporarily suspended and actors are positioned as equal participants (Ibarra 

& Obodaru 2016; Papacharissi 2014). 

At the same time, ‘sharing’ has become central to information circulation in digital networks 

(Bennett & Segerberg 2013; Castells 2012), disrupting traditional news production processes. 

This liminal condition creates a temporary void where the rules and standards of the 

traditional media no longer apply, enabling ‘prosumers’ to experiment with new forms of 

engagement and redefine creative modes of interaction on social media. Within this context, 

the rise of We Media can be understood as a product of both structural uncertainty and 

expanded participatory possibilities. 

Building on the liminal restructuring of digital production—marked by the disempowerment 

of organisational producers and the empowerment of We Media—this thesis argues that the 

supposedly horizontal structure of social media is not fully realised in practice. As We Media 

increasingly assume the role of opinion leaders within friendship networks, they reintroduce 

hierarchical relations by shaping what others should attend to and by directing collective 

sentiment in the public sphere. As a result, the amplification of mainstream ideas is the likely 

outcome of affective publics, rather than their disruption. 

Papacharissi (2014) further notes that liminality also characterises the transformation of news 

events into stories. In this process, We Media, as prosumers, retain core factual elements 

while overlaying personal interpretations that enable them to make sense of events and situate 
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themselves emotionally within the narrative. This affective reproduction encourages the 

synthesis of fragmented information and further consolidates We Media’s position as a 

convenient, resource-rich intermediary that informs networked public knowledge and guides 

collective action. 

This logic resembles the growing reliance on chatbots such as ChatGPT, or DeepSeek and 

Doubao9 in China, which use artificial intelligence (AI) to automatically summarise and 

optimise answers by searching online information. Similarly, when users post requests, such 

as “almighty Weibo”, “almighty Moments”, or post messages such as “waiting online, 

urgent” (wan neng de Weibo/peng you quan; zai xian deng, ting ji de), they mobilise their 

social networks to ask for ready-to-use solutions. These requests usually receive quick 

responses, as mutual assistance is a taken-for-granted social norm within friendship circles.  

However, this “lazy” mode of information acquisition creates opportunities for We Media to 

frame and circulate affective content. Drawing on observations from older people’s WeChat 

group chats, many of the answers shared within these networks originate from aggregated 

online sources rather than from verified expertise. As a result, panic-infused misinformation 

can be rapidly diffused through social networks during crises such as the COVID pandemic, 

as repeated circulation by trusted contacts amplifies its credibility.  

At the same time, online searching has become the most direct and efficient way to access 

information, as phrases like “Google it”, or in China, “Baidu it” (bai du yi xia), and more 

 

9 DeepSeek and Doubao are AI tools developed in China as substitutes for ChatGPT.  
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recently, “check it on RedNote”, have become everyday habits. With information converging 

online (Jenkins 2006a) and accessible through a few taps on a mobile phone, the process of 

acquiring knowledge is increasingly simplified and accelerated. This raises the question of 

whether such ease of access also reduces the cognitive effort required for critical thinking 

(Carr 2020). 

This shift further problematises the issue of trust in online information. Hongisto and 

colleagues (2017) question the relationship between trust and truth in contemporary media 

environments. In the post-truth era, “bits of information are selected and circulated not for 

their truth-value but for their affective impact” (p. 61). Trust, therefore, following van Dijck’s 

argument (2013), becomes progressively detached from verification and instead attaches to 

visibility, repetition, and emotional intensity. 

This concern is closely connected to the way social media performs authenticity through 

remediation (Byam 2010; Marwick 2013). As theorised by Bolter and Grusin (2000), digital 

media achieve a sense of immediacy by remediating earlier media forms such as images, 

symbols (including emojis), audio, video, and written text. Through these layered 

representations, platforms simulate “realness” and emotional presence. When such 

affordances equip We Media to narrate affective stories—especially stories of crisis, 

suffering, fear, or hope—users are drawn not only into the content but into the emotional 

atmosphere surrounding it. In affect-driven information environments, emotional coherence 

may override factual coherence; stories that feel moving, morally compelling, or urgent may 

be trusted more readily than those that are carefully verified. As a result, affective 

authenticity can come to substitute for epistemic reliability. 
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In this sense, social media does not merely transmit information but reconfigure the criteria 

by which truth is evaluated. Trust is no longer anchored primarily in institutional authority or 

empirical verification, but increasingly in affective alignment, relational proximity, and 

platform-driven visibility. This transformation is fundamental to understanding how We 

Media gain credibility through authenticity and influence within networked publics—

especially during moments of crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic, when emotional 

vulnerability intensifies the demand for meaning, reassurance, and actionable knowledge. 

Political expression in a playful, attention-driven culture 

Beyond the issues of trust and truth embedded in online interaction, the concept of ‘affect’ 

redirects attention to the dynamics of social media content itself. Contrary to the optimistic 

claim that social media heralds “freedom for everyone” as Shirky claims (2008), the logics of 

context collapse demonstrate that latent rules govern what and how users share in digital 

networks (Davis & Jurgenson 2014). Taylor and Nichter’s (2022) study of college students’ 

social lives further foregrounds the role of the attention economy in shaping social media 

practices. They argue that, in an information-rich environment where attention is scarce, and 

users’ attention spans are short, content selection, post timing, and persona management 

become central strategies for We Media seeking audience engagement. As their participants 

reported “social media as an extension of self and likes represented external validation” 

(Taylor & Nichter 2022, p. 38), visibility, measured through metrics such as likes, 

significantly shaped students’ sense of identity and social connection, and in turn subtly 

reformed their sharing behaviours. 

Additionally, playful and entertaining content is generally more acceptable to the public 

(Jenkins 2006a; Yu et al. 2011). Morozov (2011) similarly notes that social media is not 
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primarily a space for serious political deliberation. This perspective resonates with the 

distinctive sharing practices of Chinese citizens during the pandemic. On Weibo and WeChat, 

memes and humorous videos were widely circulated as a way to cheer up friends during an 

emotionally difficult period, reinforcing playfulness as a dominant affective mode of 

interaction. This understanding can be further supported by the modern memes and remix 

cultures in the digital world (Navas 2012; Shifman 2014). In which, they allow digital 

artefacts, such as images, sound, videos and text, to be replicated, combined, and adjusted 

easily based on the affordances of platforms; they invite a wide range of online participants to 

join the cooperative process of reproducing, transforming and sharing, by which new 

meanings can be developed throughout this process of evolution of artefacts; they also signal 

a sense of belonging to a social group via the cultural elements imbedded in the new artefacts 

and encourage further connection within networks.  

At the same time, playfulness functioned as a strategy for political expression under 

censorship. To avoid content removal and to reach wider audiences, political messages were 

frequently masked with humour and creative encoding. For example, to recirculate blocked 

content criticising the government’s treatment of the COVID outbreak by Dr Ai Fen10, users 

transformed messages into multiple formats and encrypted them across languages and symbol 

 

10 Dr Ai Fen was a colleague of Dr Li Wenliang. She shared the report of the unknown SARS 

virus with Dr Li in the first place. Later, based on the report, Dr Li warned his friends in the 

WeChat group chat. The message then went viral and prompted the local police to file 

charges of “spreading rumours” against Dr Li. Dr Li was recognised as the ‘whistle-blower’ 

of the outbreak of COVID-19 in China. Dr Ai was recognised as the person who “issued the 

whistle” in a later interview.  
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systems—from English and emojis to ancient Chinese and Morse code. This process turned 

message circulation into a form of hide-and-seek with the authorities. Through such playful 

engagement with content, social media enabled large-scale collaborative creation, allowing 

political expression to travel more widely. Jenkins (2006a) documents similar practices in the 

circulation of ‘photoshopped images’ during the 2004 US presidential election, showing how 

popular culture embeds political meaning into everyday communication and shapes how 

citizens interpret and act upon political discourse. He argues that citizens start “to apply what 

they learned as consumers of popular culture toward more overt forms of political activism. 

Popular culture influenced the way that the campaigns courted their voters—but more 

importantly, it shaped how the public processed and acted upon political discourse” (Jenkins 

2006a, p. 219).  

However, while playful content attracts engagement, it also risks shifting attention from the 

political message to the act of playing itself. At the same time, new eye-catching topics can 

quickly divert users’ focus. As a result, political debate on social media rarely develops in-

depth discussion or leaves a lasting impression, as audiences constantly jump between 

fragmented content with limited time for reflection. The acceleration of attention thus 

weakens sustained political deliberation. When combined with van Dijck’s (2013) critique of 

the quantitative logic of likes, the use of playful elements in the competition for attention 

further encourages the simplification of complex political arguments. Audiences are pushed 

to make rapid, emotionally driven judgments through quick clicks, rather than through careful 

evaluation. As Papacharissi and Trevey (2018, p. 91) note, individuals are enabled to express 

affinity or allegiance to issues “without having to enter the complex negotiation of personal 

vs. collective politics”. Under conditions of information overload and accelerated skimming, 
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polarised opinion becomes more likely, as choosing a side offers a fast resolution to online 

debate. 

Discipline and post—a Foucauldian perspective  

Jenkins (2009) argue that while new media lower the cost of expression and civic 

participation, enable individual content creation, and disrupt top-down mass media structures, 

participatory culture also encourages ordinary users to believe that their contributions matter 

and that they are socially connected to others. This assumption presumes that everyone can 

participate through sharing, yet, again, as Fuchs (2017) notes not all content is valued equally. 

Less trending content receives less attention and generates a weaker sense of participation 

(Fuchs 2017). To sustain connectivity within their networks, social media users are thus urged 

to stay visible to friends (Bucher 2012), to post more influencer-like, and to orient their 

content toward audience interests (Marwick & boyd 2010). 

Jenkins (2006a), as mentioned, argues that popular culture influences and helps shape the 

public’s response to political discourse (in this case, the national call for action, “Stay 

cohesive, we can defeat the pandemic”). Similarly, We Media in China created an atmosphere 

that stressed collectivism through Weibo participation in COVID-related discussions. They 

developed a strong feeling of antipathy among the social media users towards any individual 

or institution that doubted, denied or undermined efforts directed at fighting the virus. By 

excluding dissident voices, We Media redefined who ‘we’ are.  

This idea of othering aligns with Foucault’s arguments on discourse and subjectivity (1979) 

that discourse not only emerges within society but also, in turn, governs society and 

individuals through language and symbols. “Discourse in these terms is not merely 
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describing, nor is it prescribing meaning; rather, it constructs subjectivities. Discourses are 

the means by which individuals come to know themselves, achieving a sense of continuity, 

stability and purpose.” (Machin 2018, p. 520). Here, ‘we’ was an abstract, semiotic and 

descriptive role that pointed to the identity as Chinese citizens, community members, faithful 

friends and family members who were responsive to the crisis and recognised the necessity of 

sacrifice during the pandemic embodied in the discourse of “stay cohesive”. 

In other words, social media discourse guided what ‘we’, as legitimate Chinese citizens, 

needed to do to return to normal life. We Media worked collaboratively on Weibo, with a 

shared identity, to organise donations across the country and around the world, to expose the 

corruption of the hospitals in Wuhan and Red Cross China (Guo et al. 2020; Zi 2020), and to 

hunt down the escaping people from the quarantine areas, etc. As argued in my previous 

MRes study (Hu 2018), a sense of community was foregrounded, and collective identity was 

solidified through online connective actions. 

In addition, the logic of collective intelligence (Jenkins 2006a) became dysfunctional in this 

context. As COVID-19 emerged as a new virus across all research fields, reliable information 

on transmission, symptoms, mortality, treatment, and protection was initially unavailable. 

This uncertainty allowed rumours and misinformation to accumulate and dominate social 

media, rather than enabling the effective pooling of knowledge and expertise. At the same 

time, We Media selectively captured and circulated tragic and chaotic moments to intensify 

public focus on local crises through networked platforms. These emotionally charged 

narratives were further amplified by algorithms (van Dijck 2013), escalating public 

perceptions of threat.  
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As panic, confusion, and depression spread across social networks, these emotions reinforced 

the threat of COVID-19 and intensified the desire for reliable, authentic information. While 

We Media, such as close friends and family on WeChat powered by bonding social capital 

(Putnam 2000), often served as trusted reference points for what one should do (Marwick & 

boyd 2010)—as in the case of my mother, who tended to trust information shared by her 

friends, ironically, from unknown “experts”—this environment also created an opportunity 

for the government to educate and guide public behaviour. Through this process, new social 

norms related to personal hygiene and social interaction were introduced and normalised 

within society through personal relationships. 

The increasing dependence on authorities during the pandemic can also be attributed to the 

state’s dominance over key institutions and its capacity to control knowledge about COVID-

19 by positioning specialists as authoritative spokespersons. The long-standing habit of 

relying on authority can also be understood through the cultivation of biocitizenship centred 

on “life-nurturing” (yang sheng) in China (Sun 2015). The yang sheng television programs 

focus attention on the authorities (Sun 2015). Through the self-healthcare education and 

related audience practices, individuals are encouraged to adopt healthy lifestyles in ways 

suggested by the state. Indirectly, audiences’ practice ease pressure on the public medical 

system, while simultaneously reinforcing personal responsibility for health. In this process, 

audiences are also implicitly trained to value and defer to expert knowledge. 

A prominent example is the mobilisation of Dr Zhong Nanshan—widely recognised for 

leading efforts to contain SARS in 2002—as an authoritative figure guiding COVID-19 

responses in Wuhan. His strategies and findings were rapidly circulated through mass and 

social media and adopted by the public as new hygienic standards. Once expert authority was 
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taken up and reframed by We Media within everyday social relations, it generated a dominant 

pandemic discourse and shaped the context of peer-to-peer sharing (Blumer 1969; Marwick 

& boyd 2010). Through this mediated process, the government was able to indirectly reshape 

public opinion and guide behaviour, which was reinforced by peer surveillance. 

Peer surveillance is also in line with Foucault’s account of how surveillance becomes 

internalised in Discipline and Punish (1979) where prisoners are “isolated and are the clear 

objects for anonymous gaze signified by the invisible inhabitant(s) of the central tower”, and 

the objective of this system is to internalise the authoritative gaze (Feder 2014, p. 58). 

Although people were isolated at home under the quarantine policy, they were interconnected 

via social media and visible to their networks when they posted online. As social norms 

evolved during the pandemic, they informed individuals about what they should share online 

(Trottier 2016). 

This sense of supervision and the awareness of being under surveillance is even more obvious 

on an open sharing platform, in this case, Weibo, as all content can be searched with default 

settings (Marwick & boyd 2010). These considerations generate moral pressure that alerts 

both platform operators and, potentially, the police, who ultimately impose judgment and 

restriction on “inappropriate” speech (Feder 2014). 

It is also notable that the Chinese government did not lift its quarantine controls until 

December 2022, and that it did not resile from strict policies as the pandemic progressed. 

Rather, the government consistently deployed propaganda to stabilise domestic sentiment (Xu 

& Gong 2024) and recruited foreign experts’ opinions to strengthen its credibility in response 

to the pandemic (Fang 2022). In early 2022, I met some young Chinese international students 
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who had just come to Sydney and still believed that they needed to be fully equipped to 

prevent infection because they still considered COVID-19 as a fatal illness, while the local 

government no longer regarded COVID-19 as a public health emergency. They appeared to 

believe that living in other countries was unsafe due to differences in COVID-19 control 

policies. Their views were undoubtedly influenced by the Chinese government’s hostility to 

the pandemic policies in other countries, including the concept of ‘herd immunity’ (Armitage 

& Hawke 2020). Additionally, it is reasonable to infer that fear and anxiety about COVID-19 

were amplified by the circulation of social media content depicting COVID-19-related 

consequences, such as post-cure sequelae, and by the repetition of chaotic scenes from 

foreign countries portrayed by official media (Xu & Gong 2024).  

By emphasising the danger of COVID-19 and prioritising public safety over any radical call 

to “free” people in the name of protection, the government subtly normalised pandemic 

disruption in Foucauldian terms (1979). This normalisation operated through the routinisation 

of extensive control measures under the framework of “ongoing pandemic prevention and 

control” (chang tai hua yi qing fang kong), including quarantine for suspected cases, QR code 

check-ins, negative test verification at public venues, and temperature monitoring (Du & 

Zhou 2022). It also aligned with the repeatedly enforced ‘zero-COVID’ policy through mass 

COVID testing and lockdowns. Over time, this disruptive lifestyle became stabilised and 

institutionalised through the discourse of “stay cohesive”. 

As citizens gradually adapted to these changes and came to accept cooperation as the only 

viable pathway to ending the pandemic, this response stood in sharp contrast to Western 

strategies as portrayed in media narratives. Through such comparison, confidence in China’s 

COVID-control standards was further strengthened. In Foucauldian terms, this reflects a 
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process in which “by comparing individuals against one another, measuring their differences 

and then asserting the truth of the standard it ‘discovers’ as the rule” (Foucault 1979, cited in 

Feder 2014, p.63). 

Summary  

This chapter contextualised Western scholarship in the Chinese context, where posts on 

Weibo and WeChat were disrupted by political governance enhanced by censorship and 

algorithms. Propaganda, social media data and visibility influenced what was seen and 

discussed in the digital space during the pandemic. Although Weibo and WeChat facilitated 

connections within social networks, user interactions also mediated cultural values and biases 

from the physical world. As Confucian philosophy values hierarchy, compliance, and 

collectivism, the habitus of ‘following’ on social media enabled individuals to operate as We 

Media, shaping others’ perceptions within this framework by leveraging social capital and 

embodying mainstream opinions. At the affective level, emotions embedded in everyday 

communication worked alongside We Media influence to displace truth with trust. The desire 

for connection during lockdowns further encouraged affective publics to adopt dominant 

views in order to build collective identity, sustain collective effort, and exclude dissent. 

Through the internalisation of these discourses, We Media enacted peer supervision through 

personal relationships in response to the state’s call for “stay cohesive”. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

A robust methodology always needs to be closely grounded in the key research questions. 

This thesis adopts the five parameters of media engagement developed by Dahlgren and Hill 

(2023) as the primary framework to guide this study. Focusing on contexts, motivations, 

modalities, intensities, and consequences, this chapter explains how the framework is applied 

to examine Chinese citizens’ engagements on Weibo and WeChat during the pandemic, and 

how it supports an in-depth understanding of ordinary users’ experiences as We Media in 

everyday pandemic life through digital ethnography, autoethnography and interviews. 

Five parameters of media engagement 

Dahlgren and Hill (2020), firstly, argue that ‘engagement’ encompasses something more than 

just focus, user interaction, brand loyalty or any other terms commonly used in the media 

industries to analyse engagement; rather, media engagement is a powerful subjective 

experience—not only stimulated by consumption practices and regulated by economic and 

political factors but also energised by internal forces—driven by affect and identity that 

eventually propel users to act. In other words, media engagement is a process in which 

individuals establish relationships with media based on their habits, engage with preferred 

content and forms, and respond correspondingly according to their own understandings of 

social, cultural, political and economic backgrounds in both individual and collective levels.  

This definition foregrounds the agency of individual users and positions them at the heart of 

media interaction, which aligns closely with the approach of this thesis. By emphasising that 

‘we’ are at the core of media experiences, it highlights how perceptions, sharing practices, 
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emotions, subjectivity, and actions emerge through everyday media use and social 

connection. The five parameters extend this perspective by examining engagement from 

multiple dimensions, including where users are, how and why they use media, who they 

connect with, and with what consequences. By adapting this framework, this study 

systematically conceptualises the role of ordinary users as We Media and examines their lived 

experiences within social networks during the pandemic. In recognising individual 

differences, the framework provides a theoretical foundation for analysing how personal 

perceptions, cognition, and behaviours are formed and transformed, and how these processes 

collectively shape connective actions in digitally mediated pandemic life.  

As outlined by Dahlgren and Hill (2020; 2023), these parameters encompass media contexts, 

motivations, modalities, intensities, and consequences. Each of them targets a definitive 

attribute of media engagement and yet equally focuses on how they interact (Dahlgren & Hill 

2023). To explain: 

1) Media contexts, according to Dahlgren and Hill (2020), includes “features at both the sites 

of production and reception in local, national and transnational settings” and “society-wide 

hegemonic discourses, prevailing political climates, or economic constrictions” (p.13-14). In 

practice, they could be cultural, political, economic, technical, institutional, and (socio-) 

psychological backgrounds in which the given media is located. 

In this thesis, contexts can relate to the fact that, as discussed, China has a huge internet user 

group supported by well-constructed communication infrastructure with high-speed internet 

connection and prevalent use of smart devices (Wang 2023). This paves a solid foundation for 

social media and relevant phenomena, such as e-commerce, internet slang and influencers, to 
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flourish (Cunningham & Craig 2019; Su 2024). Weibo and WeChat are two well-known 

social platforms in China. However, the infrastructure on which they are based is owned by 

the state. Internet services are operated by only a few large internet companies, such as, 

Tencent and Sina, and subsidised by the central government, which allows the government to 

monitor and regulate the digital world.  

Political tensions between China and the United States intensified following President 

Trump’s 2020 claim that China was the origin of COVID-19 (Stolberg et al. 2023), 

contributing to a broader atmosphere of hostility towards the United States in China (Bicker 

2024; Xinhua News 2021a). Alongside these geopolitical dynamics, Confucian values—

deeply embedded in Chinese culture—continued to shape public attitudes, as discussed. 

Together, political and cultural factors structured online social norms and redirected citizens’ 

perceptions and behaviours during the pandemic. 

The parameter of ‘contexts’ refers to the time and place in which a given media engagement 

occurs (Dahlgren & Hill 2023). This study argues that the COVID-19 pandemic constituted a 

unique context marked by widespread anxiety, stress, depression, and confusion. As a public 

health emergency, the pandemic affected the population collectively and stimulated 

participation in virus containment as a form of civic engagement. At the same time, 

quarantine policies enforcing physical distancing led to prolonged periods of home isolation 

and disruption to daily routines. This isolation and uncertainty, in turn, intensified people’s 

emotional and practical attachment to social media during this period. 

2) Motivations relate to the motivations for using a given media platform and the rationale of 

the intent (Dahlgren & Hill 2020). The motivation can be unconscious or embedded in a 
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long-standing habit. And there are also clear rational reasons people use social media. For 

example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, people used social media to check in with friends; 

they were also keen to seek relevant information online due to limited knowledge of the virus 

and to follow official accounts for updates on the pandemic and the latest policies.  

Dahlgren (2013) points out that feeling connected emotionally or intellectually to a post is 

also a strong motivation. Dahlgren and Hill (2020) recognise that, in particular, posts that 

trigger strong and pleasurable emotions are motivating. However, this parameter does not 

account for the influence of negative emotions. This study argues that if social activism is a 

special context for media engagement, as the scholars state, then it is safe to assume that both 

positive and negative affects can mobilise media users to engage with social media by posting 

and reposting to influence friends to join and act collectively (Bennett & Segerberg 2013).  

Dahlgren and Hill (2020; 2023) also stress that wanting to belong to a social group is a 

natural part of motivation. Being a member of a group, community, or network can leads to 

media engagement because of the need to feel a sense of belonging. This type of social 

community is related to the networked public (boyd 2010). In this thesis, I explore the way 

members of particular groups are connected by sharing common interests and goals on social 

media, for example, neighbourhood group chats on WeChat. Residents living in the same area 

used group chats to support one another and conduct mutual supervision to regulate 

members’ conduct in accordance with the principle of “staying cohesive”.  

The sense of community highlighted by Dahlgren and Hill (2020; 2023) in the sense of 

membership strongly resonates with the caring, mutual support, and collectivism embedded 

in Chinese cultural values. This motivation was reflected in users’ ongoing communication on 



 

 

72 

 

 

social media to ensure the safety and well-being of family and friends during the pandemic, 

as loyal members and peers. Acts such as ordering medical supplies or supplements from 

overseas and sending them to Wuhan were often motivated by kindness and concern, and by a 

sense of moral obligation as citizens. Collective donation campaigns on Weibo became a 

significant expression of communal care and a means of cultivating a shared sense of social 

belonging. 

3) Modalities is a parameter that points to the ways that users engage with media. Dahlgren 

and Hill (2023) note that modality is “the communicative character of that on which the 

engagement builds” (p. 30). In the same vein, Dahlgren and Hill (2023) also indicate that 

media engagement is intertwined with affective and cognitive modes. They recognise that 

numerous modalities coexist in media engagement. Yet they also argue that categorising them 

as affective or cognitive engagement is the most efficient way to begin the discussion. This 

thesis will also adopt this methodological framework to support my arguments and methods. 

Dahlgren and Hill (2023) argue that media engagement can be fundamentally emotional. 

Affective participation centres on subjective and moral issues, personae, and characters, and 

is stimulated by the affect embedded in narratives, live events, or visual content that evokes 

emotional responses—an understanding aligned with Papacharissi’s (2014) discussion of 

affective publics. In this sense, moods and lived feelings shape the form and intensity of 

affective engagement. During quarantine, citizens’ affective engagement with both their 

circumstances and social networks occurred largely through social media, where experiences 

were mediated through posts and chats using images, text, videos, audio, emojis, memes, 

voiceovers, and narrative structures. While such remediation makes content appear more 

immediate and relatable (Bolter & Grusin 2000), it also creates greater scope for senders to 
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frame opinions and express emotion. Overall, affective engagement is tightly intertwined 

with storytelling, as it mobilises audiences’ emotions through the construction of characters 

and situations. This dimension also justifies the use of framing analysis in this study to 

examine the rhetoric of pandemic-related posts. 

On the other hand, cognitive engagement requires more critical thinking and knowledge that 

require citizens to question, understand and participate in complicated claims, arguments and 

social issues (Dahlgren & Hill 2023). To illustrate, Dahlgren and Hill (2023) stress that “a 

cognitive modality of engagement can be crafted by producers to invite citizens and 

audiences to think through the media about a variety of social, political and moral issues, or 

to understand more about a particular problem, reflect on the implications of the problem and 

to potentially do something about it” (p.31). However, this thesis also cautions that cognitive 

engagement may lead to unequal or misinformed participation in understanding complex 

issues. Key questions thus arise: do citizens share comparable levels of knowledge and 

education to interpret and respond to problems collectively, are they equipped to think 

critically, and can social media engagement address cognitive gaps? As discussed earlier in 

relation to the digital public sphere, although overall educational attainment in China has 

risen, significant gaps remain between rural and urban areas, as well as between younger and 

older generations. Those who lack understanding of public debates or are disconnected from 

them are consequently more likely to find their voices absent from public discourse. 

At the same time, social media facilitates the rapid spread of misinformation within and 

across networks. Smaller and marginalised groups may form closed communities that 

circulate shared beliefs as alternative sources of knowledge (Jurgenson 2012). This dynamic 

can lead to the dissemination of myths, particularly among older users with lower levels of 
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formal education, thereby disrupting cognitive engagement. For example, during lockdown in 

China, I observed posts from dubious sources claiming that traditional Chinese medicines 

could prevent COVID-19 infection. Despite the lack of scientific evidence, these claims 

triggered panic buying. This reflects the broader problem of trust in online information when 

messages circulate through dense interpersonal relationships and critical evaluation is 

weakened.  

Dahlgren and Hill (2023) add that modalities also relate to the forms of content —for 

example, genres, styles, and themes —which reshape audiences’ overall experiences through 

imagination, typical tropes, and narrative forms, and can be multimedia, mixing visual, aural, 

textual, or other modalities. They state that adding extra elements for certain texts and 

artefacts will create a new type of sensory engagement, which is crucial to boost the outcome 

of affective and cognitive engagements (Dahlgren & Hill 2023). Building on this idea, this 

research also aims to examine the content of interactions on Weibo and WeChat and the 

impressions they generate.  

4) The parameter of Intensities refers to the extent of engagement, for example, length of 

time, depth of attention, and frequency of media use. In short, this parameter is a mix of 

emotional force and duration. It focuses attention on how long the particular experience of 

engagement is sustained, which is of considerable significance understanding the significance 

any media engagement (Dahlgren & Hill 2023). Although it is normal to assume that the 

longer the time a person uses a media platform, the higher the intensity of their engagement, 

this is not always the case. 
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Dahlgren and Hill (2023) caution that the intensity of engagement can be affected by a genre 

and cultural artefact that drives users away from normal routines, resulting in a short yet 

intense period of media engagement. This research recognises that the COVID pandemic is a 

unique period for media engagement, as people had more free time to seek useful information 

and to vent their emotions due to lockdowns and working from home. This is also in line with 

the time aspect in contexts (Dahlgren & Hill 2023).  

Dahlgren and Hill (2023) point out that the term intensities also includes the capacity for 

constant engagement with media. It is a more sustained form of media engagement, where 

“there are deeper connections that involve embedding particular media experiences into the 

spaces and places of regular routines, family rituals and cultural memories” (p. 32-33). Hill’s 

study (2018) suggests that this intense engagement can occur over a lifelong time and happen 

regularly. This engagement will become a part of a person’s identity and become embedded 

in everyday practice. Although the COVID pandemic was short-lived, the years under the 

zero-COVID policy have subtly altered citizens’ perceptions of health and self-discipline. 

Regular engagement with COVID-related content potentially resulted in the growth of new 

habits. 

Interestingly, the scholars recognise that short-term but intense experiences of media 

engagement leave a deep impression on people’s memories (Dahlgren & Hill 2020). What 

happened during COVID may leave a deep impression on Chinese citizens, prompting them 

to recall their feelings and experiences, indicating the potential for interviews to uncover their 

behaviours regarding past experiences and the rationales behind them.  
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5) Consequences refers to the results of a particular engagement. The results usually relate to 

relevant groups, such as engaged citizens, readers, audiences, viewers, and so on. However, 

the results may or may not align with pre-existing goals of engagement (Dahlgren & Hill 

2020). As they argue, the outcome could be a sense of empowerment, the experience of 

pleasure, a feeling of satisfaction, or even disengagement, which provides a broader 

understanding of social media users’ responses regarding their experiences and social 

networks (Dahlgren & Hill 2020). The consequences, that I observed when I was in China 

living and working during the pandemic, other than behavioural changes, also included social 

norms and belief changes. To capture and understand both intentional and unintentional 

consequences of political and cultural engagement, this research project will employ 

interviews and framing analysis.  

In short, these parameters serve as a roadmap for exploring the trajectories of engagement, 

including the lead-up to engagement, the moment and place of engagement itself, and what 

transpires beyond engagement, in this case, massive cooperation during the pandemic. In 

particular, this thesis centres on We Media, which emphasises the agency of individual social 

media users and their real yet unique experiences during the pandemic. These five parameters 

can help us explore the details of the engagement at a personal level. 

Research design 

The five parameters of media engagement, as discussed, align closely with the key arguments 

of this thesis and provide a framework for addressing the research questions. Accordingly, 

this research adopts five major qualitative research methods: autoethnography, digital 

ethnography, in-depth interviews, framing analysis and thematic analysis, to conduct the 
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study. Autoethnography is used to incorporate my lived experiences during the COVID-19 

pandemic in Foshan, China, living with my family in 2020 and 2021, grounding the analysis 

in the specific context of this research. Digital ethnography enables the documentation of my 

interactions with friends and the observation of opinions, emotions, and activities on Weibo 

and WeChat as a citizen participant. These digital traces illuminate the modalities and 

intensities of participation in the digital public sphere. 

Building on framing analysis, the study further examines shared content posted by friends, 

officials, and other creators, as well as interactions in comment threads and WeChat group 

chats, to explore the motivations and meanings behind specific communicative practices. At 

the same time, my analysis of social media posts demonstrates emerging themes in the online 

discussion and informs the thematic analysis of the in-depth interviews.  

Given the role of algorithms in shaping personalised media environments, this thesis 

recognises that users inhabit diverse augmented realities structured by preferences, habits, 

online ties, and network demographics. In-depth interviews are therefore conducted to extend 

insight beyond my immediate social circle and, crucially, to examine the motivations, 

modalities, intensities and consequences of citizens’ engagement with Weibo and WeChat 

during the pandemic through thematic analysis.  

The analysis of engagement on Weibo and WeChat continues to follow the concentric circles 

framework outlined in Chapter One. In this model, Weibo functions as the outer, peripheral 

ring of public exposure, characterised by weaker ties and the circulation of topical issues and 

mainstream public opinion. By contrast, WeChat operates as a central, semi-public relational 

core in which intimacy is intensified, and meaning is personalised and enacted through strong 



 

 

78 

 

 

interpersonal bonds. This framework enables the analysis to trace how engagement across 

these two platforms is interconnected and mutually influencing. 

Immersing in quarantine life with autoethnography  

Autoethnography provides vital data for this research, as my immersive experience provides 

real, authentic, and holistic evidence as a background to my research (Boellstorff et al., 

2012). Participant observation, which is a core method in modern ethnography, assisted this 

project in collecting meaningful data about Chinese citizens during the COVID pandemic 

(Adler & Adler 2008; 2012). I did not just observe or study fellow citizens as objects 

separated from myself. Rather than merely ‘observing’ from the outside, I actively engaged in 

my pandemic life—I lived in my hometown in China from 2020 to 2022, was affected and 

witnessed the development of policies alongside the progress of the pandemic. I was part of 

the target population for this research project—felt isolated, panicked, stressed and relied on 

my phone and computer to connect to the outside world, and my experience is part of the 

evidence for this study, which helped me empathise with my participants later in interviews.  

“Native anthropology” is a term in autoethnography which refers to the way people ,who 

were a part of the target of ethnography, become the authors of studies of their own group 

(Reed-Danahay 2021), or what is also framed as ‘analytic autoethnography’ which 

acknowledges that “the researcher’s self is a representative subject” and that “these 

overlapping interests in seeing the participant observer as a full member of the group or 

setting of study, visible in this membership role in written reports, and oriented to theorizing 

about more encompassing social and cultural phenomena” (Jorgensen 2020, p. 113). When 
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deployed in a structured and reflective manner, this kind of autoethnography can enhance a 

study’s authenticity and depth (Jorgensen 2020; Reed-Danahay 2021).  

Hence, applying autoethnographic theory as a method and theoretical framework 

acknowledges my experience of ‘being there’ during the pandemic. This experience is rare 

and extremely valuable in providing a foundation for this project. My participation in the 

social network and interpretation also fosters further discussion of the theoretical literature 

and enables me to understand,  empathise and compare with others’ situations in the 

interviews I conducted.  

Digital ethnography and participatory observation 

Digital ethnography is essential for this research project. It is designed to accommodate a 

situation where the researcher and the informants experienced the lockdown, where physical 

quarantine became a part of daily life, and social media became a primary way to maintain 

the connection between friends and families, and a space to communicate. This method not 

only recognises the connections between the physical world and the virtual world but also 

admits that virtual worlds are a place that encompass practices of play, performance, 

creativity, and ritual, and that lead to possibilities for the rise of new identities, cultures and 

practices (Boellstorff et al. 2012).  

Additionally, participant observation in digital ethnography emphasises that researchers place 

themself in a field site engaging in everyday activities (Boellstorff et al. 2012). With the 

support of Weibo and WeChat, I was able to observe and interpret people’s behaviours and 

opinions in the digital world while complying with the quarantine policies. Drawing on 
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Jurgenson’s concept of augmented reality (Jurgenson 2012), it is reasonable to argue that 

observing content shared on social networks also entails observing a portion of friends’ real 

lives behind the screens. In light of this, I remained connected with the research participants, 

observed their quarantine lives, and recorded their speeches, behaviours, and opinions via 

screenshots. Participant observation supports this study in learning cultures, communities and 

activities that are composed of diverse social media users’ interactions in the digital world. 

Framing analysis for social media content 

The content shared and encountered on Weibo and WeChat is crucial to discovering the 

relationship between audiences and posts and the intentions of senders. Adopting a framing 

analysis is key to discovering the implications of the content, the influences of selected posts 

and the intentions of the senders because it guides researchers to examine textual materials 

through framing devices (metaphors, exemplars, catchphrases, depictions and visual images), 

which are commonly used in posts, to explain how messages are packaged and delivered 

(Boulding 1959; Pan & Kosicki 1993; Gamson & Modigliani 1989; Goffman 1974; Gitlin 

1980).  

Framing analysis further supports the investigation of the emotional impact embedded in 

social media content. Nip and Berthelier’s (2023) study of the anti–National Security Law 

protests in Hong Kong shows that emotions have become a crucial factor in news distribution 

when ordinary users act as news sources. Emotions expressed in social media messages are 

transformed into ‘affect’—publicly displayed, identity-linked emotions within interpretive 

networks—that function both as personal expression and as strategic acts, complementing 

commenting and sharing to sustain affective publics across connected networks. This insight 
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reinforces the value of framing analysis in this study and sharpens reflexive attention to my 

own interpretation of content and interactions with friends in digital ethnography, offering a 

lens through which to examine how social networks shaped my perceptions. The results from 

the interpretation can also develop themes for the thematic analysis of the interview data. 

Understanding others’ experiences through in-depth interviews 

In-depth interviews are vital to this research because the project aims to move beyond the 

limits of autoethnography and digital ethnography. As Jorgensen (2020) notes, participant 

observation is shaped by researchers’ differing biographies, interests, values, and skills, 

meaning that field observations inevitably vary across individuals. This limitation is 

particularly evident on Weibo, where censorship, algorithms, filter bubbles, and echo 

chambers shape what can be seen, potentially minimising dissonant viewpoints. Likewise, 

WeChat’s closed network structure restricts access to other friend circles and constrains 

broader observation. In-depth interviews are therefore necessary to understand what appeared 

on others’ screens, how they used these platforms, how their networks were structured, and 

how interactions shaped their opinions and behaviours, thereby providing essential insights 

for addressing the research questions. 

Traver (2013) adds that the in-depth interview is usually conducted to support ethnographic 

fieldwork to produce a more comprehensive study. While ethnographic fieldwork can 

describe the setting in which the interview takes place and what it reveals about the 

interviewee, the in-depth interview can generate further understanding of what happens in the 

social setting and allows individual participants to speak out about how they interpret the 

social world (Traver 2013). The effect of interviews will be further enhanced by my shared 
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cultural background with the interviewees. As Chinese citizens, we share a common culture 

and language (I speak both Mandarin and Cantonese at a native level). This shared 

background guarantees that the conversations conducted in the interviews can be fully 

understood and the meanings conveyed more directly. 

In-depth interview: limitations and solutions 

Yet Traver (2013) cautions that the in-depth interview, compared with other quantitative 

methods, has obvious limitations. “It addresses the experiences of only a small group of 

people; it is not concerned with obtaining a representative sample from a larger population” 

(p. 244). However, this weakness is offset by the fact that in-depth interviews can gather 

thicker, richer, and more personal data.  

Secondly, Becker and Geer (1967) found in their study that interviewees tended to self-censor 

when they realised that the questions they were asked to respond to related to personal, 

sensitive or controversial information. This is further discussed by Traver (2013) in their 

discussion of the ‘social desirability effect’, which underlines the phenomenon that 

interviewees often want to leave a positive impression on others by giving modified and 

slanted answers.  

Thirdly, interviewees may find it difficult to recall relevant information and issues, 

particularly small details, in relation to the research topic. The difficulty increases with the 

amount of time that passes. This is highly relevant to this thesis, as interviews were permitted 

only after ethics approval was granted in 2024, whereas the targeted pandemic period was 

primarily 2020 and 2021.  
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I have reflected on these potential limitations and amended my approach. Firstly, I adopted a 

semi-structured interview approach to engage interviewees in the conversations and avoid the 

potential for the interviewer to lead the interviewee. The semi-structured interview, using 

open-ended questions, is flexible and versatile (Kallio et al. 2016). This method enables 

reciprocity between the interviewer and interviewee (Galletta 2012). It provides more 

freedom to participants to share the experiences they want to, allow them to expand on a 

particular point and explore the relationship with the themes (Hardon et al. 2004; Rubin & 

Rubin 2005; Polit & Beck 2010; Whiting 2008), and encourage the interviewer to follow up 

accordingly based on the information provided (Kallio et al. 2016). I also act as a facilitator, 

prompting my interviewees to share using specific news items and questions, including 

references to major incidents and digital trends from the lockdown periods, to assist their 

memory and recall how they felt. The semi-structured interview allows both the interviewer 

and the interviewee to collaboratively shape the conversation and creates opportunities for 

valuable insights to emerge. 

Self-censorship cannot, of course, be fully eliminated. However, building rapport can 

effectively reduce self-censorship (Travel 2013). Rubin and Rubin (2005) point out that 

sharing a common background can pave a solid foundation for building trust. This is a critical 

observation in relation to this project because I shared the same language, culture, and 

quarantine life with the participants. There is also evidence that the rapport between the 

interviewer and the interviewee is higher if there is a mutual acquaintance who can vouch for 

the interviewer (Rubin & Rubin 2005). Additionally, conducting an interview in a quiet, 

private, and safe space also improves rapport. Participants are more likely to speak honestly 

when they know no one will judge them or overhear the conversation. 
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Thematic analysis of interview data using the codebook approach 

These five parameters also work as foundational codes in the thematic analysis process. 

Accordingly, the interview questions were intentionally designed to assess users’ media 

engagement within these five dimensions, ensuring that the interviews produced data that 

aligns with theoretical categorisation. In turn, these five aspects also served as a guide for 

interpreting the data. 

This approach is consistent with Braun and Clarke’s (2021) Codebook Thematic Analysis, 

which reflects on thematic analysis as a hybrid method that blends theory-driven deductive 

coding with openness to inductive theme development. In this framework, initial codes are 

generated from existing theoretical structures—in this thesis, Dahlgren and Hill’s five 

parameters—but new themes can emerge through close, interpretive engagement with the 

interview and framing analysis data. This coding is useful for capturing relevant narratives 

from the interview transcripts and for comparing them with data from my framing analysis on 

Weibo and WeChat content. 

As transcripts were reviewed, additional sub-themes emerged from participants’ narratives, 

enriching the codebook and enabling a more nuanced understanding. This research also 

acknowledges that not all participant responses directly map onto the five parameters. Given 

the conversational nature of the semi-structured interviews, I expected that some insights fall 

outside the predetermined categories or span multiple parameters simultaneously. This 

dynamic process enabled the framework to expand organically in response to the data, 

ensuring that emergent insights were not excluded simply because they did not fit neatly into 

a pre-established structure.  
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By adopting Codebook Thematic Analysis, the role of the researcher's subjectivity is 

acknowledged. As Braun and Clarke (2021) argue, efforts to eliminate ‘bias’ and overly insist 

on ‘objectivity’ in qualitative research are both misguided and counterproductive, given that 

meaning-making is contextualised and inherently situated and interpretive. The researcher’s 

position, shaped by personal history, cultural knowledge, and academic training, is a resource 

for insight and knowledge production. This understanding also acknowledges the rationale 

for employing autoethnography in this research. 

Data collection 

Screenshots from Weibo and WeChat 

In practice, my iPhone functioned as the primary tool for data collection. I used my phone to 

capture screenshots of real-time, authentic data, including posts, comments, shared articles, 

images, and conversational threads, in 2020 and 2021. Importantly, screenshots serve as time-

stamped records of digital communication that remain reliable even if the original content is 

subsequently deleted due to platform regulations or users’ self-censorship. This is especially 

critical in the Chinese online context, where those platforms frequently alter or remove 

politically sensitive content. Thus, screenshots offer a layer of permanence in an otherwise 

fleeting digital environment. 

In this process, screenshots were taken, and relevant images were downloaded 

opportunistically when I engaged with everyday Weibo and WeChat content related to my 

quarantine life. This method increases the likelihood of receiving diverse opinions from 

random senders rather than only from specific accounts, enabling a broader picture of public 

opinion in my social networks to be detected. In particular, screenshots were taken during an 
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urgent outbreak or when a new local policy was announced to capture the real-time reactions 

of my connections. This data set reflects the perspectives I encountered within my networks, 

or, along with Kaye et al. (2022) and Su’s (2024) ideas, what were counted as matters in my 

‘echo chamber’, considering the networked intimacy and visibility of opinions. By reflecting 

on what was presented, this method encourages this research to focus on what was missing 

and outside of the ‘echo chamber’ and acknowledge the public relevance of algorithms on 

social media (Bucher 2012; Gillespie 2014).  

Content captured through screenshots was gathered from publicly accessible posts and 

comment threads. All personal identifiers were anonymised or removed to ensure 

confidentiality. Furthermore, participants who voluntarily contributed screenshots from group 

chats or one-on-one conversations were fully informed about the research aims, and their data 

was granted permission to be included in the study. 

Between 2020 and 2021, a total of 903 screenshots were collected from WeChat and Weibo 

for framing analysis. Of these, 399 were obtained in 2020, during the early and most 

restrictive phase of the pandemic, with a higher intensity, about two to three hours per day on 

Weibo and WeChat. These included posts from the feed and Trending Topics listed on Weibo, 

as well as posts and comments from Moments on WeChat. In addition, 113 screenshots were 

retrieved from WeChat group chats, including neighbourhood community groups and family 

groups, particularly during a localised lockdown of my residential compound in 2021. These 

group chats offered rich insights into how digital communication shaped localised collective 

behaviours, emotional climates, and decision-making processes. 
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Another 391 screenshots were generously shared by research participants. This data further 

diversified the study’s perspective by including digital content that I might not have 

otherwise encountered, broadening the scope and improving the objectivity of the analysis. 

The inclusion of content sourced from others’ Weibo and WeChat activities allowed for the 

comprehensive collection of data and the identification of thematic patterns that extended 

beyond my individual perspective.  

Additionally, 70 screenshots were collected in 2022, highlighting discussions of key public 

incidents that attracted significant online attention and reflecting the contradiction between 

fatigue and hope at the end of the pandemic. Screenshots capturing comments, memorials, 

and posts surrounding the incidents provided important contextual data for understanding the 

emotional, symbolic, and political functions of digital media in times of crisis. 

In-depth interviews 

The in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted in accordance with the ethical 

standards of the University of Sydney and were approved by its Human Research Ethics 

Committee (approval number: [2023/HE000641]). Participant recruitment was carried out 

through both digital and interpersonal channels. A Chinese-language recruitment poster 

containing study information and my contact information was shared via Moments and sent 

to private and group chats on WeChat. Additionally, details about the project were shared 

informally in face-to-face conversations and online chats. This multi-channelled strategy was 

chosen not only to maximise outreach but also to leverage the trust embedded in preexisting 

social networks. In the Chinese digital media environment, where suspicion toward 

unexpected messages is common, such familiarity helped to enhance the authenticity of the 

study and reduce the risk of potential participants dismissing it as a scam. This approach 
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fostered a sense of relational accountability, ensuring that participants were aware of the 

researcher’s identity as someone they had encountered or interacted with in real life, now 

conducting a legitimate academic study. 

Considering the existing rich first-hand data from digital ethnography, as well as the 

execution and timeframe of this research project, a maximum of 20 participants were 

anticipated to be recruited for this thesis to balance the quality of data, personal finance 

support and meet the scheduled research plan. Ultimately, 18 participants were successfully 

recruited for 16 interviews—in two cases, I interviewed two interviewees simultaneously. 

Although the sample remains relatively small, it still well represents the perspectives from 

diverse occupational, educational, age, and location backgrounds. This sample size is 

considered manageable and satisfied in this doctoral project.  

All participants recruited were ethnically Chinese and used Mandarin or Cantonese as their 

primary language. Their ages ranged from 23 to 62 years, with a slight concentration of 

individuals in their 30s, reflecting the demographics of my social and professional circles. 

This thesis acknowledges that participants under 30 and over 50 accounted for only one-third 

of the sample, potentially leading to the omission of specific age-related behaviours. 

Particularly, regarding the substantial arguments about intergenerational dynamics—older 

users’ vulnerability to misinformation and younger users’ gatekeeping roles—having fewer 

participants from these age groups can be a constraint.  

Educational backgrounds were diverse: while younger participants typically held tertiary 

degrees, some older interviewees had received only secondary education. The sample 

included participants with extensive overseas experience—whether through education or 
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work—in countries such as Australia, the United States, the United Kingdom, and Japan. 

Such exposure introduced alternative viewpoints and comparative reflections on digital 

governance and social response mechanisms during the pandemic. 

Geographically, participants were located across multiple Chinese cities and provinces during 

the pandemic, including Foshan, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Zhuhai, Wuhan, Xiamen, Wanning, 

and Ningbo, as well as international cities, such as Sydney (Australia), London (the United 

Kingdom), New York (the United States), and Fukushima (Japan). This diversity provided 

valuable insights into how location-specific conditions influenced the use of Weibo and 

WeChat, as well as pandemic experiences.  

Participants also came from a wide range of professional backgrounds, encompassing public 

service, legal services, education, finance, marketing, property management, architecture, 

trade, and homemaking. While the participants’ background information will still be taken 

into account in the data analysis, this thesis will de-identify all interviewees, including their 

gender, as required by the ethics approval. Thus, the interviewees will be assigned the 

pronoun ‘they/them’ later in the analysis.  

Each interviewee provided informed consent prior to participation, and consent forms were 

signed either digitally or in person, depending on the interview methods. Interviews were 

conducted via Zoom or in person, according to interviewees’ preferences. For face-to-face 

interviews, audio was recorded using the Voice Memos app on my iPhone. For Zoom 

sessions, the built-in recording function was used. The resulting high-quality audio 

recordings facilitated accurate transcription and analysis while preserving the authenticity of 

participants’ expressions and emotional tones. 
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Most interviews lasted between 45 and 60 minutes, a duration designed to minimise fatigue 

and optimise the richness of responses. However, in several instances, interviews extended 

beyond this timeframe as participants expressed a desire to share more detailed accounts. 

These contributions were welcomed and treated as valuable additions to the research dataset. 

Summary 

This research employed a solid, ethically sound, and context-sensitive data collection strategy 

that combined autoethnography, digital ethnography, and in-depth interviewing. By including 

real-time digital content, personal narratives, and lived observations, the study captures the 

complexities of social media engagement in pandemic-era China. The methodological design 

not only ensures data richness and reliability but also foregrounds participant agency, 

reflexivity, and the socio-political embeddedness of digital communication practices. 
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Chapter Four: In the name of “fighting the pandemic” 

This chapter examines Weibo as a regulated digital public sphere shaped simultaneously by 

political intervention, algorithmic design, and cultural expectations—factors that both enable 

and limit communication during the COVID-19 pandemic. It addresses sub-questions 1), 2) 

and 3) by analysing how Weibo structured everyday communicative practices and how it 

functioned as a space where public opinion and perceptions of COVID-19 were produced, 

circulated, and contested. Anchored in the national call to “stay cohesive”, the chapter 

investigates how this ideological summons was interpreted, negotiated, and enacted by 

Weibo’s networked public. To lay the analytical foundation, the chapter begins by exploring 

the contextual conditions of Weibo engagement in 2020 and 2021. 

Weibo: a source of updates 

Dahlgren (2013) argues that the most basic motivation driving media engagement is interest, 

including pure curiosity and pursuing knowledge that draws upon reason and rationality. 

Weibo emerged as a vital source of real-time updates during the early waves of the pandemic. 

It served as a powerful platform for sharing information and disseminating news. The 

responses in this research indicate that a common incentive for using Weibo was to receive 

first-hand information about the pandemic. 

Weibo is an open-access platform that everyone can search, view and repost information 

from, aligning with the social media affordances noted by boyd (2010). Breaking news can be 

shared immediately with a wide range of audiences. Interviewee H shared their impression of 

using Weibo, saying that: 
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According to Interviewee Y’s experiences, checking the Trending Topics is the fastest way to 

navigate current issues and discover what fellow users are most focused on. It becomes a 

direct, convenient, and efficient way to gain important information in a short amount of time. 

It played an important role in Interviewee Y’s daily life as a source of information to share. 

At the same time, they could quickly remind their friends and family on WeChat if anything 

on it caught their attention. Thus, this function also served as a public health alert for Weibo 

users. 

Acknowledging the efficiency of Trending Topics, Interviewee K added that Weibo has its 

Trending Topics function updated so that it can help filter false messages and provide more 

precise information in a crisis: 

“…whenever you click into a Trending Topic, it gives you a whole timeline of how things 

developed. In the past, everything was pretty unfiltered, but now that they’re [Weibo] 

trying to crack down on people spreading rumours or causing panic, they’ve added a 

mechanism to show more verified, official updates. So, let’s say there’s a big earthquake 

in Japan—they’ll start the timeline with when the first reports came in, what time it 

happened, and then walk you through how the situation unfolded… [T]hey lay it out with 

a full timeline that’s more curated and official. It’s meant to give you accurate, relevant 

information on that particular event.” (Interviewee K) 

Interviewee S also noted that it is inevitable that the algorithm on Weibo recommends content 

it deems may interest them based on their following and search history. Nevertheless, 

Interviewee S acknowledged that it was helpful when exploring COVID-related topics, as the 

algorithm collects relevant news, ranks it by significance and emergence, and presents it to 
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the audience in order. Hence, Weibo transforms into a search engine and replaces other 

services, for example, Baidu, in terms of browsing COVID-related news. 

Additionally, Trending Topics works closely with verified accounts. Interviewee N shared 

their habit of following news on Weibo. In addition to Trending Topics, they also follow 

“verified creators” or so-called “big Vs” (da V). They believe that these functions on Weibo, 

when combined, are sufficient to cover most major events happening in China in real-time. 

Furthermore, the response reveals that a numerical value was involved in this judgment. 

Interviewee N explained that an issue can only become “lit” (huo) and picked up by verified 

creators when the number of searches and mentions is large. Interviewee N also compared 

what they saw on Weibo to shared content in Moments on WeChat. Although they barely 

used Moments, they occasionally found friends there also discussing the same issues as on 

Weibo. The overlapping and repetition across platforms is another indication of the 

significance of the event. 

Yet, Interviewee C felt hostile to the content shared by verified creators and celebrities and 

argued that their sharing was neither helpful nor insightful on the basis that they were all 

aware of the level of censorship, and thought no one would risk their reputation and career to 

help amplify dissent that went against government policies. In most cases, Interviewee C 

argued, posts from verified accounts could hardly be critical. Their opinions were usually 

very close to those expressed in mainstream media. They were rarely original posts but rather 

reposts from official sources augmented with banal comments such as “Everyone please take 

care”, or “FYI”.  
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Interviewee S stated that Weibo can be a means to acquire knowledge that they could not 

obtain on WeChat, as Weibo has broader access to public information by allowing users to 

search. Weibo enables them to learn more about unfamiliar concepts and issues about which 

detailed information is not readily available on Moments. They used Weibo as a research tool 

to explore the context of an event.  

Interviewee K agreed with this, saying that Weibo was a better platform for searching for 

comprehensive information than WeChat. Interviewee K argued that the relationship-centred 

design on WeChat only allows searching content shared through established contacts. They 

also noted that many organisations and national institutions still actively use Weibo to release 

official announcements to the public. So, during the pandemic, “I definitely relied on Weibo 

for information, to keep up with the latest updates on COVID and everything related to it.” 

These updates, in turn, were shared with families and friends on WeChat and to let them 

know about changing circumstances. 

Other respondents also agreed that Weibo has been redefined as a primary source of 

information for news consumption beyond its socialisation function, supporting the 

dissemination of important updates and useful tips during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Interviewee D described Weibo as a platform that can reach ‘outside the region’ compared to 

WeChat. On WeChat, connections were enhanced by close relationships. Most of the contacts 

on the Friend List are, in Interviewee D’s case, those living in and around Guangzhou or 

within Guangdong province, as they grew up locally and never resided outside of 

Guangdong. Therefore, there is an invisible boundary in their friendship circle, and 

conversations on WeChat tend to focus more on local issues. Instead, Weibo works as a portal 

to an open world. Interviewee D said that they “could search for information from different 
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parts of the country” and access content that was not shared by their ‘friends’, which is 

obviously restricted on WeChat. 

In particular, Interviewee J pointed out that Weibo was an important source of medical 

knowledge and public health advice for them. Especially during the initial lockdown, there 

was limited knowledge available about the lockdown, and there was limited knowledge 

available about the virus. This use of Weibo also has a lot to do with a sense of obligation or 

duty to protect loved ones’ safety (Dahlgren & Hill 2020). By accessing this knowledge, 

Interviewee J was able to advise family members, especially the older, to conduct self-

protection scientifically. This also demonstrates the way Weibo allows information to flow 

from a public space to a private group where the information could bear fruit.  

Interviewee J emphasised that there were numerous verified experts they could follow, 

including experienced doctors. Weibo also provided opportunities for ordinary citizens to 

connect with “medical experts” virtually when access to hospitals and medical resources was 

extremely limited. By accessing these online consultations and knowledge checks via Weibo, 

Interviewee J relieved their anxiety and felt more confident in pushing through the lockdown 

with their family in real life. The connection between offline actions and online activities is 

again realised through ‘augmented reality’ (Jurgenson 2012). Although the authenticity of 

those ‘experts’ is debatable, this connection allowed practical knowledge to be passed on 

from professionals to the grassroots public. 
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From community to consumption: Algorithms and commercialisation 

The heavy reliance on Weibo for pandemic news also indicates a tendency to consume 

information only. The interview data indicates that the use of Weibo gradually shifted from 

community building to information consumption only. Partly, as Interviewees K, M, R, and N 

recognised, this is due to the commercialisation of the platform. This does not mean that 

Weibo users no longer use Weibo to post—the ethnographic data indicates that many users 

still used Weibo to post urgent issues they encountered in real life during the pandemic, 

which means Weibo still helped virtualise the physical world as previous social media studies 

suggested (Hui 2017; Lee 2017; Lim 2017; Wang 2017). However, Interviewee K added that 

advertisements and commercial campaigns can overwhelm users’ experiences and disrupt 

everyday catch-ups with friends’ posts, undermining the community atmosphere. 

Additionally, Weibo favours capital over individual We Media. As Interviewee Y observed, 

topics on the trending list came from two categories: 1) the topics that are collected by the 

algorithm because of the high volume of searches and tags, and 2) the topics that Weibo itself 

wanted to promote. While the former usually results from the interaction of Weibo users, the 

latter can be determined by the platform operator in accordance with financial benefits and 

political requirements. In either case, the respondent recognised that the algorithms behind 

the list played a significant role in shaping their information feed. At the same time, the 

interviewee expressed concerns that the algorithms manipulated the information they were 

exposed to. While Interviewee Y acknowledged the effectiveness of the news update on 

Weibo, they were concerned that the algorithm reinforced the platform’s gatekeeping role, not 

only because of censorship but also because of the platform’s inherent characteristics.  
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Celebrities, large companies and the government all “pay Trending Topics” (mai re sou) to 

promote themselves and influence rankings, which, as Interviewee N observed, has become a 

common phenomenon on Weibo in recent years. These capitalised topics can easily dominate 

the Trending Topic section, manipulate the rankings, and change the order of the feed, 

resulting in a high exposure rate that posts of individual users can’t achieve, and draw 

attention from the public, by reducing the space for other posts. It aims to remind Weibo 

users of what to focus on, leaving little room for dissenting opinions and We Media 

perspectives. Consequently, posts from ordinary users will not reach a wider audience but 

remain confined within the network. Only if their discussions are closely related to trending 

discussions or manage to “ride the wave” (ceng re sou)— by hooking topics to trending 

hashtags can ordinary users break through and gain attention.  

Not all expressions of grievance were able to gain traction or attract collective attention on 

Weibo. When faced with local authorities’ ineffective implementation of pandemic control 

measures, ordinary citizens lacked the individual influence needed to challenge the 

authorities and tell the truth about what they were experiencing on the ground. Instead, as 

shown in Figure 2, they had to rely on “riding the wave” of Trending Topics so that they 

could overcome the limitation of their personal network to attract broader social attention and 

support: 
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lack of treatment. This devastating situation drew no attention from the local community 

(Screenshot 5). Ms Gui had to post on Weibo and hope that she could urge the government to 

investigate the incident. All her posts were full of anger and desperation, reflecting her 

despair after losing her loved one in such a futile way. By referring to her mother’s last 

words, expressing love and wishes for her daughter in Screenshots 3 and 5, Ms Gui attempted 

to convey “love” as a contrast to her sorrow, thereby resonating with the audience, who were 

already affected by the previous news.  

On the one hand, this example illustrates how an individual user attempted to “ride the wave” 

by sharing their own story, integrating it with an existing hashtag, and mobilising emotions to 

recruit an affective public for support. On the other hand, this example also demonstrates the 

effect of “riding the wave”. Without this strategy, as I did not know Ms Gui, her story may 

never have been shown in my feed.  

Many stories were left untold during the pandemic, given that their dissemination was 

suppressed by the manipulation of data on Weibo. Fuchs (2017) argues that social platforms 

that are dominated by corporations can never be participatory or democratic because they 

accumulate capital by exploiting users and commodifying their data. It is reasonable to 

deduce that the participatory culture once lauded by Jenkins (2006a) is inherently limited on 

Weibo, and that open participation in discussions is biased because the topics have been 

preselected by influential actors. This limitation becomes especially apparent on Weibo, 

where algorithmic visibility and trending mechanisms determine what constitutes a “public 

issue”, gatekeeping dissenting voices.  
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Interviewees were aware that their individual posts were quickly overshadowed by other 

content unless they purchased a service to increase visibility. Weibo indeed presents 

algorithmic obstacles to disseminating information. For instance, Interviewee M was 

planning to run an e-commerce business on Weibo during the pandemic, but quickly became 

aware of the limitations of the platform: 

“There was a time, like when I first got into [a business name], I tried using things like 

private networks to sell products. If you use it well, it can definitely be a way to 

monetise, but I’m not really great at using it for that. Plus, my friend count is pretty low. 

It’s not like others who have, like, 5,000 followers—like my trainer… I did try it when I 

first started, but after a while, I realised it wasn’t really making much money…So, I 

slowly drifted away from focusing on it.” (Interviewee M) 

As Interviewee M noted, unless a user has already accumulated fame in real life or a whole 

professional team to assist them, the personal network of an average user is neither broad nor 

specialised enough to be recognised as significant by the algorithm to achieve their business 

goals and create impact. It’s an observation which is confirmed by contemporary studies on 

influencers (Cunningham & Craig 2017; Duffy & Wissinger 2017). Scholars (Fuchs 2017; 

Wilson & Dunn 2011) acknowledge that social media is inherently designed to offer unequal 

exposure to users: big companies, celebrities, influencers, and prominent political figures, 

among others, enjoy more attention privileges; popular hashtag topics and trending opinions 

tend to be produced and dominated by the minority. Simultaneously, as Franck (2019) argues, 

the more attention paid to already notable social media figures, the more financial and 

reputational benefits the medium can draw from them, and the more willing the medium is to 

support these figures to extend their influence in order to maximise profit. 
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As a result, the motivation for ordinary users to share publicly on Weibo is reduced. 

Following Wilson and Dunn’s (2011) logic, users are compelled to align with what others 

have already created if they wish to “ride the wave” and express their opinions more widely. 

In this context, Weibo users need to apply trending hashtag topics in their posts, turn their 

opinions into ‘likes’ or comments under a popular post, or endorse others’ ideas by reposting. 

This then reinforces the accumulation of social capital by influential accounts. 

This imbalance between voices makes We Media distribution unsustainable on Weibo 

because ordinary users find it difficult to attract attention. Interviewee M’s encounter is in the 

same vein as Interviewee R’s who noted that were unable to use Weibo to start up a We 

Media and connect with like-minded people, to—in boyd’s (2010) sense—find a networked 

public. Although the cost of participating in an online community is still low, the profit-

driven ecosystem on Weibo clearly constrains the potential for ordinary users to generate 

influence as We Media by raising the threshold of attention capital. 

Interviewee N was highly sceptical about how Weibo mined users’ data. They said that Weibo 

failed to control “ghost followers” (jiang shi fen) and promoted “online paid commenters” 

(shui jun). They were critical of data manipulation and the way Weibo enabled toxic 
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behaviours, such as “comment control”11 (kong ping) and “boosting popularity”12 (da tou), 

degrading any sense of community and the credibility expected of We Media. In addition, 

Interviewee N also said that the system had operated their account at the back end to ‘like’ a 

random account as part of a paid promotion without their permission. This unauthorised 

operation, indicating the capitalisation of data on Weibo, is a reminder of the way large tech 

companies and platforms operate to disrupt participatory democracy (Fuchs 2017). The 

meaning of social media data is more ambiguous than ever before and not necessarily 

reflective of genuine users’ views, but rather reflects the profit motives of the platform. 

Data, authenticity and trust  

Given concerns about algorithmic manipulation on Weibo, several interviewees explicitly 

problematised the link between popularity and trust on the platform. Interviewee J observed 

impersonation of “experts”, confusing information seekers and undermining credibility. 

While Interviewee N noted that, while verified creators could be a source of information, 

simply being well-known in their fields did not necessarily mean that these content creators 

 

11 Usually happens in the comment area under the posts or news related to a celebrity. Fans 

will collectively ‘like’ or generate a large volume of positive comments to boost the visibility 

of positive voices and suppress the visibility of opposing voices (BBC 2021).  

12 The behaviour that fans raise funds and spend money on activities that would boost their 

idol’s vote on a show, or, if not financially related, engage a large number of followers online 

to conduct massive activities that intend to generate data and show support for the idols (BBC 

2021).  
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were well-informed in medical sciences. They were also concerned that the “experts” 

popularity could also be manufactured, based on Interviewee N’s experience of being an 

“online paid commenter”. As van Dijck (2013) notes commercial platforms associate 

attention with authority, and as boyd (2010) notes, context collapse allows messages to 

circulate beyond their original audiences, regardless of the origin and expertise.  

Their awareness of the way platforms deploy algorithms and manipulate data did not lead 

interviewees to simply reject the platform. It led to vigilance—rather than withdrawal—

becoming a guiding principle of everyday digital life. This is consistent with Dahlgren and 

Hill’s modalities parameter, in which they discuss the role of cognitive engagement of social 

media, in which users demonstrate critical thinking when drawing on their knowledge of 

social media (Dahlgren & Hill 2023). 

Interviewee J also questioned the authenticity of “quality creators”, noting that Weibo’s 

authentication criteria emphasised popularity metrics rather than domain expertise. 

Interviewee J’s own experience as an “Orange Label Verified Creator13” during an earlier 

period of fan participation suggested that verification was easily attained by amateurs, 

signalling a low bar for authority. This disjunction—verification without expertise—clarifies 

 

13 Weibo (2025) classifies individual verified creators into different levels with colour to 

indicate their influence. The orange label is granted automatically to a verified lawful user 

when they: have more than 100 verified followers who have interacted with them at least 

three days in the past 30 days; their content has more than 300,000 views in the past 30 days. 

The next level is the gold label with much higher requirements.  
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why interviewees refused to equate “big Vs” with credibility. In practice, verification 

prioritised visibility and status over reliability. 

Regarding social media data, interviewees consistently refused to treat likes and reposts as 

indicators of credibility. Rather, interviewees regarded them as an indicator of significance. 

They all agreed that the meaning of “likes” on Weibo is ambiguous: likes can express 

agreement, irony, social grooming, habit, or nothing more important than impulse, echoing 

boyd and Crawford (2012) and van Dijck (2013; van Dijck & Poell 2013). 

Against this background, interviewees talked about how they worked to reduce uncertainty 

about the validity of information. For example, Interviewee A traced screenshots to their 

original posts by identifying platform-specific fonts, then used cross-platform searches 

(including VPN access) to locate sources, compare narratives, and find objective facts before 

sharing posts with WeChat groups. Interviewee A saw it as their responsibility not to mislead 

close friends or family on WeChat. Interviewee A’s cognitive engagement with social media 

was driven by a sense of social duty.  

Similarly, Interviewee H acknowledged that many issues could trigger an emotional response, 

and that facts may be adjusted in a repost when affective content is added and the purpose of 

the original post was reframed. They tracked the original post through the repost chain in 

order to filter out emotional comments and rephrasing that were added in circulation. 

Interviewee S compared the post with posts shared by others on Weibo to explore other 

perspectives or to seek help in trusted WeChat groups, which emphasised trust embedded in 

relational social capital that developed from interactive, long-term relationships and closeness 

(Adler & Kwon 2002; Al-Tabbaa & Ankrah 2016). Interviewee J paid further attention to the 
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data used in a post and followed it up with references noting that, while some data may not be 

erroneous, it may be outdated. 

Notably, some interviewees tended to defer to official channels on Weibo, during the 

pandemic. As Interviewee J pointed out, although the information released by official 

channels on Weibo was always slower than other sources, the fact they were shared could be 

seen authoritative. For Interviewee H, the advice shared through official accounts could not 

be “too wrong”, because the government had to be responsible for the health of more than a 

billion citizens in China and could not be trying to harm its people. The interviewees’ 

comments above indicated greater faith in the government, preparing them to be open to the 

authorities’ explanations and to allow mainstream media to construct a truth for them, even 

when there was controversy. 

A participatory space hailing positivity  

The chaotic ecosystem has led more Weibo users to adopt a more passive mode of 

information consumption, according to observations from interviewees who still use Weibo. 

Indeed, all the interviewees in this study expressed hesitation about posting on Weibo during 

the pandemic. Among them, Interviewees D and R used Weibo to share personal thoughts and 

life during the pandemic. They regarded Weibo as a personal blog to replace face to face 

connections with friends or used it as a search engine for a niche hobby. Yet, the respondents 

did not deny Weibo that was an open space for pooling information. Indeed, based on the 

ethnographic data, other users still considered Weibo an open platform and consistently 
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contributed to Trending Topics and “Super Topics”14 (chao hua) to share their personal 

encounters during the pandemic, reproducing their lives online and making Weibo a virtual 

community.  

This transformation allowed Weibo, which originally resembled Twitter, to develop functions 

similar to Facebook, where users can create groups and quickly locate their target audiences. 

The digital ethnographic data presented in this study show that participants continuously 

broke through the boundaries of information dissemination during their engagement, blurring 

the distinction between We Media and mainstream media. The boundary between formal 

news (public) and personal posts (private) has thus become increasingly indistinct, which is 

in line with Papacharissi’s (2010) framing of the blurring of the boundaries between the 

public and private spheres in the digital era. This blurring also encourages local events to 

become national, and increases awareness of the experiences of local citizens among 

audiences in other provinces or even in other nations. 

Individual users, like mainstream media outlets, took on the role of citizen journalists, 

enabling them to showcase authentic situations from their immediate surroundings rapidly. 

Meanwhile, mainstream media drew on trending topics and personal Weibo posts to identify 

 

14 A function on Weibo that builds virtual communities based on various topics and themes. It 

has stricter rules than joining Trending Topics. Participants must sign in regularly and 

accumulate points to join the communities. Their contribution will also increase the ranking 

of the Super Topic and make it more apparent to other users.  
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framework of trust grounded in authenticity and emotional transparency. This information 

was shared with the “COVID-19 Patient Seeking Help Super Topic” and the Trending Topics 

of “Stay Strong, Wuhan” (#wuhanjiayou) and “new type of coronavirus” 

(#xinxingguanzhuangbingdu). 

Her descriptions of her physical symptoms, emotional changes, and treatment methods 

created a sense of immediacy and credibility that institutional media often lacked. In this 

case, a firsthand narrative carried significant persuasive power. Although these details were 

not necessarily accurate or universally applicable, her narrative conveyed a powerful 

message: with timely medical attention and appropriate medication, recovery at home was 

indeed possible. The affective tone of care and sincerity encouraged identification and 

interpersonal trust among readers who were anxious and uncertain. Her investment of time 

and effort to record her case and share her perspectives also potentially helped her build up 

trust with her audience and turn it into a form of social capital (Rheingold 2002).  

ShungNin mentioned that she had a background in medicine and pharmacology, which 

allowed her to offer personal insights into the use of specific drugs. Beyond professional 

treatment, she also suggested ways to care for oneself—such as maintaining proper nutrition 

and keeping a positive mindset. She even shared recommended models of medical mask 

substitutes for others to purchase (Screenshots 8 & 9). These practical suggestions served as a 

useful reference for people isolating and treating themselves at home. 

In her post, she also called for calm and respectful attitudes toward healthcare workers, 

highlighting their professionalism and dedication despite shortages of protective equipment 

(Screenshot 5). Her comments contribute to the formation of a positive and thankful affective 
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public (Papacharissi 2014). Expressions of gratitude toward medical workers, along with an 

emphasis on empathy and responsibility, extended the moral horizon of her post beyond 

individual recovery, transforming her narrative into a collective resource for building hope. 

Furthermore, ShungNin’s disclosure of her medical test results and related costs served as 

evidence of her transparency, reinforcing the credibility of her account (Screenshot 6 & 7). 

This act of self-verification demonstrates how trust in times of crisis is often established 

through embodied evidence—the sharing of tangible proof rather than mere institutional 

endorsement. Compared with the reports from mainstream media, the information she 

provided was more detailed and authentic, filling the informational gaps about COVID-19 

treatment and transforming Weibo into a space for collective learning. By positioning herself 

as both a patient and an expert, she blurred the traditional divide between private storytelling 

and public communication, embodying the participatory affordances of Weibo as a platform 

where lay expertise could emerge. 

Among the Weibo posts that engaged with Trending Topics, some focused on sharing 

practical tips for personal protection when going out during the pandemic. Although the 

mainstream media also reported on preventive measures, they rarely provided detailed, 

actionable guidance for individuals. A user named “Cabbage That Sells Men” (Mai Da Shu 

De Bai Cai) used hashtags such as “Stay strong, Wuhan” (#wuhanjiayou) and “the battle 

around us” (#shenbiandezhanyi) to promote her own everyday protective practices (see 

Figure 4). Her suggestions were drawn from personal experience, combining publicly 

available knowledge on disinfection with real-life experimentation and feedback, which made 

the content both relatable and practical for her audience, filling the information gap through 

peer-to-peer instruction. 
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By reproducing the everyday quarantine lives in Wuhan in the digital dimension, turning 

individual intelligence and contributions into a representation of the identity of the members 

of online communities, and showing mutual care for each other, Weibo users created a new 

form of social life during the lockdown period (Halvorsen 2015). They took responsibility not 

only for their own safety but also for the well-being of others. Their participatory efforts 

blurred the conventional distinction between state-led guidance and citizen-led knowledge, 

demonstrating that digital publics can complement and even enhance official health 

communication through grassroots experimentation and mutual learning. 

Through learning and applying citizen-led knowledge in real life, a sense of belonging to a 

broader community was realised. According to Morrow and Scorgie-Porter (2017), bridging 

social capital refers to “the connections between individuals, and the social networks, trust, 

and reciprocity that such connections involve”. It is “outward-looking and encompasses 

people from a broad social spectrum” (p. 72) and “helps to circulate information and provide 

links to external assets” (p. 38). 

Interviewee J talked about learning on Weibo, for example, how to disinfect and reuse masks 

when supplies were scarce, which relieved the anxiety her family faced given mask 

shortages. As a result of sharing this information, Interviewee J became directly involved in 

the collective effort against the pandemic. Weibo users’ connective contributions embodied 

the spirit of “stay cohesive”: practising personal protection in the physical world, while 

staying informed, and updating and sharing knowledge.  

In addition, personal sharing on Weibo can be seen as a spontaneous, autonomous, bottom-up 

supplement to the “Tell China’s Anti-Pandemic Stories Well” (TCAPSW, jiang hao zhong 
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guo kang yi gu shi) propaganda strategy. This strategy was implemented by President Xi in 

February 2020 as a way of using strategic storytelling to improve the coherence and 

effectiveness Chinese government propaganda at home and abroad in the context of COVID 

pandemic (Xu & Gong 2024). Scholars (Xu & Gong 2024) point out that President Xi urged 

the state media to lead international public opinion and demonstrate a responsible image by 

proactively promoting China’s collective efforts and effective measures against the pandemic 

and address international concerns with confidence. The media was also urged, in a domestic 

context, to update the death toll, the number of infections, discuss preventative measures and 

quarantine policies, while also presenting touching stories of the frontline medical workers to 

boost public confidence in the government (Xi 2020a). Although TCAPSW was a top-down 

propaganda initiative that was driven by the government, the grassroots examples shared 

above also shows that social media users posted material that was aligned with the TCAPSW 

framework, facilitating “positive energy” on social media. 

While personal storytelling has always been a powerful tool in propaganda (Piechota 2020), it 

can also be seen as an influential way for individuals to share their authentic experiences and 

turn experiences into narratives that resonate with audiences emotionally. As Polletta and Lee 

(2006) suggest, storytelling functions not merely as a form of narration but as a social 

practice that generates empathy, legitimises collective agency, and enables marginalised 

voices to contest dominant narratives through alternative meanings. These functions can be 

enhanced via the wide and fast connection that Weibo enables.  

By sharing beautiful stories about, for example, COVID patients being taken good care by 

doctors, Uber drivers getting nurses home, local restaurants and cafes provided free food and 

coffee to medical workers, as well as personal experiences about the healing process, the 
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heroic actions of medical workers, and the mutual support of those around them, the authors 

in Figure 4 also created their own stories about local life. With these uplifting and touching 

stories, which became authentic rather than official testimonies about the effects of the 

government’s policies, Weibo users persuaded, mobilised and influenced their immediate 

audiences through their social networks (Xu & Gong 2024). Xu and Gong (2024) further 

argue that such storytelling could actually help the government to promote nationalist 

sentiments in a time of crisis. It is evident that positive personal posts on Weibo contributed 

to President Xi’s TCAPSW strategy and were utilised to enhance the “stay cohesive” 

opinions. As Fiedler and Tagespiegel (2020) underline, these posts can trigger greater 

cohesion within countries while equally generating hostility between countries. 

Storytelling of heroism and truth 

In addition, the interviews also speak to a broader transformation in what counts as “truth” 

online. Hongisto and colleagues (2017) argue that digital technology has produced a new 

desire for authenticity that is enacted through public acts of sincerity in the post-truth media 

ecology, where the affective impact of information gradually overrides its truth-value. In 

other words, to be viewed as real and genuine online, more people perform public acts of 

sincerity to “profess truth through being ‘heartfelt’” (p. 68), such as emotional confessions, 

self-reflective posts, or sharing personal struggles (e.g. self-development documentaries, 

reality shows, online support forums). Yet, the scholars argue, these displays of sincerity are 

not necessarily “the truth”. Instead, they create the appearance or effect of truth, which means 

these acts feel true or make truth seem present through immediacy and emotional attachment, 

even if they’re partly constructed or performative. Hence, the boundary between “acting real” 

and “being true” is blurred. This logic aligns with Duffy and Wissinger’s question (2017) 
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about how influencers’ attempts to appear ‘real’ on social media; it actually masks all the 

labour put into script writing, practice, and video editing behind the scenes that are intended 

to deliver the illusion of authenticity. It is reasonable to conclude that when affective content 

evokes a sense of truth, it creates more opportunities for rhetorical editing and framing to 

construct truth and manipulate reality through emotional elements.  

The arguments I have outlined above raise the question of how we understand “truth” in the 

age of algorithm-driven social media, which is based on agreed facts. Dahlgren (2018) argues 

that emotion now prevails over factual evidence and reasoned analysis in the post-truth era. 

Rather, it allows political speeches during the pandemic to have a chance to produce the 

desired effects to influence public opinion as part of the TCAPSW campaign. In Figure 5, a 

controversial news story about female nurses from Gansu Province shaving their hair before 

departing to support Hubei Province went viral and sparked a discussion about the truth on 

Weibo. 
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that some of the nurses were even engaged and getting ready for marriage, the media 

sentimentalised their actions. The narrative used touching visual aids to promote the idea that 

“the medical staff are doing everything they can to save others by highlighting their “self-

sacrifice”. 

There was, however, a quick backlash. 2,941 readers reacted with an “awkward” emoji. A 

Weibo user commented at the bottom, criticising the CCTV News, an official news outlet, for 

being sensational and misleading (Screenshot 1). Another Weibo user, in Screenshot 2, 

responded with shock and anger, accusing them of shaving their hair, not for trying to 

encourage the public, but to humiliate female nurses. By comparing happy nurses who had 

normal haircuts (the first line of the pictures) to the tearful, shaved nurses (the second line of 

the pictures), the user suggested that they were forced, rather than willing, as portrayed on 

CCTV News. Furthermore, the user commented that justifying the hair shaving was not only a 

cruel, offensive “show” and a “moral hijack” of the medical workers, but also an implied 

instrumentalisation of women’s bodies for propaganda. The user also flagged a gender double 

standard: “the male staff were not required to do anything to their hair.” This post highlighted 

the way an apparent “self-sacrifice” was disrupted and redefined as a political performance, 

becoming a new “truth”. 

It is interesting to observe the spectrum of interpretations among interviewees who 

encountered this news, based on their understanding of how to discern the “truth” behind 

social media posts regarding this incident. Most of my interviewees agreed with the scientific 

rationale for the nurses’ decision to shave their hair and expressed understanding of the risk 

of compromising the airtightness of PPE garments and allowing bacteria and viruses to hide 

in hair. Yet, Interviewees X, H, A, and Y asserted that it had nothing to do with demonstrating 
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solidarity or feminism. They argued that professionals should be able to choose between 

obeying orders and quitting their jobs—that the nurses should not have to demonstrate their 

emotional connection to the collective but should be able to make rational personal choices. 

Interviewee N viewed this news as an extension of collectivism from traditional culture, 

because it created a collective image by eliminating individual uniqueness (e.g. students in 

schools must wear uniforms, stripping individual identities under a unified framing of 

students), and highlighted cohesion. Interviewees S and K also associated this observation by 

contrasting it with the frustrating reality of ignorance about marginalised groups in a crisis. 

While the country was focused on the success in managing economic loss and death toll, 

there was little attention paid to the experience of female workers in real life, not even 

menstrual products were considered a compulsory supply. Interviewee C noted that it was not 

only a performance of obedience, but also an event staged on a “stage” on social media, 

dramatised as a moral example for “us” all to follow. Interviewees E and D, similarly, felt 

grateful for their sacrifice but admitted that a few acts should not be universalised and 

advertised because they displayed “positive energy”. Autonomy and consent must remain 

central. Interviewee J expressed empathy for the difficult decision medical workers made to 

give up their physical beauty under pressure.  

This contestation demonstrates how affective storytelling constructs moral truths that are then 

reinterpreted by publics, producing counter-narratives that reveal coercion, gendered 

inequities, and can lead to or aid ideological instrumentalisation. The same news can act as 

evidence of virtue in one reading and violation in another. 
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This thesis does not intend to provide a solution to the various interpretations of “truth” on 

social media. Instead, it argues, the existence of multiple “truths” complicates the modality of 

media engagement when cognitive and affective engagements are intertwined under platform 

capitalism and political communication. The micro-evidence in the discussion above reminds 

us that truth is fluid, uncertain, and no longer consensual because individual “agency is 

distributed across complex (media) systems, that we are swept up by those systems, and that 

affect informs our actions at least as much as our presumed rationality, those very 

assemblages increasingly escape our intellectual grasp.” (Hongisto et al. 2017, p. 64). In the 

context of augmented reality, this thesis argues that the battle against the COVID pandemic is 

open not only to propaganda but also to individuals articulating their own systematic doubts 

about credibility, rebuilding their own truth, deciding on their best responses to manage 

uncertainty, and responding to the call for “stay cohesive”. 

Confucianism and transnational belonging 

Although Weibo is less socially oriented, it still allowed interviewees to record their lives 

during the lockdown period. Interviewee R posted on Weibo for various reasons. Although 

Interviewee R was frustrated by censorship, before they got banned from Weibo, they posted 

frequently on Weibo: 

“During the pandemic, I posted on Weibo quite a lot—just random thoughts, places I 

visited, people I met. I would even write little stories. Since I had been living abroad for 

a long time… There was nowhere to use Chinese, and I rarely chatted with friends on 

WeChat. So Weibo became my only outlet for writing in Chinese. I actually really liked 
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it—posting long texts, reading others’ posts, and interacting with people.” (Interviewee 

R) 

Weibo became a tool for reconnecting overseas residents with their culture. Interviewee R 

indicated that they were the only one from China in their workplace, so they had very limited 

opportunities to use or speak Chinese with anyone in their daily life. This resulted in a 

disconnection with their home country and culture, and the surging feeling of loneliness and 

isolation, especially during the pandemic when international travel was restricted. Posting 

updates as a personal diary and reading others’ content in Chinese offered psychological 

comfort and a sense of connection to their homeland. For example, Interviewee R constantly 

looked up the latest trendy places in their hometown on Weibo and planned their schedule for 

when they returned after the pandemic, which sustained their connection with their home 

country and maintained their sense of hope for reconnection.  

Jackson (2014) emphasises the importance of using Chinese in this situation, underscoring 

that one’s mother tongue, as an essential part of one’s identity, is closely tied to one’s culture 

and regional affiliation. Familiar expressions can evoke a sense of comfort and belonging 

when one is far away from home in a foreign environment. Thus, Weibo allowed Interviewee 

R to stay informed about current changes in China while restoring their language skills by 

immersing themselves in a pure Chinese environment. In this context, Weibo resonates with 

Jurgenson’s idea that digital spaces can augment offline realities, providing virtual immersion 

that sustains identity during moments of physical disconnection (2012). 

Interestingly, Interviewee R effectively leveraged the potential of social networking on Weibo 

by consistently documenting their life. They were highly concerned about the shrinking 
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Chinese social circle within their local workplace. They attempted to connect with others via 

Weibo, as it was still regarded as an active platform for overseas Chinese. Interviewee R 

discussed their hobby of “mountain driving” (pao shan)15 and “car camping” (shachuuhaku 

in Japanese). Although they knew this was a very niche hobby that might yield very limited 

results when they started searching Weibo, they were hopeful that there might be fans of it in 

some corners of the internet. Because of the niche nature of their hobby, their message to the 

algorithm was highly specific and clear. As long as they continued to search for relevant 

keywords and post content about their road trips, they knew the algorithm would help them 

reach those people. In this sense, Weibo successfully connected Interviewee R with local 

Chinese fans living in Japan. 

At the same time, the constant sharing of personal life also reminded Interviewee R of their 

visibility on Weibo and inspired them to try to become an influencer. However, this aspiration 

was quickly dampened when they found out that running an account as an influencer was not 

as simple as “just being me”: 

“At the time, my main goal was making friends, but I also thought—hey, maybe I could 

try doing content creation too? I did consider it. But after giving it a shot for a while, I 

realised... this whole thing runs deep. Especially in the overseas Chinese community in 

Japan—it's not as simple as just putting out content. You have to blend into the existing 

 

15 Interviewee R explained that “mountain driving” meant selecting remote, unpopular routes, 

driving along off-the-beaten-track or even abandoned roads in rural or mountainous areas to 

explore and record the view as an adventure. 
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circles…There are all kinds of hidden forces operating behind the scenes, and if you’re 

not part of that network, it’s hard to break in.” (Interviewee R) 

As Duffy and Wissinger’s study (2017) shows, becoming a social media influencer is not as 

simple as it appears. Although Weibo provides an open environment to realise the potential to 

become an influencer, the average person faces many other barriers to reaching larger 

audiences. Understanding the promotional logic of each platform is only the beginning 

(Interviewee K). The emotional, promotional, and entrepreneurial efforts required to create a 

charismatic persona on social media are onerous (Duffy & Wissinger 2017). Interviewee R 

reported being unable to commit to a heavy content-editing workload while holding a full-

time job. Interviewee R’s experience further suggested that sharing ideas and becoming 

influential on Weibo actually requires more than just content and technical support. 

Interactions and communication on Weibo are also heavily intertwined with Chinese 

traditional culture, namely Confucianism. 

Interviewee R discovered that they were required to possess a deeper understanding of the 

industry’s structure and have a solid “social relation” (guanxi) to promote themselves (Wang 

2023). They also thought that Weibo, instead of being a free, public platform, has its account 

traffic controlled by a few. For example, the owner of the contacts of local Chinese in Japan 

became a gatekeeper of information within the diaspora digital sphere: 

“There’s a site called xiaochun.com—basically, every Chinese student coming to Japan 

uses it to gather information… and the founder of that site has now become one of the 

biggest power players in Japan’s Chinese-language new media area. A lot of influencers 

and content creators in Japan—whether they’re vloggers or independent writers—
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actually have to maintain a good relationship with him if they want to get traffic. When I 

found out about all this, I backed off.” (Interviewee R) 

Interviewee R’s case illustrated how guanxi, as a cultural factor, intersects with platform 

capitalism and technological affordances on Weibo. Qi (2013) states that guanxi is a special 

form of social capital in the Chinese context, which can both boost and constrain general 

distribution and access to resources. Guanxi is a crucial component in constructing and 

sustaining the traditional fabric of society, often described in terms of Confucianism, which 

focuses on the relationships between people (Fei 1992; King 1985). It is significant in 21st-

century China (Chiao 1982; Yang 1994), particularly after former President Hu proposed the 

concept of a “harmonious society” (he xie she hui) in 2002 in order to address social issues 

by reviving a Confucian-style approach on the basis that “harmony” (he) is the core value of 

Confucian ethics (Wang 2023).  

Qi (2013) demonstrates that two common kinds of guanxi can be found in the Chinese 

context. One is generated and emerges from a long-term stable relationship within networks 

with mutuality—this exchange is characterised by “moral obligations and emotional 

attachments” (Yan 1996, p. 226-9), such as friendship and family, which can be known as 

‘primary’ guanxi that emphasises favour-seeking, or namely ren qing in Chinese (Hwang 

1987; Qi 2013). Through such a reciprocal relationship, guanxi constructs a “harmonious 

society” by enhancing interpersonal commitments, trust, responsibilities, and bonds, which 

can also be observed between “friends” on WeChat in social life during the pandemic. The 

other one is ‘extended’ guanxi, which is a transactional, advantageous relationship 

intentionally formed as an instrument to collaborate or access, likely dominant, economic or 

political benefits by circumventing an inadequate system or utilising bureaucratic privilege 
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(Hwang 1987; Qi 2013; Yan 1996). While this phenomenon can be observed in the business 

sector, it also occurs between individuals in different hierarchical relationships and may lead 

to corruption (Qi 2013).  

This case illustrates how the desire for visibility in the digital dimension intersected with 

cultural expectations rooted in Confucian relational norms that persisted in the physical 

realm. While utilising guanxi can accelerate the path to success, Interviewee R realised they 

needed to grovel to build an extended relationship with the person who controlled traffic 

allocation, in exchange for expanding their influence. The lack of guanxi and the 

unwillingness to “please someone” to initiate a connection with the contact owner created a 

sense of exclusion and prevented Interviewee R from becoming an influencer. The inequality 

embedded in the social structure of traditional Chinese culture bleeds into cyberspace, 

unconsciously disrupting the dissemination of information, decision-making and the 

operation of an account on Weibo by establishing implicit rules and social norms that extend 

beyond technical affordances and platform regulations. 

Platform censorship and strategic expression 

Interviewees A and K shared similar experiences in searching for and accessing information 

on other platforms via Weibo. Interviewee A said that not everything can be found or 

explained completely on Weibo due to the strict censorship and limitations of the forum. 

Interviewee A added that they mainly follow vloggers on Weibo, who often base themselves 

on other platforms such as bilibili.com, using Weibo primarily to promote content on those 

sites. When vloggers post on Weibo, they typically share a brief description, a trailer, and a 

hyperlink directing followers to bilibili.com, rather than uploading the entire work to Weibo. 
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As Weibo is not a typical UGC platform, it cannot serve as a professional vlog-sharing 

website like bilibili.com. However, this approach remains effective in disseminating key 

information and attracting traffic for vloggers. Hence, Weibo converges information from 

other platforms to enhance convenience and diversify sources. 

The role of censorship on Weibo was a recurring theme in participants’ narratives. 

Interviewee K used Weibo to access content that was attempting to circumvent censorship. 

They are obsessed with BL fan fiction, which is considered taboo under the so-called 

“harmony” (he xie) framework, and faces the risk of being labelled vulgar and obscene under 

the current publication policies16. As a result, their reading experience is frequently disrupted 

by websites shutting down due to censorship. Su has discussed censorship in China in her 

study on TikTok (2024), which is also applicable to this research. She notes that cultural 

production in China is facing double-layered censorship from both the platforms and the 

state. Although the initial aim was to “stabilise society, filter harmful content and, most 

importantly, contain the democratising potential of the Internet” (p. 51), Su (2024) observed 

that censorship now penetrated every corner of content production, including banning or 

removing content related to subjects such as homosexuality, sociopathy or suicide. 

Interviewee K found the level of censorship frustrating. However, Interviewee K equally used 

Weibo to track back to the authors’ accounts and access alternative links to access the works 

 

16 The “clear-up” web campaign (qing lang xing dong) has been implemented since 2020, to 

eliminate pornography and violent content on the internet. This campaign also targeted BL 

fan fiction, authors and relevant platforms due to the erotic depiction of homosexuality 

(Cyberspace Administration of China 2020). 
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saved on other covert platforms. VPN services are sometimes also used to access files stored 

outside of China17. Learning how to access covert sites is a skill one must cultivate in ‘boys’ 

love’ (BL) fandom, according to my latest research on transcultural BL fandom consuming 

Chinese BL works (Hu, Hu, & Zou forthcoming). Weibo enforces censorship and is also a 

platform where users can help one another circumvent it. 

While Interviewee S knows that censorship on Weibo cannot be entirely circumvented, they 

nonetheless use Weibo tactically to circumvent censorship for a short time. The use of 

“strategies” confuses the system, meaning it takes a longer time to detect and respond to 

certain keywords. Almost every Weibo user in this study had strategies to avoid censorship on 

Weibo, including transforming texts into pictures, adding random watermarks on pictures 

without blocking key information, inserting punctuations or spaces between words, quoting 

from literature and applying metaphors (see Figure 6), using homophones, deploying 

abbreviations from pinyin or online language to compose posts and replacing sensitive words 

with emojis. All these methods were aimed at concealing critical information. 

 

17 Su’s study (2024) also shows that the Chinese government has made a giant effort, 

including issuing a series of laws, to ban and crack down on unauthorised use of VPNs to 

increase cyber control. Yet, in practice, there are still VPNs available to download online. 
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Figure 6: A quote from Harry Potter 4, the novel18. It was used on Weibo to imply the 

government was ignoring their mistake and lying about Dr Li Wenliang being the real 

whistle-blower on the outbreak of COVID-19, screenshot provided by Interviewee A. 

Additionally, Interviewee S noted that the algorithm on Weibo is normally reactive, and in 

most situations, it will not take immediate action, leaving a window for sensitive information 

to be seen and disseminated. Interviewee K, with their social media marketing experience, 

stated that the algorithm tends to prioritise monitoring an unusual volume of sharing rather 

than every single word posted. Thus, before a post reaches a threshold due to the surging 

number of reposts, content can stay online for a short time, be captured and saved in other 

forms for further dissemination. 

 

18 This quote refers to the scene in which Albus Dumbledore announces the truth of the death 

of Cedric Diggory. According to the plot, Voldemort actually killed Cedric, but the Ministry 

of Magic denied the fact that Voldemort had revived to cover up a series of mistakes they had 

made and to protect their authority, using the excuse of “Do not want to cause public panic”. 
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Applying these strategies and having a tactical understanding of the platform’s moderation 

logic allows Weibo users to share sensitive messages and express their opinions about the 

government and other circumstances during the pandemic. However, the necessity of such 

tactics also reveals the pervasive nature of digital repression and the limits of civic expression 

in tightly controlled media environments. Without these strategies, views critical of or at odds 

with the policies of the ruling regime will automatically be removed on social media 

platforms. And more ironically, this became the standard operating procedure on Weibo. The 

phenomenon reinforced the Foucauldian notion of ‘normalisation’ (1979) discussed in the 

Literature Review chapter by which forms of suppression become naturalised. Here, 

censorship has become a natural part of the interviewees’ daily life. The interviewees are 

fully aware of the restrictions, understand the mechanism, recognise the triggers, and know 

how to address them. Instead of thinking about how to restrict or subvert government control 

of Chinese social media, many Chinese users accept and continue to live with it. 

The unique political context in the digital public sphere further encourages users to express 

their creativity when posting, particularly when their opinions relate to sensitive topics. At the 

same time, these restraints can equally be an obstacle for some users, particularly older users. 

While the need to be creative adds some entertaining elements to Weibo use, it requires 

Weibo users to have a rich knowledge of popular culture and online language to understand 

encoded content.  
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For example, some transformation and pinyin abbreviations can be very confusing: 

homosexuality has turned into “phonebook” (tong xun lu)19, police have become “Uncle Hat” 

(mao zi shu shu); some references to crime, such as rape and theft, are rephrased as “forced 

love” (qiang zhi ai) or “QJ” (qiang jian), and “shopping for free” (0 yuan gou); 

“government” and “political correctness” can be shortened to “ZF” and “ZZZQ” 

(abbreviation of zheng fu and zheng zhi zheng que) and the word “sensitive” (min gan) can be 

modified as “min G”. These techniques are more popular and effective among young people 

who have mastered the pinyin system, unlike older generations, whose pinyin education was 

limited. While encoding sensitive information can seem exciting, the overuse of pinyin 

abbreviations, as Interviewee S argued, only adds an extra obstacle to content delivery. 

Instead of helping content to be shared more widely, this strategy actually limits its audience.  

Similarly, medical staff wearing PPE during the pandemic were called “Baymax” with love 

(da bai, as they resembled the character in Big Hero 6). In addition, the quote in Figure 6 

from Harry Potter was used to denote that the Chinese government had censored something 

on the grounds that it would harm the public. Social media users from older generations may 

not be familiar with the children’s literature or movies that appeal to younger people. Hence, 

they cannot fully understand the messages. 

 

19 Homosexuality is a sensitive word in China, so it is shortened as “txl” (tong xing lian) in 

digital communication or further refers to “phonebook” (tong xun lu, the same result using 

the abbreviation “txl” typing in pinyin on keyboard). 
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Echo chambers and detox 

Weibo creates a space for users to pursue their hobbies and manage their emotional well-

being. This aligns with the ‘networked public’ on social media, through which frequent 

interactions can form based on shared interests and goals among users (boyd 2010). 

Interviewees K, C, and N all indicated that they were enthusiastic fans of BL stories and 

specific genres, including audio dramas, video streaming, novels, and fan fiction, actively 

absorbing relevant content as part of their entertainment. They expressed a strong desire to 

use Weibo to engage in fandom and “follow celebrities” (zui xing) during the pandemic. 

Interestingly, Interviewees K and C both adopted similar strategies to isolate preferred voices 

and improve the efficiency of gathering information: limiting the number of accounts they 

follow or categorising preferred bloggers in a special list and viewing them from there. 

Beyond ‘following’, Interviewee K emphasised that there is now another level named 

“highlight” (te bie guan zhu). “Highlight” ensures that the content from “highlighted 

accounts” will stand out from the content shared by those in the following list. Hence, 

although they did not spend much time on Weibo, they could swiftly get updates by simply 

scrolling through the top posts in their feed. 

Three points are noteworthy based on the responses above. First, the efficiency of collecting 

information is supported by the openness of Weibo and its unlimited post capacity with 

instant notifications pushed to followers via phones, unlike public accounts on WeChat, 

which only allow owners to post a certain number of times per day (Interviewee K). This 

feature enables users to receive immediate updates from their followed accounts. Second, by 

separating their preferred accounts from the main news feed, the users simultaneously 

exclude themselves from COVID-related news and foreground their preferred items. 
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Interviewee C emphasised that they did not actively follow either the latest news of COVID 

or the Trending Topics on Weibo because they were overwhelmingly negative and anxiety 

inducing. Furthermore, Interviewee C was concerned that there was “so much 

disinformation”. It was interesting to discover that users managed to customise their news 

feed, filtering out distressing content and avoiding anxiety-inducing posts. 

Thirdly, they used filters, which they call “highlighting” to narrow their field of engagement. 

Adding specific labels to those accounts indeed helps the algorithm to identify users’ 

preferred topics and separate targeted content from other ‘white noise’ (Terranova 2004). This 

echoes Interviewee S’s reliance on the algorithm to constantly check for pandemic news. It 

follows that the users themselves, are constantly blocking unwanted content and customising 

their feeds. While the increasing weight put on those accounts enhances the efficiency of 

extracting necessary information, the need for echo chambers is foregrounded. At the same 

time, it emphasises the need to establish boundaries for self-protection or create a ‘filter 

bubble’. It is intriguing that this filter bubble, instead of fixing personalised feeds and 

constraining one’s worldview, as argued by other scholars (see Bruns 2019; Flew 2020; Su 

2024), is vital for avoiding negativity by restoring the nature of entertainment and focusing 

on fun. Weibo, then, can function as a protective zone during public health crises. The 

flexibility to curate content allowed users to assert control over their digital environment, 

creating a space of psychological reprieve within a broader atmosphere of fear and 

uncertainty. 
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Is disconnection the next trend? 

As noted, the respondents saw Weibo as a less attractive platform for socialising and sharing 

their personal lives. Apart from the regulated nature of the platform, research participants 

cited various deterrents to active posting. Interviewee N was concerned about the risk of 

cyberbullying because of the experience of being harassed by “keyboard warriors” (jian pan 

xia) and “trolls” (gang jing).  

Privacy issues are also concerning on Weibo. As Weibo is a public space where everyone can 

view each other’s posts by default and is likely to track identities through public content 

(Interviewees M & N), this also highlights the issue of personal information abuse, which can 

lead to cyberbullying or even cancellation. This problem gained widespread attention after 

news that the teenage daughter of a Baidu executive “doxed” (kai he, also known as ren rou 

sou suo) a pregnant woman on Weibo as revenge for a conflict in March 202520 (Luo 2025). 

Weibo users were shocked by her malice and concerned by how easily personal data can be 

accessed and traced on Weibo with just a few details, as well as by the inaction of the 

 

20 The 13-year-old girl used “doxing” as a “punishment” against other fans who hold different 

opinions, which led to massive cyberbullying against a pregnant lady. The teenage girl 

claimed that her father, an executive at Baidu, had granted her access to the company’s 

database, allowing her to freely trace anyone’s personal information by using their 

information shown on Weibo. 
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platform owners. This revealed the potential for data breaches on Weibo, which puts users’ 

anonymity at risk.  

Echoing Etter and Albu (2021), Interviewees K and M felt exhausted by the overwhelming 

number of advertisements on Weibo due to the highly commercialised nature of the platform 

and worried that whatever they posted would be overwhelmed by advertisements, making it 

impossible for them to reach the people they wanted to connect with. Interviewee C also 

cautioned about widespread disinformation on Weibo. Reposting may contribute to the 

dissemination of false information. These factors, they felt, jeopardised the digital public 

sphere on Weibo and resulted in declining meaningful interactions. While Weibo was once a 

vibrant space for peer socialisation, they viewed it as either an obsolete or a dysfunctional site 

for one-way content consumption. 

Interviewee D typified this shift and now views Weibo as a channel for venting negative 

emotions and recording unconventional opinions—precisely because it has lost its social 

vibrancy. They said that they had already lost almost all their contacts on the platform. They 

said Weibo was popular among high school and university students at the time, corresponding 

to Interviewee D’s generation, so they mainly connected with classmates and friends from 

that period via Weibo. When their lives drifted apart after graduation and new platforms 

emerged, they abandoned Weibo. Interviewee D opined that there is a life cycle for social 

platforms as a product, and it is normal for people to leave the old for the new. However, 

Interviewee D found that being disconnected from past contacts offered a paradoxical sense 

of expressive freedom. 
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Interviewee D explicitly said that they were against the government regarding the quarantine 

policies, a position which put them at risk of being reported. Interviewee D viewed Weibo as 

a safe space to jot down ideas as a “personal journal” without being judged or causing 

arguments, because they are not “discussing” their ideas with friends. This concept aligns 

with Davis and Jurgenson’s notion of ‘context collision’ (2014), which emphasises the 

importance of maintaining boundaries in order to avoid a social crisis. It is also interesting to 

note the struggle of sharing in every mediated conversation, as a sender must always presume 

the stances of their imagined audience “in order to present themselves appropriately, based on 

technological affordances and immediate social context” (Marwick & boyd 2010, p. 115). 

Interviewee D prefers posting on Weibo, where “no one’s watching”, to sharing on WeChat, 

where the contact list is full of people from various backgrounds from daily life and work and 

different levels of intimacy. Anyone is a potential source of conflict. This implies that 

connections on social media can become limitations when the sender conceptualises context 

collision, leading to potential self-censorship. 

Summary 

Weibo’s role during the COVID pandemic reflects a complex interplay of technological 

affordances, user agency, political regulation, and cultural norms. It served simultaneously as 

a news source, an emotional nexus, a propaganda battleground, and a diasporic connector. 

While the openness of Weibo allowed for diverse forms of engagement, the structural, 

cultural and socio-political limitations embedded in the platform shaped users’ modalities.  

Rather than viewing Weibo through a singular lens—regarding it as a state propaganda tool 

or a public sphere—the study reveals its hybrid nature as a space of both empowerment and 
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constraint. The interview data illustrates not only how people consumed and verified 

information in the public health crisis but also how they protected their loved ones, reset 

emotional boundaries, expressed dissent, sought identity continuity, and eventually 

renegotiated their relationship with digital platforms. In this light, Weibo exemplifies the 

broader tensions of media engagement in contemporary China: the coexistence of expressive 

creativity and structural limitation, visibility and vulnerability, connection and fatigue. In 

Chapter Five, this thesis will focus on intense emotions and motivations, and their relations to 

modalities, examining how Weibo’s affective public ignited, sustained, and disrupted the 

collective impulse to “stay cohesive”. 
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Chapter Five: How did users interpret the slogan, “stay cohesive” 

on Weibo? 

This chapter will examine how the affective content circulating on Weibo translated into 

large-scale cooperation in response to the national call to “stay cohesive”, and how the sense 

of “unity” was produced, negotiated, and contested in order to address sub-questions 3) and 

4). In particular, I will explore how shared emotions—fear, grief, pride, frustration, hope—

became catalysts for coordinated behaviour across networked public. The chapter begins by 

tracing the formation and disruption of the affective public on Weibo, analysing how 

emotional expression not only forged temporary solidarities but also revealed deep fractures 

in participation and belonging. 

Public exposure and affective public 

Beyond providing a space for knowledge exchange, Weibo also offered users a platform to 

promptly disclose policy deficiencies and voice concerns about the current situation. Through 

mobile photography and posting on Weibo, users exposed information that had not yet 

received public attention and lay outside the narratives of mainstream media. In 

complementing official perspectives, they indirectly performed a supervisory role—

sometimes even demanding that official media collaborate with citizens to monitor the 

implementation of government policies. Public grievances triggered negative emotions that 

circulated within social networks, forming affective publics (Papacharissi 2014) and 

transforming Weibo into a virtual site of protest (Jurgenson 2012), especially when physical 

rallies were prohibited during the pandemic. These posts revealed loopholes in pandemic 
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prevention policies and uncovered various errors that occurred during implementation at the 

grassroots level. Such details, which were absent from both mass media and official Weibo 

accounts—and even contradicted them—allowed audiences to see the stories behind the 

government’s positive reports. 

Most of these posts appeared first-hand on individual Weibo accounts. By using hashtags to 

enter Trending Topics, they attracted extensive discussion and were later followed up by 

mainstream media. In this way, citizens’ posts and reposts prompted news coverage and 

foregrounded civic supervision, sometimes leading relevant authorities to take corrective 

action. For example, during the Wuhan outbreak, when hospital isolation wards were 

insufficient, Weibo posts reported that dormitory buildings at a local university had been 

repurposed as a quarantine facility during the suspension of classes. Although other Weibo 

users expressed understanding of the government’s order to handle the crisis, the university’s 

implementation was disrespectful and inconsiderate: students’ personal belongings left in 

dorm rooms were cleared out and disposed of without notice (see Figure 7). Without on-site 

workers posting on Weibo on behalf of the students, they would not have known that their 

properties had been treated as waste and thrown away without notice.  

The incident quickly escalated on Weibo’s trending list, causing anxiety among university 

students whose accommodations had also been repurposed. Indeed, more issues relevant to 

this problem were exposed on Weibo in late February 2020, including the violation of the 

residents’ privacy (e.g. male staff and volunteers broke in, checked and used the owners’ 

personal storage and items without permission, filmed and posted the inside of the rooms to 

social platforms after moving into a female dormitory), sexual harassment (e.g. male staff and 

volunteers expressed obscene comments about the girls’ items in their videos; some of them 
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In Figure 7, Screenshot 1, the user mentioned the affected student who provided the video for 

them to share, implying their identity as an influencer, or at least having a certain number of 

followers. They spoke for the students and commented that, on the construction site, the 

dormitory was emptied, and personal belongings were discarded as rubbish. This sympathetic 

expression contrasted with the hypocritical apology from the university. Although the 

university admitted its wrongdoing, it attributed this to the “urgent request” of the local 

government and claimed that the staff were too hectic to remain careful and considerate, 

implying they could not be blamed. A mainstream news agent picked up this incident and 

juxtaposed more pictures of the dreadful situation with the letter of apology in Screenshot 2, 

which attracted 1,528 reposts, 3,871 comments and 66,000 likes. Although the widespread 

discussion generated public pressure, pushing the university to promise an internal 

investigation and compensation for affected students, the apology, as criticised in Screenshot 

3, appeared perfunctory and performative—a response to reassure the government rather than 

a genuine reflection to acknowledge the students. This statement was liked and reposted by 

more than 40,000 people. These data provided substantial support for the criticism and 

indicated the rise of the affective public. 

Yet, unlike traditional protest arenas, this digital activism was ephemeral and constantly 

subject to moderation. The institution’s “performance” and its intention to calm the students 

were also reflected in its promise to verify losses and provide compensation to the students—

it offered no concrete standards or procedures. From beginning to end, students’ rights were 

neither acknowledged nor seriously considered, as one user commented, as shown at the 

bottom of Screenshot 3. Instead, the university justified its actions in the name of “fighting 

the pandemic”, implying that individual rights could be overlooked when collective safety 

was at risk.  
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Moreover, this participatory supervision was never fully autonomous. It operated within a 

system where state and platform governance coexisted, shaping what could be seen, 

discussed, and amplified. This case demonstrates that social media in China did not 

necessarily function, as some scholars have suggested of Western social media, as an 

instrument for the marginalised to equally pursue change (Asen 2000; Bennett 2012; Castells 

2012; Loader & Mercea 2011; Warner 2002); rather, it allowed dominant powers to further 

amplify their influence and shape public opinion. Participatory democracy does not 

automatically materialise simply because more people are involved (Fuchs 2017). 

The power to define which grievances became visible remained asymmetrically distributed, 

reproducing the existing hierarchy between citizens and institutions. The government and 

affiliated institutions wield control over both narrative and visibility, often reframing civic 

discourse into patriotic or moral terms aligned with state ideology. Governments and 

universities can harness social media to reinforce the “main melody” (zhu xuan lü21) and 

disseminate “positive energy” (zheng neng liang), thereby devaluing the legitimacy of student 

grievances. By subtly reframing students’ appeals for information and respect as selfish 

concerns over private interests, authorities positioned them against the larger collective cause 

of pandemic control and moral value. Through this discursive comparison, students were cast 

as being on the opposite side of the “stay cohesive” narrative. This rhetorical strategy reflects 

 

21 Party-approved “main melody” refers to assenting narratives promoting the moral and 

political superiority of the CPC regime (Chen 2022). 
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Foucault’s notion of biopolitical rationality, in which state and institutional power regulate 

bodies and rights through discourses of protection and necessity (Taylor 2014). 

Meanwhile, the illusion of empowerment—expressing grievances and seeing them spread—

masks the persistence of surveillance and top-down control. Even though students could use 

Trending Topics to mobilise broader support, Weibo ultimately remained under state 

surveillance and corporate control. The practice of “removing Trending Topics” (che re sou) 

at the request of powerful institutions and enterprises has been common. Thus, while Weibo 

appeared to function as a digital public sphere, its operations were deeply constrained by the 

intertwined interests of government and capital, both of which take precedence over the 

appeals of individuals or the public as a whole.  

Help-seeking across social networks  

Interviewee K said that many users, including themselves, used Weibo to seek help or assist 

others by amplifying calls for assistance. Weibo’s affordances for openness and connectivity 

made it a critical space for seeking and extending help, especially when official systems of 

assistance were slow, fragmented, or inaccessible. Unlike WeChat, whose architecture centres 

on private, bounded networks, Weibo’s public visibility facilitated encounters among 

strangers who could mobilise collective empathy and practical support. Interviewee K 

recalled seeing Weibo posts during the lockdown period in which many migrant workers 

were forced to quarantine in place and could not return home for the Spring Festival in 2020. 

Because they were separated from their elderly parents, they were unable to accompany them 

or receive immediate updates about their health after the outbreak of COVID. Many older 

people suffered from chronic diseases and did not know how to use smartphones or social 



 

 

144 

 

 

media, resulting in communication breakdowns. Their children, therefore, turned to Weibo to 

search for neighbours living nearby who could visit their parents on their behalf. Such 

requests for help were numerous at the time. 

Whenever Interviewee K saw similar posts, they would help by reposting them—even though 

they had few followers and did not personally know the people involved. They believed that 

through Weibo’s algorithmic mechanisms, reposts and likes could help increase visibility and 

push these messages to a broader audience. Although they could not provide direct physical 

assistance, they saw such small acts as part of their personal contribution to the collective 

struggle against the pandemic—small gestures that transformed ordinary users into 

contributors to a greater social effort “with a click”. 

Interviewee K also attempted to use Weibo when trying to care for their elderly grandfather, 

who was isolating separately and suffering from chronic illness. They admitted to feeling 

frustrated and angry with the situation, pointing out that during the lockdown, the 

government’s policies for caring for the elderly with chronic conditions existed largely in 

name only. Although official documents listed relevant procedures and contact points, when 

they actually tried to reach out to these departments, they faced multiple barriers and received 

no response. Desperate, they began searching Weibo for related posts and Trending Topics to 

compare his experience with others in the same area, only to find widespread feelings of 

helplessness and despair: 

“I remember that during the pandemic, Weibo also published information about these 

so-called convenience services for people with chronic illnesses. But if you looked at the 

comments under those Trending Topics, most of them were people questioning it—like, 
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why can’t I access this service?... There was an overwhelming amount of public 

frustration…And under those hashtag topics, you’d also find people sharing their own 

situations or asking for help—hoping that collective input might offer some practical 

advice…So the overall feeling on Weibo at the time was this: everyone’s asking, but no 

one has any answers.” (Interviewee K) 

In the absence of clear guidance from official Weibo channels, Interviewee K observed that 

citizens started mobilising their own networks to take action. Using grassroots coordination, 

they created informal systems of support that often combined Weibo and WeChat. Users first 

posted or collected requests for help on Weibo, then followers searched within their own 

resources to see what they could contribute. They exchanged suggestions, developed 

strategies, and then used WeChat to activate their social networks—contacting friends, 

relatives, or couriers to implement specific tasks. In Interviewee K’s case, to prevent 

interruptions in their grandfather’s medication, Weibo users identified designated hospitals 

and pharmacies, while others found couriers through WeChat. They coordinated with local 

community committees, connected couriers with volunteer leaders, provided recipient lists 

and addresses, and eventually succeeded in delivering medicine to isolated residents in need. 

This cross-platform form of civic collaboration can be understood as connective action 

(Bennett & Segerberg 2013). It relied less on central organisation and more on the distributed 

coordination of individuals whose personal motivations and emotional investments aligned 

around shared social goals. Although the term originates in the study of social movements 

(Bennett & Segerberg 2013), it closely describes this type of grassroots coordination, which 

emerged as a response to rigid lockdowns and bureaucratic inaction. Through Weibo, users 

aggregated dispersed requests for help, while WeChat provided the infrastructural affordances 
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for operational management—organising volunteer groups, allocating resources, and 

coordinating last-mile deliveries. This interplay between platforms served two functions: 

first, it avoided systemic interference from censorship and comment filtering on Weibo; and 

second, it leveraged WeChat’s organisational affordances for data management, such as the 

“group notes” function (jie long) for collaborative documentation and the sharing and editing 

of Word or Excel files (Interviewee K). In this sense, WeChat acted as a tool of efficiency 

within the broader framework of connective action, facilitating the actualisation of collective 

intentions into concrete outcomes. Instead of worrying solely about their own circumstances, 

citizens used social media to integrate and distribute resources through mutual aid. Moreover, 

this process demonstrates how Weibo users’ guanxi (Qi 2013)—their personal networks and 

relational capital—were transformed into bridging social capital during resource coordination 

(Putnam 2000). 

Following Jurgenson’s (2012) concept of augmented reality, social networks transform local 

issues into borderless concerns when they enter the virtual world, enabling citizens scattered 

across the city to become aware of community difficulties and provide assistance through 

online support networks. Local crises—such as medicine shortages or isolated elderly care—

became augmented issues: grounded in physical communities yet amplified through 

networked public. The success of such cooperation served as a further motivation, reinforcing 

the momentum of local collaboration.  

Importantly, although these spontaneous, urgent civic initiatives resulted from shortcomings 

in pandemic policy, they were not acts of resistance but complementary contributions to the 

official prevention effort, driven by a sense of collectivism and care for others that is central 

to Chinese traditional culture. In doing so, they enacted what could be described as bottom-up 
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governance—where civic engagement emerged not as protest, but as an actualisation of 

solidarity and pragmatism within state-defined moral frameworks. This resonates with 

Dahlgren and Hills’ (2023) discussion of civic culture in facilitating media engagement, in 

which they argued a self- perception as a subject capable of engagement is powerful to spur 

engagement toward participatory democracy. The scholars mentioned “people must be able to 

take on a civic self, to imagine themselves as actors who can engage, participate and can 

make meaningful interventions in relevant political issues” (Dahlgren & Hills 2023, p. 80).  

In this process, individuals filled the gaps left by formal policies without violating laws or 

regulations, establishing new modes of cooperation among individuals, communities, and 

local institutions. Through affective participation and relational reciprocity, platforms like 

Weibo and WeChat functioned as dual infrastructures of connection and actualisation, where 

individual goodwill converged into collective agency. Before the government could respond, 

they had already set practical examples for others to follow. Essentially, this grassroots action 

embodied the spirit of “stay cohesive”. By sharing their connections through social media, 

participants collectively benefited and developed a stronger sense of community. 

Similar forms of connective action within augmented reality were also evident in the 

provision of material support to Hubei Province during the early stages of the outbreak. The 

sudden announcement of the outbreak and strict lockdown measures left many people 

unprepared, especially in terms of personal protective equipment. For frontline medical 

workers who worked tirelessly to care for patients, this shortage created an urgent crisis. 

Many hospitals and organisations began to post calls for help on Weibo, appealing to the 

public for donations. 
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boxes) purchased from Canberra have arrived at the target hospital, and the remainder are 

expected to arrive by tomorrow. With this, Friend 1 further stated that if everyone could 

maintain a sincere, pure heart in helping, grassroots efforts could become a powerful source 

of support.  

This form of online–offline international collaboration maximised the power of grassroots 

volunteerism and enabled the international audience to stay informed and support the local 

community. These spontaneously organised donation campaigns also reflected widespread 

public disillusionment with the Chinese Red Cross (Interviewees K, S & Y). Supported by 

social media, grassroots donations were perceived as more efficient and transparent, 

challenging the legitimacy of official charity organisations that were often criticised for 

corruption and mismanagement. The affordances of Weibo and WeChat—instant 

documentation, traceable updates, and peer verification—made ordinary citizens not just 

donors but coordinators, witnesses, and auditors of humanitarian practice. 

This transformation also underscores how social capital was reconstituted in digital form. 

Trust was no longer just derived from institutional reputation but also from the relational 

credibility of individuals within overlapping Weibo–WeChat ecosystems. Each successful 

delivery, photograph, or thank-you post reinforced this affective loop of trust, where 

authenticity and immediacy became new moral currencies. 

Is it helping or sanctioning? 

While Weibo enabled the rapid circulation of information and mutual assistance during the 

pandemic, it also became a site where moral outrage, anxiety, and collective frustration 
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converged into digital violence. What began as a plea for medical help turned into a public 

spectacle of condemnation, exposing how affective energies could be redirected from 

solidarity to aggression, for example, cyberbullying and scapegoating. The following case 

reveals the darker side of emotional mobilisation and moral discourse on Chinese social 

media. 

Interviewee R shared a controversial incident involving a young woman who became a target 

of online abuse after seeking help on Weibo in March 2022. The user, who went by the name 

“Evie Bu-bu” (hereafter referred to as Evie), was a Chinese student studying in the United 

Kingdom. After being diagnosed with sarcoma, she returned to China for further treatment. 

Although Evie’s critical condition allowed her to be hospitalised, she was unable to receive 

immediate therapy due to strict quarantine regulations. Doctors warned that delaying 

treatment could be life-threatening, so she posted on RedNote and Weibo to appeal for help—

hoping to find an alternative solution that would allow her to begin treatment without 

completing the quarantine period. 

Evie’s plea quickly went viral and became a Weibo Trending Topic, with the hashtag “A 

quarantined overseas student returned with cancer cannot receive therapy in Shanghai” (see 

Figure 9). While some users expressed sympathy and offered advice, a much larger portion of 

online commentary accused her of selfishness and moral failure. Many users presumed her 

wealthy background because she was studying abroad and claimed she sought to exploit her 

family’s wealth and privilege to gain unfair access to scarce medical resources, while others 

were still waiting in line. 
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Figure 9: The Trending Topic attracted 2,766,900 views and 1,830 discussions related to the 

topic, viewed 26 September 2025, Sohu News. 

The brutal wave of cyberbullying forced Evie to delete her Weibo account and withdraw from 

the internet quickly. Although her original posts and comment threads are no longer 

accessible, related news coverage remains available (Sohu News 2022). Interviewee R 

emphasised that this case was evidence of how moral judgment became weaponised on social 

media: users framed themselves as morally righteous while projecting aggression and 

frustration onto a vulnerable individual. Typical comments included: “Do you think you’re 

the only one with cancer?” and “Other people’s lives matter too!” (Sohu News 2022). These 

statements rhetorically positioned the attackers as defenders of social fairness, while 

constructing Evie as selfish, entitled, and disruptive. 

Critics also justified their hostility through pandemic-related reasoning, arguing that Evie’s 

request would force medical workers to quarantine with her and further strain limited 

resources as a result. Some posts carried slogans such as “Say no to attention-seeking and 

disruption!” (fan dui an nao fen pei), accusing Evie of exploiting others’ attention to take 

advantage and reinforcing her image as a public enemy. In this way, the online crowd 

transformed moral reasoning into collective condemnation, judging the girl as unethical 

rather than empathising with her as a patient seeking survival. 
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Yet, it is important to note that the emotional alignment among the attackers did not 

necessarily indicate that they shared a collective political standpoint (Papacharissi & Trevey 

2018). This implies that the affective public is not necessarily fighting for what they are 

claiming loudly. They were simply clusters of commenters hiding behind screens and 

keyboards, without clarifying their own positions in this particular case. Through likes, 

comments, and reposts, they continuously fuelled the anger and frustration that had 

accumulated online during the pandemic. 

Interviewee R argued that most of these users failed to establish any logical connection 

between their personal situations and Evie’s appeal, nor could they justify the reasons for 

their hostility. The case, as Interviewee R described, happened to make Evie a scapegoat, 

vilifying her as the source of their suffering and providing a convenient outlet for their 

repressed emotions. Evie’s request itself might not have directly affected such a large group 

of people, but it intersected with broader discourses of social injustice within China’s guanxi-

based society, referring to the extended, rent-seeking and strategic relationship of benefits (Qi 

2013; Yan 1996), and collided with rising nationalist sentiment at the time. This thesis argues 

that Evie’s situation triggered the public not only because of the fear of the pandemic but also 

because it mirrored their own lived experiences of inequality, the pain of being marooned, 

and neglect under state control. In that sense, the incident triggered self-reflection on 

systemic discontent, which people then projected onto her and others with similar 

backgrounds. 

Interviewee R further pointed out that the criticisms directed at Evie were not based on 

rational evaluation but were deeply infused with anti-rich and xenophobic emotions, equating 

studying abroad with Westernised rich men despising their own country. Many users used the 
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opportunity to gain online attention by “riding the wave” while unleashing their negative 

emotions toward the broader group of overseas students. This further undermines the 

rationality of Weibo users and supports Weibo’s role as a digital public sphere for open 

discussion about social issues—Interviewee R criticised those attackers as a rabble.  

This scapegoating is becoming a social media ritual, as a communicative tool for the public to 

build solidarity and construct public discourse via responding to urgent media events in 

certain patterns (Burgess et al. 2019; Hallinan et al. 2021; Highfield 2016). Here, it reflects a 

collective and underlying dissatisfaction with government control and social inequality, yet 

the public cannot change that. Alternatively, the public formed a connective action to target 

any activities that reminded them of the dilemma. Tragically, this expression was built upon 

collective bullying and the sacrifice of an innocent individual, exposing the coldness and 

intolerance of the digital community, as well as the disconnection between emotional 

empathy and rational judgment. 

In fact, Evie was not the true cause of the public’s frustration and suffering; rather, it was the 

overly strict regulations imposed by the “one-size-fits-all” mindset of the policymakers. What 

she desired through social media—timely and humane treatment—was actually the same 

hope shared by many families affected by pandemic policies. At the same time, due to the 

pervasive system of censorship and digital governance, people lacked legitimate channels to 

express opposition toward the authorities. By directing their panic, frustration and anger 

toward Evie, Weibo users engaged in a symbolic form of protest online—Evie’s hope to live 

has been framed as the embodiment of systemic injustice and administrative imbalance. The 

emotional conflict surrounding her case revealed not hostility toward her as an individual but 

rather implicit disapproval of the existing system and its pandemic governance. By 
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integrating protest for the public’s circumstances with emotional release, they were able to 

relieve psychological pressure while masking it with moral righteousness. This form of 

resistance to governance and social structure was often realised as internal conflict among the 

people.  

It is sad to admit that although scholars often emphasise the way social media facilitates 

communication and emotional connection (Castell 2012; Meyerhoff 2006; Seargeant & Tagg 

2013), this example corresponds to the popular online saying that “On the internet, people 

cannot relate to the joy and sorrow of each other” (hu lian wang shang de bei xi hu bu xiang 

tong). In other words, it is often hard to achieve consensus without mutual understanding. 

Users’ expressions of need and the audience’s interpretations of those motivations were often 

misaligned, which intensified rather than resolved social tension.  

From a Foucauldian perspective (Feder 2014), this incident reflects how disciplinary power 

operates not only through state surveillance but also through internalised social norms. Weibo 

users disciplined each other by enforcing moral conformity. By collectively attacking Evie, 

users believed they were defending the virus control measures and the outcomes of these 

policies. However, this thesis argues that their actions reflected resignation toward the costs 

of maintaining those measures and even a subconscious yearning for the very privilege Evie 

requested. Their discourse revealed a wish that their own severely ill families might receive 

the same special consideration and that medical resources might be distributed more fairly.  

Yet, such desires clashed with long-standing and well-known Confucian values and the logic 

of political discipline, which emphasise equality over fairness in collectivism—“do not worry 

about scarcity, but about unevenness” (bu huan gua er huan bu jun). Since no one could 



 

 

155 

 

 

expect special treatment, denying exceptions in the same social class has been internalised as 

a common personal choice and a way to maintain social harmony (Wang 2023). Under 

pandemic conditions, individuals wished for personal needs to be fulfilled but were acutely 

aware that such desires were impermissible. They were repeatedly reminded to remain united, 

to “stay cohesive” and to avoid undermining collective solidarity for fear of public 

condemnation. This dynamic reveals how individuals, in order to be accepted within their 

social network and preserve the right to speak in the public sphere, suppressed personal 

desires and aligned themselves with collective expectations. Through this process, personal 

emotions were disciplined, and conformity became the precondition for belonging in the 

digital public arena.  

Interviewee C pointed out that such social codes effectively created a frame for collective 

behaviour—an implicit standard that governed citizens’ actions. While individual interests 

were not always be represented by collective goals, violating collective expectations entailed 

enormous risk. This ever-present risk compelled people to “take sides” to avoid being 

perceived as a “traitor” and monitor one another, internalising social discipline and 

suppressing their own dissatisfaction with the call of “stay cohesive”. This also resonates 

with participatory censorship (Wang & Tan 2023), which refers to decentralised online 

censorship applied by individuals to establish micro-rules and set the boundaries of discourse. 

This aligns with “digital vigilantism”, as suggested by Trottier (2017), which describes how 

citizens adopt public naming and shaming to suppress people and voices they favour less, 

turning Weibo into a stage to display the consequences of misalignment with mainstream 

ideas. This practice can be weaponised by Weibo users to target and punish anyone based on 

their emotions (Fang 2024). As a result, individuals were not perceived as integral parts of the 

collective but were instead alienated from it, becoming potential “rebellious elements” when 
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they claimed personal needs. The tension between personal needs and pandemic policies was 

thus redefined as a contradiction between private interest and collective ideals. 

Through social media, citizens took up the role of enforcement, sustaining social stability by 

framing the opposition between individual and collective as a moral choice. The goal was not 

only to eliminate dissent but also to unify belief from within via discursive power. In Chinese 

online society, individual desires like Evie’s are now defined as “mad” and excluded to 

preserve the rational order and correctness of the society. Likewise, users refused to 

acknowledge the possibility that the girl who sought medical help online might reveal the 

fragility of their own sacrifices and the uncertainty of their obedience. To preserve the 

righteousness of their compliance, they cyberbullied and “othered” her—framing her as 

selfish, deviant, and irrational. This symbolic struggle reaffirmed the idea that following 

policies and upholding social rules were the only legitimate means of defending collective 

justice. Yet, it also exposed the citizens’ deep frustration with their inability to escape social 

control and their disillusionment with the lack of reward despite their obedience—a product 

of their awakening and ambivalence, constrained by their own prior investments in 

compliance. This process of alienation was not only imposed by the state, but also emerged 

from people’s internalised self-discipline, and should be viewed as a state-society 

collaborative influence operation (Fang 2024).  

At the same time, Interviewee C observed that the cyberbullying and merciless attacks on 

Weibo revealed the hatred and malice hidden within digital networks. They believed that 

many comments were not motivated by genuine discussion but by a desire to harm others 

under the guise of debate. By inflicting pain, perpetrators sought emotional release: 
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“But to be honest, just because someone is capable of posting that kind of thing doesn’t 

necessarily mean they’re a terrible person in every aspect—they might actually be a 

law-abiding citizen in real life. But the fact that they can say those things online shows 

that there's definitely a bit of darkness in them... Their family or friends likely won’t see 

what they’ve said, and that’s part of the reason why online bullying is getting worse and 

worse… They’re not even based on facts… It's all about venting by using venomous 

language to attack people, without having to take any responsibility for it.” (Interviewee 

C) 

Interviewee C further noted that the tension and frustration of the pandemic intensified 

people’s irritability and sense of helplessness, turning Weibo into a space charged with 

hostility. As Weibo’s active user base declined, these aggressors became increasingly 

unrestrained, unconcerned about exposing their darker impulses to acquaintances—thus 

avoiding what Davis and Jurgenson (2014) describe as “context collision”, which was 

supposed to be a restriction in such a situation. During this period, affective publics became 

highly emotional and contagious; perpetrators, on the other hand, found like-minded 

participants through shared aggression, reinforcing their belief in their own moral correctness 

(boyd 2010). Speaking from the imagined position of “the majority”, they displayed no 

empathy toward those who fell outside that frame. Confronted with this increasingly radical 

discursive environment, Interviewee C gradually disengaged from Weibo. 

Interviewee R felt sorry about the impulsive and vindictive attacks that ignored real suffering 

and showed no respect for life in favour of defending “collective ideals”. Such behaviour, 

while satisfying for perpetrators, generated immeasurable harm—both psychological and 

reputational—on the young woman who had turned to social media in a desperate attempt to 
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survive. Although some users later tried to defend Evie, Interviewee R believed that at the 

time, few were willing to admit wrongdoing or face the risk of becoming the next target. 

Ultimately, the girl became a sacrifice to the ideal of “stay cohesive”, dying before society 

could offer her understanding or compassion: 

“Was she actually in the wrong? I don’t think so. She was just trying to survive. Now, 

some people are finally speaking up for her, saying she had no other choice, that her 

type of cancer was incredibly aggressive, and that she didn’t actually take away 

resources from others. But at the time? People just lashed out first and thought later. 

And now that she’s gone, what’s the point of saying oh, maybe we were wrong? It doesn’t 

change anything.” (Interviewee R) 

In this case, the discursive environment and the dominant political culture deepened the 

conflict between individual and collective values. Individual needs were urgent and tangible, 

while the collective goal of “defeating the pandemic” remained abstract and indefinitely 

postponed. Although logically attainable, this goal was in conflict with a real and immediate 

struggle between life and death, forcing citizens to confront a moral dilemma: whether to 

save an individual’s life in the present by risking others’ interests, or to prioritise the 

collective’s imagined future victory.  

State-sponsored peer supervision 

“Stay cohesive” was a core value and strategy promoted by the ruling regime and adopted by 

most citizens to “defeat the pandemic”, representing an alignment between the government’s 

goal and the citizens’ hopes. This created a momentum for the public to work with the 
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government and comply with quarantine policies, including policing others’ behaviours. 

When people used Weibo to cyberbully the young woman with cancer, the government did 

nothing to stop the bullying and did not censor the Trending Topic. Alternatively, state-

controlled outlets or mainstream media may disseminate or amplify slur content created by 

individuals, provide additional materials to individuals or groups engaging in harassment, and 

may help censor competing ideas or viewpoints (Fang 2024). 

From Fang’s (2024) perspective, the state encourages such behaviours, possibly because they 

are perceived as helping the government to guide the direction of public opinion and avoid 

potential social unrest (Xu 2016; Xu & Sun 2021). By framing Evie, the victim, as a selfish 

“traitor”, the confrontation generated multiple layers of conflicts between individual and 

collective interests, Chinese and Western values, and mainstream ideas and dissent. This 

confrontation enables an affective public to regulate others with shaming (Ahmed 2014) and 

engage in “digital vigilantism” (Trottier 2017).  

A similar form of confrontation and regulation occurred at the beginning of the pandemic, 

when overseas Chinese returned to China seeking safety but found themselves in conflict 

with the country’s strict epidemic control policies. During quarantine, returning students were 

the subject of collective online attacks on Weibo because of comments they made criticising 

the strict policies. Unlike in Evie’s case, they were not facing life-threatening emergencies; 

their resistance to the policies was largely triggered by the fact that they were aware the 

Western world was managing the pandemic differently.  

As observed, some WeChat users shared related Weibo content to their Moments with 

sarcastic remarks such as “You weren’t here when the motherland was fighting the virus, but 

you’re the first to deliver it from thousands of miles away” (zu guo kang yi ni bu zai, qian li 
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back for safety, they come to enjoy being served.” About 3,9000 people reacted “angry” to 

this post. Also, a lady who returned to Beijing was filmed by another Weibo user, showing 

that she not only refused to follow the quarantine at home instructions, but also insisted on 

running outdoors without a face mask, and blamed the staff who asked her to put on a mask 

for harassing her (Screenshot 3). In Screenshot 4, the video about the girl attracted 3.5 million 

views. The sender questioned, “Why come back then? Go ask the Western countries for your 

human rights!” A nine-second video received 119,000 views in Screenshot 5. The Weibo user 

reported that an Italian-Chinese person yelled at the airport and refused to follow the 

instructions, “That’s how you treat people who come back from Europe!” Meanwhile, the 

sender commented that they should feel lucky they were not sent back to Europe 

immediately.  

The conflicts between domestic Chinese citizens and the diaspora revealed in the posts are 

significant because they clearly the way nationalism was mobilised during the pandemic to 

draw a boundary between “us” and “them”. As shown in Screenshot 1, Friend 1’s statement 

went beyond criticism of the behaviours, implicitly condemning these returning people for 

exploiting their Chinese identity and taking advantage of the motherland, benefiting from the 

nation’s success without showing gratitude or respect for its rules. The use of “motherland” in 

the post is unusual for a casual post; it is more commonly used in formal statements 

expressing loyalty and belonging to the country, or in a battle-like metaphor to distinguish 

friend and enemy and construct the confronting concepts, such as us and them (Zheng 2017). 

The phrase, “You weren’t here when the motherland was fighting the virus” encapsulated a 

powerful moral exclusion. The “motherland” is not merely about a geographical belonging 

but equally about moral citizenship; it further referred to domestic citizens collectively as 

“us”, while “you” represented those who were absent and disqualified from belonging. This 



 

 

163 

 

 

linguistic separation drew a moral boundary between us—the contributors to collective 

victory—and them—the outsiders who returned only to claim its benefits. 

Interviewee Y also shared the same view on this issue, explaining that China’s success in 

controlling the virus was the product of nationwide sacrifice—of citizens giving up personal 

freedom and cooperating under strict lockdown measures. Hence, returning Chinese should 

also respect the collective effort behind these results, which represents the fundamental logic 

of guanxi in terms of carrying mutual obligations and benefits (Qi 2013). For them, enjoying 

the safety and stability of the homeland requires reciprocation through compliance and 

participation, rather than assuming a superior position by believing their Western background 

granted them privilege. In this moral equation, the collective interest was always positioned 

as superior to individual interests. Collective achievements could only be preserved through 

the suppression of personal needs and the acceptance of shared norms and supervision. 

Sacrifice, therefore, was not only necessary but also noble. 

This conflict was not merely about individual versus collective interests but also about 

identity negotiation. On the surface, it reflected divergent understandings of the virus’s 

severity and of proper quarantine practices between overseas Chinese and domestic residents. 

Yet, the language used in the posts reveals a deeper exclusionary logic. As the Weibo posts 

demonstrate, people returning from overseas were consistently labelled as having different 

identities from domestic citizens, with their “foreign” attitudes (e.g. they judge everything by 

Western standards), lifestyle (e.g. they insist on doing what they want), and values (e.g. they 

think drinking mineral water is a human right). Furthermore, the phrase “You weren’t here 

when the motherland was fighting the virus” explicitly emphasised shared experiences and 

excluded those who had been absent from the national experience of suffering.  
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In other words, “suffering” and “pain” had implicitly become bonding social capital to 

identify “us” in Putnam’s (2000) framework, which, while it “creates strong in-group 

loyalty”, “may also create outgroup antagonism, or hostility” (Morrow & Scorgie-Porter 

2017, p. 38). Domestic citizens’ resentment against those returning developed from a lack of 

shared experience and empathy. The returning people had not endured the prolonged 

lockdowns, supply shortages, or pervasive fear that had defined everyday life in China. Their 

decision to return during the safer phase of the pandemic was interpreted as opportunistic and 

selfish. There was legitimate concern that their refusal to comply could lead to another round 

of outbreaks, invoking painful memories of hardship for domestic citizens. In the Weibo 

screenshots, this collective memory of sacrifice became a unifying affective bond, expressed 

through angry comments, reposts, “likes”, and the exposure of the culprits’ faces, signifying 

moral consensus and digital shaming.  

Through this process, Weibo users collectively redefined the meaning of “us”, classifying 

returnees as “others”. Which countries they came back from no longer mattered; what 

mattered was their perceived detachment from the collective struggle. Those who had not 

contributed to the “fight” were stripped of their Chinese identity, then expected to conform to 

domestic social norms; otherwise, they faced moral judgment imposed by “us”. In this 

context, the identity of the Chinese became not a legal status but a moral identity—

constructed through shared suffering, social responsibility, and emotional alignment. 

This thesis thus argues that such public shaming and cyberbullying were not entirely 

meaningless, as Interviewee C suggested. On the contrary, they resonate with Fang’s (2024) 

concept of collaborative state–society influence operations, which describes how non-state 

actors in China actively participate in promoting state propaganda through motivations such 
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as nationalism, personal grievances, or a desire for recognition. Although Fang (2024) 

acknowledges that it is difficult to prove direct coordination between these aggressors and the 

state, the Chinese government undoubtedly cultivated an environment conducive to such 

state–society partnerships. In the previous cases, the government did not stop the 

cyberbullying against Evie or apply any measures to restrict the circulation of the haters 

against returning Chinese, which implicitly approved that the concept of “we” did not refer to 

everyone. In managing public opinion, the slogan “stay cohesive” was reinforced through 

what Repnikova and Fang (2018) describe as participatory persuasion, whereby online users 

voluntarily reproduce and circulate propaganda through positive personal sharing, such as 

mutual support in a community and the sacrifice of the medical staff. 

By collectively shaming the returnees, Weibo users enacted a form of digital vigilantism 

(Trottier 2017). Combining emotional nationalism with moral justification, they rationalised 

their attacks as efforts to protect the collective from selfish behaviour. Their discourse framed 

returnees as opportunists who sought to reap the benefits of China’s success in containing the 

spread of the virus while endangering public safety—thereby legitimising digital punishment 

as a patriotic act. From a Foucauldian perspective, the public of “we” has replaced the guards 

of the Panopticon in the central tower, monitoring “others” through social media. 

The accumulating pressure of the pandemic 

Interviewee S further argued that the exclusion of overseas returnees reflected a deeper public 

fatigue with long-term restrictions and moral pressure. “Stay cohesive”, they observed, did 

not simply promote active contributions, such as volunteering, donating, or assisting medical 

workers—activities frequently highlighted by the mainstream media—but also encompassed 
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the silent endurance and self-restraint of ordinary citizens. To achieve the goal of the “zero-

COVID” policy (qing ling), people endured quarantine at home, the loss of any social life, 

psychological strain, and economic hardship. “Stay cohesive” required self-sacrifice, 

compromise and endurance. 

The public discourse emphasising the need for returning Chinese to “cherish the collective 

achievement” magnified these narratives of hardship and turned them into shared emotional 

capital. In social networks, such narratives were repeatedly circulated and reinterpreted. On 

the surface, these narratives worked as a form of digital vigilantism (Trottier 2017), but in 

reality, they signified citizens’ exhaustion and their fear of having to repeat their experiences.  

Interviewee S stressed that citizens cooperated because these sacrifices were neither fully 

voluntary nor easy—they were the results of legal force, peer pressure, and necessity. 

Similarly, Interviewee E verified this feeling in their description of reluctantly accepting their 

partner’s assignment to the frontlines shortly after their child’s birth. They had to admit that 

that was their partner’s obligation as a civil servant and Communist Party member in a crisis. 

These personal compromises, though seen as virtuous, were, in fact, painful. These 

compromises came at the expense of individual well-being and autonomy, leading to 

collective emotional fatigue that made the strict policies unsustainable. Consequently, any 

behaviour that appeared to jeopardise the zero-case achievements provoked strong public 

backlash, as it went against the collective wish to return to normal as soon as possible. 

This thesis finds that in continually identifying and combating “enemies”, citizens maintained 

their motivation and solidarity in fighting the COVID pandemic. This is supported by Fiedler 

and Tagespiegel (2020), who suggest that the development of a shared national emotion in a 
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health crisis fosters a stronger sense of cohesion within countries but also generates hostility 

between countries. This suggests that the existence of ‘enemies’ and the will to fight are 

necessary for “stay cohesive”. 

At the same time, drawing from Herman and Chomsky (2002) in their discussion on the 

intervention of the government in news releases in mass media, this thesis argues that the 

elements that influence the composition of news and political views, namely ownership, 

advertising, sourcing, flak and fear, are also sustained on social media in Fang’s state-society 

collaboration model on Weibo. This is because Weibo and its operator are also subject to state 

regulation as mass media. Despite the communicative freedom (Shirky 2008), social media 

users remain subordinate data providers to tech giants, with little potential for impact (Zuboff 

2020). Weibo users also rely on the official mechanism, such as “report” (ju bao), and adopt 

the government’s discourse to justify their bullying behaviour (Fang 2024), for example, the 

cyberbullying against Fang Fang in 2020, the author of Wuhan Diary, which recorded the 

lockdown life in Wuhan, was accused of a degradation of the Chinese government’s efforts. 

Thus, following Herman and Chomsky (2002), such state-society cooperation allows the 

ruling regime to frame “enemies” for the public. Consequently, confrontations helped the 

CPC gain public support for policymaking and social governance domestically and shifted 

the focus of contention from domestic problems to Western countries that held competing 

views with China (Xu & Gong 2024). Thus, it is reasonable to deduce that, by othering 

returning Chinese in Figure 10, domestic citizens also resist the Western ideologies 

underpinning their behaviours.  

At the same time, following Foucault’s notion of normalisation, Weibo users internalised 

strict controls as part of everyday life: social order is maintained not through coercion alone 
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but through the voluntary reproduction of obedience (Feder 2014). This also in line with the 

logic in legitimacy and propaganda: political authority always seeks legitimacy, to hold and 

exercise political power with legality, justification and consent from the standpoint of all of 

its citizens (Gilley 2009), then, they can make sure that “their governance is widely accepted 

by the public without resorting to overt coercion” (Fang 2022, p. 75). In this way, “fighting 

the pandemic” evolved beyond a public health campaign or a scientific goal of virus 

containment. It became a political discourse and socially constructed ethical practice—a daily 

practice of discipline, vigilance, and collective righteousness.  

The contextualisation of legitimacy of the governance in the COVID pandemic went hand-in-

hand with the application of “ongoing pandemic prevention and control” (chang tai hua yi 

qing fang kong) by the government22 which forecast the long-term persistence of the virus 

and suggested a series of measures to regulate domestic life. The constant reproduction of 

conflict against the competing views of Western countries not only rationalised obedience 

and sacrifices but also transformed them into the emotional foundation of everyday life. This 

 

22 According to the State Council Information Office (SCIO) (2020a), “Ongoing prevention 

and control” was the fifth stage of the battle against the first wave of COVID pandemic, as 

guidance for normalising the virus spread control in daily life as an ongoing strategy in order 

to gradually restart daily economic activities, considering the long-lasting global pandemic of 

COVID-19. This guidance emphasised the strict screening of imported cases from foreign 

countries and the monitoring of domestic activities to prevent further outbreaks across a wide 

range of areas.  
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strengthened moral identity and sustained the momentum in the collaborative state-society 

battle against the virus.  

This finding reflects Interviewee R’s question about the definition of “pandemic” and its long 

duration in China. Especially in the later phase of pandemic control, when other countries 

were already reopening, how were Chinese citizens told to “stay cohesive”? 

“What does ‘fighting the pandemic’ mean? What exactly is the pandemic, and who 

exactly ‘created’ this pandemic? Because towards the end of the pandemic, all the 

countries had already said that COVID-19 was no longer a big issue. Its impact had 

already diminished…but in China, people were still ‘united’ and fighting the pandemic. 

So, who were we fighting this pandemic against? Who created this pandemic? Was it 

man-made, or did it actually exist?” (Interviewee R) 

In other words, Interviewee R questioned the problematic rationale behind state-society 

cooperation in framing and sustaining pandemic regulations, using public figures, scientific 

evidence, foreign expertise endorsement and emotional manipulation, such as promoting fear 

and anger, to maintain control over citizens. This further prompted Interviewee R to realise 

the contradiction between China and Western countries regarding the “correct” understanding 

of the virus.  

“The Chinese government was still emphasising how severe the pandemic was, how high 

the death rate was, and how everyone needed to unite to fight it. But at the same time, 

the international narrative had already shifted—other countries were saying that 

COVID was no longer a major threat. At that point, it was like the outside world was 
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constantly ‘slapping China in the face’. So, the government’s response was to block 

external information and keep telling the public that the virus was still dangerous, 

prolonging the crisis. That’s when things became exclusionary—China needed to sustain 

its own narrative for as long as possible and get more people to believe it. And to keep 

up this so-called ‘correct’ stance, the price was restricting people’s freedom of speech.” 

(Interviewee R) 

Interviewee R’s reflections provided an alternative view of the state-society cooperation on 

Weibo. They argued that while the citizens adopted and followed the government’s discourse 

and sustained the effort of “stay cohesive”, the state concealed and disrupted international 

realities to mislead the Chinese people. They suggested that there was a contradiction 

between the state’s promotion of “normalised” daily life and Western countries’ definition of 

“normal life”, which is returning to normal life as before the pandemic. In fact, however, 

many citizens longed to return to life before the pandemic, effectively aligning them with 

Western perspectives.  

Interviewee R regarded the pandemic as a political concept used by the government to 

regulate the domestic social order, rather than a scientific one. The government’s denial that 

other countries had reopened their borders was an attempt to transfer the conflict over 

ongoing pandemic control to the conflict between China and foreign countries. The 

government attempted to shape people’s perceptions and manipulated them to gain their trust 

and support (Xu & Gong 2024). The government also applied information control on social 

media through censorship and knowledge/education about the virus, integrating moral 

narratives to prolong the sense of crisis.  
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An ongoing forum for marginalisation? 

The continual exposure of extreme incidents on Weibo, which targeted already marginalised 

groups, became evidence of the widening divide between “us” and “others”. The incidents 

shocked and disturbed many interviewees. The constant flow of negative news and tragic 

events generated immense psychological pressure, frustration, and anxiety for Interviewees 

C, N, H, K, and R, which led to their disengagement from the platform later. 

While official and mainstream media celebrated the achievements of China’s efforts to 

contain the spread of the virus, many of my interviewees frequently encountered contrasting 

stories on Weibo that punctured the official narrative of harmony. Although the national 

success of pandemic control was widely acknowledged, vivid and detailed posts describing 

individuals’ hardships during quarantine were also part of the lived reality. These recurring 

extreme cases undoubtedly exacerbated the tension and distress for an already strained 

population. The moral rhetoric of “stay cohesive” was, at times, transformed into a license for 

aggression, again, producing what scholars such as Papacharissi and Trevey (2018) describe 

as affective publics sustained by shared emotion rather than shared reason. Anger, fear, and 

anxiety circulated faster than factual information, at times, transforming Weibo from a 

platform of deliberation into a theatre of catharsis. 

Interviewee H recalled one incident they saw on Weibo, in which a man was beaten for 

violating lockdown rules for food: 

“I remember it was Xi’an, and there was some very negative news. Like, it was during 

lockdown, people were not allowed to go out to do grocery shopping. A person was 
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running out of food, so they went out to buy some steamed buns. Then they were beaten 

on the way back, and all the buns were thrown on the ground.” (Interviewee H) 

Interviewee H believed that although the man had indeed violated isolation regulations, his 

intention was not to endanger others but to meet his basic survival needs. He simply failed to 

consider the broader consequences of his actions. His behaviour should not have been 

punished with violence.  

While the man’s conduct posed potential risks to himself and the community, Interviewee H 

continued to argue, ordinary citizens had no authority to use violence as “punishment”. The 

public was neither law enforcement officers nor had the right to “judge” others. The slogan of 

unity thus masked an emergent culture of peer surveillance and moral and even physical 

violence, where obedience was equated with virtue and compassion with weakness.  

Another example of such excessive behaviour was the killing of pets belonging to 

quarantined residents. As shown in Figure 11, during disinfection procedures in Wuxi, 

Jiangsu Province, community workers discovered a cat in the home of an isolated resident 

and buried it alive, claiming it was to prevent potential viral transmission. Screenshots on 

Weibo illustrated discrepancies between animal welfare advocates’ accounts and official 

reports. 
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On the other hand, the official account of Weibo News, in screenshot 2, endorsed the action 

as a First-Level Public Health Emergency Response23. They justified the killing by claiming 

it was carried out “in response to strong demands from nearby residents” and “for the safety 

of the community”, while offering no apology to the owner. Rather than viewing the cat as a 

pet and emotional companion to its owner, the news quoted the law to justify the culling of 

domestic animals as if they were ordinary livestock.  

Interviewees C, N and M also recalled a similar news story on Weibo, in which community 

staff broke into a room and beat a dog to death in the name of sanitisation while its owner 

was quarantined in the hospital. The entire process was viewed and recorded by the 

devastated owner via the home CCTV, which caused considerable shock after being posted 

on Weibo. The interviewees condemned these actions as cruel, ignorant, inhumane and 

unacceptable. Interviewees C, N, and M noted that experts and research had already refuted 

rumours about animals transmitting COVID-19. Moreover, humane alternatives clearly 

existed, yet the executors deliberately chose the most extreme and brutal option. They saw 

the act as one of personal malice—the patient had no power to stop the killing and the dog 

had no power to resist the violence. Simultaneously, for Interviewees K and C, this was a 

manifestation of “over-enforcement”—a visualisation of the “one-size-fits-all” approach by 

 

23 Based on the definition of the SCIO (2020b), “according to the nature, severity and scope 

of impact, public health emergencies are classified into four levels (I, II, III and IV), with 

severity decreasing from Level I to Level IV. The novel coronavirus epidemic is a public 

health emergency with the fastest spread and the widest range of infections, and has been the 

most difficult to prevent and control in China since the founding of the People’s Republic in 

1949.” This required the strictest methods to control the spread of the virus.  
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local authorities (see Deutsche Welle 2022; Ma 2021). They argued that this behaviour 

revealed local governments’ obsession with meeting upper-level administrative targets rather 

than protecting residents and their properties.  

Weibo, then, failed to serve as a platform for dialogue between the state and the affected 

public; instead, it became a space where users decoded the implicit meanings behind official 

narratives and allowed the divide between different interest groups to widen. The quotation in 

the news of the role of “public demand” (qun zhong yao qiu) in this context did not represent 

the collective will but rationalised the sacrifice of vulnerable groups for the sake of 

maintaining social order—killing a dog in the name of reassuring the neighbours. Removing 

sources of anxiety to maintain the illusion of control. This dynamic exposed the underlying 

logic of state interest disguised as public interest. This contributed to some interviewees’ 

growing disillusionment with the policies.  

For interviewees C, N, M, and others, this incident was deeply traumatic not only because of 

animal suffering but because it revealed the moral erosion and the increasing microphysics of 

power embedded within pandemic governance in a Foucauldian perspective (Hoffman 2014). 

Their outrage was intensified by the discursive asymmetry between mainstream and 

alternative media: whereas official reports framed the killing as necessary and rational, Weibo 

users circulated emotional counter-narratives exposing its cruelty. Yet these counter-voices 

remained fragmented, often confined within algorithmic and social boundaries.  

Notably, I first learned about this case through WeChat, not Weibo. I learned more about the 

issue later on Weibo after I checked my friends’ posts in Moments. On Weibo—an open, 

algorithmically curated environment—expressions of dissent faced the dual pressures of 
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context collision (Davis & Jurgenson 2014) and hostile affective publics. The first post I 

encountered came from Interviewee C’s WeChat Moments. They explained that Weibo had 

become a toxic environment, full of users who expressed hatred and hostility, easily 

influenced by the pandemic’s tense atmosphere. Thus, the risk of cyberbullying pushed 

sympathetic users to retreat into WeChat’s semi-private circles, where relational trust rather 

than algorithmic recommendation determined visibility, offering a safer and more empathetic 

space for sharing. Interviewee M was also aware of their marginalised position, noting that 

Weibo had a growing number of users hostile toward pet owners. Following earlier reports of 

uncontrolled dogs (especially big dogs that walked without a lead) attacking people, pet 

owners were widely perceived as irresponsible, further weakening the discursive power for 

them to defend animal rights in the public space. 

Moreover, empathy was limited by experience. Interviewees Y, E, J, and H, who did not own 

pets, expressed sympathy but ultimately supported the government’s actions on similar 

issues. They believed that with limited manpower and resources, prioritising human safety 

was vital. Without full scientific certainty that animals could not transmit the virus, 

maintaining vigilance was justified. This stance aligned with the broader trend of othering 

seen on Weibo, where moral legitimacy was granted to the majority who upheld “rational” 

collective values. As a result, discussions sympathetic to animals or their owners migrated to 

WeChat—a more private and controlled space—rather than unfolding in the public sphere of 

Weibo.  

In addition, among Weibo users, only pet owners (Interviewees C, N, M) and animal lovers 

(Interviewee D) reported seeing posts about such incidents. Others claimed they had never 

encountered related content or had no memory of this. This supports the earlier discussion of 
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algorithmic filtering: Weibo’s algorithm categorised users based on interests and interactions, 

reinforcing information bubbles. It repeatedly pushed similar content to users with relevant 

preferences while isolating others from the conversation. From the sender’s perspective, this 

limited the dissemination of information; from the receiver’s perspective, it disrupted 

convergence consistency, meaning that different audiences experienced fragmented realities 

shaped by personalised feeds. 

This thesis further argues that this dual platform ecology shows how affective content was 

distributed across technological and social infrastructures. Although I had not encountered the 

story on Weibo, I was still exposed to it via friends’ reposts in WeChat Moments. Weibo’s 

algorithms transformed moral outrage into visibility, rewarding emotionally charged content 

that sustained public vigilance. WeChat, by contrast, became a quieter space where empathy, 

grief and dissent could be shared among trusted contacts. Yet both platforms ultimately 

reproduced exclusion. Weibo, through algorithmic amplification of conformity, excludes 

marginalised voices. WeChat, through social familiarity and shared understanding, based on 

relational closeness, potentially creates new echo chambers. The result was a fragmented 

emotional public, where each user inhabited a tailored moral reality. 

Summary  

This chapter examines disrupted engagement on Weibo, showing how an affective public 

could gather around mainstream opinion and use algorithmic mechanisms to amplify their 

requests, yet intensify the difficulties minority groups faced when speaking up, seeking 

support, or expressing dissent during the pandemic. Once “stay cohesive” became the 

dominant emotional and political tone, only posts aligned with this discourse were 
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algorithmically promoted, while dissenting views were deprioritised, criticised, or met with 

backlash. In this sense, Weibo functioned less as an open public sphere than as a digitally 

mediated arena in which conformity was rewarded, and divergence penalised. This affective 

hostility—expressed through mass criticism, cyberbullying, and moral condemnation—

worked alongside state propaganda to reinforce a binary between “us” and “others”. As a 

result, Weibo became a space where the majority of users performed compliance, reproduced 

moral consensus, and built solidarity, often internalising the Confucian ideal of harmony. 

Those cast as “others”—labelled as troublemakers, traitors, or “Westernisers”—were 

excluded from legitimate participation.  
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Chapter Six: Can WeChat leverage relationships? 

The previous chapter demonstrated that Weibo functioned as a volatile public arena where 

affect, nationalism, and algorithmic curation converged to define who belonged and who was 

pushed to the margins. Yet public cohesion on Weibo represented only one layer of pandemic 

engagement. To fully understand how cooperation was enacted and sustained, this chapter, 

following the logic of the concentric-circle system, shifts from Weibo’s outer public ring to 

the core, semi-public environment of WeChat. Focusing on group chats—including friend 

circles, family groups, and neighbourhood collectives—this chapter examines how 

individuals operated as We Media within these relational networks. These private and semi-

private communicative spaces became crucial sites for coordinating everyday crisis 

responses, negotiating truth, circulating emotions, and maintaining social order under 

pandemic pressures. In doing so, the chapter responds directly to sub-questions 2), 3), and 4), 

demonstrating how connective actions emerged not only from public discourse but from 

culturally embedded interpersonal ties that shaped trust, perceptions, cooperation, and 

survival. 

Emerging intimacy on WeChat 

Notably, some interviewees viewed WeChat as replacing the functions of phones and other 

messaging platforms, such as QQ, which was popular among Chinese users but now is 

mainly used by younger generations, as well as Messenger, Instagram and WhatsApp, after 

they withdrew from the Chinese market. This tendency indicates a significant wave of 

information convergence on the platform and, on the downside, enables the operator, Tencent, 

to exercise centralised data control and monitoring. Interviewee M noted that WeChat has 
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integrated and replaced traditional phone functions, such as calling and texting, into one 

platform, utilising verbal and non-verbal elements to optimise the chat features. At the same 

time, they compared the chat feature between WeChat and Western social platforms and 

noted that: 

“WeChat doesn’t have a ‘read status’, so you never really know if someone has seen 

your message or not. That actually makes things better, because otherwise, if someone 

reads your message but doesn’t reply right away, it could come off as rude.” 

(Interviewee M) 

In other words, unlike other Western social platforms, such as Messenger, Instagram, and 

WhatsApp, WeChat offers users more space to communicate at their own pace, enabling 

delayed, thoughtfully composed responses. This reduces the pressure of conforming to social 

norms and creates a more casual environment for interactions. As a result, WeChat provides 

an option to break the synchrony in social media communication because the person being 

contacted does not feel obliged to reply immediately (Chambers 2013).  

According to Gershon (2010), WeChat is highly flexible and can be used for both deeply 

intimate as well as factual communication, allowing users to manage larger numbers of 

broader and weaker, or looser, contacts (Broadbent 2011, cited in Chambers 2013). Broadbent 

(2011, cited in Chambers 2013) notes that if the person contacted responds quickly, it 

reinforces the strength of the relationship. Through this blend of synchronous and 

asynchronous communication, WeChat helps users transcend the divide between intimate and 

less intimate interactions (Chambers 2013). 
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Moreover, Interviewee M’s reflections resonate with the concept of “WeChat ethics” (wei de), 

a term rooted in Confucian ethics and observed in Wang’s (2023) study of older generations’ 

engagement with WeChat in Shanghai. WeChat ethics is married to Confucian ethics in the 

way it embeds existing social relations in a relationship-centred communicative approach. 

Building on Wang’s insight, this thesis proposes that WeChat ethics can be understood not 

only as an extension of Confucian values but also as an umbrella term encompassing more 

recent practices, such as the so-called “etiquette of Moments” (peng you quan li yi). This 

etiquette urges users to respond to all unread private messages before posting publicly on 

Moments24, thereby prioritising interpersonal obligations over public self-expression.  

This emphasis on responsiveness reflects one of the central tenets of Confucianism: the 

importance of cultivating and maintaining proper social roles through active engagement in 

“social life here and now” (Bian 2019; King 2018). Simultaneously, WeChat ethics implies an 

informal, shared code of conduct that facilitates smooth interpersonal communication by 

encouraging users to be attentive to detail, behave ethically in the digital space, and show 

respect for others’ time and emotional labour. While such practices may appear to be 

adaptations to digital life and shaped by technological affordances, Wang (2023) argues that 

WeChat ethics are deeply entangled with Confucian values that aim to foster a “harmonious 

secular world” (p. 125). Through the reciprocal obligations enacted within these interpersonal 

 

24 If a user wants to post on Moments, they must see all the notifications about the unread 

chats in the WeChat interface. If one finds out the user sent a post without responding to the 

chat, that will generally be considered rude and offensive, as the chat is highly likely to be 

ignored or muted.  
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interactions, WeChat has become deeply embedded in everyday interpersonal practices and 

now plays a central role in sustaining and nourishing guanxi—the fabric of Chinese social 

relationships—and contributing to the reproduction and reinforcement of relational ethics 

among ordinary Chinese users.  

As Allen and colleagues (2011), Wilson (2009), and Wei and colleagues (2010) observe, 

information-seeking becomes a vital coping mechanism during crises, helping individuals 

manage emotional stress and make sense of institutional responses to uncertainty. Enabled by 

the platform’s affordances, all interviewees identified WeChat as a central hub for accessing 

and sharing COVID-related news and information. Information is usually shared through 

Chat, Moments, and public account articles. User interactions primarily take place through 

the ‘Chats’ function—WeChat’s original feature launched in 2011—which includes both 

private (one-on-one) and group conversations. The Moments feature, introduced in a 

subsequent 2012 update, further extended the platform’s capabilities for public-facing, one-

to-many sharing in a semi-public context, where different relations with audiences are 

blended. The Chats feature allows users to initiate one-on-one conversations or participate in 

group chats with multiple contacts. Public accounts later provide another channel for soft 

opinion leaders, influencers, and official channels to reach normal WeChat users with 

multimedia “articles”, which are also a major recognised source of information. Although 

technically all WeChat users can create and operate a public account, most do not do so 

because they are unlikely to attract a sufficient number of followers without a preexisting 

public profile or recognised expertise. Thus, users tend to consume the articles rather than 

produce content, as my interviewees attested. I will discuss the significance of public 

accounts later in this thesis. 
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Group chats: networked public and beyond 

Due to ethical considerations and privacy constraints, this study does not directly examine 

content from private chats unless explicitly referenced by participants during the interviews, 

as these communications fall outside the scope of ethics approval. Instead, the analysis 

focuses on interactions within group chats, which may be considered a semi-public space 

established for various contexts and purposes. Different group chats provide a different sense 

of connection. Family and friend groups, representing more intimate relationships, generated 

spaces for caring for loved ones, helping to combat isolation and loneliness during the 

lockdown period (Interviewees E and S). Neighbourhood groups, although formed by a group 

of acquaintances living in the same spatial area, foregrounded the concept of the networked 

public (boyd 2010) and were transformed into a highly collaborative digital public sphere in 

the crisis. Colleague groups construct a professional digital workplace for formal discussions. 

Some groups were shaped by a cluster of people with mixed shared characteristics. For 

example, a group fitness group (Interviewee M), a frisbee group (Interviewee Y), and an 

orchestra group (Interviewee A) were formed among acquaintances who shared the same 

hobbies and strengthened by relationships between friends or classmates who also shared the 

same interests during the pandemic. And that effectively engaged a relatively loose structure 

of ‘connective actions’ which allowed individuals to express interest in or allegiance to issues 

“without having to enter the complex negotiation of personal vs. collective politics” 

(Papacharissi & Trevey 2018, p. 91). 

The findings reveal that group chats served not only as a particularly effective structure for 

disseminating information during the COVID-19 pandemic, but also as a closed space for 

discussing various topics, including sensitive ones, in different network dynamics. Alongside 
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Moments, they enabled users to function as We Media—individual media nodes capable of 

influencing multiple specific recipients simultaneously within their social networks. At the 

same time, the structure of group chats further leveraged interpersonal trust, facilitated 

coordination during quarantine, and enhanced the effectiveness of peer supervision.  

Family group chat 

Micro-units of pandemic coordination 

Indeed, group chats were frequently mentioned as a centre for exchanging ideas in various 

contexts in this study, particularly those among families, friends, neighbours, classmates, and 

colleagues. While the latter groups usually thrive based on shared interests and experiences 

(Meyerhoff 2006), the family group chat, in contrast, is a space that directly digitalises one of 

the closest relationships offline, namely kinship, into the online world, overcoming time and 

space (Potts 2015). Interviewee J actively reposted content to the family group chat during 

the lockdown, explaining that:  

“I would share Weibo content on WeChat, mostly in family group chats. While I did send 

some posts to friends individually, younger people like us can usually access Weibo and 

get information on our own. So, in terms of frequency, I shared Weibo content more often 

in family groups to keep them informed.” (Interviewee J) 

Interviewee J demonstrated a strong awareness of their superior information-gathering skills 

and their perceived responsibility within the family to bridge the informational divide 

concerning the virus, especially for older family members. To perform this role, Interviewee J 

utilised the family group chat as a conduit, intentionally sharing Weibo content with WeChat 
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users, thereby integrating information across platforms within their social network. In other 

words, group members spontaneously play a crucial role in information convergence in a 

niche environment, ensuring the efficiency and accuracy of the content. Through this process, 

they not only gather but also filter reliable information to those who need it. Hence, crucial 

information was disseminated quickly to family members, leveraging the higher education 

levels of the younger generation. They also addressed the vulnerability of older people in 

disaster communication, which was previously considered slow and isolated, leading to 

delayed responses, reluctance to seek help, and false positivity (Bodstein et al. 2014; Gibson 

et al. 2013; Pang et al. 2020). 

While Interviewee J sought to expand the family’s access to diverse sources of information, 

several other participants—namely Interviewees A, C, D, E, K, M, Q, and W—also 

highlighted the function of family group chats as spaces for sharing reliable, verified content 

with parents. These chats also evolved into dynamic arenas for ‘live-streaming’ updates on 

the shifting realities of daily life under lockdown. Interviewee D particularly stressed that, 

thanks to the family group, they could keep up with their sister’s situation, who was living in 

the United States and approaching the due date of her baby during the lockdown, when the 

family could not physically be there to support her, which restored the sense of connectivity. 

Through communication in the family group, Interviewee D later also compared the situation 

in the United States, as relayed by their sister, with domestic circumstances to evaluate 

China’s pandemic control policies, leading them to question the “zero-COVID” policies. It is 

reasonable to argue that family group chat provided a safe space for the most authentic digital 

storytelling for overseas Chinese, as a ‘transnational social field’ (Wong 2020), to transmit 

the immediate situation in the host country. 
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services. Approximately 45 minutes later, FM 3 shared a link from the verified account of 

“DXY Healthcare” (Ding Xiang Yi Sheng), a medical science communication media, offering 

real-time pandemic updates. That evening, FM 2 also shared news regarding remote work 

arrangements, sourced from the official Radio Foshan account. 

In Screenshot 3, on the same night, FM 4 posted a screenshot highlighting key information, 

followed by a link to the original report from a Foshan local television news commentary 

program, “Xiaoqiang Hotline” (Xiao Qiang Re Xian), announcing the suspension of all tour 

group activities nationwide. In Screenshot 4, FM 1 quoted a news update from the same 

television source on 4 February, indicating that “Foshan residents can preorder face masks 

starting tonight, five for ten yuan, with free shipping.” Immediately below, FM 5 contributed 

a photo of a newly constructed mobile cabin hospital in Foshan on the next day. 

This case vividly illustrates how the family group chat functioned as a hub for real-time 

updates, blending personal experiences with urgent public announcements, and evolving 

beyond its pre-pandemic functions of casual daily interaction to become the most 

fundamental yet solid unit in the fight against COVID-19. By recording what they had 

encountered, the family members took on a role as grassroots citizen journalists and 

virtualised the physical dimension, as Gillmor (2004) outlines and as I discussed in my MRes 

research (Hu 2018). Even though the family members were separated across different 

districts, local situations were mediated, further inviting them to participate in discussions in 

a virus-free space. Through the simple act of reposting, family members actively participated 

in disseminating timely information within the group, which could then be further relayed to 

their broader social circles. Interviewees Z and U recalled this practice as highly beneficial, 

noting that they had limited access to diverse information sources at the time. Family group 
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In the family group chat (Figure 13), at 8:29 p.m., 28 May 2021, Family Member 1 (FM1) 

shared a series of videos showing many people already queuing for the COVID test 

(Screenshot 1). A location was shared in Screenshot 2, indicating where he was. FM2 then 

questioned whether it had started yet, as the situation looked similar to where FM2 was 

queuing: people were waiting for medical staff to arrive and were told that students would be 

prioritised. FM3 and then asked FM4 if they had gone for the test. Later, in Screenshot 3, 

FM1 and FM2 told other family members that the test sites across the city began operating 

around 8:55 p.m. FM4 then kindly reminded those going to the test sites to prepare their 

documentation. FM2 also shared a short video of his test at 9:33 p.m. (Screenshot 4). Based 

on the timestamp, FM2 only spent about half an hour waiting for the test, indicating the 

testing was run efficiently.  

Two days later, on 30 May, FM5 continued to encourage family members to test, if they 

hadn’t already, as quieter sites were available for citizens, according to her colleagues. FM6 

used voice messages to ask for more information (Screenshot 5). In Screenshot 6 and 7, FM7 

seemed to have missed the previous chat and further shared a test site where no one was 

queuing, and advised FM2 and FM5 to come test together. FM2 confirmed that they had done 

it two days ago. While FM4 confirmed they finished the test yesterday, FM6 shared a picture 

of an announcement about confirmed cases detected in my compound to remind FM4 to be 

aware (Screenshot 7). 

The family group chat supported members by using videos as a form of digital storytelling to 

virtualise their experiences (Xu & Zhao 2022). Even though they were all separated in 

different communities across the city, they could share immediate information with other 

members for their reference when planning their tests, which helped reduce the uncertainty. 
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In other words, the group chat fostered the enactment of the urgent order. The convenient 

voice messaging feature enabled FM6, an older user who types slowly, to join the 

conversation seamlessly.  

Additionally, as they synchronised the “test” virtually (i.e., FM1 and FM2), a sense of 

connection emerged. The constant updates about quieter test sites was a gentle reminder to 

take the test. FM3 and FM7 also attempted to “invite” other members living around them to 

do the test together, using the COVID test as a bonding activity. It is also interesting to note 

that FM6 shared an announcement about my compound to draw FM4’s attention to their 

safety (Screenshot 7), which was initially posted in the compound’s neighbourhood group 

chat. This showed how fast and broadly a piece of information can be shared across social 

networks, as the original photo was first shared in the neighbourhood group at 11:47 a.m. that 

day (see Figure 15, Screenshot 10). 

These everyday exchanges reveal the potential for a family group chat to transform into a 

basic organisational unit through which citizens collectively complete testing requirements 

under intense pressure. Such actions were not enforced by coercive mandates but reinforced 

through familial responsibility and trust. Kinship ties operated as both communicative and 

moral infrastructures: they enabled rapid information flow, ensured compliance through care 

rather than discipline, and turned crisis management into an extension of domestic obligation. 

In contrast to the complaint-based tone, questioning, and chaos that characterised many open 

social media spaces, such as Weibo, WeChat family groups that developed on the basis of 

guanxi of long-term stable mutuality with obligational commitment and emotional attachment 

(Qi 2013) showcased calmness and reciprocity, demonstrating how digital kinship networks 

strengthen collectivist values and support grassroots crisis governance. 



 

 

193 

 

 

Cognitive engagement: intergenerational gatekeeping 

The sharing of pandemic information within these family chats also reconfigured 

generational roles. Resonating with the case in Figure 12, where the announcements were 

mainly shared by my cousins and their partners, younger interviewees in this study frequently 

described feeling a duty to act as “gatekeepers” or information managers for their families. 

This is not to suggest that older relatives completely lacked digital competence. Rather, 

interviewees such as C, K, M, Y, Q, W, A, and E perceived their parents as less adept at 

identifying misinformation circulating on platforms such as RedNote and Douyin. The 

parents in their 60s mentioned in this research—particularly those who had adopted 

smartphones only within the past decade—were portrayed as vulnerable to clickbait and 

sensationalist narratives because of lower social media literacy. Interviewee Z, a retired 

housewife in their 60s, openly admitted struggling to resist emotionally charged posts even 

when doubtful about their accuracy, while Interviewees K and C noted similar experiences 

when their parents were faced with content that provoked insecurity or fear. This further 

indicates that, instead of worrying about older WeChat users not having enough information 

during lockdown, they had too much information because they were better informed and 

connected through social media (Pan et al. 2020).  

The revival of the term gatekeeping—traditionally used to describe editorial control in pre-

digital media, stating that gatekeeping refers to the selective process through which vast 

amounts of information are filtered and shaped into the limited messages that reach the public 

(Shoemaker & Vos 2009)—captures this narrowing of information flows inside domestic 

digital spheres. By reposting selected content from other platforms into family groups, users 

reproduced an alternative to the traditional news-filtering process. Interviewees E, K, H, and 
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Y explicitly described themselves as gatekeepers, filtering and verifying what entered the 

group, urging elders to follow vetted advice, and correcting rumours. Other interviewees 

implicitly agreed that they played the role of selector, but argued that instead of 

“gatekeeping” of “policing”, they were just working as “fact-checkers” or slightly more 

reliable contributors in a family group chat. They realised that there were other senders in the 

group, and even in a smaller family group with their parents only, that their parents still had 

their own sources of information. Nevertheless, these practices illustrate a clear centripetal 

flow of information—from open, algorithmically driven networks into tightly bounded family 

spaces—where it was contextualised, filtered, and emotionally re-interpreted. In doing so, 

participants effectively created distinct augmented realities (Jurgenson 2012) related to the 

pandemic on WeChat, shaped by relational trust and moral obligation. 

Beyond mere filtering, younger interviewees demonstrated strong cognitive and moral 

motivations to verify information before sharing. Many described this as a personal 

responsibility to protect the family’s well-being. Interviewee A, for example, characterised 

their behaviour as driven by a “sense of justice” (zheng yi gan): a refusal to allow 

misinformation to manipulate people’s emotions during a public health crisis. Particularly, 

Interviewee A found that a lot of content found in the family and friend groups was shared 

out of context and cherry-picked; some content, the original sources were in English and on 

foreign platforms, was poorly translated into Chinese and became misleading; some content 

seemed real and shocking, but could not be verified. Thus, they had to regularly trace the 

origins of screenshots, check foreign-language sources, and cross-reference platforms—

sometimes using VPNs—to correct misleading posts. 
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In the example below (see Figure 14), Interviewee A questioned that the numbers seemed 

concrete and shared by someone with the title of ‘doctor’, but this was unverifiable.  

 

Figure 14: A tweet containing shocking numbers was screenshotted and shared to one of 

Interviewee A’s friend groups, provided by Interviewee A, 16 February 2024. 

Interviewee A also faced some problems in this process. The labour of verification was time-

consuming and often unrewarding. Preparing the evidence required a lot of effort, especially 

when the original sources were on foreign platforms and had to be transferred back to 

WeChat, but sometimes it just led to more fights, which generated fatigue and frustration. 

Still, Interviewee A regarded these efforts as a form of “moral volunteering”: spontaneous, 

unpaid work aimed at safeguarding the information environment for loved ones, free from the 

dominant voice and rhetorical statements. 

Interviewee Y linked verification to their professional ethos. As a practising lawyer, they 

emphasised authenticity as integral to personal credibility. When uncertain about an update—

such as rumours of newly opened testing sites—they would physically verify it before 

reporting back to the family chat. Their posts, grounded in first-hand observation, carried 

authority. Such examples illustrate what Dahlgren and Hill (2023) define as cognitive 
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engagement: a knowledge-based, truth-seeking, critical and reflective media participation, but 

here manifested as a moral practice. 

Negotiating relational trust and cooperation 

Despite their diligence, some younger participants found this gatekeeping role exhausting 

because older relatives did not always accept their corrections. Scholars (Miller et al. 2021) 

study similar cases that highlight the way that modern technology, including smartphones, 

has disrupted the long-standing mode of knowledge delivery. There is arguably less attention 

paid to the wisdom and experience of older people, and, simultaneously, young people can be 

unhelpful and impatient when teaching older family members about technology. (Miller et al. 

2021). Other scholars (Bodstein et al. 2014; Gibson et al. 2013; Groen & Polivka 2010; Pang 

et al. 2020) have also found that older people are less resilient during disasters due to their 

lower media literacy. This thesis argues that this tension is intensified when it intersects with 

the Confucian hierarchy of family authority, in which filial respect and deference structure 

intergenerational communication (Bian 2019; Yan 2010, 2020). Within this Confucian 

framework, younger people trying to persuade an elder may appear disrespectful.  

The resulting negotiations illuminate how bonding social capital (Putnam 2000) operates 

under cultural constraints: while trust within kinship networks facilitates rapid coordination, 

it also limits open disagreement. Participants’ efforts to “teach” their parents to evaluate 

sources, thus, reveal both the potential and the boundaries of relational trust in digitally 

mediated families. These observations foreshadow later discussions on how public-account 

articles circulated within group chats, where authority and authenticity were jointly 

constructed through emotional closeness and cultural norms of respect. 
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The combined efforts of these interviewees—motivated by family responsibility, moral 

justice, and practical necessity—enabled families to coordinate quarantine routines calmly 

and effectively. Through the micro-infrastructure of the family chat, governmental testing 

directives were translated into manageable household actions. In this sense, WeChat became 

a bridge between macro-level policy and micro-level compliance. As Interviewees Z, U, E, 

and Y observed, citizens and authorities appeared to form a collaborative partnership: the 

government stabilised logistics and supply, while households ensured adherence through 

communication and mutual encouragement. The state’s slogan “stay cohesive” thus 

materialised in everyday life through voluntary cooperation rather than coercion, resulting in 

self-disciplining collectivism within China’s moral order.  

Yet not all interviewees perceived their engagement as part of state-directed mobilisation. 

Interviewees K and D explicitly rejected framing their actions within official narratives. 

Interviewee W argued that the slogan offered no practical guidance and contended that 

survival depended on personal initiative rather than government planning. Interviewee C and 

S further argued that the pandemic policies were built at the expense of people. For these 

participants, the motivation to care for friends and family stemmed from the “norms of 

interpersonal behaviour” (ren qing) of guanxi (Qi 2013) and ritualised social responsibility 

rather than propaganda. Their goodwill and sincerity, they insisted, should not be reduced to 

political compliance.  

This perspective highlights a crucial paradox: collectivism in Chinese culture (Jackson 2014), 

often invoked by the state as an ideological tool, can also function as an individual moral 

compass and a subtle form of resistance. When citizens acted out of genuine care rather than 

institutional pressure, they reappropriated collectivism as a personal ethic rather than a 
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political requirement, further demonstrating the public’s increasing immunity to the state’s 

performance of compassion in a disaster (Xu 2016). The lower level of political trust 

expressed by some interviewees reveals an enduring belief that governmental messaging was 

tied to an agenda of surveillance and regulation. Yet, paradoxically, these same participants 

enacted the values—responsibility, compassion, discipline—that state discourse sought to 

promote. 

Friend group chat  

An augmented arena 

Interviewees C and S also reported that WeChat friend groups served as a primary source of 

up-to-date information on COVID-19. Interviewee C, in particular, described feeling 

overwhelmed by the volume of disinformation and misinformation circulating on broader 

social media platforms. As a result, they deliberately limited their exposure to excessive news 

coverage and instead chose to rely on content shared by trusted friends. In comments that 

resonate with social capital theory (Warren et al. 2015), Interviewee C said their strategy was 

based on the belief that friends were capable of collecting, identifying and disseminating only 

the most relevant and credible information to the group, thereby serving as a filter to reduce 

cognitive overload and improve self-protection. In other words, from Putnam’s perspective 

(2000), the friends’ bridging social capital was utilised to circulate information in the group 

chat. Meanwhile, the WeChat friend group can be understood as an extension of relationships 

in the physical dimension (Jurgenson 2012). Thus, the trust among the friend group members 

developed from the understanding of a person in real life, such as personality, location, 

educational background, professional expertise, and mindset (Interviewee C). 
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Simultaneously, such an ‘augmented friendship’ reproduces the implicit social norm 

embedded in the offline world. Group members can continue identifying appropriate topics to 

share in the group chat.  

Interviewee S similarly regarded the discussions and shared content within friend groups as 

both significant and worthy of engagement. It is noteworthy that the high dependence on 

friends also opens up an opportunity for the transmission of not merely information but 

affective content, as discussed by Papacharissi in her theory of the affective public 

(Papacharissi 2014). While the theory builds upon the idea that people form loose, 

emotionally connected online communities based on shared concerns and feelings, in this 

case, the emotional connection was amplified through preexisting relationships and 

‘subscribing’ to friends, and by allowing users to constantly expose themselves to the 

expression of the same people. Hence, what gets shared is not just about facts or accuracy, 

but also about whether the information ‘feels right’ or ‘trustworthy’ emotionally and socially, 

resulting in higher acceptance of the filtered content shared within the social networks.  

Based on the trust within friendship groups, Interviewee S felt safe discussing topics captured 

from Weibo with friends when unsure— sometimes even sensitive ones. This echoes 

Papacharissi’s study of the ‘private sphere’ in the digital age (2010), in which she 

acknowledges that social network sites extend the connectivity and mobility of the private 

sphere, which was initially developed within individuals or families. Now the private sphere 

is open to being defined by individuals through their control of privacy, with technological 

affordances; it allows individual users to traverse the list of connections, construct a semi-

public profile within a bounded system, and sustain social contact via privately framed, 

technologically enabled realms (boyd & Ellison 2007; Papacharissi 2010). Together, the trust 
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of friends and the privacy of a friendship group chat can further boost bonding social capital 

among members, enhancing the freedom of reciprocal discussion (in contrast to the tightened 

censorship in the public sphere) and motivate members to be authentic, emotionally and 

cognitively. Such group discussions were beneficial during the pandemic, as Interviewee S 

reported: 

“My purpose in discussing things with friends wasn’t to influence them or to tell them 

something I know and make them believe it. The reason for discussing was actually the 

uncertainty around a topic—I wanted to hear how my friends see it and share my own 

perspective... It’s more about adding on viewpoints I hadn’t considered rather than 

outright disagreements... So generally, we just shared our views and often had those 

moments of, ‘Oh yeah, I think so too.’ Sometimes, during the discussion, someone would 

suddenly go, ‘Oh! Did you see that thing from so-and-so? Have you read that?’ Then, 

more resources and information got added to our conversation.” (Interviewee S) 

Contrary to Interviewee C’s intention above, Interviewee S’s case illustrates the potential of 

engaging in a WeChat friend group: instead of narrowing down and filtering content, 

exploring various ideas and positions about the circumstances through contributions from 

friends broadens their insight into pandemic control. The discussion also facilitated 

Interviewee S in addressing information uncertainty, thereby avoiding becoming an 

accomplice to the spread of misinformation, which highlighted their sense of social 

responsibility as a lawful citizen.  
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Friends versus family support 

Nevertheless, Interviewee S emphasised their mental health support from the friend group 

rather than from their parents. It is interesting to observe that not only Interviewee S but also 

other younger participants indicated that although they love and respect their parents, they 

feel a stronger emotional attachment to their friends, so that they were more willing to 

express their difficulties and mental stress with them. Interviewee S explained: 

“The mental support I mentioned earlier is really something I share with friends, not my 

parents. Talking to parents about worries just makes them more anxious, which then 

makes me worry about them worrying about me—it’s like this endless cycle of stress… 

With friends, though, it’s much more relaxed. We can chat and vent, and it feels lighter.” 

(Interviewee S)  

Although Interviewee S framed this as a duty not to worry their parents, they also subtly 

underline the lack of resonance and the emotional burden they felt from their parents. This 

thesis argues that the seemingly intimate family relationship masked the weakened closeness 

to parents (qin) (Wu & Chao 2017) due to intensified parental control (guan) (Chao 1994; Wu 

2013) rooted in Confucian philosophy about the parental role that underlines the imbalanced 

power relationship between parents and children (Bian 2019). The concept of closeness to 

parents was discussed as a sense of togetherness and harmony, as well as a way to show 

respect and appreciation, and to express gratitude for parents’ devotion and sacrifice through 

efforts and achievements (Wu 1996; Wu & Chao 2017). Yet, based on Wu and Chao’s study 

(2017), the expression of love among Chinese parents is more about making children feel 

beholden (sacrifice-return), which embeds a provider (e.g. food and financial support)-

receiver (e.g. must be “sensible”, dong shi) relationship in a moral sense, rather than a 
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genuine mutual expression of unconditional love. This may restrict the two-way emotional 

expression in the parent-child relationship (i.e. Interviewee S felt worried about their parents 

worrying about them). Wu (2013) further notes that Chinese parents are considered a child’s 

first and eternal teacher and are required to provide advice and guidance even after the child 

becomes an adult (Kelley & Tseng 1992; Wu 1996), which sustains the teacher-student roles 

in a family structure (e.g. a common Chinese parents saying is “It’s for your own good”, dou 

shi wei ni hao). This expression of love and care, then, can be understood as a form of 

parental control or guan: to train, and most importantly, to govern (Chao 1994). This reveals 

the superior role parents play in the Chinese context, which can restrict their children’s ability 

to express their true feelings.  

It is intriguing to find that Interviewee E, as a parent, also implicitly employed this parental 

control model to understand the relationship between the government and citizens during the 

pandemic. They said:  

“For a long time, we’ve had ‘a strong government and a small society’, which means 

our government handles a lot more things… I still felt very fortunate because I could see 

the government really taking on responsibility. Particularly in the early stages of the 

pandemic, the mobilisation at the grassroots level was incredible…Everyone was really 

united, and that solidarity in the face of the pandemic touched me deeply… However, 

from the perspective of foreign media, or even some people abroad, they often view it 

with negative connotations, seeing things like control and restrictions in a negative light. 

But as a Chinese citizen, I believe the Chinese government did a great job.” 

(Interviewee E) 
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According to their description, “a strong government” corresponds to a superior, guiding, 

caring, responsible, and powerful parent, while “a small society” corresponds to the child’s 

role of “being trained”, “being cared for” and “being governed”. The way the Chinese 

government took on responsibilities—providing supplies, organising medical services, 

supervising their behaviour and intervening in almost every aspect of the public’s quarantine 

life—could be viewed through the lens of sacrifice and devotion in the name of love. In 

return, the public was asked to be “sensible” and repay this love, which can be viewed as 

following “stay cohesive” and being compliant.  

Finally, it is crucial to note that the reduced level of qin should not be interpreted as a fading 

of love, but rather as a different way of expressing love in other cultures. This can explain 

why communication in the family group chat remained calm, as noted in the previous section. 

Younger family members tended to harness their affective expressions and temper their 

emotions when the audience was comprised of older relatives and parents. Hence, it is 

reasonable to conclude that friend groups, where relationships are outside the hierarchy and 

based on real-life friendship, can replace family groups and serve as an outlet for feelings.  

Exploring trust 

Interviewee R demonstrated that intense conflicts could also arise in discussions, even within 

long-term friend groups, due to ideological differences. Interviewee C also cautioned that, in 

certain cases—particularly within friend groups composed of older generations—the 

authenticity of shared content was potentially significantly compromised. In other words, this 

same affective logic could produce problematic outcomes in other contexts. This 

vulnerability often comes from participants having limited educational backgrounds and an 

uncritical trust in social relationships. As an illustrative example, Interviewee C described 
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how their father, a man in his 60s who grew up in Northeast China, possesses a relatively low 

level of formal education and adheres to a rigid, traditional patriarchal worldview. WeChat 

has enabled him to reconnect with former acquaintances—referred to as his “bros”—who 

share similar demographic and ideological profiles and sustained strong emotional ties within 

a group that lacks media literacy. 

By reviewing the chat history in this cohort, Interviewee C observed frequent circulation of 

fake news and misinformation, as well as pseudoscientific or misleading health advice. Group 

members appeared to accept the content without judgment, trusting it solely because of their 

personal connections. These highly active interactions, while seemingly indicative of strong 

social cohesion, actually created a self-perpetuating cycle of misinformation. As a result, the 

group chat became a breeding ground for rumours, further entrenching disinformation and 

making its older members vulnerable to manipulation and confusion. Following Interviewee 

C’s reasoning, similar groups are likely to form across the networked public with the help of 

WeChat, which could promote misguided perceptions among older individuals.  

Interviewees D, C, E, and Y also noted that smaller, more intimate WeChat group chats—

typically composed of close friends—were often key spaces for acquiring ‘insider 

information’ regarding changes to quarantine policies. Again, this distribution of information 

illustrates the indispensable relation of ‘primary’ relationships (Yan 1996), reflecting the way 

“long-term relationships which are sustained through trust, mutual obligation and 

reciprocity… individuals bonded through guanxi are obliged to provide assistance to each 

other” (Qi 2013, p.312). Such information was frequently sourced from individuals working 

within relevant institutions, who had early access to internal communications prior to official 

public announcements. This method of information acquisition represents an informal—and 
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potentially risky—approach to accessing government-related intelligence through social 

networks. Consequently, the circulation of such updates was generally confined to a limited 

circle of highly trusted contacts and handled with considerable discretion, at times even 

raising suspicions due to its unofficial nature. Nonetheless, as Interviewee D observed, this 

information was often “surprisingly accurate”, enabling recipients to adapt quickly to rapidly 

evolving policy changes, a point echoed by Interviewee Y. Interviewee C, because of the 

reminder from their cousin, who was a journalist working for Caixin in Wuhan, could leave 

Wuhan before the lockdown was implemented in 2020.  

Neighbourhood group chat 

From a group chat to a community? 

In addition, it is noteworthy that WeChat neighbourhood groups emerged as a crucial 

communicative space during the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly for disseminating time-

sensitive and locally relevant information. These groups typically consist of residents from 

the same residential complex, building, or compound. While some were initiated by property 

management teams, many were also formed spontaneously by residents themselves, with a 

primary function of addressing and resolving everyday communal issues. Members of such 

groups are inherently stakeholders in matters that affect their immediate living environment. 

Although emotional intimacy may be limited among group members, their interactions are 

shaped by a shared sense of interest and collective vulnerability due to their physical 

proximity. This produces a form of pragmatic solidarity, driven not by interpersonal 

relationships but by mutual reliance within a common living space. 
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Many cases of neighbourhood group chats used to cope with lockdown life were recorded 

throughout the pandemic. When the public health emergency hit, neighbourhood groups 

became the first place for local inhabitants to participate in the massive battle against the 

pandemic. Firstly, neighbourhood groups allow residents to arrange supplies and stabilise 

their life under quarantine. Interviewee K mentioned that many communities in Guangzhou 

organised group orders for grocery shopping in neighbourhood groups during the lockdown, 

especially for those unfamiliar with online shopping, such as the elderly, and for those who 

were living in “urban villages” (cheng zhong cun) and out of the range of delivery service of 

supermarkets. Community volunteers also used the “group note” (jie long) function to 

quickly confirm each family’s needs and purchase and distribute food. In particular, when the 

number of couriers was very limited due to strict lockdown policies, neighbourhood groups 

stepped in to replace the formal delivery system, becoming the main channel for local 

volunteers to contact residents and deliver online orders. Interviewee J recalled that, to avoid 

in-person contact, their compound also used the neighbourhood group to schedule each 

family’s grocery shopping during the lockdown. Later, during the Shanghai lockdown in 

March 2022, when government supplies were restricted, residents in the same building also 

used neighbourhood groups to seek help and aid one another. Thus, neighbourhood groups 

had become a digital communal space for local residents to come together and organise their 

quarantine lives and provide mutual support, and through this, they began to negotiate a new 

public order for the area’s inhabitants.  

Neighbourhood groups also helped inhabitants govern autonomously. An example occurred 

in May 2021, when confirmed COVID-19 cases were reported in my hometown, Foshan, 

prompting the urgent implementation of citywide mandatory testing. During this period, 

residents in my compound actively engaged in the WeChat neighbourhood group of 82 
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people to exchange information on nearby testing sites and to coordinate testing schedules 

with local community volunteers and other residents to minimise overcrowding and reduce 

the risk of cross-infection25. It is worth detailing this chat at length to illustrate how these 

groups operated in real time. Figure 15 illustrates the group conversation from 29 May to 31 

May 2021: 

 

25 The call for the citywide mandatory test was so urgent that it initially failed due to 

understaffing, a shortage of antigen test reagents, insufficient testing sites, unclear 

instructions and goals, and severe weather such as storms and heatwaves. This resulted in 

long queues and crowds at the testing sites, which increased the risk of heatstroke and cross-

infection, and led to surging frustration and non-compliance. Subsequently, remedial actions 

were taken, including increasing the number of testing sites and employing volunteers to send 

booking numbers to nearby communities, rather than asking the public to wait in queues. This 

aimed to ensure proper matching of residents with reagents and to manage crowd congestion. 
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light-hearted emojis (e.g., “giggle”) to signal relief that their efforts had not been in vain—

implicitly contrasting their situation with R1’s continued uncertainty. 

Following R2’s message, R4 expressed concern about the day’s testing arrangements, while 

R5 shared an official announcement extending the mandatory testing period in Chancheng 

District (Screenshot 2). Around midday, R6 asked R3 and R4 whether any testing sites were 

currently open, using a “facepalm” emoji to express embarrassment about relying on others. 

R3 responded that they had ignored the test that day as they had already finished yesterday, 

and R6 thanked them with a ‘rose’ emoji. Later, R4 ‘mentioned’ R6 and clarified that they 

were reluctant to seek testing while caring for two young children (Screenshot 3). At this 

point, R7 added further context, stating that medical staff had only begun setting up at 11:00 

a.m., and echoed R6’s frustration with another “facepalm” emoji. R8 attempted to ease 

tensions by sharing a message from a seemingly official source, suggesting that only one 

community would require a second round of testing that day—implying that other residents 

might not need to worry. 

In the late afternoon (Screenshot 4), R9 informed the group that volunteers were distributing 

booking numbers door-to-door in Building 19. R6 followed up if it would still be possible to 

obtain a number after returning home. At the same time, R10 shared a short video of a quiet 

testing site, suggesting it was a good time to go. R3 confirmed that volunteers had just passed 

their door, implying that R6 might still catch them in time. These conversations continued 

into Screenshots 5 and 6, where R11 sought further confirmation from R10, who repeated the 

need for booking numbers and shared photos and another video for verification. R10 also 

indicated that the shift change among medical staff made it an ideal time to go. These media-
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rich updates enhanced the credibility of the information shared, facilitating timely and 

confident responses from group members. 

Simultaneously, R8 verified R9’s report that volunteers were going door-to-door and added 

that they had just gone down the stairs—helping R12 locate them. R12 subsequently urged 

neighbours to collect booking numbers at the security room. R2, in parallel, posted a friendly 

reminder that rain was approaching if they were going. In Screenshot 7, R3 clarified that the 

volunteers were wearing red vests, and R8 contributed a link to a government mini-program 

for self-screening COVID-19 exposure risk. R12, later, confirmed their coordination role by 

composing a formal announcement urging all residents of Buildings 17 and 19 to send a 

family member to collect booking numbers before the 5:40 p.m. deadline (Screenshot 8). 

Their formal tone and inclusion of logistical details suggested they were acting directly 

alongside the volunteers. At the cutoff time, R12 even offered to collect numbers on behalf of 

others, requesting basic information and further affirming their presence with a photo. 

These efforts continued into the evening. In screenshot 9, at 6:30 p.m. R11 followed up about 

testing procedures, and R3 confirmed that testing was still proceeding in groups of five. 

Although the deadline had passed, R6 reshared R12’s announcement to ensure others 

remained informed. The following morning (30 May), R13 greeted the group with a sticker 

(biao qing) showing a masked cat and text reading “Good morning, take good care of 

yourself in this crisis”—a style of digital expression described by Wang (2023) as essential to 

maintaining interpersonal ties and sharing good wishes among older users. Later that day, 

both R3 and Interviewee Z reported on two testing sites with short wait times (10–20 

minutes), which they heard about from friends, helping residents choose convenient options 
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(Screenshot 10). R13 followed up with a photo of an official notice confirming the upcoming 

quarantine of Building 17, thereby alerting neighbours to prepare accordingly. 

In Screenshot 11, R14 shared the location and a photo of a nearby quiet testing site, urging 

others to “come quickly”. R3 confirmed this was the location they had recommended earlier 

in Screenshot 10, reinforcing its reliability. Responding to the notice of quarantine by R13, 

R8 encouraged group members to “trust the government, comply with instructions, protect 

ourselves, and don’t panic”, using cheerful emojis (“hey” and “go for it”) to express their 

calm attitude and cautious optimism. However, anxiety escalated later that afternoon as the 

predicted situation unfolded: a close contact of a confirmed case was identified in Building 

17, triggering another round of mandatory testing for the compound. 

Despite rising tension, the group remained largely cooperative and supportive. At 9:38 p.m., 

R15 announced that another test round had just been confirmed. R16 asked whether all 

residents in Building 17 were required to participate, and about an hour later, R12 responded 

in formal language, stating that testing was compulsory for Buildings 17 and 19 and that 

medical staff were setting up at the main gate. The message ended with a conventional call 

for action: “Fighting the pandemic is a responsibility for everyone, please strictly follow the 

instructions, thank you!”—aligning individual actions with a collective moral duty, 

resonating the theme of “Stay cohesive, we can defeat the pandemic” suggested by the 

government.  

Subsequent responses reflected a mix of appreciation and emotional strain. R17 thanked R12, 

while R18 inquired about testing times. R8 encouraged others to “sit and chill at home, wait 

peacefully”, and R19 expressed gratitude to frontline workers (Screenshot 13). However, 
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Resident R20, under visible stress, criticised R12 for not sharing “good news” (retrieved from 

the erratum), asking aggressively, “What about the people who are not at home?????” and 

demanding an immediate response, using a direct ‘mention’ and multiple exclamation marks. 

R12 calmly ‘quoted’ R20’s message and asked for clarification27, noting that if R20 referred 

to absent family members, they would need to check with the medical staff. 

By midnight, the testing had commenced. R12 and R17 thanked R3 for reminding them to 

wait until contacted before heading down (Screenshot 14). At 12:15 a.m., R3 reported that the 

process was progressing quickly and encouraged R17 to proceed. R1 then quoted an earlier 

message from R17, noting that although no notification was received, staff had come door-to-

door—confirming the thoroughness of the testing process. 

Collectively, these interactions demonstrate that WeChat neighbourhood groups emerged as a 

crucial digital infrastructure during the COVID-19 pandemic, facilitating real-time, 

hyperlocal coordination, emotional regulation, and mobilisation among residents. Far from 

being passive communication spaces, these groups became dynamic and highly responsive 

sites of action, where all residents could contribute their ideas and resources, actively 

 

27 Users on WeChat can use the ‘quote’ function to reply/refer to a specific message directly 

to indicate that they are only addressing that point. This is similar to the ‘reply’ function on 

Messenger, Instagram and WhatsApp. The target audience who is ‘quoted’ will receive a 

notification as well.  
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participate in real-time decision-making, share responsibilities, and co-constructed meaning 

in response to public health uncertainty.  

At the most basic level, the group chat served as a real-time coordination tool, enabling the 

rapid exchange of critical updates about COVID-19 testing logistics, such as wait times, 

volunteer activity, the presence of medical staff, and booking number distribution. Residents 

frequently accompanied their updates with visual content—photos, videos, and screenshots—

which not only increased the immediacy and clarity of their messages but also served as 

mechanisms of peer verification and reducing uncertainty. This kind of grassroots fact-

checking reflects the affordances of networked publics (boyd 2010), where digital platforms 

enable users to share, verify, and act upon information through fluid, asynchronous 

interactions. In doing so, these groups served not only as information channels but also as 

self-organised, autonomous, networked spaces of practical problem-solving, allowing 

neighbours to navigate pandemic restrictions more efficiently. Then the neighbours, who may 

not have talked to each other in real life, can share and shape an online community.  

Beyond coordinating COVID tests, neighbourhood groups fostered a form of pragmatic 

solidarity. Although emotional intimacy among group members may have been limited, the 

shared risk of living together in the same residential environment drove decentralised 

collective action, resonating with the concept of ‘connective actions’ which emphasises the 

organisational power of networks, along with personal interests and expression, using digital 

technology to organise social movements (Bennett & Segerberg 2013), or, in this study, to 

respond to a public health crisis. From Dahlgren and Hill’s perspective (2023), the 

contribution to the group chat can be understood as the member’s acknowledgement of their 

essential role in the residential community. Mutual assistance—such as offering to collect test 
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booking numbers on behalf of others—reflected a sense of responsibility grounded in spatial 

proximity rather than emotional bonds.  

At the core of this transformation was the group’s capacity to act as an affective public 

(Papacharissi 2014), in which emotional communication, or affective content—through 

emojis, stickers, tone, punctuation and moral appeals—became central to meaning-making 

and civic participation. Residents did not merely exchange factual updates about testing 

schedules or booking numbers; they infused these messages with expressions of empathy, 

humour, frustration, anxiety and solidarity. Emotional expressions such as “sit and chill”, and 

using expressions such as “go for it”, “facepalm”, “cry”, or “rose” emojis functioned as 

relational cues, helping to stabilise social harmony during a time of collective stress. These 

interactions were not peripheral to the group’s informational function—they were constitutive 

of it, shaping how people interpreted risks, responded to uncertainty, and made decisions 

collectively. 

During the neighbourhood’s coordinated testing, certain residents (e.g., R12, R3, and R10) 

informally assumed leadership roles by compiling and redistributing official announcements, 

drafting collective messages, and assisting neighbours who were unable to reach testing sites. 

These emergent figures exemplify what Gerbaudo (2012) terms ‘soft leaders’: individuals 

who are not formally appointed but arise organically through the participatory affordances of 

Web 2.0, dialogically and interactively. Their authority rests on visibility, initiative, and 

communicative competence rather than institutional mandate. By consistently contributing to 

problem-solving and mediating between residents and property management, such figures 

temporarily became moral anchors of local cooperation. 
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Yet, as in my previous MRes research (Hu 2018), these forms of online coordination also 

exposed the limits of representation in digitally mediated collectives. The absence of formal 

legitimacy opens leadership up to contestation. For instance, R20 questioned both R12’s 

competence and the accuracy of the information they conveyed, undermining the group’s 

fragile consensus. Similarly, Interviewee J observed that even well-intentioned efforts to 

organise shopping schedules within the neighbourhood group chat provoked emotionally 

charged reactions. Some elderly residents rejected the plans, insisting that it did not meet 

their needs and demanding either complete service from property management or unrestricted 

mobility. By rallying others to oppose the proposed rules, they effectively rejected the 

legitimacy of peer leadership and denied collective representation based on weak social ties. 

These conflicts illustrate both the potential and fragility of grassroots digital governance. 

Neighbourhood WeChat groups can function as ad hoc civic infrastructures—building new 

forms of public order through cooperation and mutual aid—but their stability depends on 

affective alignment rather than formal authority. Without coercive power or institutional 

endorsement, order is sustained through moral consensus and reciprocal trust among 

residents, echoing Papacharissi’s (2014) theory of affective publics. Based on Bennett and 

Segerberg’s (2013) argument in the context of connective action, digital collectives derive 

cohesion not from centralised leadership but from the shared performance of responsibility 

and care. However, this decentralised model also makes them susceptible to fragmentation 

once participants withdraw from a collective understanding of moral consensus. In this sense, 

neighbourhood group governance during lockdown reveals the dual nature of soft leadership 

in China’s pandemic response: empowering ordinary citizens to coordinate action, yet 

constantly at risk of collapse when emotional and moral consensus dissolves. 
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The group’s role as an informal coordination hub also exemplifies the mobilisation of social 

capital. Scholars emphasise that social capital can effectively facilitate trust and create bonds 

between neighbours (Morrow & Scorgie-Porter 2017). Putnam (2000) defines social capital 

as the connections that are established among individuals that nourish social networks, 

generate trust, and enhance the reciprocity embedded in social norms. He further stresses that 

bridging and bonding capitals co-exist in social lives that encompass people from various 

dimensions and strengthen internal, exclusive and homogenous identities (Putnam 2000). 

Following Putnam’s argument, in this neighbourhood group, the ties among neighbours, 

although they remained weak, became resources for mutual aid, information verification, and 

emotional support, based on bonding social capital arising from the shared relational 

obligation of living in the same area and a shared sense of responsibility when formal 

authority was absent. Bridging social capital, reflected in the capability to distribute real-time 

official and external information of R12 and R10 through the network, was mobilised within 

the digitally mediated community to support collective wellbeing.  

Simultaneously, their dissemination of formal announcements, offers to help others obtain 

booking numbers, and clarification of testing protocols within the social network clearly 

reflect a key role played by WeChat users in promoting networked democracy in a form of 

lifestyle and identity-based politics (Bennett et al. 2003; Dahlgren 2009; Papacharissi 2010). 

These users were not necessarily engaging in formal political activism, but instead, through 

practical and relational acts, performing civic engagement that is embedded in personal 

routines and social relationships. This self-organised participation demonstrates how digital 

platforms such as WeChat facilitate the emergence of everyday citizens as agents of care, 

coordination, and civic responsibility, and indicates the growing momentum of a bottom-up, 



 

 

219 

 

 

spontaneous, autonomous, participatory, and augmented civic engagement that is argued for 

in this thesis.  

In the Chinese context, these group dynamics, again, must also be understood through the 

lens of Confucian relational ethics, which continue to shape expectations around social 

conduct and communication. WeChat ethics are embedded in practices of digital courtesy, 

attentiveness, and reciprocity—values rooted in Confucian ideals of maintaining harmony 

(Bian 2019; King 2018). The interactions in the group, including the sharing of “good 

morning” stickers, reminders of the weather, the avoidance of conflict, and the public 

articulation of gratitude and moral duty (“fighting the pandemic is everyone’s 

responsibility”), reflect this ethical framework. Thus, these are not merely digital habits; they 

are reflections of the Confucian habitus in a contemporary, digitalised form. 

Neighbourhood group versus rumours  

The circulation of rumours about suspected COVID-19 cases became another major source of 

anxiety for residents in the compound described above. In addition to the internal pressure to 

comply with home quarantine and mass testing, external speculation spread rapidly across the 

city and destabilised residents’ sense of safety. The neighbourhood WeChat group thus 

became a frontline for both information management and collective defence (see Figure 16). 
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As shown in Screenshot 1, Resident 1 (R1) urged others not to share screenshots or internal 

messages beyond the group, reiterating the government’s official instructions for managing 

rumours: do not listen, do not spread, do not panic. R2, R3, and R5 (Screenshots 1 & 2) 

voiced frustration at having to repeatedly refute misinformation when questioned by friends 

and relatives. Even when these inquiries came from goodwill, residents reported feeling 

uneasy and stigmatised. R4 faced similar tensions in the parents’ group of their child’s class, 

where questions about the compound’s status implicitly grew accusatory. Rather than engage 

emotionally, R4 showed the residents how they copied and pasted the official guidance to 

calm the group (see Screenshots 5 & 6). Meanwhile, R6 insisted in the neighbourhood group 

that explanations were unnecessary. 

The internal policing intensified. In Screenshot 3, R3 anonymously shamed neighbours who 

had posted prematurely on WeChat Moments, calling their behaviour “impulsive” and 

attention-seeking. R2 supported this post, reminding the group that spreading rumours was 

illegal. R7 later exposed another smaller chat (see Screenshot 7) allegedly responsible for 

leaking information to outsiders, accusing an insider “traitor” of fuelling chaos. R2 and R3 

(Screenshot 4) expressed disappointment at those who “stirred up trouble” (dai jie zou), while 

R4 warned that unchecked gossip could harm children, who might face discrimination at 

school. 

This reveals how rumours created not only informational but also emotional and moral crises. 

Residents feared being labelled as “contagious”, which threatened both their social reputation 

and their children’s inclusion. The need to defend collective honour produced an affective 

public—a networked collective bound by shared emotions of anger, frustration, and fear 

(Papacharissi 2014). Within this affective alignment, insiders and outsiders were clearly 
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defined: those within the compound were imagined as a cohesive moral community, while 

those spreading rumours were cast as irresponsible others. In Putnam’s (2000) terms, bonding 

social capital intensified, reinforcing internal homogeneity while deepening exclusionary 

boundaries.  

The neighbourhood chat, in effect, turned into a “war room”. Members shared strategies for 

containing misinformation—such as remaining silent and adopting a firm personal stance—to 

draft an informal norm of “responsible neighbourly conduct”—encouraging members to align 

their behaviour with group ethics to preserve community solidarity (Dahlgren & Hill 2023). 

At the same time, the group mobilised shame and exposure as disciplinary tools. Anonymised 

criticism and the public naming of “traitors” served as collective punishment, echoing 

Ahmed’s (2014) analysis of how shame operates as a mechanism of social control. Through 

such peer surveillance, the residents effectively enacted a form of digital vigilantism (Trottier 

2017), turning the affective energy of fear and anger into moral policing.  

Paradoxically, while these acts defended the community’s integrity, they also reproduced the 

emotional logic of state propaganda: order through self-discipline. Yet, rather than being 

imposed from above, this order was internalised in daily life and co-produced by residents 

seeking moral coherence amid uncertainty. The result was a microcosm of emotional 

governance at the grassroots level: solidarity sustained by vigilance, care intertwined with 

control. Building on Couldry and Hepp’s (2017) argument, social life was increasingly 

organised through relationships of interdependence structured by media technologies. As 

media become embedded in daily practices, they no longer simply transmit messages but 

actively shape how individuals connect, cooperate, and make sense of the world, which 

echoes the concept of augmented reality (Jurgenson 2012). In this sense, the neighbourhood 
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WeChat group constructed a moral world in which truth was defended through loyalty, and 

loyalty was proven through the collective suppression of doubt. 

Above all, the WeChat group constituted a hybrid digital public, blending technological 

affordances with the cultural norms of relational harmony, emotional responsiveness, and 

civic responsibility. Residents actively mediated official communications by translating 

government announcements into actionable advice, often through peer interpretation and 

localised updates. This bottom-up communication filled crucial gaps in institutional outreach 

and strengthened policy compliance at the grassroots level. The neighbourhood group thus 

operated as a temporary digital public sphere for civic engagement, where everyday digital 

participation blurred the boundary between citizen and state, demonstrating the potential of 

WeChat to support informal governance, emotional regulation, and community resilience 

during an emergency. Ultimately, the group dynamic helps fellow residents fulfil public 

health requirements, and indirectly safeguards their own households by contributing to a 

COVID-free living environment. 

Summary 

This chapter has shown how cooperation during the pandemic was enacted through the 

everyday interactions of family, friend, and neighbourhood group chats on WeChat. These 

semi-public relational spaces served as crucial units of grassroots governance, translating the 

national call to “stay cohesive” into interpersonal obligations. Family groups mobilised 

kinship hierarchies to inform, monitor, and correct one another’s behaviour and maintain 

compliance; friend groups provided safer spaces for honest discussion, emotional support, 

and collective truth-seeking; and neighbourhood groups became hubs for pooling information 
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from the public sphere and mutual aid while simultaneously enforcing peer supervision and 

moral discipline. 

Taken together, these dynamics demonstrate how Confucian relational ethics—particularly 

guanxi, hierarchy, and reciprocity—intersected with digitally mediated connectivity to 

produce new forms of community organisation during the crisis. Such connective actions not 

only facilitated the practical coordination of daily life but also shaped moral expectations and 

emotional climates within these intimate networks. 
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Chapter Seven: Visualising networked intimacy on WeChat 

Chapter Seven turns to WeChat Moments, shifting from the private intimacy of group chats to 

the semi-public sphere where networked relationships become visible. As an interface that 

blends personal archiving with social display, Moments offered users a means of 

documenting their pandemic life while simultaneously exposing these reflections to the 

interpretive gaze of their friend networks. Within this hybrid space, interpersonal bonds 

shaped how opinions were expressed, contested, or withheld; and the ideological boundary of 

who counted as “us” became more sharply defined under the banner of “stay cohesive”. 

By analysing how users shared, reacted to, or strategically avoided sensitive content on 

Moments, this chapter deepens the investigation into sub-questions 3) and 4). It focuses on 

how networked intimacy mediated emotional resonance, shaped truth-verification practices, 

and produced a semi-public form of connective action that was both supportive and 

exclusionary. Moments, as this chapter demonstrates, became a crucial arena for 

understanding how care, conformity, resistance, and fear converged during the pandemic. 

Moments: when private and public intersect 

Moments as an alternative version of Facebook 

Moments is another distinctive and popular feature on WeChat. As the second most 

frequently used function, in total, in 2021, about 780 million WeChat users engaged with 

Moments per day, in which about 120 million users actively posted, including 670 million 

pictures and 100 million videos (Liu 2021). As Facebook does, Moments provides a space for 
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users to share both original and reposted content from external social platforms and websites, 

including Weibo, as well as internal sources, such as public accounts, mini-programs, Live 

and Channels. The content can include images, videos, live photos, text, locations, and 

hyperlinks.  

And through ‘like’ and comments, users can engage in quick interactions under the post. The 

user who gets a comment directly replying to them will receive a notification in the app. Also, 

the sender and the friends who liked the post receive a notification when a new ‘like’ is added 

by common friends. However, unlike Facebook, which has multiple options of how to like a 

post to show emotional reactions, as Nip and Berthelier (2023) describe it: “a one‑click 

shortcut to express a variety of affective responses such as excitement, agreement, 

compassion, understanding, but also ironic and parodist liking” (cited Gerlitz & Helmond 

2013, p. 1358), the ‘like’ in Moments is basic and simple, with only one option. Yet, as 

Interviewee N argued, in such a space mediating interpersonal relationships, clicking ‘like’ 

means more than just an instant emotional reaction—it implies that the sender approves of the 

position in the post. Thus, the number of likes under a commentary post on Moments can 

indicate the trend of the sentiments among friends. Simultaneously, a like is more meaningful 

than just a polite gesture. 

Moments as a communal space 

The interactions in Moments, thus, are straightforward for WeChat users, which is more 

friendly to older users than other platforms (Interviewee Z). At the same time, it is important 

to note that because of WeChat’s mechanism for maintaining close friend circles, posts in 

Moments cannot be reposted and can only be viewed by friends on the friend list. 

Additionally, comments and likes will only be visible to mutual friends. Hence, Moments 
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Friend 9 (Screenshot 4), a university employee, forwarded the official announcement of the 

delayed semester start, accompanied by a wish for the safety of students and friends. 

Moments also republished voices of public concern. Friend 1 posted a statement urging the 

government to prioritise the well-being of medical staff, noting that “saying nice things won’t 

help” (Screenshot 1), signalling support for frontline workers. Similarly, Friend 6 (Screenshot 

2) shared an analytical article from a public account revealing that the shortage of reagent test 

kits hindered the timely confirmation of COVID-19 cases, implicitly suggesting a policy 

priority for the government.  

Moments became a space for offering and seeking help. In Screenshot 4, Friend 10 posted an 

“Urgent request from Wuhan”, marked with “SOS” and “cry” emojis, expressing empathy for 

the situation and appealing for donations of medical supplies. By contrast, Friend 12 shared a 

practical resource—an announcement from General Electric Healthcare China providing 

emergency contact information and service continuity—so that anyone in their network could 

access timely support. 

Expressions of care and informal public education were also prominent. Friend 4 posted a 

humorous reminder to wear face masks, captioning a meme of Captain America being choked 

by the Winter Soldier28 with, “Why not wear a mask!” and noted dramatically as “A reminder 

 

28 A scene from the Marvel movie, Captain America 2: The Winter Soldier, launched in 2014. 

In the movie, the character Bucky the Winter Soldier wears a mask to conceal his identity at 

all times.  
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from Bucky” (Screenshot 2). Friend 5 reposted a CCTV Weibo post encouraging the 

importance of reducing unnecessary family gatherings to protect public health. Similarly, 

Friends 7 (Screenshot 3) and 11 (Screenshot 4) reposted content clarifying COVID-19 

rumours, reinforcing informal peer-to-peer health communication. Such micro-interventions 

demonstrate how personal networks strengthened a sense of social responsibility, 

encouraging adherence to scientific and ethical practices during the lockdown. 

An example of a more relational dimension of Moments interaction is demonstrated in 

Interviewee R’s post (Screenshot 3), announcing a return to China for the Spring Festival 

after two years abroad. Mutual Friend 1 ‘liked’ the post, conveying happiness for the reunion. 

Mutual Friend 2, however, expressed concern and suggested delaying the trip with a 

“facepalm” emoji, while Mutual Friend 3 recommended bringing face masks to comfort 

Interviewee R, as the itinerary was already confirmed. When Interviewee R responded that 

they had prepared 100 masks but still felt underprepared, with a “sweats” emoji indicating 

nervousness and the phrase “it is what it is”, Mutual Friend 3 noted the global mask shortage, 

mentioning that supplies in the United States were also limited. Through this brief exchange 

of concerns and care, there was a bridging of mutual friends between those located in China, 

Japan, and the US. Interviewee R and their friends engaged in spontaneous emotional and 

informational interaction: exchanging advice, sharing risk awareness, and reaffirming their 

digital social connection. Even a simple status update evolved into a moment of networked 

intimacy (Chambers 2017), reminding Interviewee R that they were cared for within their 

online community. 

Above all, Moments became a space where informational and emotional exchanges were 

tightly intertwined. The interactions ranged from sharing local updates and official 
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announcements to help-seeking, moral reminders, and personal suggestions, reflecting the 

modern mediated networked intimacy. In this context, the term ‘intimacy’ was freed from the 

traditional face-to-face scenario and became contextualised in the digital era (Chambers 

2013; Chan 2018; Giddens 1992). The connectivity within social networks is empowered by 

constant sharing, disclosure, and the trading off of privacy, as individuals express care, share 

risk awareness, and reinforce mutual visibility in a time of social disruption (Chambers 2017; 

Quinn 2016). Unlike group chats, which generally emphasise exclusive communication 

within a specific group of people, Moments encourages openness and steers users to share 

more personal information to fuel the networked intimacy (Chambers 2017). Drawing on 

contemporary scholars’ ideas (Chambers 2013; 2017; Giddens 1992; Willmott 2007), I argue 

that clicking the ‘share’ button, not only enables intimacy through mutual disclosure, but also 

acknowledges the agency of social media user and their freedom to elect, form and manage 

friendships based on personal preferences. When Interviewee R clicked the post button to 

share their trip returning to China, they were also sharing their schedule, destination, and 

purpose with the people they care about (Bucher 2013), and that enabled an exchange of 

private information with advice and emotional support from friends and transformed a simple 

announcement into a moment of relational engagement. 

Similar to the affordances on Facebook, Moments also generates and utilises the trust from 

the ‘recommendation culture’ (Chambers 2017), building on the networked public framework 

(boyd 2010), and as Bucher (2013) argues, ‘we trust our friends and think like our friends, 

turning friends into the most relevant recommenders’ (p. 488). The sense of trust can be 

further amplified, given the expectation of the privacy of communication (boyd 2010) is 
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lifted, due to the limited ways to add contacts to WeChat29. Users are more likely to have 

knowledge about potential connections when they exchange their contact information before 

they finally become ‘friends’, regardless of whether they were friends in real life or 

acquaintances online. Trust and understanding of contacts potentially evolve into social 

capital as users engage in Moments (Coleman 1988; Nahapiet & Ghoshal 1998).  

At the same time, trust embedded in WeChat friendships enabled individuals to mobilise 

social resources during the pandemic. Interviewee J described how a friend, confined to a 

university dormitory under lockdown, posted complaints about the daily hardship they 

experienced on Moments. After reaching out privately, Interviewee J persuaded their parent 

to activate guanxi to assist the friend. Drawing on what Yan (1996) terms “extended” 

guanxi—instrumental ties and transactional relationships that extend beyond close kin to 

include colleagues and acquaintances—Interviewee J’s parent contacted a colleague still 

working on campus to deliver food to the student. Through this interaction, a relational circuit 

connecting friendship, family, and guanxi emerged, forming a network of reciprocal care that 

bridged digital and offline spheres. It illustrates how WeChat communication can translate 

 

29 The common ways to add ‘friends’ on WeChat are through QR code, WeChat ID/QQ 

ID/phone number search, name card sharing, group chat member list, and connected WeCom 

(enterprise version of WeChat) users. Contacts can also be added by using ‘radar search’ (fu 

jin de ren) to find strangers on WeChat around, or ‘shake-shake’ (yao yi yao) to match a 

random user by shaking a phone (the latter is recently offline). These two methods focus on 

more socialisation, but are also problematic due to scammers.  
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emotional connection into practical assistance, extending traditional relational ethics into 

digital contexts. 

Moreover, the networked public indicates a blurring of the boundary between public and 

private spaces (boyd 2010). ‘Public’ and ‘private’ are no longer binary but exist in a liminal 

space where individuals actively manage self-presentation and personal boundaries within 

social networks (Rainie & Wellman 2012). While the concept of privacy becomes more fluid 

online, networked intimacy can pose risks to individuals, making them vulnerable when they 

expose themselves and their bodies in exchange for visibility (Chambers 2017). Scholars 

warn that failing to control these boundaries may lead to serious consequences that can harm 

mental health, including the risk of associated with cyberbullying, sexting, and revenge porn 

(Ringrose et al. 2013), as well as financial loss. Interviewees C, E, N, and D, who shared 

these concerns, felt insecure about posting in Moments due to the variety of relationships and 

viewpoints that could lead to conflict. While this reflects the previous discussion on ‘context 

collision’ (Davis & Jurgenson 2014), Interviewees D and C added that an extremist trend had 

emerged on WeChat where individuals tend to “report” (ju bao) any sender or content as a 

violation of rules and law if they find it conflicted with what they believe, as observed in 

Fang’ study (2024), especially when it comes to topics such as the relationship between 

individualism versus collectivism or patriotism.  

Moments as an expressive space 

The emergence of networked intimacy enables WeChat users to leverage ‘friendships’ to 

continue building trust and maximise their influence within social networks. Although it 

poses challenges to privacy protection, it also promotes the opportunity for exhibitionism 

(Chambers 2017). While technical affordances facilitate public promotions of the self 
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(Koskela 2004), and a certain level of exposure of the self on social media that can now be 

viewed as a validation rather than a violation of privacy (Turkle 2011), Chambers (2017) 

agrees that a new form of ‘public intimacy’ is rising rapidly on social platforms, migrating the 

preexisting market logic of displaying and commodifying emotions by promoting personal 

problems and feelings. Following this logic, public intimacy that is trading selected parts of 

personal information for visibility and affective connection, aligns with an individual’s desire 

for connection and attention in the current influencer industry by demonstrating a part of 

“real me” to create an ‘authentic’ self (Duffy & Wissinger 2017; Marwick & boyd 2011), 

which further promotes the rise of We Media on WeChat. 

WeChat indeed offers a wide range of privacy settings, allowing users to define their own 

boundaries and decide what to share with whom and how to interact in various intimate 

contexts. A Moments sender can use their settings to ensure who can see their selected posts 

and who to exclude views by grouping friends into various customised categories before 

posting, allowing them to share specific content intentionally to their carefully chosen target 

audience. WeChat also offers privacy settings for accessing Moments. For example, users can 

completely disable their Moments or make them visible for only a short period; they can also 

set a contact to ‘chat only’ mode to avoid any interaction with Moments or block someone’s 

posts or a person’s ability to view their posts without blacklisting them. Consequently, 

Moments tends to create a close yet semi-public space for an individual to disclose selected 

parts of their life safely and interact safely with friends who are regarded as reliable.  

By using options to restrict access and choose their target audience, Moments users also 

behave similarly to what Tayler and Nichter (2022) describe as ‘digital multiples’ in their 

study on the ‘attention economy’ to explain social media users’ behaviours in presenting 
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themselves differently across different platforms on the basis of “site-specific affordances, 

social norms, and perceived audience expectations” (p. 13). Building on Goffman’s theories 

(1959), which considered social life as a constant performance representing the interplay 

between actors and their audience, and regarding individuals’ behaviours as a form of 

‘impression management’, Moments allows performers to control the way their persona. 

‘Self-branding’, then, emerges as a keyword in recent influencer entrepreneurship and is 

useful for understanding how users create personas on social networks (Duffy & Hund 2015; 

Tayler & Nichter 2022), a phenomenon also applicable to WeChat. By allowing a user to 

foreground and disclose different aspects of themselves across cohorts, Banet-Weiser (2012) 

argues that this apparently ‘authentic’ communication of self actually offers the audience a 

view of a person’s real self, which enhances connection and creates a sense of intimacy. 

Hence, Moments becomes a space that not only facilitates the dissemination of COVID-

related information but also amplifies the influence of the individual in social networks. 

Interviewees in this study discussed various ways to practice and foster their influence via 

Moments. Interviewee K valued Moments as a journal to record every happy moment and 

achievement in their life, accompanied by a time label, so that they can easily track past 

events and facilitate conversations with friends. At the same time, this function serves as a 

means of tracking their career trajectory, or, in their words, a “resume”. Interviewee K 

strategically posted content to create a persona in Moments. Interviewee K first recognised 

that they had a large, diverse friend list of about 2,000 contacts, comprising a fair number of 

family members and friends, as well as colleagues and clients. To maintain professional 

connections, Interviewee K, in the same vein as Papacharissi’s (2002) argument, 

acknowledged that “a carefully controlled performance through which self-presentation is 

achieved under optimal conditions” (p. 644) and that they planned carefully to share specific 
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content in Moments to enhance their career. Importantly, Interviewee K said that disclosing a 

bit of their personal life was the key to creating a “real man” image and making themselves 

sound genuine. They added, “No one is going to read through your Moments if you look like 

an advertising robot.” The little private details not only spice their narrative up but also serve 

as a signal of authenticity.  

Similarly, Interviewee Y also viewed Moments as a space for self-expression. However, 

Interviewee Y suggested that a successful strategy for attracting attention in Moments had to 

also consider the audience and focus on rhetorical style:  

“First of all, whenever I post something on my Moments, I always try to keep it short 

and to the point. People don’t have that much time to read what you’re trying to 

say…When people scroll through Moments, they’re not really looking to read something 

super serious—they mostly just want to see what’s going on in other people’s lives or 

catch something interesting… If your goal is to get your message across, then you need 

to communicate in a way that people actually enjoy. That’s why I try to say things in a 

light-hearted, humorous tone—make it more fun for others to read.” (Interviewee Y) 

It is interesting to note that Interviewee Y, instead of focusing on the content itself, paid more 

attention to their narrative to ensure an effective content delivery for self-promotion, focusing 

on the affordances of WeChat. This demonstrates that on Moments, as discussed in the 

Literature Review, fun, light-hearted and playful content is more likely to be absorbed and 

considered (Jenkins 2006a; Yu et al. 2011). However, a drawback also emerges. While 

entertaining and positive posts are engaging, they can also subtly marginalise other voices by 

making light of serious issues or alienating those who are not ‘in’ on the joke. 
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Furthermore, some interviewees said they were very selective about who they shared their 

posts with, in order to maintain intimate connections and filter acquaintances in their social 

networks. Interviewee N clearly separated their contacts into online and real-life categories. 

They explained that they only added people they know in real life on WeChat, rather than 

acquaintances they met on the internet, to ensure their privacy was protected and to avoid 

‘context collision’. Interviewee N also disabled their Moments access for most contacts but 

kept it for a few close friends to ensure privacy.  

Interviewee M, on the other hand, kept the number of contacts small on WeChat. They have 

fewer than 100 contacts on their friend list and regularly delete contacts that they have not 

seen or been in touch with for a while, for example, former colleagues and university 

classmates, whom they see as “strangers”. This resulted in a decreasing friend circle after 

both physical and virtual connections were removed, but Interviewee M believed that the 

ones left on the list are “true friends” and that is sufficient to fulfil their need for connection. 

They adopted this tactic to ensure that they share only with people who want a meaningful 

interaction, rather than wasting time on those who interact only by ‘liking’ posts on Moments. 

Baym (2010) supports this rationale by stating, “Resources exchanged in strong tie 

relationships run deep and may be emotionally and temporally expensive. As a result, we 

cannot maintain too many strong tie relationships at any given time and have many fewer 

strong ties than weak ones” (p. 125). Simultaneously, Interviewee M expressed their 

understanding that some friends have stopped posting in Moments by recognising the conflict 

between using Moments as an intimate space and the inconsistent expectation of level and 

intensity of intimacy in their social networks:  
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“When you have too many random contacts—like the corner store owner, the delivery 

guy, or just people you add for convenience—it gets messy. But your Moments aren’t 

really meant for those kinds of connections to see. So if someone doesn’t post, I 

completely understand.” (Interviewee M) 

Other interviewees in this study also revealed their limited group of contacts on WeChat, 

categorised into friends, family members, classmates, and colleagues. These habits 

demonstrate that the interviewees valued preexisting relationships more on WeChat because 

they regarded them as an extension of the physical world into the virtual world. At the same 

time, these frequent intimate practices in everyday life suggest that family and friendship are 

converging online (Pahl & Spencer 2004), in terms of meanings, expectations and behaviour. 

In some cases, especially during the COVID pandemic, drawing on Pahl and Spencer (2004), 

friends are taking over some of the functions of family, with friends now more important in 

support networks than in the past. 

The profile and utility of audiences on WeChat also exemplify Matsuda’s (2005) ideas of 

‘selective sociality’, which portrays the freedom of choice in friendships based on the 

affordances of new social technologies. In addition, the efforts of users to improve influence 

through persona building, content composition, and access management in Moments also 

resonates with the notion of ‘elective intimacy’ in the digital era (Chambers 2017), which 

based on Giddens’ argument (1992) that, in late capitalist societies, there is a declining sense 

of the importance of duty and a growing emphasis on individual choice, agency, equality and 

pleasure in personal relationships.  
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However, scholars also warn of the negative impact of this mediated selective intimacy 

(Bauman 2001, 2003; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995). These scholars point to the rise of a 

self-absorbed, individualistic narcissism and social isolation at the individual level and a lack 

of social responsibility and social cohesion. One of the criticisms expressed by Interviewee N 

is that Moments has an inherent “showing off” aspect that encourages users to share their 

lives, but not necessarily the “real” side of themselves, leading to a disengagement with 

Moments.  

Furthermore, it is important to note that, while people, as We Media, choose to highlight 

particular thoughts with their target audience as a way of sustaining networked intimacy, they 

are also careful to avoid posting material that might be unpopular (Marwick & boyd 2010). 

These digital ways of networking are unpacked by key theorists in discussions of the way 

digital communities balance self-interest to avoid triggering disagreements in interpersonal 

relationships in online communities (Bauman 2001, 2003; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995; 

Putnam 2000). For example, as Interviewee D said, they sensed that some of their opinions 

“might not be what people in today’s society like to hear”. Therefore, they posted personal 

thoughts on Weibo, where they have no close contacts, rather than on WeChat, to avoid 

conflict. In other words, mainstream public opinion restrained the potential of We Media to 

amplify the voices of marginalised groups due to a fear of being unacceptable, boycotted or 

even ‘cancelled’. This contradiction between ‘being true’ and ‘being likeable’ represents a 

paradox in networked intimacy, further separating the power of We Media to promote the 

voices of minority groups, which diminishes the potential of social media in terms of 

reconstructing a digital public sphere to address injustice and inequality, as discussed in my 

Literature Review.  
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Turning intimacy into confrontation 

Cancellation is a term which describes the silencing and othering of voices on the basis that 

the view of a given individual or group does not comply with a favoured ideological view. 

This thesis examines the phenomenon of cancel culture in the Chinese social media context. 

Cancellation can take the form of deplatforming (actively trying to shut down speech), 

doxing (releasing someone’s private details on social media) or online abuse, also known as 

trolling. Cancel culture can be broadly defined as ostracising someone because of a 

misalignment of social norms (Norris 2023) or because of related boycotts on the basis that 

their speech or actions are regarded as offensive and unacceptable in terms of moral 

accountability or for ideological reasons (Lizza 2020; Ng 2020). Clark (2020) adds, 

‘cancelling’ happens when someone no longer feels comfortable contributing their time, 

money, or attention to an individual because they are offended by the political or social 

behaviour of those they have previously followed. Cancellation takes a range of forms: 

isolation, public shaming, withdrawal of support, and the desire to see the target receive 

punishment or become socially isolated (Tandoc et al. 2024). In the social media context, 

‘cancelling’ can escalate from simply “unfollowing”, to using social platforms to aggressively 

shame individuals or organisations deemed “guilty” (Sdrigotti 2018), in order to impose 

sanctions on the target resulting in exclusion from public platforms, reputation damage, 

career suspension, or even legal action (Picarella 2024).  

In practice, although not many interviewees had directly experienced ‘being cancelled’ during 

the pandemic, they did realise the risk of being cancelled in their social networks and had 

seen someone cancelled online. Interviewee C recalled their experience of being attacked by 

a nationalist friend on WeChat when they posted in Moments an expression of their sorrow 
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about the ‘cancellation’ of one of the actors in China30. Interviewee C felt sorry that a young, 

talented actor had to suffer for a mistake he made, which did not pose a significant risk to the 

public. They commented on the fanatical nationalism, which they found toxic and 

frightening. This post turned one of Interviewee C’s friends, who they met while studying 

overseas, against them: 

“I posted on WeChat, just a simple comment about how this kind of nationalism was 

terrifyingly toxic. And that’s when my UK classmate went off on me—attacking me like 

crazy. They called me a "Westernised traitor", saying things like "People like you go 

abroad and forget who you are", and "If you love foreign countries so much, just get out 

of China and never come back." I ended up blocking them completely. There was no 

 

30 In 2021, the actor, Zhang Zhehan, who was famous for his performance in a BL drama 

“Word of Honour” (Shan He Ling), was reported to have “visited the Yasukuni Shrine” on 

Weibo. This triggered massive requests for an apology and suspension of his career in 

Mainland China from both fans and the general public. The cancellation was announced with 

a post by the actor on Instagram, which was about him sightseeing in Japan and enjoying 

cherry blossoms around 2019. As a building in the background of the picture was “identified” 

as the Yasukuni Shrine, Zhang was accused of “visiting”. The Yasukuni Shrine is widely 

recognised as a controversial landmark and a taboo symbol in China, as it represents the 

denial by the Japanese government of their war crime in World War II. Later, more 

“evidence” appeared on the internet questioning Zhang’s character and political position. 

Although all the accusations remained debatable, Zhang was cancelled due to this ideological 

problem. This study does not intend to prove or disprove any of the allegations and the 

defence, as the cancellation phenomenon itself is chaotic and unprovable. All the descriptions 

of this incident were collected from the participant and the internet.  
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point in arguing. But this whole incident really affected me emotionally.” (Interviewee 

C) 

Interviewee C expressed their shock that such radical and aggressive comments came from a 

friend who grew up in a big city and also received higher education in a Western country, 

identified as part of the LGBTQ community, loved the BL drama that the actor was 

performing in, and who they used to have a good time with. In other words, Interviewee C 

expected that their friend, who had received education from both China and the Western 

world, with overseas and minority group experience, would be more critical and rational, as 

well as more empathetic, given that they already shared common interests and an emotional 

connection. The irrational and hostile reaction shocked Interviewee C, because they 

discovered that the friendship was fragile in the face of overwhelming nationalism. In this 

case, conflicting political positions outweighed the preexisting relationship leading to 

irrational abuse and disconnection. This backlash in a relatively safe environment, such as 

Moments, made Interviewee C feel betrayed and traumatised.  

Interviewee C also believes that the trigger for the cancellation was closely linked to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, during which many people were extremely sensitive due to the 

pressure of lockdown, and nationalism was amplified as a means to suppress rule-breaking 

behaviours by ordinary people. This study also recognises that the emergence of nationalism 

in this context was stimulated by pressure from Western countries that tried to blame China as 

the origin of the virus and portrayed China as an enemy, for example, using terms such as 

“Wuhan virus”, “Chinese plague”, and “Chinese virus” fuelled by inflammatory remarks by 

President Donald Trump (Griffiths 2020; The Conversation 2020). Simultaneously, overseas 

WeChat friends shared the responses of local authorities in Moments, for instance, local news 
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media intentionally highlighting Chinese migrants in local communities and targeting them as 

a threat (see Figure 18), and discriminatory actions against Chinese locals (see Figure 19). 

Furthermore, hate speech against China, such as suggesting that Chinese authorities 

deliberately or negligently spread both SARS and COVID-19, that they had a hidden agenda, 

or that China should pay for what they have done to the world, was also posted by Chinese 

people living outside the country via Moments (see also Figure 19). These factors fuelled 

hostile attitudes towards the Western world among the public, further divided online 

communities, strengthened ideological and political divides, and, in turn, enhanced the 

connections between friends as an affective public through an empathetic feeling and a sense 

of standing united against a common enemy, thereby nurturing the rise of nationalism. 

 

Figure 18: A gigantic, bold frontpage title, “CHINA KIDS STAY HOME”, posted by The 

Daily Telegraph on 29 January 2020, Australia, was viewed as offensive by local readers. 

Viewed from Moments on 30 January 2020. 
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In Screenshot 1, Figure 19, Friend 1 expressed their mixed feelings during the pandemic in 

the US. They noted that there were some friendly people who still had a positive mindset and 

were helpful and supportive during the global pandemic, such as the reception staff of USPS 

who helped them deliver face masks back to China by marking them as humanitarian aid 

supplies to speed up the process. Friend 1, sadly, also experienced hate speech and 

discrimination in real life. An African-American family shouted at them on the street, “Stay 

away from me, Corona!” implying that they were contagious. A staff member at a pharmacy 

also blamed them for the virus, saying, “All the masks are bought out by your kind!” when 

they walked in, suggesting that the panic buying of Chinese/Asians was responsible for the 

lack of supplies. Friend 2 in Screenshot 2 commented, “What is going viral on foreign 

platforms will blow your mind!” with screenshots from Twitter to illustrate content from 

outside the Great Firewall (Screenshot 3-5). Friend 2 did not translate the screenshots but left 

a space for their audience to decide whether they wanted to read it or not, and suggesting that 

the audience should have a certain level of English proficiency to understand the original 

comments to ensure the accuracy of the content and avoid content being “lost in translation”. 

Most of the comments in the screenshots framed China as an enemy. To those who read the 

Twitter comments, this post may have sparked a sense of confrontation with the Western 

world, as it challenged public opinion and the government’s discourse in China at the time.  

The convergence of foreign opinions on Moments led WeChat users to perceive hostility 

from other countries, seeing them as Chinese who were encouraging discrimination instead of 

as victims of the pandemic, like everyone else. This, in turn, strengthened their nationalist 

identity as a form of defence and arguably increased their sense of unity. It is also interesting 

to note that the rise of nationalism echoed the government’s call for action, “Stay cohesive, 

we can defeat the pandemic.” By using the word “defeat”, which means to win against 
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someone in a fight, a war, or a competition (Cambridge Dictionary 2025), the slogan employs 

a war-like metaphor to describe the crisis and guide collective actions using a battlefield 

analogy.  

According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980), metaphor is not just a linguistic device; it is rooted 

in people’s conceptual systems and helps them understand and explain unfamiliar experiences 

based on existing ones, enabling them to think and act accordingly. In other words, abstract 

ideas and concepts can be derived from a familiar source and mapped out metaphorically in 

the real world (Zheng 2017). Indeed, in practice, it is not difficult to observe similar battle-

related metaphors used by the government in other aspects of daily life. For example, using 

“battle of defence” (bao wei zhan), “protracted war” (chi jiu zhan), and “fight against a tough 

problem” (gong jian zhan) to describe strategies, actions, and attitudes used to tackle issues 

and difficulties in official documents.  

While the metaphors are used to enhance the effectiveness of the structure and efficiency 

with which a task is executed by highlighting the order and obedience required in a battle, 

they foreground the determination, collective identity, loyalty to the homeland and peers, and 

the severe consequences of losing the war. Following this logic, the slogan here also 

emphasises that the fight against the virus is akin to a war, a “do or die” situation; only by 

everyone remaining at the front line and fighting together will there be a chance of survival. 

The battle metaphor underlines not only the collective efforts required to contain the spread 

of the virus, but also the shared acknowledgement of Chinese identity that motivates unity at 

a cognitive level when facing accusations of disgracing the country. Ultimately, it is 

reasonable to argue that nationalism surged to an unprecedentedly high level across the 
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platforms because of the external anti-China sentiment that blamed the country for the 

pandemic.  

Hence, Interviewee C’s concern about cancellation—that nationalism might become the 

ultimate tool for ordinary people to silence opposing voices—became a reality. Interviewee C 

had to refer to a novel to express their frustration about the wave of cancellations in 

Moments, instead of speaking out directly themselves (Figure 20), which suggests that in 

China, disagreement and debate lacked a foundation in facts or logic; one was proven wrong 

only by their political stance, intentions, and character: 

 

Figure 20: A quote from Interviewee C posted in Moments. Viewed on 13 August 2021. 

The fear of othering 

This thesis contends that the fear of cancellation was intensified when a WeChat user saw 

themselves as part of a counter-public—as part of a group who challenged the status quo or 

dominant ideology. Challenging or questioning the government messaging was viewed as 

offensive because it contested the slogan, “Stay cohesive, we can defeat the pandemic”, 

which undermined a stable social order and a low mortality rate from the virus. At the same 

time, “positive energy” (zheng neng liang), a term frequently quoted in President Xi’s 
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speeches and in the documents of Communist Party of China31 and official news releases32, 

referring to a positive attitude and spirit of optimism (Li 2013), was used to shape the 

public’s perception of the pandemic—mainly by praising the government’s performance 

(Chen 2022). 

While the ostensible success of containing the virus seemed to reflect the triumph of 

collectivism demonstrated by cooperation with quarantine policies, it was also deeply rooted 

in the Confucian ideal of social harmony. In this view, harmony is sustained through the 

interaction of different social roles and unequal status within a hierarchical structure (Bian 

2019; Wang 2023). Compliance has historically functioned as the core principle for 

maintaining stability in such relations, legitimised by the authority of the feudal hierarchy. 

Although this hierarchical order is less visible in contemporary China, inequalities in social 

status and roles persist. They are embedded in political structures (e.g. police officer–citizen), 

educational relations (e.g. professor–student), cultural spheres (e.g. celebrity–fan), and 

economic systems (e.g. employer–employee). On social media, similar dynamics emerge 

through the asymmetries between friends, influencers and followers, or majority and minority 

 

31 For example, it was used in the speech to instruct the organisation of the COVID pandemic 

control and restoration of economic development (Xi 2020b).  

32 For example, a commentary titled Consolidating Positive Energy for Final Victory through 

Reform — Studying and Implementing General Secretary Xi Jinping’s Important Speech at 

the 14th Meeting of the Central Committee for Deepening Reform (Xinhua News 2020c).  
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groups shaped by algorithms. These relations reveal how power continues to be exercised by 

those with greater resources or legitimacy. 

Although Bian (2019) notes that the friend–friend relation is relatively less influenced by 

Confucian hierarchy—requiring only mutual respect—this study argues that friendship can 

take on intensified regulatory power when embedded in networked intimacy. Emotional 

attachment, enables friends to influence each other’s behaviour with moral authority. By 

identifying themselves as part of a collective “us”—standing with frontline workers, 

following government instructions, and maintaining trust in state narratives—users mobilised 

peer pressure and the weight of public opinion to enforce compliance. 

Hence, what appeared to be voluntary alignment with collective goals was in fact mediated 

through both cultural traditions of harmony and the emotional bonds of networked friendship. 

Together, these dynamics legitimised peer regulation and contributed to the broader 

normalisation of compliance during the pandemic. 

Media consumption during the pandemic also played a key role in shaping public perceptions 

of government performance (Xi 2020a). Interviewees Z and U recalled watching CCTV News 

during dinner as part of their daily routine. The news often highlighted China’s success in 

controlling the pandemic, followed by reports of disorder in the Western world, especially in 

the United States. This juxtaposition implicitly reinforced the effectiveness of China’s 

policies. Interviewee K explained that such reporting, whether on television or social media, 

created a sense of safety and hope, which in turn fostered public confidence in the 

government’s actions, signalling the government’s TCAPSW strategy (Xu & Gong 2024). 

However, Interviewee U observed that these comparisons lacked logical grounding, since 

each country faced different conditions—such as population size, culture, economic 
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development, and political system—that shaped their responses and outcomes. Similarly, 

Interviewee S argued that presenting other countries as incapable of containing the pandemic 

did not necessarily mean that China’s approach was superior. Ultimately, it could only 

indicate that China’s strategy was the most appropriate for its own national context. Above 

all, the selective comparisons potentially generated different understandings depending on 

whether the viewers could critically examine the narratives.  

Although Interviewee C saw it as mass media manipulation and a common form of 

government propaganda, which was “too obvious” to influence them, Interviewee S 

expressed concern about a deeper risk: the emotional weight of these comparisons was 

amplified by ideological factors. This study finds that nationalism and individual identity 

were intensified by the negative emotions—worry, anxiety, fear, and uncertainty—produced 

during the pandemic and commonly experienced through affective content across social 

networks and among the networked public. To combat these emotions, many social media 

users sought a sense of security from official authorities. This reliance on official sources 

reinforced public confidence in the government, which in turn aligned citizens’ personal 

interests in health and safety with the enforcement of quarantine policies. In this way, 

individuals were not merely passive recipients of state messaging but became active 

supporters and enforcers of government measures, effectively taking on the role of guardians 

of official decisions. The internalisation of the guardianship role reflects previous discussions 

of Foucault’s “normalisation” (1979), the way in which compliance was normalised, not only 

as a rational but equally as a moral requirement for the public to sustain the “success” of 

China, in urging the public to internalise government policy and discipline both their own and 

others’ behaviours. Interviewee E commented of protests in other countries:  







 

 

254 

 

 

mockery toward the chaotic scenes in South Korea and a comparative sense of national 

superiority, implicitly affirming that China’s policies and citizen compliance were more 

effective and commendable. 

In Screenshot 3, Friend 1 photographed a television news broadcast and added a sarcastic 

comment about Taiwan’s stance on travel tracking in Mainland China. Friend 1 argued that 

travel restrictions were needed to help contain the spread of the virus, but Taiwan framed it as 

an intrusion on personal freedom. With a “smile” emoji to signal irony, Friend 1 remarked 

that “Taiwan just loves to smear their China daddy.” The post was composed in a casual, 

derogatory and linguistically playful tone. By using a homophone and reduplication, “curl-

curl” (wan-wan), as a pun to mimic the tone of the way parents address children, Friend 1 

infantilised Taiwan, mocking its position. A superior–subordinate relationship was also 

emphasised in the phrase “China daddy” (zhong guo ba ba), which reinforced the claim that 

“Taiwan belongs to China”. This rhetorical frame further depicted Taiwan as childish and 

politically irrational, while depicting China as the responsible authority. The comparison was 

not merely political but also emotional: by ridiculing Taiwan’s refusal to adopt stricter 

measures to save people, the post implied that China’s policies were rational and effective. 

Through sarcasm, homophones, and derogatory language, the post heightened emotional 

investment in China’s approach while discrediting alternative approaches, creating a sense of 

pride and emotional reassurance among friends (Mutual Friend 1 expressed the same feeling 

as Friend 1), reinforcing the perception that China’s pandemic strategy was superior.  

Friend 1 continued to reinforce their support for China’s pandemic policies by reposting a 

comic from Weibo (Screenshot 4). The comic humorously depicted global pandemic 

scenarios but also conveyed a strong symbolic message. It showed a “large-sized China”, 
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masked and standing outside a hospital ward, looking in on “smaller-sized countries”. The 

size difference and gaze subtly highlighted China’s superior position, while the ward 

represented the chaos and “sickness” of the outside world. China, by contrast, was portrayed 

as safe, peaceful, separate, and already recovering due to its effective policies. The comic 

further underlined China’s stability through the visual cue of “China’s confusion” 

(represented by triple question marks), contrasted with the supposedly disordered responses 

of other countries—an image that echoes the official narrative of China’s “success” versus the 

West’s “failure”. 

Friend 1 amplified this message by translating the comic into text with mocking commentary: 

the United States only promoted handwashing; the United Kingdom believed in herd 

immunity; Sweden deceived itself by refusing to act on data; Germany “robbed” itself of 

masks; and other countries were portrayed as collapsing. By circulating this comic on 

WeChat Moments, Friend 1 not only expressed their confidence in China’s strategies but also 

demonstrated their national identity in a way that contrasted pride in China by ridiculing 

others. The act of reposting, therefore, served as a comparison that validated China’s 

approach while fostering a sense of “luck” and emotional reassurance for being on the 

“winning” side of the crisis for their friends. 

Similarly, Friend 2 shared a screenshot of an upcoming rally organised via Facebook in 

Sydney, calling for residents to gather in Haymarket on 28 March 2020 to “fight 

Coronavirus” together (Screenshot 5). The event had attracted 83 confirmed participants, 235 

interested users, and 10 reposts. In response, Friend 2 (Screenshot 4) expressed confusion 

about “not following foreigners’ logic”, contrasting the rally with their own contribution of 
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sending face masks to Sydney to support the local community. They added that the masks had 

arrived and encouraged those in need to contact them. 

Although Friend 2 did not explicitly criticise the Sydney event, the juxtaposition between the 

two actions conveyed a striking comparison. On the one hand, local residents chose a 

collective yet risky form of protest that potentially increased contagion. On the other hand, 

Friend 2, a Chinese national, was rational and supportive by providing much-needed 

protective equipment. Through this contrast, the post implicitly framed Chinese citizens as 

more responsible, compliant, and united in the fight against COVID-19, while presenting 

Western responses as illogical and counterproductive. The comparison not only validated 

China’s quarantine policies but also reinforced the notion that Chinese contributions were 

constructive, thereby reinforcing a sense of moral superiority and national pride. 

Besides the nationalism that internalised pride in China’s successful containment of the virus, 

the normalisation of strict policies and peer discipline was further reinforced by public 

glorification of the noble sacrifices care workers and members of the public made. Social 

media narratives frequently highlighted the heroism of medical workers, volunteers, and 

ordinary citizens, encouraging respect and gratitude toward those “fighting on the front lines” 

(see Figures 5 and 22). This discursive framing resonates with the state-promoted concept of 

“positive energy”, which encouraged favourable portrayals of the government’s performance 

and dovetailed with supporting “mainstream values” (zhu liu jia zhi guan) that reflect the 

positive narratives supporting the ruling regime (Chen 2022). President Xi Jinping said that 

(Li 2013), “positive energy” refers to a guiding principle for encouraging citizens to resolve 

real-life challenges with optimism, recognise collective efforts, and counteract negative 

speech or behaviours that might threaten social cohesion. During the pandemic, this 
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“relaxing” given rising infections in Guangdong, arguing that such risks justified the month-

long quarantine (Screenshot 2). These interventions reveal how narratives of sacrifice were 

mobilised not only by state media but also by ordinary users, who actively reinforced 

vigilance within their peer networks. 

Friend 3, for example, rage-posted a long critique of those following a claim from South 

Korea and questioning China’s “overzealous” control measures. Accompanied by a meme 

labelling them as a “fucking idiot”, the post condemned individuals who downplayed the 

virus or cited lower mortality rates as evidence of exaggerated control. By shaming such 

attitudes (with “doggy” emojis) as “delusional” and “lunatic”, Friend 3 reframed strict 

policies as the only legitimate means of maintaining low mortality, while depicting those who 

dismissed sacrifice as selfish free riders “enjoying the fruit of others’ labour” with no 

recognition. Here, the language of anger, ridicule, and emojis served to delegitimise 

alternative perspectives and intensify peer discipline. 

Following Ahmed (2014), these posts demonstrate how emotions circulate and “stick” to 

certain bodies—heroes, frontline workers, careless citizens—transforming sacrifice into a 

boundary marker of belonging. Love, gratitude, and pride attached to medical workers 

positioned them as role models, while shame attached to opponents positioned them as threats 

to collective survival. In Ahmed’s terms, love for the community fosters a sense of “we”, 

while shame reminds individuals of their failure to live up to that ideal, compelling them to 

correct their behaviour—in this case, it silences opposition in the name of love, or in the 

government’s terms, “positive energy”. 
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In this way, although the users were not directly required to “shame” others by the state, the 

widespread display of “heroic” contributions not only fostered admiration but also moralised 

compliance, allowing social media users to align their own behaviour with a broader sense of 

duty. The emphasis on sacrifice and gratitude established moral boundaries within digital 

communities, subtly regulating speech and actions by discouraging dissent as “negative” and 

promoting conformity as virtuous. Ultimately, positive energy transformed personal choices 

into moral acts of citizenship, normalising obedience to strict policies while legitimising peer 

surveillance and discipline within social networks. 

To mourn was to resist 

Dr Li Wenliang, the Wuhan ophthalmologist later hailed as the whistleblower of the COVID-

19 outbreak, died on 7 February 2020 after contracting the virus. Yet at the time of his death, 

he remained officially censured as a “rumour-monger”. His passing triggered a nationwide 

wave of mourning and moral shock. On WeChat Moments, friends and acquaintances turned 

their feeds into affective spaces of sorrow, confusion, and anger—spaces sustained by the 

expectation that others within their networks would feel the same. The circulation of grief, 

disbelief, and indignation momentarily transformed private feeds into what Liu and Shi 

(2024) call a “moment of dissent”, where emotion became a vehicle of critique. Through 

shared obituaries and quotations, users collectively condemned the state’s suppression of 

speech and its failure of moral accountability. Figure 24 below shows an intense, continuous, 

consistent flow of posts on Moments generated by my friends from various backgrounds. 
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Friend 11, with screenshots from CCTV News, sarcastically commented on the government’s 

instructions about how to handle rumours, arguing that no dissent was what the ruling regime 

wanted (Screenshot 4). Friends 19 and 20 shamed the government and urged the authorities 

to restore Dr Li’s reputation (Screenshot 8). Ironically, Friends 19 and 27 noted that the 

People’s Daily released different information on domestic and international platforms. While 

admitting that Dr Li had passed away on Twitter, on Weibo, the official channel claimed that 

he was still under emergency resuscitation. The friends’ anger surged upon discovering that 

the government was still trying to manipulate the public’s emotions and stop people from 

mourning him. Friend 1 (Screenshot 10) then quoted a song from Les Misérables to warn that 

the public was growing furious and could no longer be contained.  

Friends 30, 34, and 35 reflected that Dr Li died for his people, even though few of them 

supported him, implying it was time to consider the consequences when no one spoke up and 

spoke the truth. This revelation further subtly shames people who stayed silent and will 

continue to do so. Then, in a gentler form, Friends 31, 32, and 33 suggested that the 

government should be open to diverse, even opposing, voices. Yet, Friend 28 left a 

pessimistic prediction: “Everything would eventually turn into the Error Code 40433”, noting 

that no one can win this fight against the government and that all these voices will be muted 

and deleted. This resonated with Friend 1’s comment on their own post in Screenshot 1: even 

 

33 ‘Error Code 404’ is a standard HTTP status code, usually presented as ‘404 not found’, 

meaning the website cannot be opened as it may has been removed or deleted, or because the 

URL is incorrect. Here, the WeChat friend implied that all the posts they were circulating 

would be soon deleted because of censorship.  
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if the time could go back, they could tell everyone to be aware of the pandemic, they would 

be treated like Dr Li back then, nothing would change.  

These expressions of grief and outrage converged into a networked mourning ritual. 

According to Liu and Shi’s observation (2024), “public displays of grief and sorrow are an 

old way of expressing protest and dissent in China. Mourning enables a display of 

unapproved emotions” (p. 172). Although those friends might not have intentionally targeted 

me, their sharing on Moments has reflected their belief that someone in their social networks 

would resonate with them and understand their emotions. Most of these friends did not know 

each other, but their scattered affective posts converged on my personal timeline, making my 

Moments an intersection of perspectives. And by recognising the similarities among these 

emotionally charged narratives, it is safe to argue that these grievances and mourning among 

different friends were not coincidental but reflected public opinion at that moment. 

In this collective narrative, Dr Li transcended his professional identity to embody civic 

virtue—the conscientious individual confronting authoritarian power. His suffering magnified 

public awareness of the costs of silence and spurred self-reflection among observers who felt 

complicit in passivity. The death of Dr Li stimulated the public’s sense of responsibility, 

impelled the WeChat users to recall their own experiences of living under control, and speak 

up on social media to claim their rights, echoing Liu and Shi’s study (2024) on the mourning 

of Dr Li’s death on Weibo that views mourning as awakening. Expressing grief on Moments 

allows WeChat friends to effectively mobilise the affective public in their own networks, start 

organising their resistance within digital intimacy, creating safe yet resonant spaces for 

dissent.  
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However, this thesis argues that these affective reactions were impulsive and transient, as 

they rarely translated into sustained political action. This is because, even though the 

emotions were powerful, contagious and successfully affected others, people only rose up 

momentarily and then their political sense of purpose was diluted and became merely 

symbolic (Hu 2018; Papacharissi & Trevey 2018). Under the strict supervision of China’s 

censorship regime, their attempts to fight back were thwarted and became rallying and 

protesting online using sarcasm, metaphors, reposted messages, and memes still signalled 

their fear of punishment, as also agreed in some of the interviews. As Gladwell (2010) argues, 

overturning a hegemonic structure requires a will to make real sacrifices and put flesh on the 

bones of organisational action. Posting on Moments does not equate. Quarantine restrictions 

further foreclosed the possibility of physical gathering, confining resistance to the screen. 

The digital mourning of Dr Li thus illuminates both the potential and the limits of affective 

publics in China’s controlled social media ecology. It disrupted the narrative monopoly of the 

state and revealed latent moral solidarity, yet its energy remained contained within the 

boundaries of fear and censorship. What emerged was not a social movement but a fleeting 

moral awakening—a reminder, quickly suppressed, that truth and empathy could still unite 

individuals across fragmented networks. Such an emotional outburst in the digital world 

signals a collective conscience that persists beneath political constraint, waiting for the next 

moment when grief can again speak truth to power. 

Summary 

This chapter explored WeChat Moments as a semi-public yet intimate space where users 

shared personal reflections, sought help, and circulated emotional responses during the 
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pandemic. Its design enabled authentic and decentralised expressions, but also created 

context collisions: the convergence of friends, colleagues, relatives, and acquaintances in a 

single audience constrained what people felt safe to voice and sharpened the boundaries of 

acceptable sharing. 

Under the ideological climate of “stay cohesive”, these tensions often escalated into 

confrontation or subtle forms of cancellation within friend circles, reinforcing radical 

nationalism and discouraging dissent. Yet Moments also hosted brief counter-publics—shared 

grievances, mourning, and emotional surges that momentarily challenged dominant 

narratives. Though fleeting, these acts of resistance revealed that even within tightly 

regulated and relationally fragile environments, users retained the capacity to recognise 

injustice and voice alternative perspectives within their trusted networks. 
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Chapter Eight: Where are my allies? 

Chapter Eight moves from personal networks to a broader communicative layer within 

WeChat. Public accounts provide a key channel for circulating information and shaping 

networked publics through article publication and reposting. This chapter examines how 

public account articles became tools for public education, truth negotiation, and the 

reinforcement of institutional authority during the pandemic. By analysing how users read, 

interpreted, and shared these articles across their social circles, this chapter addresses sub-

questions 2), 3), and 4), illuminating how WeChat mediated trust, opinion formation, and 

connective action under the call to “stay cohesive”. 

What are public accounts? 

Public accounts are personalised feeds, and an individual needs to choose to follow them. 

Public accounts are the third most widely used feature on WeChat. According to data from 

2021, there were about 360 million WeChat users who read public account articles per day 

(Liu 2021). These accounts are created either by individuals to share content in specific areas 

or by organisations and institutions to communicate with subscribers and conduct business 

activities. Users must actively subscribe before receiving content from them, meaning 

account selection is shaped by both individual interests and how effectively accounts promote 

themselves to gain visibility. As Interviewee K noted, following is a highly subjective act, 

echoing van Dijck’s (2013) argument that algorithmically mediated feeds reinforce personal 

preferences. Algorithms thus foster reliance on personalised content streams, producing echo 

chambers and filter bubbles (Su 2024). This demonstrates how WeChat’s design integrates 

platform logic and user choice to create a selective information environment. 
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Public accounts create spaces for the accumulation of social capital and facilitate official 

communication. Once the connections between the authors and subscribers have been 

established, public accounts allow individual authors to expand their influence beyond the 

relatively closed circle of Moments, functioning as tools to build social capital and act as We 

Media. The influence of public accounts is enhanced when they are operated by organisations 

and stamped with their reputation. During the pandemic, articles posted by organisations such 

as “DXY Healthcare”, were widely trusted due to their professional medical expertise. 

Interviewee J noted that they are a popular account to follow for COVID-19-related 

knowledge. Interviewee A valued the public account of bilibili.com, which combined 

pandemic information with hobby-related content, which help to ease the emotional burden 

of quarantine. At the same time, institutions and governments also adopted this format as 

their official communication channel because it reinforces institutional legitimacy by 

positioning themselves as the most authoritative sources. Official accounts play a crucial role 

in disseminating critical information and helping their followers to cope with quarantine life. 

As Interviewees E, C, Z and K recalled, official accounts such as “Chengdu Release” 

(Chengdu Fa Bu), “Guangzhou Release” (Guangzhou Fa Bu), and “Suzhou Local 

Information Hub” (Suzhou Ben Di Bao), were more credible than Weibo because their 

content carried state authority.  

Content shared through public accounts is usually referred to as an “article” (wen zhang), 

which differs from the shorter, fast-paced posts of Weibo. An article serves as a powerful tool 

for information delivery because it allows detailed writing and can also contain a variety of 

media, including video, audio, images, live pictures, memes, and hyperlinks, making them 

effective for both information sharing and persuasion. Additionally, they also include 

interactive design features, such as picture swipes, that enhance user engagement. This design 
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Articles also feature view counts, likes, comments, reposts, and a “recommend” button (a 

heart-shaped button), which pushes the content into Top Stories.34 Comment sections, which 

often open by default, allow readers to post opinions, reply, and “like” others’ contributions, 

with the most popular comments ranked higher. Authors may also respond directly, like, or 

“pin” (zhi ding) selected comments and help shape the conversation. In this way, articles 

become semi-public spaces where strangers encounter each other’s views, which resonates 

with boyd’s (2010) understanding of how social media affordances support the networked 

public. Here, public accounts move beyond simple information delivery to provide interactive 

arenas where collective interpretation and affective engagement unfold. 

Public accounts as educational hubs 

At the start of the pandemic, when public knowledge about the virus was scarce, rumours and 

misinformation proliferated, and uncertainty was widespread. WeChat public accounts 

became crucial channels for learning and guidance. Both professional and official accounts 

played central roles in filling the information gap. As mentioned, Interviewee J highlighted 

“DXY Healthcare” as a trusted account providing practical medical advice to prevent 

contagion and strengthen immunity. Similarly, Interviewees M and K valued the Shenzhen 

Health Commission (Shenzhen Wei Jian Wei) account for publishing accessible and 

instructive content in an engaging way, using comics and light-hearted jokes. Some 

interviewees sought alternative perspectives: Interviewee C, who only followed a few public 

 

34 “Recommend” has recently replaced the previous button “Wow” (zai kan). The old “Wow” 

button can be found as shown in the red rectangle, Screenshot 2, Figure 27.  
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accounts on the grounds that many of them were “too messy”, relied on Caixin, a news 

agency, and their official account on WeChat for independent reporting. Interviewee Z relied 

on Tencent News as a convenient and comprehensive portal for staying informed about the 

rapid changes as the virus spread from Wuhan to the entire country, without subscribing to 

multiple other news outlets. This reliance illustrates how public accounts functioned as 

educational hubs for followers to consult when they felt uncertain during the lockdown, 

thereby reducing anxiety. 

Additionally, this chapter aims to argue that reading public account articles was akin to 

attending a simplified Zoom class during the pandemic. The articles themselves delivered 

consistent content to their readers. Meanwhile, readers were able to gather at the bottom of 

the articles to share their thoughts in text or symbols with others in a discussion. The authors 

were able to further engage in the discussion, as mentioned. In other words, articles were not 

only read individually, but also in tandem with others in the audience, transforming the 

articles into an open discussion forum in the digital public sphere. Yet, as Habermas (1989) 

argued, the vitality of a public sphere depends on critical debate and the capacity of 

individuals to evaluate information. In the early pandemic, citizens were unable to justify 

government measures on their own; instead, they depended heavily on state-sanctioned 

expertise. This substitution of education for debate effectively displaced the “critical” 

element of the public sphere. 

At the same time, it is noteworthy that articles were also read “together” with friends on 

social networks and widely shared in Moments and group chat, as the interview results from 

this research confirm. Thus, public account articles served as both educational hubs and as a 

provocation for debate, mediating public opinion from a public space to a conversation 
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among the networked public. This enabled specific information to more effectively infiltrate 

personal social networks and shape them.  

In particular, younger interviewees in this study all indicated that they had forwarded public 

account articles that they found “useful” to their family and friend groups during the 

pandemic. Another example of sharing articles in Moments is shown in Figure 17 from 

Chapter Seven, where official account articles were used to compose posts to be shared in 

Moments. Interviewee Z, a 62-year-old, less tech-savvy WeChat User, noted that although 

they followed a limited number of official accounts, many articles from other public accounts 

were still reposted to group chats and Moments by friends and family members, so that they 

could easily keep up with the latest policies and changes in circumstances. This information 

pooling helped bridge information gaps for them, reflecting Jenkins’ (2006a) theory of 

information convergence that allows various content flows across media and networks to be 

presented in one space.  

However, it was not merely knowledge being shared but also opinions. Following 

Jurgenson’s (2012) concept of augmented reality, when public account articles enter an 

augmented community, the educational function of the articles becomes intertwined with the 

subjective interpretation of networked intimacy. Therefore, in the process of reposting to 

semi-public spaces, namely group chats and Moments on WeChat, the understanding and the 

rational discussion of the public account articles, expected by Habermas (1989), were 

influenced by affective factors. 



 

 

274 

 

 

Trust, habitus, and authority 

As argued above, official account articles were replacing what Habermas refers to as the 

“critical” role played by the public sphere (1989). The critical debate in the public sphere is 

based on an individual’s personal experiences and education. However, basic education about 

the virus in China was mainly dominated by the government and official professional 

accounts. The reliance on authoritative sources is reflected in the frequent expressions of the 

interviewees. To emphasise the credibility of official accounts, Interviewee U contrasted 

mainstream media with social media: 

“I only trust mainstream media. If they [the information] didn't come from official 

channels/authorities, I don't trust them 100%. Especially on WeChat, in Moments, and 

even in some group chats, there are so many opinions… If you follow mainstream media, 

they are, like, they must be trustworthy, so they become mainstream. Then, that is a very 

good reason for you to trust them. Those posts on social media, you just read them for 

fun.” (Interviewee U) 

Interviewee U’s trust in official accounts from mainstream mass media, such as CCTV and 

local satellite television news, also echoed Interviewee K’s parents’ impression of the public 

figure, Dr Zhong Nanshan, the official spokesman for the quarantine policies. They highly 

valued his words and were willing to follow his instructions, which reinforced their focus and 

dependence on mainstream media. Additionally, as illustrated in Figure 12 in Chapter Six, the 

government-operated accounts served as a means to issue urgent announcements. During 

their experience of the urgent lockdown in Chengdu, Interviewee E, agreed that the official 

account of the local government, “Chengdu Release”, became their primary source of 



 

 

275 

 

 

information for preparing for life at home during the lockdown. Although the reports 

conflicted with news reports about the situation in other countries by the mainstream media, 

Interviewee H still believed information about the virus from official sources was infallible. 

This reliance on the credibility of official information meant citizens were more likely to 

adopt official guidelines without questioning them: 

“I think I hold a neutral attitude toward official channels. They will definitely enhance 

their image by modifying, but they still hold their credibility…I will trust them. You 

know, they have so many audiences across the nation, they can’t be harming you, 

right?... I don't think the authorities would try to hurt you. Maybe their instruction was 

not the most effective, but I still trust they won't risk people's lives.” (interviewee H) 

The citizens’ faith in authorities further reflects the habitus of the public in China, developed 

through the long-term socialisation under Confucianism and collectivist culture (Bourdieu 

1990; Jackson 2014; Weber 1968), and reflects a widespread tendency to obey the authorities 

(Qiu 2009). This habitus, as Papacharissi notes (2014), is deepened and internalised through 

users’ social platform experiences in the digital era by “following” the official accounts. In 

this way, everyday practices of following, reading, and reposting official articles demonstrate 

an implicit endorsement of state authority, while simultaneously reproducing its discourse 

within social networks.  

When official account articles were routinely shared to group chats and Moments, they 

became part of the collective discussion and of peer regulation. This circulation transformed 

top-down state messaging into horizontal flows across intimate networks, blending 

authoritative power with networked intimacy. Reposting them signalled one’s alignment with 
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mainstream views, while resisting them put individuals at risk of suspicion or shaming. Here, 

disciplinary power, as Foucault describes it, the surveillance directed at subjects from in the 

central tower of the Panopticon (Feder 2014), is reinforced through sharing official articles. It 

is diffused through social networks, where friends become the enforcers of norms. Ordinary 

citizens were able to draw on and wield the power of knowledge and political discourse to 

promote the call to action of “stay cohesive” and enact spontaneous peer supervision. 

Citizens, motivated by fear of contagion and the desire for safety, internalised this 

surveillance and pressured peers to comply. Thus, the credibility of official accounts was 

backed not only by their state authority but also by their embedding within everyday peer 

relations.  

By reposting official information, social media friends strengthen the influence of official 

posts, facilitated by the use of algorithms (van Dijck 2013). The algorithm works to 

marginalise opposing opinions and reinforce information previously posted. Interviewees C, 

T, and K believed that the statements of medical professionals, which were widely adopted, 

for example, those of Dr Zhong Nanshan, were withholding information to keep the public 

calm. Although those professionals seemingly provided solid guidance and built confidence 

among the public that they could face the pandemic, their instructions and opinions were very 

conservative—they were also under the supervision of the government and could not speak 

freely. Instead, their speech was shaped to align with the government’s discourse in order to 

stabilise the social order. Through public figures, the government’s agenda was implicitly 

amplified by the speakers’ authority and expertise. Critical debate in the public sphere was 

suppressed in favour of government-sanctioned posts.  
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The affective public and “positive energy” 

Apart from being a source of information, public account articles also mobilised emotions. 

The assumption that social media operates as a space for public rational debate is problematic 

(Liu & Shi 2024). Karatzogianni and Kuntsman (2012) argue that rationality, a core 

component of the Habermasian public sphere, fails to take political processes driven by 

emotions into account. Instead of responding to rational political arguments, the impulse to 

join social movements is more often tethered to the latent ties embedded in the emotional 

responses, for example, the heightened sense of ‘instant grievance’ and the mobilising effect 

of ‘war-like’ imagery (Tang 2015). This corresponds to the ‘war-like’ metaphor of fighting 

against the pandemic promoted in government slogans.  

Rather than being grounded in rationality, Garde-Hansen and Gorton (2013) suggest that 

social media constructs a space for individuals to bind and divide each other through 

emotions. In the same vein, Gan and colleagues (2017) and Tang (2009) highlight that, in 

China, social media often serves as a safe space for micro-narratives to be disclosed and 

circulated, allowing strangers to connect emotionally. In particular, online emotions can 

become contagious and grow aggressively in a crisis (Zhou et al. 2019)—in this study, during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Being exposed to emotional disclosures and a sense of solidarity, 

can recruit, motivate and engage people to join political action through emotional incentives 

(Papacharissi 2014). Thus, social media in China became an ‘affective space’, where, 

although “rationalist perspective is a valid approach to thinking about what democracy ought 

to be like” (p. 148), online political participation has a closer relation to shared sentiments 

within social networks (Liu & Shi 2024).  
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It is important to recognise that when public account articles are used by individuals to 

express their perspectives in WeChat groups and Moments, the emotions of both the authors 

and the audience are also mediated in this semi-public space. It is important to bear in mind 

that the circulation of mainstream opinions and sentiments is enhanced by censorship on 

WeChat, which filters out opinions that are not acceptable to the ruling regime. Interviewee K 

observed that publishing an article on WeChat faces stricter censorship than on Weibo. 

Censorship on Weibo is more ‘passive’, only occurring after content is posted. As Interviewee 

K pointed out, WeChat’s censorship is more proactive. Articles cannot be published until the 

content has been inspected—articles that do not meet the Internet User Public Account 

Information Service Management Regulations35 are not approved. In addition, those that have 

already been published but are subsequently detected or reported as violating the Regulations 

are removed, and the person posting is asked to revise the material. In marginalising dissent, 

material that complied with what President Xi termed “positive energy” (Li 2013), which 

channels hope, gratitude, and bravery, was elevated.   

As demonstrated in Figure 22 in Chapter Seven, the public account articles reposted to 

Moments about the sacrifices of the medical workers and policewomen acknowledged their 

bravery and contributions by friends. By highlighting the fact that those workers in the 

frontline were also ordinary people among us: they had feelings; they had flesh and blood; 

they were loyal friends of their peers, precious sons/daughters of their parents, great 

husbands/wives of their partners and even dedicated parents of their young children. A strong 

 

35 For more information, see https://digichina.stanford.edu/work/internet-user-public-account-

information-service-management-regulations/ (Creemers 2017, viewed 30 August 2025) 
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communal feeling emerged about the fact that service workers chose to serve their country 

and respond to the duty of their job to protect their loved ones but would possibly not be able 

to go back home as a result. The social media audience can relate their own behaviours to 

others’ sacrifices and align their mentality with the quarantine policies through the feelings 

evoked by others’ encounters, without explicitly expressing or even realising their 

understanding or support of the “positive energy” or the slogan of “stay cohesive”. This 

disruption of rationality is in the same vein as Papacharissi and Trevey’s (2018) discussion, 

which asserts that civil engagement in the era of social media is less politically driven and 

more aligned with the emotional valence generated by an interest in or allegiance to issues 

“without having to enter the complex negotiation of personal vs. collective politics” (p. 91). 

Othering and emotional overload  

Liu and Shi (2024) argue that the tendency to divide social media users into those who are 

with or against us, also known as “othering”, further disrupts the rational Habermasian public 

sphere. The core challenge at the heart of Habermas’s idealised public sphere is the pursuit of 

democracy. The idea is that emotional factors can be eliminated by forming a universal and 

impartial consensus that meets everybody’s interests equally (Dahlberg 2001; Tanner 2001; 

Janssen & Kies 2005). Young (1990) adds that “no one can adopt a point of view that is 

completely impersonal and dispassionate, completely separated from any particular context 

and commitments” (p. 103). He is arguing that the intention to create a universal and imperial 

consensus beyond personal desires and identities is unachievable because perfectly rational 

citizens do not exist, and emotions cannot be expunged from the public sphere (Fraser 1992; 

Nicholson 2018).  
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Dahlgren (2006) also argues that pursuing uniformity in the idealised version of the public 

sphere denies the heterogeneity of people and the lived experience of marginalised groups, 

recognising difference is crucial for democracy. Schmitt (1996) argues that the emergence of 

diverse voices inevitably leads to tribalism which cannot be avoided in this context because 

politics always needs an enemy. Thus, Liu and Shi (2024) affirm that the various statements 

and the struggles that filled Chinese cyberspace during the pandemic were, in fact, conflicts 

of facts and political viewpoints fuelled by emotions. Strong emotions such as anger and 

hatred ultimately override objective statements of fact.  

This discussion can also be linked to Ahmed’s (2014) discussion of the relationship between 

emotions and politics: emotions such as love and gratitude can foster a sense of belonging, 

but shame also disciplines those who fail to conform. Figure 23 from Chapter Seven also 

demonstrates how feelings affect behaviours and identify “others”. The same public account 

article was shared in Moments by two friends of mine to express their worry and confusion 

about the need to “unwind” after a month-long lockdown. They reminded their friends to 

keep following the quarantine policies by questioning the article’s content in sad and angry 

tones. From my perspective as a follower of the senders, while they did not know each other, 

they were sharing the same articles from the same public account and were communicating a 

political view which called for their followers to bond over a particular sense of belonging. 

This put me in the position of deciding whether to agree and become part of the imaginary 

‘us’ or disagree and become ‘othered’. The fear of being shamed and isolated potentially 

asked me to call my integrity into question in my friendship group. As Ahmed (2014) argues, 

the power of belonging to a “we” reinforces the self-discipline outlined in Foucault’s 

Panopticon model (Feder 2014). 
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that 40 COVID-infected medical staff in a hospital was a “small” ratio; some were marked as 

“dead” and ignored when still alive. Instead, a story praising a senior scavenger in a small, 

underdeveloped town in Henan Province, who donated their savings while living by digging 

leeks in the wild and recycling garbage, was widely circulated.  

The post challenges the legitimacy of the narrative of the senior scavenger’s donation. They 

argue that volunteering and donation should be dependent on an individual’s capacity and not 

required in a way that asks people to disrupt their normal life. The post suggests that the 

media’s exploitation of vulnerability misleads the audience and is unethical. While the media 

praise the senior scavenger’s goodwill, they equally ignore the fact that the “sacrifice” of a 

poor man’s last property was entirely unnecessary—they neither had the responsibility nor 

the means to do so. Instead, marginalised individuals should be protected, not showcased as 

role models. This post exposes the mainstream media’s tendency to prioritise emotional 

appeal over rational behaviour, reflecting the misuse of “positive energy” and forced 

sentimentality in relation to so-called heroic deeds.  

Instead of feeling motivated or touched, the WeChat friend was shocked and only felt sad and 

angry towards the mainstream media and the government for their performative manipulation 

of the public’s emotions during the crisis. By suggesting, “If you’re feeling sad and angry, 

don’t resist and stop, let them stay as long as possible”, at the end of the post, the WeChat 

friend encouraged friends to listen to their hearts and follow their intuition, and, even when 

they feel different from others, to stand by their opinions.  

Such reactions illustrate the limits of affective governance: while emotions can mobilise 

solidarity, they can also expose contradictions and stimulate counter-narratives that challenge 
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the legitimacy of state discourse. Furthermore, using Foucault's concept of 

‘power/knowledge’ as a guide (Feder 2014), the contradiction between the emotions 

promoted and those invoked,  reflects the awakening of the affective public to the existence 

of disciplinary power, helping the audience learn to think critically and pay attention to the 

missing voices in public discourse, thereby developing a broader understanding of the 

circumstances.  

In short, public account articles on WeChat played a complex role during the pandemic. They 

attempted to replace critical debate by offering top-down education, reinforced by citizens’ 

habitus of trusting authority. When circulated through social networks, they combined official 

discourse with peer surveillance, embedding discipline within digital intimacy. At the same 

time, they mobilised affective publics, aligning citizens emotionally with state narratives of 

sacrifice and resilience under the banner of “positive energy”. Yet, over time, emotional 

overexposure produced fatigue and scepticism, leading some users to question the legitimacy 

of these narratives. In this tension between education, affect, and critique, WeChat public 

accounts exemplify both the power and the fragility of China’s digitally mediated public 

sphere. 

Wuhan residents: Who are “we”?  

The confrontation between “us” and “them” was a recurring theme in online discussions 

during the Wuhan lockdown. On the surface, aligning with the “us” promoted in mainstream 

discourse appeared to facilitate compliance with quarantine policies and strengthen 

confidence in the ruling regime. Yet this raises a deeper question: who defines “us”, and can 

mainstream ideas always represent the whole population? 
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This study shows that WeChat public account articles provided a space for citizens to 

negotiate these definitions. While many public account articles reinforced the dominant 

narrative of collective unity, some of them, to varying degrees, exposed the exclusion of 

marginalised groups from being part of a “we”. These individuals were not included in the 

public discourse of mainstream media or mentioned in narratives of official accounts. In such 

cases, public accounts became tools for counter-public expression (Fraser 1992), enabling 

overlooked groups to challenge official discourse and dominant forces including experts, law 

enforcement, the media, and other social institutions (Asen 2000; Squires 2002), and to seek 

recognition within the broader public. Jackson and Foucault Welles (2015) investigate the 

emergence of the ‘networked counter-public’ built on the pervasive use and affordances of 

social media, and the application of connective functions such as hashtags and ‘mentions’. 

These small, networked groups aim to “create and maintain their own, alternative publics 

with the express goals of both legitimising and communicating their lived realities and 

pushing the mainstream public sphere to acknowledge and respond to these realities” 

(Jackson & Foucault Welles 2016, p. 398).  

Connecting this framework with the networked public (boyd, 2010), this thesis argues that 

the concept of networked counter-publics extends beyond the traditionally ignored minority 

that was previously identified as lacking in the inclusiveness of Habermas’ public sphere 

(Fraser, 1992; MacKee, 2005; Negt & Kluge, 1993; Pateman, 1989; van Zoonen, 2005). Not 

only those who are politically, culturally, or economically inferior, but even ordinary citizens 

are at the same risk of being overlooked if they are socially misaligned—if they doubt the 

accomplishment of collective efforts in fighting the virus, or if their reality was too disruptive 

for others to acknowledge during the pandemic. Hence, even if they were still identified as 

part of the citizens (“us”), they were labelled as counter-public in relation to the “public” as 
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defined by the ruling regime. It follows that “we” can also be a group of marginalised people 

whose interests and real situation were omitted by the broader “us” (or the official “us”) in 

the sense of “them” or “others” due to their absence in mainstream media.  

Squires (2002) is aware that counter-publics attempt to challenge dominant narratives directly 

when media and communication resources are also accessible to minority social groups. By 

forming a networked counter-public using public account articles, “we” are expected to 

counter the public discourse and challenge the common understanding of “us” under the 

pandemic. Given WeChat’s massive user base—1.09 billion per day by 2021 (Liu 2021)—

even “minor” groups can represent millions of voices, making their interventions difficult to 

dismiss. Public articles can be seen, not only be seen as an attempt to be heard, but also as a 

window for the official “us” to see the existence of “others”. The networked counter-public 

therefore grows even larger by recruiting potential supporters from like-minded individuals 

on the official “us” side using contagious emotions (Bennett & Segerberg 2013; Papacharissi 

2014). In the same vein as We Media, Papacharissi and de Fatima Oliveira (2012) further 

support the view that public account articles can be viewed as a convenient resource 

generated by “crowdsourced elites”, based on social media data and/or social capital. The 

interactions with them, through reposting, liking, and commenting, allow other ordinary 

individuals to join a prominent voice within networked counter-publics and amplify their own 

influence by borrowing others’ social capital. This helps bridge the gap between mainstream 

reports. Instead of separating an “us” from a “them”, networked counter-publics allow us to 

share our difficulties in a collective manner.  

Articles like this were always blocked rapidly. Suzuki and Velasquez (2025) conceptualised 

the actions and strategies employed by, not necessarily, but mainly official institutions and the 
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dominant public to attack and dismiss networked counter-publics, aiming to undermine their 

discourses, performances, and movements, as ‘networked counter-publics sanctions’. The 

most common networked counter-publics sanctions in China are performed through 

censorship by ‘state actors’ (Suzuki & Velasquez 2025). According to Interviewee K, 

‘corporate actors’, the operators of the social platform, also play an important role. These 

articles were removed not necessarily because they were sensitive or opposed the 

government. Rather, the viral spread of the articles triggered the alarm of the WeChat 

algorithm’s rumour detection when the repost volume was unusually high (Suzuki & 

Velasquez 2025).  

Yet, this study still argues that when an article went viral during the pandemic, it was 

normally too shocking or appeared so real and relevant that it resonated emotionally with a 

large amount of social media users. As Liu and Shi (2024) note, audiences can be mobilised 

by the emotions expressed in the comment area of articles, forming an affective space for 

them to share points of view and cope with the difficulties they face together.  

In Figure 27, a public account article questioning the inclusiveness and effectiveness of the 

city-wide COVID-19 test in Wuhan was widely shared. While it reflects the friction between 

the official “we” and the citizen “we”, it also demonstrates how the networked counter-public 

gathers and constructs its own affective space for cooperation and mutual support: 
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The short article titled “Today, Someone Said the COVID-19 Case Screening Was 98.6% 

Done”, was posted by a public account named “Wuhan Forum Boomer” (Wuhan Zha Ba Ge). 

The article firstly quoted a screenshot from the Weibo account of CCTV News, which posted 

news with the hashtag: the confirmed case screening rate has reached 99 per cent in Wuhan 

(Screenshot 1). The news reported that, as of 9 February, 3,371 communities, encompassing 

approximately 4,210,000 families and 10,590,000 residents, which equalled 98.6 per cent of 

the total families and 99 per cent of the population in Wuhan, had been tested and screened. 

The report further indicated that 1,499 confirmed cases with severe symptoms that could not 

be sent to hospitals, as of 8 February, have now been confirmed to have received treatment in 

hospitals. The author wrote under the news, employing a strong sense of sarcasm, and 

expressed “lucky” with the “smiling” emoji to convey their anger and ridicule with 

politeness, questioning whether they were the 1.4 per cent left behind or if they were living in 

“another Wuhan” (Screenshot 2). They argued that the news did not reflect the truth at all and 

encouraged readers to click “Wow” and share this article with their networks to expose the 

“real” Wuhan. With only a few lines, the article offered a dramatic twist in the mainstream 

“facts” presented in the news, revealing the reality of quarantine life and raising an alarm 

about the authenticity of the data.  

The article had wide resonance, with more than 100,000 readers (shown as “100k+”) having 

read and shared it as of the time the screenshot was captured, indicating they recognised that 

the report was false, or they were in the same situation, being categorised as “we” while 

living without a COVID test being done for them. In Screenshot 3 to 5, the author ‘pinned’ 

comments from the audience that indicated they were in an urgent situation requesting help 

from the public. The pinned comments, then, subtly become a part of the article content to 

support the author’s argument and become affective content to provoke the audience. The 
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implication here was that while the government was putting the spotlight on their 

achievement of the “99 per cent”, the people who lived in that “1 per cent” and did not 

receive the COVID test were facing a life-threatening situation and should be worthy of more 

attention. Or at least the same level of attention and support as other citizens.  

The Wuhan families in the pinned comments were suffering from chronic diseases or 

suspected infection of COVID-19 with severe symptoms, but had all been rejected by 

hospitals, even though their lives were in danger. The comment senders also exposed their 

personal information to the public, which prompted potential helpers to contact them directly, 

and also validated the authenticity of the cases. Each of these cases received, respectively, 

about 29,700, 25,600 and 19,300 likes from the audience, a clear challenge to the efficacy of 

quarantine policies. These posts acted as both personal testimonies and collective indictments 

of the gap between policy and lived reality. By helping these families get help, the author 

underscored that “we” were also Wuhan residents, but “our” suffering was ignored and 

concealed in the fake data presented in the news. This contrast further raised doubts about the 

official “we” that the government was referring to in the report, because the citizen “we”, 

who were omitted from the news, were in fact suffering and left unattended. A networked 

counter-public began to emerge from the comments and likes. The likes here were more than 

just a reflection of an emotional impulse, but a way of “picking a side” (zhan dui) to show 

support (Interviewee N). 

The counter-public’s opinion was made explicit through approving comments. In Screenshot 

6, some audience members commented that “they” were also residents of Wuhan, even 

though they belonged to the “1.4 per cent”. They stated that they hadn’t received any COVID 

communication from Wuhan, but rather relentless screening calls from other places, such as 
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Hainan Province and Suzhou, simply because they had a property their or their household 

registration was there. Approximately 15,800 and 14,400 audience ‘liked’ and shared the 

same sentiments as these comments. This indicated that there were probably other similar 

hidden cases. The author of the post also responded to them expressing their disappointment 

with the local government, “We were lucky, but also unlucky to be ‘Wuhan people’”, and 

“We love Wuhan, but the reality was just so disappointing.” The “love of Wuhan” was 

emphasised through the emerging citizen “we” in which “our” love was more human, 

practical, and down-to-earth, and aimed at comforting and saving each other with genuine 

care and recognition, rather than relying on numbers to represent lives. 

One commenter said sarcastically, “It seems we don’t deserve to be tested”, noting that they 

were simply labelled a “no infection” case via a piece of paper stuck to their door, 

contradicting claims that everyone was offered testing. More than 15,000 readers liked and 

shared the comment. Another comment revealed that a compound had detected 32 confirmed 

cases, but no one was sent to the hospital. The highest number of likes, approximately 

19,600, was given to a comment that explicitly accused local government leaders of 

continuing to lie about the real situation during the crisis. This comment criticised the way 

the leaders’ prioritised their good reputation over the well-being of the citizens. Here, 

following Ahmed’s discussion of emotions and politics (2014), expressions of shame and 

anger were mobilised to reframe the citizen “us” as the neglected residents whose suffering 

was erased by official statistics. Accordingly, “we”, as networked counter-publics who were 

separated from the public discourse, could reclaim “our” subjectivity and turn the local 

government into a “them” (Foucault 1979). 
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This conflict highlights the tension between top-down and bottom-up constructions of 

collective identity. On the one hand, state-controlled mainstream media defined “we” as 

compliant, unified Wuhan residents, embodying “positive energy” and collective sacrifice. 

On the other hand, marginalised citizens used public account articles to reclaim their 

subjectivity, insisting that “our” suffering was also part of the Wuhan story. From a 

Foucauldian perspective, this reflects the clash between disciplinary power exercised through 

official discourse and the resistance of citizens who used digital tools to redefine themselves 

(Foucault 1979). While the government intended the articles to convey official data to lead 

public opinion and internalise, public account articles also enabled the autonomous 

construction of counter-public networks controlled and managed by WeChat users (Castells 

2012). By shedding light on the absence of the marginalised “us”, the networked counter-

public challenged the authenticity of government channels.  

Importantly, the article in Figure 27 did not aim to break Wuhan residents into competing 

camps. This article may also be viewed by those who have already been tested and who 

recognised themselves as part of the government’s data. Instead of comparing the differences 

between the circumstances of citizens, it focused on the reasons some were “unlucky”. The 

citizen “us”, then, became inclusive and foregrounded solidarity with other citizens. This 

article and its comments sought to remind others of the hidden struggles behind the banner of 

unity and “positive energy”. By echoing the affective content and evoking empathy, those 

who remained silent and obedient were potentially recruited as potential supporters (Lee et al. 

2017). 

The rallying cry of this article can also be viewed as a virtual protest. Instead of occupying a 

physical space, it used data to “occupy” the audience’s attention and capture their emotions. It 
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was emotionally contagious and gathered an affective public through shared similar 

experiences or expressing solidarity. It also provided a digital space for the audience to vent 

their grievances, resolve their confusion, reveal the truth of their circumstances, and support 

one another in collective resilience (Ahmed 2014). Even though opposing voices were 

continuously removed, Interviewee K observed the rapid re-emergence of the removed 

content—not just the original post but also content relayed by other people—which used 

creative coding strategies to ensure distribution. This persistence illustrates how affective 

publics in China resist authoritarian constraints by generating “repertoires of circulation” that 

allow suppressed voices to endure.  

Ultimately, the conflict over “we” in Wuhan reveals the fragility of state-crafted narratives. 

While official discourse sought to internalise compliance by defining “we” in harmonious, 

unified terms, citizens’ lived experiences disrupted this harmony. Through affective publics, 

they exposed exclusions, challenged official legitimacy, and reasserted their right to define 

themselves as part of Wuhan’s “we”. 

Culture space and public account articles 

It is interesting to observe that conflicts often emerged when public account articles were 

shared within family group chats. In this study, younger interviewees consistently reported 

that they felt a responsibility to share educational content with parents and older relatives, 

recognising both their own greater digital literacy and the need to protect the elderly during 

the pandemic. This sharing occurred in both extended and immediate family groups. This 

motivation can also be traced back to the previous discussion of bonding capital in the 

analysis of Putnam’s social capital (2000; Morrow & Scorgie-Porter 2017), which posits that 
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social capital is enhanced by the affiliation with a particular group (a family), based on the 

tight relational, emotional and obligational connections (kinship, close relationships) and 

sustained by reciprocal actions (embedded in the shared obligation for mutual caring), 

providing social and psychological support and generating solidarity.  

Yet, some interviewees, such as Interviewee X, N and H, felt that their bonds with family 

members established boundaries to determine their sharing range and restricted their 

contributions to small, close circles. One interviewee explicitly said, “I don’t care about 

others.” Sharing with the immediate family group can maximise the effect of education and 

reduce the risk of unintentional ‘context collision’ in the semi-public sphere (Davis & 

Jurgenson 2014). Following Davis and Jurgenson’s (2014) argument, sharing in an immediate 

family group chat with goodwill can be viewed as ‘context collusion,’ where children 

intentionally invite parents to the same space, pay attention to and witness updates of the 

development of the COVID pandemic. However, Davis and Jurgenson (2014) also note that 

the disciplinary power implicit in the ‘authority-subordinate relation’ between parents and 

children cannot be ignored. Thus, this study observes that despite these differences in the 

range of sharing, the younger generation usually acted as the main senders in family groups. 

In some cases, parents accepted this guidance (Interviewees Q, W, K, H), while in others 

(Interviewees J, R, S, C) their input was resisted, leading to conflict. 

These tensions highlight how cultural norms shape digital interactions. Habermas’ ideal of 

rational-critical debate fails to capture the persistence of Confucian hierarchy within Chinese 

family groups, where seniority often outweighs rational argument. As Jurgenson’s (2012) 

notion of augmented reality suggests, online spaces reproduce offline power relations rather 

than replacing them. Bian (2019) further traces modern Chinese family interactions to 
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Confucian “five pairs of social roles” (wu lun). In particular, three pairs of them: the father-

children, husband-wife and elder brother-younger brother relationships, are highly relevant 

here. They can be understood as children being subordinate to the father (fu zi), women, 

particularly the wife, being subordinate to the male, specifically the husband (fu qi), and 

younger brothers/sisters as subordinate to the elder ones (xiong di/jie mei). These enduring 

hierarchies are carried into modern life, intersecting the ‘authority-subordinate relation’, 

giving older members authority in digital conversations, even when their knowledge is less 

accurate.  

Generational differences in education and political orientations also shaped these interactions. 

As Wang (2023) recognises, the older generation in China, who used to be seen as 

‘information have-less’, have now embraced smartphones in profound ways and are living 

their ‘unlived’ youth with the support of smart devices. However, they often lack the critical 

skills to evaluate digital content, leaving them vulnerable to pseudoscience, conspiracy 

theories, and politically biased narratives. For example, as Interviewees C and R noted, their 

parents’ preferences were strongly related to their educational and professional backgrounds. 

Interviewee C’s father, with less education, enjoyed more “tacky” topics, whereas 

Interviewee R’s parents, who have been CPC members for many years, tend to accept the 

statements of the government. These polarisations and gaps invite the younger generation to 

step in and take over, assessing the veracity of posts.  

Additionally, algorithms reinforce the dissemination of already received ideas by steering 

older users into echo chambers (Sunstein 2018), further entrenching bias. Younger 

participants in the study, aware of this, often dismissed what parents shared with the family 

group, anticipating that it would be unreliable. The parent-child relationship, though 
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sometimes reframed as an intimate digital friendship which might be expected to enhance 

social bonding capital (Pahl & Spencer 2004), accordingly failed to generate trust. Authority 

and intimacy clashed in ways that disrupted rational communication.  

Based on this, the interaction between younger and older generations in the digital era 

potentially faces an endless struggle between the increasing influence of the young, due to 

their better education, ability to access knowledge and authoritative information, and the 

inherent ‘authority-subordinate’ power imbalance within the family and kinship, which 

instead of leading to trust and harmony, resulted in more conflicts and uncertainty. Younger 

interviewees, such as A and K attempted to subvert these power relations by instructing their 

parents using evaluated official account articles. The younger generation, in this sense, 

flipped the traditional family hierarchy (Brandtzaeg, Lüders, and Skjetne 2010). While the 

children wanted to keep their family safe, they equally further internalised the instructions of 

the government. At the same time, these conversations risked the elderly rejecting them 

irrationally and intensely because their pride and their belief systems were challenged. 

Empirical examples illustrate these struggles vividly. Interviewee J referred to their friend’s 

story. Their friend’s grandmother refused to listen to the family, but insisted on their belief in 

superstition and, in turn, urged her family to eat the soil in the garden in the name of “for 

your own good” (dou shi wei ni hao), claiming that the “nutrition of nature” could help 

prevent the virus. Interviewee C’s father insisted on learning from Douyin and what was 

shared by his “bros”, dismissed Interviewee C’s expertise and advanced educational levels. 

Interviewee S’s parents embodied a split: the mother, easily confused, leaned on her child, 

while the father insisted Interviewee S “not make a fuss”. Interviewee R withdrew from a 

family group after an elder cousin, convinced that COVID-19 and vaccines were 
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conspiracies, dismissed official articles and overwhelmed the chat with dubious sources (see 

Figure 28). Interviewee R felt exhausted and had to give up talking in the family group to 

avoid further conflicts that may ruin relationships. These cases show how younger relatives’ 

use of official accounts as persuasive “weapons” often provoked defensive reactions from 

elders, whose sense of pride and authority was challenged. 

 

Figure 28: The elder cousin of Interviewee R claimed that the pandemic was a means to 

sabotage and reset the social order and manipulate and filter people with a video from a 

public account; and argued that science itself was a religion developed to control the world 
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according to plans hatched in WW I and WW II. Screenshot of the chat history provided by 

Interviewee R on 2 February 2024. 

These conflicts further correspond to Bourdieu’s (1990) concept of habitus, which is 

developed through examining the lengthy and ongoing processes of socialisation that guide 

individuals’ behaviours considered natural and legitimate (Papacharissi 2014). On one hand, 

for the younger generation, shaped by higher education and digital literacy, critical evaluation 

was a natural mode of engagement. On the other hand, for the older generation, shaped by 

earlier educational and cultural contexts, reliance on rumours or superstitious practices also 

felt equally natural. On WeChat, these competing habitus collided, with Confucian norms of 

respect amplifying rather than resolving the gap. The result was a cultural struggle in which 

intimacy and duty encouraged intergenerational sharing, but hierarchical pride, echo 

chambers, and differing habitus undermined genuine dialogue. 

Converging habits from using other platforms 

While public accounts appear to provide We Media with opportunities to reach a wider 

audience through audience participation in sharing, their actual effectiveness is constrained 

by technological and capitalist factors. Firstly, the high competition and the role of algorithms 

determine the visibility of content. Interviewee K, a marketing professional, explained that 

competition among public accounts has become increasingly intense as more competitors 

have come to the market, and more creators attempt to capture users’ limited attention spans. 

Although users can technically subscribe to unlimited accounts, time and attention are finite, 

meaning only a few subscribed accounts consistently receive engagement. Thus, in order to 

stand out from other competitors, frequently updating readable and meaningful content was a 



 

 

298 

 

 

core strategy for the authors to attract the audience. Later, the competition became more 

significant when WeChat grouped all public accounts into one portal, aiming to reduce push 

notifications and, in turn, reinforce reliance on algorithmic ranking. In this case, not only 

subscribed accounts, but also random public accounts, are promoted simultaneously and 

mixed into the same list. Interviewee K regarded the algorithm as a “score” system—

popularity, measured through subscriptions, cumulative likes and views, and browsing 

frequency, determined which accounts appeared at the top. While this ranking system appears 

to be an incentive for higher-quality content, Interviewee K warned that the logic behind this 

is that users’ preferences are reinforced and amplified by algorithmic curation, with recording 

and exploiting the users’ behavioural data and, ultimately, creating personalised echo 

chambers (boyd & Crawford 2012; Sunstein 2018).  

Interviewee K’s highlighting the algorithmic logic of the public accounts reminds us of the 

capitalist nature of social media. Indeed, this is precisely Fuchs’ criticism of Jenkins’ 

participatory culture (Fuchs 2017). Jenkins asserts that social media users are empowered by 

lower costs of engagement and the shareable nature of social media (Jenkins 2006b; 2009) 

and proposes the emergence of participatory culture to understand the interaction of the 

digital era, in which he highlighted participatory culture as a culture that fans and media 

consumers are invited to actively participate in creation and circulation of content and 

connect with each other (Jenkins 2006a; 2006b). Fuchs (2017) argues that this theory reflects 

the positive and collective aspects of social media—engagement, creation, sharing, 

experiences, contributions and emotions—but fails to acknowledge “how these practices are 

enabled by and antagonistically entangled into capital accumulation” (p. 70). To elaborate, 

the profit-driven motive of the platforms disrupts ‘participation’ in Jenkins’ sense, because 

what can be posted and circulated online has been determined in the first place by 
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commercial imperatives (Fuchs 2017). The self-censorship of Sina and Tencent, as well as the 

pervasive online censorship policed by the Chinese government, further limited what is 

shown on the users’ screens. This thesis does not intend to deny individuals’ agency and their 

opportunities to create change. Jenkins insists that individuals’ contributions always matter in 

civic engagement (Jenkins 2009)—they still embrace this potential by shaping the content 

and participating in its distribution (Jenkins 2006a; 2006b). However, the reality of 

censorship in China means that citizens participation is limited because their visibility is out 

of their control. Simultaneously, the competition between public accounts for the audience’s 

attention is, in fact, a competition for acquiring user data such as likes, reposts, and 

comments, which can be transformed into reputation and influence, and then boost capital 

accumulation (Fuchs 2017). Flew (2020) adds that these competition models are more profit-

driven and less favourable to being friends with social media users. The algorithm, alongside 

this, further accelerates the process by privileging what the algorithm deems relevant, and in 

turn, challenges the participatory culture itself, as it now clearly shows that not all content is 

valued equally by both sides of the platform and the audience. While social media users 

celebrate their participation by ‘prosuming’ cultural goods (Jenkins 2006a), such as public 

account articles, the more they interact with the content, the more it drives them into filter 

bubbles and echo chambers, constraining their own worldview (Su 2024).  

Secondly, misinformation in public account articles adds another layer of concern, 

particularly during the pandemic. Interviewee S criticised “Sydney Today” (Jin Ri Xi Ni), a 

public account claiming to be the largest Chinese-language platform in Australia, as an 

example of sensationalist and misleading reporting. The account frequently employed 

clickbait titles, such as “Breaking news!” (tu fa), “Shocking!” (zhen jing) and “Earth-

shattering!” (zhong bang), while failing to contextualise or verify claims. It also generalises 
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subjects to veil their relevance by vaguely concluding “all Chinese in Australia” (zai ao hua 

ren) or “every Chinese overseas student” (quan ti zhong guo liu xue sheng) or “every family 

has to know” (mei ge jia ting dou yao zhi dao). By framing incidents in broad ethnic terms as 

“Chinese” (hua ren/hua nan/hua nv) even when irrelevant, it exaggerated risk and generated 

fear and anxiety. This rhetorical expression confuses overseas readers who rely on the 

account for understanding local life, causing unnecessary stress without explanation. 

Interviewee S noted that their parents, who relied on Sydney Today to stay connected to their 

child in Australia, became anxious and worried, adding to Interviewee S’s emotional burden.  

This misuse of the clickbait strategy further reflects the capitalist nature of social platforms. It 

disrupts the distribution of useful tips for educational purposes. To obtain more data, this 

strategy encourages more consumption than production by focusing on increasing the 

clicking rate (or the reposting rate). It can be argued that reposting can also stimulate users to 

share their opinions. But according to Fuchs’ (2017), consumption and circulation in 

participatory culture are more likely to generate an interpretation of content rather than 

produce new content. This can also be observed when elderly WeChat users share articles 

with shocking titles and extreme conclusions—they are not producing any genuine ideas, but 

rather repeating content by reposting to initiate another round of consumption, driven by 

emotional incentives. Thus, the role of the prosumer has been eroded.  

Simultaneously, this data-driven strategy can also be critiqued using boyd and Crawford 

(2012) and van Dijck’s (2013) notion of ‘big data’, in which the quantitative value of the 

viewer data is not equal to the quality of the content; it simplifies the process of evaluation 

and simply builds a specious connection between popularity, visibility and importance. These 

symbolic numbers have no concrete value, but tend to evoke an instant, impulsive, emotional, 
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and positive response to the content, rather than a rational analysis (van Dijck 2013). The 

absence of a ‘dislike’ button on WeChat further silences opposing or negative voices. An 

extreme example of obtaining data in contemporary Chinese social media ecology can be 

found in the expression, “negative publicity is still publicity” (hei hong ye shi hong). This 

criticism accuses those using controversial topics or intentionally using negative news to 

attract attention. In other words, it demonstrates, again, that data may not always be the 

ultimate goal, but rather an unavoidable factor on social media, allowing strategies to 

outweigh content and enabling the commodification and exploitation of users’ attention and 

activities.  

Finally, the effectiveness of public accounts also depends on evolving media habits shaped by 

other platforms. Interviewee K noted that users trained by Douyin and RedNote prefer visual 

content and have shorter attention spans and lower tolerance for long videos and text. Their 

user habits, then, continue to affect their behaviour on WeChat in terms of how they receive 

and interpret public account articles. This shortened attention is in line with Simon’s (1971) 

theory of the attention economy, in which the wealthier the information in a message, the 

poorer the attention of the reader. This is even more obvious in today’s social media 

environment. When We Media use multiple social platforms to compete and gather ‘attention 

capital’, referring to the amount of attention a specific communicator receives through likes 

and comments from social networks (Smith & Fischer 2021; van Krieken 2019a, 2019b), 

users have to divide their already limited attention into fragments. This incentivises content 

simplification, privileging immediacy over depth, which aligns with Taylor and Nichter’s 

study (2022), asserting that communicators must compete through timing, aesthetics, and 

persona management to capture scarce attention, rather than focusing on content itself. 
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To adapt to this situation, the content composition gradually shifts away from meaning-

making in storytelling to focus on speedy delivery with elements of amusement or drama. 

Interviewee K observed that many public account articles have shortened the length to five 

times the length of a “thumb-scrolling” on screen, which can contain around 500 Chinese 

characters, at most, in order to make an article readable. Images and effects are also added to 

the articles to enhance the amusement, which takes away more space from the text.  

Hence, the majority of recent public accounts articles are no longer an ideal place for a 

detailed explanation of a complex topic, but often jump to conclusions by skipping or 

simplifying discussions and causation. This is not to dismiss the efforts of a public account to 

advocate close reading—such as Sanlian Lifeweek, a public account operated by the 

magazine that has the same name, which still insists on posting long articles to engage 

readers. But in practice, according to my research, most WeChat users do not even have the 

patience to finish a one-minute video (e.g. Interviewee K). Some articles even display “TL; 

DR”36 (sheng liu) at the beginning to directly present the findings in one sentence to save the 

readers’ time. Interviewee K argued that these methods continue to encourage lazy, passive 

consumption and undermine analytical thinking, leaving audiences vulnerable to 

 

36 “TL; DR” is an internet slang term short for “too long; don’t read” used to indicate a brief 

abstract of the following text, in case the reader has no time to read. A similar concept in 

Chinese is sheng liu, which means “to save your data”; therefore, there is no need to load the 

following passages. 
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misinformation and pseudoscience. It is reasonable, then, to conclude that the idealised 

critical debate characterised by Habermas’ public sphere has become increasingly irrelevant. 

Summary 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, WeChat public account articles became a central 

mechanism through which information, emotion, authority, and resistance circulated among 

Chinese citizens. These articles reinforced state narratives by providing accessible education, 

amplifying official expertise, and extending institutional authority into personal networks, 

where peer sharing and platform algorithms strengthened calls to “stay cohesive”. At the 

same time, their emotionally charged content mobilised affective publics, fostering solidarity 

through stories of sacrifice while also generating fatigue, scepticism, and conflict as users 

confronted the limits of these narratives. Moments of disruption emerged when marginalised 

citizens used public account articles to form temporary networked counter-publics, 

challenging official data and reclaiming their own definition of “we”. Yet these counter-

publics remained fragile under censorship and algorithmic suppression. Within family group 

chats, generational divides, Confucian hierarchies, and unequal digital literacy further 

complicated the circulation and interpretation of public account articles, often producing 

tension rather than consensus. Together, these dynamics illustrate how WeChat public 

accounts operated as a semi-public sphere shaped by authority, affect, and constraint—

facilitating both compliance and contestation, and revealing the complex, often contradictory 

consequences of digital engagement during the pandemic. 
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Chapter Nine: Consequences: Is social media still capable of 

bringing us together? 

Consequences is the final parameter studied in Dahlgren and Hill’s (2023) five parameters of 

media engagement. As they note, consequences refer to the result and implications of the 

particular form of media engagement. They are always related to specific media users 

(Dahlgren & Hill 2023)—in this thesis, I have investigated the way users of Weibo and 

WeChat both find a sense of engagement while dealing with the disengagement provoked by 

censorship and algorithmic alienation. Simultaneously, Consequences can manifest in diverse 

ways. As Dahlgren and Hill (2023) emphasise, “the consequences of engagement can take 

many forms—ranging from a sense of empowerment, to the experience of pleasure, to the 

attainment of satisfactory audience statistics for media organisations” (p. 34). At the same 

time, consequences may be unforeseen and unintentional, and disengagement is itself a 

possible outcome. This parameter is closely linked to the final research question of this study: 

after three years of intensive social media engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic, what 

insights can Weibo and WeChat usage offer for understanding augmented life in the post-

pandemic era? After the Chinese nationwide battle against the pandemic and collective 

experience of “stay cohesive”, how do individuals now perceive connectivity, and how do 

they revisit their relationship with society through the lens of social media engagement?  

Symbiosis: people, social media, and governance 

Using Dahlgren and Hill’s (2023) framework as a guide, interviewees were asked whether 

they felt Weibo and WeChat had empowered them. All participants agreed that these social 
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media platforms did empower them in various ways. Yet, their reflections reveal that 

empowerment in China’s digital sphere is felt rather than guaranteed. The interviewees’ 

reflections on empowerment resonate strongly with longstanding theoretical debates about 

the democratic potential of digital media. Their responses illustrate how Weibo and WeChat 

function as infrastructures of expressive power, visibility, and augmented participation, 

aligning with early scholarship that frames social media as an enabling force for publics 

previously excluded from mass communication and emphasised the democratic potential of 

social media (Asen 2000; Bennett 2012; Castells 2012; Dahlgren 2005; Lee et al. 2015; 

Papacharissi 2010). My interviewees, then, grounded these hopes in everyday, pragmatic 

experiences of agency under constraint. 

Across interviews, empowerment was articulated through the lens of affordances (boyd 

2010). The sense that “everyone has a microphone”, as Interviewee N described it, signals a 

shift from hierarchical modes of communication to a more horizontal media environment in 

which individuals can find ways of getting attention, express agency, and shape public 

discourse. This perception of expressive equality, even if not matched by structural equality, 

is central to how users conceptualise digital empowerment. Even if when structural 

hierarchies interfere with their ability to be heard, the feeling of being able to speak and be 

heard carried emotional weight for many of my interviewees. 

For Interviewee J, empowerment emerged from exposure to multiplicity and diversity. During 

the pandemic, Weibo and WeChat opened their eyes to the multiple social issues that emerged 

during the pandemic. Although they caused chaos and conflict, being exposed to these issues 

also helped them understand the difficulties faced by different social groups. Even though 

Interviewee J did not always agree with or immediately comprehend every viewpoint, the 



 

 

306 

 

 

platforms nevertheless broadened their understanding of their society. Building on this, 

Interviewee S said how important it was to hear every voice, reflecting a deeper philosophical 

relationship between social media, memory and participatory democracy (Fuchs 2017). Even 

fleeting posts—deleted, censored, or buried by algorithmic flows—carried symbolic 

significance for them, simply by having existed. This is in line with Jurgenson’s (2012) 

argument about ‘augmented revolution’ which emphasises that social media users are not 

simply “shouting into the wind (made of atoms), they are also shouting into a network (made 

of bits)” (p. 88), and that, accordingly, the act of posting produces traces that can be 

screenshotted, archived, or echoed across platforms. The possibility of persistence enables 

minority voices to overturn dominant narratives, however briefly. In the Chinese context, 

where mainstream media offers limited space for pluralism, this ephemeral visibility becomes 

a subtle form of empowerment, allowing dissenting or minority perspectives to momentarily 

enter public consciousness. 

For Interviewee H, empowerment was also relational and collective. Their example of the 

2022 Shanghai lockdown highlights how social platforms can transform isolation into 

connective action (Bennett & Segerberg 2013): WeChat neighbourhood groups and 

comments posted under public account articles enabled individuals to support each other by 

exchanging goods and sharing resources to survive the crisis together, while the government’s 

support was limited (see also Figure 29). Social media provided logistical coordination, 

emotional solidarity, and practical support in material exchanges—transforming private 

suffering into shared mobilisation. In these moments, empowerment was framed in terms of 

broadcasting dissent but was more about connection, where empowerment manifested as a 

form of emotional connection and relational care rather than overt political contestation. 
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Figure 29: The comment area under a public account article sharing about the neighbourhood 

caring during the 2022 Shanghai lockdown. WeChat audiences shared their heart-warming 

moments with neighbours as evidence of mutual support to underscore cohesion. Viewed 6 

April 2022. 
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Additionally, my research found that empowerment was also enhanced through perceived 

responsiveness. Interviewee H’s belief that issues that entered Weibo’s Trending Topic 

spurred policy attention reflects a perception of affective influence: that collective outrage, 

sympathy, or concern can build momentum. Even though state intervention shapes the 

visibility, the public still treats trending mechanisms as pathways to visibility and change. 

This perceived responsiveness contributes to a sense of agency. Empowerment, therefore, 

was not only performative but also affective: users believed their actions could be both 

effective and affective using social networks (Givan et al. 2010; Suh et al. 2017).  

Above all, these testimonies support and complicate Western perspectives on the role social 

media plays in empowering users. On one hand, interviewees echoed early optimistic views 

of social media—seeing social media as a space for civic voice, consciousness-raising, and 

counter-public formation. On the other, their accounts demonstrate that empowerment is 

contingent, temporary, and highly mediated by platform governance, censorship, and 

evolving political climates. Empowerment emerges not as a stable condition but as a 

momentary affordance, activated at particular times under particular social pressures. 

In this sense, the interviewees’ narratives reveal a more nuanced conceptualisation of 

empowerment under Chinese authoritarian conditions: empowerment as expression (the 

ability to speak), resonance (finding others who care), mobilisation (organising resources and 

mutual aid), interruption (briefly disrupting dominant narratives), and imagination (believing 

that collective attention can effect change). These layers show that empowerment on Weibo 

and WeChat is less about structural transformation and more about micro-level adjustments 

that enable individuals and communities to feel seen, acknowledged, and momentarily 
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connected—an affective and relational form of agency that coexists with, rather than 

replaces, systemic constraints. 

A fragile promise 

While interviewees acknowledged that Weibo and WeChat offered a certain sense of 

empowerment, their reflections also reveal the conditional and fragile nature of this agency 

within China’s tightly governed media environment. That is not only because of external 

regulations, but because users internalise the logic of control, transforming self-expression 

into both compliance and creativity, and that they take this pattern for granted even when they 

sense the control is tightening. The interviewees’ narratives highlight a central paradox of 

digital participation under authoritarian power: the affordances are embedded in architectures 

of control. What emerges here is a complex form of conditional empowerment, shaped by 

structural limits, internalised constraints, and the tensions between participation and 

regulation in Chinese digital spaces. 

Interviewees S, D, T, U, and W emphasised that the empowerment they experienced was 

overshadowed by pervasive state surveillance and censorship. In such a system, expression is 

never detached from the platforms that mediate it; users must constantly learn to anticipate 

the boundaries of permissible speech and adapt their behaviour accordingly. This dynamic 

unconsciously aligns with scholarship on “participatory persuasion” (Repnikova & Fang 

2018), in which the state cultivates a participatory appearance by encouraging users to 

contribute only positive or patriotic content. Over time, the boundaries of permissible 

expression become internalised as a form of everyday political discipline. What appears as 

self-protection is also a consequence of what Foucauldian viewed as normalisation, in which 
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individuals govern themselves in anticipation of an invisible authority. This explains why 

many interviewees adopt “read but don’t post” practices, or engage only in coded, cautious 

expressions that balance the desire for participation with the need for self-preservation.  

The paradox is even more foregrounded by attempts to bypass censorship—via screenshots, 

homophones, altered formatting, or elaborate “encryption”—which represent a mode of soft 

resistance in environments where explicit confrontation is dangerous. The viral circulation of 

“The One Who Issued the Warning” (Fa Shao Zi De Ren37) across WeChat public accounts in 

early 2020 exemplifies such ingenuity (see Figure 30, see also BBC 2020c). Fang Kecheng, 

in a BBC (2020c) interview, interpreted this transformed, viral, creative relay of the rescue of 

the forbidden article as a ritual of connectivity that allows members to recognise one another 

and agree on a shared value.  

This thesis partly endorses this analysis. Initially, encryption served as a participatory soft 

resistance practice: a grassroots strategy to preserve politically significant information, and to 

resist erasure. Yet as the techniques grew increasingly performative and dramatic—German, 

and Japanese translations, emoji reconstructions, Morse code, hexadecimal renderings, even 

 

37 The article was initially published on Ren Wu magazine by Gong Qingqi, on 10 March 

2020. The article portrayed Dr Ai Fen’s encounter and feelings after she was accused of being 

the source of the “COVID-19 rumour”. She was the person who took a picture of the first 

“unknown pneumonia” report and shared it with her colleague. This report later spread across 

the local professional network, including Dr Li Wenliang. The article was already removed 

from the Chinese domestic internet. Backup recorded by a third-party organisation was 

viewed on < https://chinadigitaltimes.net/chinese/637830.html>.  
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Figure 30: Creative transformation of the article in Cantonese, German, emoji, Morse code, 

oracle bone script and hexadecimal code, viewed 11 March 2020. 

Importantly, this shift illustrates a deeper structural tension. “Encryption” began as a tool to 

preserve truth, but my research suggests that it sometimes ended up as an aesthetic 

performance detached from content. Paradoxically, this ultimately resulted in the same 

outcome as censorship, as Interviewees S and N observed: a form of obtuse paraphrasing that 

neither the censorship system nor the readers could meaningfully understand, further diluting 

the original message. The tactic that once preserved meaning ultimately produced noise—a 

phenomenon anticipated by social media researchers (Lee & Ting 2015; Morozov 2011). 

Social media is not primarily a space for serious political discussions. The logic of 

engagement often overtakes political deliberation in digital spaces. The very practice meant 

to resist state control risks becoming part of the sensory and affective overload that can 

undermine serious engagement. 
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Despite these limitations, Interviewee N argued that the “entertainmentisation” (yu le hua) of 

politics is not merely negative. Playful, ironic, or humorous expression constitutes a bottom-

up, inclusive form of vernacular politics—an implicit attitude that speaks to the view that 

“You cannot fully control how we speak.” This further implies that censorship can effectively 

suppress text, pictures, and videos that contain concrete ideas and objects, but it struggles 

with, for example, memes, humour, coded jokes, and subcultural aesthetics. These cultural 

forms circulate meanings in a way that can evade textual policing while equally fostering a 

sense of shared complicity among users. Thus, entertainment is also a mode of resistance—an 

indirect but persistent way to reclaim agency within constrained communicative 

environments. 

Thus, “entertainmentisation” functions as both symptom and strategy. It is a mode of evading 

direct critique while sustaining a subtle form of agency through playfulness and creativity. 

Within these moments, empowerment becomes conditional yet affectively real, through 

mediated humour and shared recognition. The paradox of Chinese digital culture lies 

precisely here—where compliance and resistance, seriousness and play, converge within the 

same communicative act in the intersection of public sphere and playground. These 

ambivalent practices reveal that even under the constraints of architectures of control, users 

cultivate emotional adaptability—a capacity to manoeuvre, encode, and laugh. Such affective 

agency does not dismantle power but quietly redefines what participation feels like under it. 

Lingering struggles: when empowerment meets containment 

My study reveals that the later stages of the pandemic were marked by an increasingly 

assertive state agenda. The government not only cooperated with foreign experts to endorse 
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the legitimacy of the policies (Fang 2022), but as Xu and Gong (2024) observe, the 

government strategically mobilised the TCAPSW campaign to amplify the “main melody” 

(zhu xuan lü) and “positive energy” (zheng neng liang) narratives as part of a broader 

propaganda framework. According to ethnographic observation and interviews, events across 

the pandemic—the accusation that Dr Li Wenliang was “spreading rumour” accusation, the 

cancellation of Fang Fang, the deletion of posts criticising the Red Cross China corruption, 

the elimination of content from the Shanghai lockdown, the censorship of the video of 

“Voices of April” (Si Yue Zhi Sheng38), and the suppression of footage dissemination about 

citizen riot in Guangzhou and the deadly residential building fire in Urumqi, and the rise of 

“Blank Paper Movement” (Bai Zhi Yun Dong39)—reflected an escalating tension between 

expanding public grievance and intensifying information control.  

 

38 “Voices of April” was a short video first posted on a WeChat public account on 22 April 

2022 (see also BBC 2022a), recording the lives of Shanghai residents during the massive 

lockdown in 2022. Even though the audiences defended the video as a gentle reminder and 

objective documentary, the video showed parts of the citizens’ struggle to survive under the 

“zero-COVID” policy and their negative opinions about life under lockdown, which was 

deemed “sensitive” and led to its removal online. Backup recorded by a third-party 

organisation was viewed on < https://chinadigitaltimes.net/space/四⽉之声>.  

39 The “Blank Paper Movement” was triggered by the Urumqi residential fire incident that 

caused ten residents’ deaths. The tragedy was believed to be due to strict quarantine measures 

that obstructed the emergency exit. Relevant posts were quickly removed online, which 

ignited public outrage. Then, university students and citizen protesters stood silently at the 

rallies across the country, holding blank A4 sheets of paper, symbolising “all the voices will 

be silenced” to resist censorship (see also BBC 2023).  
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In this context, social media empowerment became a double-edged sword. The same 

platforms that amplified citizens’ voices also magnified the reach of state surveillance, 

propaganda, and algorithmic governance. Through coordinated action between platform 

operators and state policies, dissenting voices were swiftly deleted or ironically “harmonised” 

(bei he xie), leaving only positive information and preventing users from accessing a fuller 

picture of events. It is safe to deduce that Chinese social media has shifted from the 

“decentralised” model envisioned by Western scholars (boyd 2010; Castells 2012; Bennett & 

Segerberg 2013; Lim 2017) to a re-centralised state-controlled system. This is especially 

evident on Weibo—highly curated, algorithmically filtered, politically sanitised, and 

structurally aligned with state priorities. This resulted in declining user engagement and trust 

(Interviewees N, D, T & W). 

Within this tightened infrastructure, affective participation persisted but became temporally 

compressed. Drawing on the concept of the affective public (Papacharissi 2014; Papacharissi 

& Trevey 2018), it is clear that dissent can go viral for minutes and disappear forever within 

hours on Weibo. This temporal compression is itself also a form of control—producing 

emotional release while preventing sustained mobilisation by controlling how long an issue 

or comment can be discussed. As a result, citizens could find an emotional release with the 

brief visibility of their post, yet the time required to mobilise resistance and activism—such 

as the time to talk, form shared narratives, coordinate action, and establish networks—was 

shortened due to the discontinuity of online content and fragmentation of opinions. Such a 

system provides a temporary “pressure valve”. Still, it negates the opportunity for long-term 

collective organisation, prevents narratives from solidifying, and creates a balance in the 

digital public sphere that keeps users emotionally engaged (maybe also exhausted) but 

politically isolated.  
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Figure 32: WeChat friends spontaneously reposted the same public account articles about the 

Urumqi residential building fire incident to question the quarantine policies and show their 

alliance position of the local residents, viewed 25 November 2022 

Interviewees X and H’s reflections further articulate an important insight: social media offers 

only momentary empowerment, not sustained political negotiation. Social media offers 

Chinese citizens fleeting opportunities to speak out and mobilise instantaneous emotional 

outbursts, revealing that people retain clarity beneath state propaganda. However, it must also 

be acknowledged, as Gladwell (2010) famously argues, that social media is not the natural 

enemy of the status quo. It cannot facilitate negotiation with state power nor alter political 

realities simply through emotional resonance. Every dissonant post eventually turns into 

Error Code 404. 

“The internet does not remember” 

The gradual disappearance of collective memory on Chinese social media represents one of 

the most profound consequences of digital engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

popular expression, “the internet does not remember” (hu lian wang mei you ji yi), frequently 

circulated among Chinese social media users, symbolises the phenomenon of engineered 

forgetting. It signals that, under increasingly strict censorship, earlier user-generated content 

has been systematically erased, thereby undermining the core affordances of social media 

outlined by boyd (2010). Before enabling replication, scalability, and searchability, 

networked technologies must first record content. When content cannot be recorded or 

preserved, these affordances cannot operate. When memory itself becomes unstable, the 
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social media environment loses its archival capacity, transforming from a participatory record 

of lived experience into a managed site of selective remembrance. 

During the pandemic, users attempted to virtualise their lived realities by posting updates, 

frustrations, and observations. These practices constituted an informal archival process—

what Rumsey (2016) describes as the digitalisation of memory, where everyday expression 

becomes an act of preservation for future memory destruction. The platforms themselves 

served as a means of documenting these moments. The digitalisation of archives further 

enabled the wider dissemination and knowledge production (Yasseri et al., 2022). 

Interviewees K and M also described WeChat Moments as a form of personal diarising, 

where timestamps allow them to revisit past events (this was also one of the methods they 

used to recall their pandemic experiences during the interviews). On public digital platforms 

such as Weibo, users’ shared posts and reflections during the pandemic—through processes 

of information pooling— in theory, accumulate into a collective memory (Yasseri et al., 

2022). The disruption of digital archives prevents collective memory from accumulating, 

deprives society of essential references for retrospection, and importantly, leaves gaps into 

which official narratives can later be inserted—as digital traces fade or are deleted40, the state 

 

40 Some third-party operated websites archive and file the deleted items, but may require a 

VPN to access, which is not available for every regular internet user in China. And the 

authenticity of the backup is not guaranteed.  
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gains greater latitude to reinterpret events. In an authoritarian context, forgetting is not 

accidental; it is engineered. 

Scholars (Yasseri et al., 2022), building on Halbwachs and Coser’s (1992) concept of 

collective memory, argue that individuals are limited in their ability to recall past events 

coherently beyond the social frames of their groups. Thus, society plays a decisive role in 

shaping memory. They define collective memory as the body of memories and remembering 

processes built and maintained by a social community, which are always responsive to the 

context of the present. Collective memory comprises recollections produced and shaped by 

groups. 

They further argue that despite the emergence of digital media, individuals have not 

overcome the cognitive limitations of memory (Yasseri et al., 2022). On the contrary, reliance 

on smart devices that retrieve facts on demand has increased the need for aided recall 

(Anderson 2016). Following Yasseri and colleagues’ (2022) logic, the digital reproduction of 

collective memory—through sharing, discussing, negotiating, and even contesting (Zelizer 

1995)—is now even more reliant on digital media. The digitalised collective memory should, 

in principle, be preserved as fully as possible by servers. As a result, these memories can be 

constructed and reconstructed through ongoing dialectics of remembering and forgetting, 

shaped by semantic and interpretive frames, and subject to various distortions (Climo & 

Cattell 2002). They can also complement official records and contribute additional 

perspectives and details to historical understanding. 

However, Chinese digital platforms do not offer this kind of stability. Interviewees repeatedly 

observed that critical posts documenting lockdown struggles or policy failures had vanished, 
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particularly on Weibo. This clearly demonstrates that digitalised collective memory is 

disrupted by platform regulation, preventing dissenting voices from being recorded and 

collective memory from consolidating. The collective experience of the lockdowns—citizens’ 

struggles, frustrations, and survival stories—have been erased behind the Great Firewall, 

making memories inaccessible online. 

In addition, algorithmic curation prioritises novelty, continuously pushing older posts into 

obscurity and eroding the continuity necessary for collective remembering. The 

overwhelming volume of information on social media, which exhausted Interviewees C, N, H 

and K, further weakens users’ ability to remember. In addition, once-prominent Trending 

Topics were quickly replaced by new ones. Within already fragmented attention spans, new 

emotional stimuli further distracted audiences, disrupting the cognitive process by which the 

brain constructs meaning through affective coherence—connecting emotional experiences 

with factual patterns for future use (Rumsey 2016). On Weibo’s trending list, it is common to 

see emotionally intense COVID-19 death statistics one moment and celebrity gossip the next 

(see Figure 33, highlighted in red). Similarly, as shown in Figures 31 and 32, posts resisting 

lockdown measures coexist with entirely unrelated content (highlighted in red) in WeChat 

Moments feeds. 





 

 

324 

 

 

opportunities for reflection, potentially leading to repeating the same mistakes in a future 

crisis. The duality of forgetting also demonstrates one of the central insights from Dahlgren & 

Hill’s Consequences parameter (2023): digital engagement produces ambivalent outcomes. 

Empowerment and disempowerment, memory and amnesia, healing and suppression coexist 

within the same technological ecosystem. 

Interestingly, Interviewee K’s recollections revealed how collective memory in digital spaces 

diverges along networked lines of intimacy and interest. Their WeChat feed contrasted with 

what I observed in my own. They noted that during the pandemic, Moments posts that 

resisted or criticised pandemic governance were relatively rare. Most users, themselves 

included, used social media primarily to seek help, share resources, and ensure the safety of 

their families. Before securing stability and survival, few had the emotional capacity to 

engage in political critique. For example, although some reposted or commented on news 

items such as the Gansu nurse who shaved her head before departing to support Wuhan, no 

one engaged in prolonged debate. Academic or critical commentary—similar to that proposed 

by Interviewees C and S in the present study—offered little practical value for coping with 

real-time survival challenges. 

This difference, I argue, represents the influence of WeChat network demographics, divergent 

life histories and echo chambers. It also illustrates a key dimension of digitalised collective 

memory: in digitally connected contexts, shared memory no longer depends on traditional 

forms of spatial or temporal proximity. Instead, it emerges through connections based on 

shared interests, identities, experiences, and emotions. Extending Flaxman and colleagues’ 

(2016) argument, collective memory on WeChat becomes fragmented, selective, or 
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ideologically insulated, leading to different perceptions and emotional experiences of the 

same pandemic. This heterogeneity complicates the possibility of future collective reflection.  

Ultimately, the erosion of digital memory is both technical and political. Platforms designed 

to connect and record become instruments of omission and silence. Forgetting, in this sense, 

is not merely a lapse but a form of governance—a process that neutralises the disruptive 

potential of remembering. What remains are traces of emotion without an archive, catharsis 

without continuity, and a collective memory continually overwritten by the next update. 

Post-pandemic moral order: othering, tolerance, and nationalism 

Weibo and WeChat do not simply expand opportunities for public expression; they also help 

reconstruct a new internal hierarchy of power among users. This emergent structure operates 

outside formal state political control, yet is still shaped by platform algorithms, affordances, 

and the cultural–moral logics circulating within digital publics. These factors collectively 

generate new social norms and delineate new boundaries of mainstream values. Crucially, 

these dynamics simultaneously produce new margins: through processes of othering, social 

media users implicitly redefine who belongs, whose voices are legitimate, and what counts as 

“appropriate” and acceptable speech. In doing so, they establish new standards of “tolerance” 

while actively disempowering those positioned outside the normative centre. This reality 

stands in contrast to earlier Western scholarly analysis of the potential of the internet to 

democratise communication, which often celebrated social media’s participatory and 

inclusive potentials (Jenkins 2006a; Papacharissi 2010; van Dijck 2013). 
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Interviewee K’s reflections provide a critical conceptual entry point into the issue. For them, 

inclusion entails genuine respect and acceptance for difference. In contrast, this thesis argues 

that today’s Chinese digital environment operates at a far more superficial level of 

tolerance—a kind of debatable, conditional “putting up with” of divergent views that 

collapses once ideological boundaries are crossed. As earlier chapters illustrate, the pervasive 

use of othering—moral shaming, public humiliation, and cyberbullying—is aimed at 

producing behavioural alignment from marginalised users rather than recognising their claims 

as legitimate. This mechanism reinstates what scholars (Matthes et al. 2018) call the spiral of 

silence in a digital form. Thus, social media users internalise the majority sentiment through 

online discussion and suppress dissent to avoid social sanction. In this context, the legitimacy 

of speech is determined not by argument or evidence but by moral and social conformity—by 

whether one’s expression complies with dominant discourses. In this sense, inclusion is not 

rooted in empathy, care, or truth-seeking; it is contingent on fitting into boundaries set by the 

majority. 

This echoes Hongisto and colleagues’ argument (2017) that once human agency becomes 

entangled with technological systems, individuals cannot fully control their cognitive 

processes. Algorithmic curation, affective triggers, and platform architectures shape 

perception in ways that make finding a “consensual truth” nearly impossible in the digital era. 

Under these conditions, the minimal requirement for a functional public sphere is not 

acceptance, but the more basic capacity to allow divergent voices to exist without punitive 

intervention—a condition that remains unmet in China’s current online climate. 

Observations of Weibo during the later pandemic period show that public opinion did not 

move toward greater pluralism but rather intensified into polarisation under the sway of rising 
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nationalism. Fandom communities became key arenas where this tension materialised. 

Interviewee K noted that, in the late pandemic, a Thai celebrity’s tweets questioning the 

efficacy of China’s vaccine quickly escalated into a nationalist “moral panic” that 

immediately circulated on Weibo. It caused a dramatic twist in the fandom, from “melon-

eating” (chi gua) to recognising it was “house collapsing41” (ta fang), and among related 

business agents: marketing accounts and “big Vs” framed the comments as “insulting China” 

(ru hua), prompting fans to publicly sever ties, unfollow their idol, and even “turn into 

haters” (fen zhuan hei), i.e. turn into haters in public criticism. Their positions were changed 

instantly due to the spread of affective content and the stimulation of superficial political 

statements that push users to “pick a side”. For Interviewee K, the pandemic had politicised 

fandom to an unprecedented degree: securing profit and seeking support from Chinese fans to 

be famous now required explicit political loyalty to China. Consumption became 

nationalised, entertainment intertwined with geopolitics, and fandom behaviour became an 

extension of propaganda.  

What appeared to be a spontaneous patriotic defence was, in practice, the enforcement of a 

rigid, superficial, binary moral order: supporting China equalled virtue, deviation equalled 

betrayal. In this case, Chinese fans often assumed that their patriotic education—rooted in a 

national curriculum that emphasises unity and territorial integrity—was universally shared. 

 

41 It is a popular internet slang to describe the situation when an idol is involved in negative 

news, which ruins their reputation and impression among fans. Even if the scandalous stories 

are not yet validated, they already damage the idol’s image, leaving fans shocked, 

disappointed, and devastated that “the house they built and live in is collapsing”.  
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They overlooked the fact that foreign celebrities are embedded in entirely different 

educational systems, historical narratives, and political expectations. The result was a 

profoundly illiberal reaction: divergent opinions were dismissed, and some fans even 

attempted cross-border attacks via VPNs. Ironically, as Interviewee K remarked, the Great 

Firewall, in fact, effectively “protected” foreign celebrities from an even larger wave of 

Chinese nationalist backlash. 

This reaction suggests that part of the public has further internalised the state agenda—such 

as “China versus the West”—unconsciously as part of their criteria of tolerance, which is 

understandable in the context of surging political tensions between China and Western 

countries led by the United States throughout the pandemic. The binary moral schema of 

patriotism versus betrayal invited wider participation in ideological policing, as ordinary 

users disciplined one another in the name of national loyalty. Through affective contagion 

and algorithmic amplification, nationalism became an everyday affect—simultaneously 

emotional, moral, and performative. 

Consequently, the Chinese digital public sphere today operates through a form of 

collaborative control (Fang 2024): the state enforces top-down technical regulation, while 

citizens reproduce ideological conformity through bottom-up moral surveillance. The 

interplay between these layers reveals that the governance of expression no longer relies 

solely on censorship but on participatory enforcement. Empowerment and obedience thus 

coexist in a recursive loop—citizens use social media to express belonging and agency 

precisely by enforcing the norms that constrain them. 
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In this sense, the pandemic did not simply amplify nationalist affect; it redefined the moral 

coordinates of digital citizenship. To be visible online required demonstrating not 

individuality but alignment—performing correctness as a marker of loyalty. What emerges is 

a new moral order of participation: inclusion without pluralism, voice without dissent, and 

empowerment through compliance. 

Living in tribes 

Interviewees U, R, Y, and C all agreed that expressions of online Chinese public opinion have 

become intolerant. Interviewee R argued that escalating heavy censorship and one-sided 

information flows naturally bred ideological closure: blocking exposure to alternative 

perspectives and solidifying users’ ideological beliefs. Interviewee C voiced particular 

concern for younger generations whose digital experiences are dominated by entertainment 

platforms such as RedNote and Douyin. These algorithmic ecosystems privilege spectacle 

and speed over reflection, exposing users to high-volume information yet few divergent 

viewpoints. Interviewee K added that algorithmic recommender systems on Weibo create 

filter bubbles that hinder cross-perspective learning, further amplifying polarisation. 

Meanwhile, shrinking attention spans and platform commercialisation reduce the visibility 

and circulation of substantive discussions, narrowing the space for divergent voices.  

However, Interviewee R also noted that low tolerance is not only about dominant views 

excluding marginalised ones—it is also the result of mutual exclusion between mainstream 

and minority perspectives. Interviewee R acknowledged the impact of one-sided public 

opinion. They explained that they personally resisted Chinese propaganda and felt 

increasingly disillusioned with the government’s sanitised discourse during the pandemic. As 
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a result, they gravitated toward arguments that countered state narratives, following bloggers 

who articulated such perspectives both on Chinese and overseas platforms. They realised that 

this twisted their own understanding of China’s pandemic policies, acknowledging that the 

discursive environment they occupied also had an inherent ideological agenda, making 

objective understanding impossible and inclining them to distrust mainstream narratives. 

Interviewee R said that, as a result, they deliberately avoided expressing opinions in public 

digital spaces, such as Weibo. 

The emotional cost of this polarisation became apparent when Interviewee R described their 

inability to communicate with friends in China. Interviewee R went on to note that, in an 

isolated climate, people cling to the truths they believe in (including state-constructed or 

“performative” truths). Thus, during the pandemic, Interviewee R found it difficult to 

communicate or empathise with friends in China. Observing from abroad, after a long time 

living in Japan, they could not comprehend why domestic citizens continued to support such 

extreme containment policies. 

“I remember chatting with [a college friend] on WeChat. The ‘zero-COVID’ policy had 

just come up in China, and she thought it was a really good policy. I remember thinking 

like, ‘What?’ I wanted to empathise with her, but I just didn’t know where to start… The 

situation she was describing didn’t match the logic I was following… So, no matter how 

angry or upset she was about something, I just couldn’t understand. For instance, I 

couldn’t wrap my head around why she would support the ‘zero-COVID’ policy.” 

(Interviewee R) 
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In addition to failing to understand their friend, Interview R felt disconnected by discourses 

that prioritised political loyalty over compassion. They recalled seeing a news story from 

Hohhot, where a mother under lockdown, who was experiencing a mental health crisis and 

being unable to obtain help, died by suicide while her daughter watched helplessly behind a 

welded-shut door (see BBC 2022b). Although the tragedy prompted some reconsideration of 

“zero-COVID” and overly strict controls, Interviewee R still saw people defending the policy, 

leading them to question the logic behind that support. Whether these voices were speaking 

from privileged detachment or genuine endorsement of containment, these reactions 

convinced Interviewee R that moral reasoning had been replaced by ideology.  

In such a climate, dissenters often resorted to silence or anonymity to avoid conflict on Weibo 

and WeChat. This echoes the experience of Interviewee D, who “secretly” expressed 

opposition to zero-COVID on a Weibo account, but intentionally did not share with friends. 

Interviewee D believed individuals should have the right to choose whether to accept 

reopening rather than being forced to comply with lockdowns—even if reopening carried 

infection risks. Since this argument was unacceptable to most people at the time, Interviewee 

D returned to Weibo to avoid conflict on WeChat. 

Interviewees U and Y believed social media enabled holders of extreme nationalist views to 

locate like-minded peers through networked publics. Click speech on social media, such as 

likes and reposts, as well as comments, symbolise the majority opinion (von Sikorski & 

Hänelt 2016). These users were able to exploit these cues to reinforce their positions, 

generate a so-called “shitstorm” to attack and disgrace others, and even use reporting 

mechanisms (ju bao) to suppress dissent (Fang 2024), escalating rhetorical framing using 

patriotism to suppress other opinions. For instance, during the 2022 Shanghai lockdown, pro-
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lockdown groups attacked “lying-flat42” (tang ping) position holders, accusing them of being 

selfish, being influenced by Western ideology, disrespecting government arrangements, 

lacking patriotism, ignoring the pandemic’s severity and the pressures on the healthcare 

system, and betraying those who “stayed cohesive” and made sacrifices. Even if some 

minority concerns were legitimate, this tension further fuelled the intimidation of public 

expression of opinions and contributed to the silence of the minority, even with anonymity 

(Matthes et al. 2018).  

Yet withdrawal does not signify total disengagement. Many participants described relocating 

expression to smaller, trusted circles on WeChat—family groups, close-friend chats, or 

private Moments—where they could speak candidly without fear. Interviewees depicted these 

spaces as refuges of authenticity, reviving the traditional sense of a private sphere before 

social media (Papacharissi 2010). Public disillusionment thus coincides with a revival of 

intimate publics grounded in relational trust. Face-to-face conversations persist as 

complementary venues for meaning-making, indicating that counter discourse did not vanish 

but rather retreated into quieter, semi-private enclaves.  

Ultimately, rather than cultivating an open forum for deliberation, China’s networked publics 

fragmented into multiple digital tribes—clusters united by homogenous values and affective 

loyalties as bonding capital, particularly for minority groups. Each tribe constructed its own 

moral universe, validating internal coherence while discrediting outsiders. This tribalisation is 

 

42 “Lying-flat”, an internet slang, reflects a “it is what it is” attitude that stops making efforts, 

accepts what is about to happen.  
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not unique to China but acquires distinctive characteristics within an authoritarian-capitalist 

ecology: surveillance suppresses dissent, while algorithms and nationalism reward 

conformity. The consequence is a paradoxical blend of hyper-connectivity and emotional 

isolation—an environment where participation is abundant, but mutual understanding is 

scarce. 

Need of security 

Low tolerance and rising polarisation have intensified users’ desire for security, generating a 

pervasive culture of self-protection across Chinese social media. Interviewee U, a former 

civil servant, explained that they had learned to remain completely silent online—never 

commenting, reposting, or even liking others’ posts. For them, self-censorship was both 

professionally prudent and a form of moral discipline. Beyond official surveillance, 

Interviewee U was concerned that online conflict can trigger revenge and spill into offline 

consequences. This sentiment was echoed by Interviewees X and H, who viewed political 

expression as a source of endless “trouble and drama”. They observed that online trolls and 

“keyboard warriors” weaponised nationalism and morality to shame others, intensifying 

irrational debate, escalating emotional conflict and pushing neutral users into opposing 

camps. These attackers may not be more patriotic or morally superior; yet were able to stir up 

mass confrontations and incite others, cultivating a hyper-vigilant environment—where 

everyone was a potential enemy. That was precisely why Interviewees C and N withdrew 

from social media.  

Interviewee S associated such an intimidating atmosphere with the prevalence of “little 

pinks” (xiao fen hong) and a “50-cent army” (wu mao dang), who post nationalist content 
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driven by emotional or financial incentives. Their interventions blur the line between 

authentic belief and performative loyalty, fuelling suspicion that every user might be an 

ideological enforcer. Consequently, dissent comes to appear as both dangerous and futile. 

Interviewee X felt that expressing dissent was not worth the risk of harassment. Interviewees 

H and S added that the flood of contradictory information further paralysed them. They could 

not determine what was true and felt hesitant and reluctant to take a stance for fear of 

inadvertently spreading misinformation or offending peers. This uncertainty reinforced the 

dominance of mainstream narratives. As users retreated from participation, the opinion 

environment on Weibo and WeChat grew increasingly one-sided—sustained not only by 

censorship but by collective anxiety. 

The need for a sense of security prompts the increasing use of “self-protection” measures 

when expressing personal opinions. Interviewee K found this phenomenon tragic but 

necessary. Before sharing their thoughts, many people felt compelled to add extensive 

disclaimers stating that they meant no offence, hoping to defuse potential backlash before it 

occurred. This happened even in fanfiction: 

“These days, I’ve noticed that even content creators—like those who post opinions or 

even just creative stuff—feel the need to add tons of declarations under their posts, just 

to avoid getting attacked…Take fanfiction, for example. A lot of it is pure 

imagination…they [authors] feel they have to pre-emptively explain themselves… Even 

if the author did write something with questionable motives, like maybe they don’t love 

that character—so what? Just click the little cross and move on. You don’t need to attack 

the author and say, “Hey, I think you’re being disrespectful”, or pressure them into 

writing a whole explanation.” (Interviewee K) 
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Similarly, when posting potentially controversial comments in comment sections or WeChat 

group chats, some users often employ the “doggy” emoji to soften critical comments and 

signal a non-threatening stance. Interviewee A explained that “dog-head for safety” (gou tou 

bao ming) is a common strategy to avoid being attacked by using humour, irony, or self-

deprecation. This practice functions as a social shield, transforming potentially contentious 

remarks into ironic banter. What might appear as playful meme culture is also a survival 

strategy: a performative display of submission to the dominant moral and emotional order. 

“The ‘doggy’ emoji for me is a way to express my feelings—it’s like a symbol that shows 

I’m not being too serious or forceful about something. It’s not meant to be taken as a 

strict or intense statement. Instead, it just represents my opinion, but I don’t expect 

others to agree with me. I’m just putting it out there, and that’s it. No need for debates or 

arguments… It signals that I’m not demanding agreement—whether you accept it, 

disagree, or just don’t comment at all, it’s all fine. It gives people some breathing room.” 

(Interviewee A) 

Paradoxically, the use of disclaimers and emojis reflected the intolerant climate and 

underscores the fragility of digital empowerment. The very platforms that promise universal 

visibility have become spaces where users must continually anticipate risk and self-regulate 

to remain safe. Interviewees were torn between the desire to speak and the fear of being 

targeted, revealing how affective insecurity structures participation itself. Social networks 

thus evolve into constrained arenas—regulated not only by technical filters but by the moral 

surveillance of peers. These self-deprecating and defensive communicative strategies 

therefore operate simultaneously as survival tactics and subtle forms of resistance. However, 

these micro-resistances also reveal the limits of digital agency: when a concern about safety 
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becomes the primary condition of expression, communication ceases to be enlightening and 

empowering. In an era when everyone can ostensibly speak up, my research suggests that 

many users ironically speak less, trust less, and feel less secure. 

Is confrontation a detour: consensus and the pragmatics of compliance 

Not all interviewees critiqued China’s tightly regulated digital environment. Unlike 

Interviewees S, C, N and D, other interviewees still viewed the critical information the 

government provided as authentic. As Interviewees H and W stated, the government did not 

intend to harm their people, even though it did hide some information and “enhance” the 

statistical numbers, which did not significantly affect their daily routine. Some interviewees 

supported the government’s use of mainstream values to guide public behaviour during the 

crisis. Interviewee X argued that when civic education and critical thinking are 

underdeveloped, unstrained freedom of expression can be dangerous and destabilising. They 

compared pandemic governance to the 2019 Hong Kong Anti-Extradition movement, which, 

in their view, illustrated how “unregulated ideas” on social media could incite chaos and 

incubate riots, ultimately at the expense of other innocent citizens’ daily lives. While 

acknowledging that Chinese propaganda seeks to shape opinion, Interviewee X regarded this 

guidance as necessary in emergencies to maintain order and prevent misinformation from 

spiralling into panic. 

Interviewee Y, in the same vein, believed that constant online venting and state criticism 

contributed little to pandemic control and instead distracted the public from the collective 

goal of containing the virus. Interviewee Y believed that social media users should first 

reflect on whether their words and actions undermined social cohesion. Complaints and 
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accusations, they argued, only increased confusion and weakened unity when clear 

communication was most needed. During a crisis, the costs of the misaligned behaviour of a 

few people were ultimately borne collectively. Their defence underscores how state 

messaging, civic virtue, and collective responsibility are intertwined through the TCAPSW 

strategy (Xu & Gong 2024). Both Interviewees X and Y conceptualised obedience not as 

submission but as pragmatic and moral—an ethical choice that transforms discipline into 

virtue. 

Interviewee Y further reflected that reposting calls for justice for Dr Li Wenliang, though 

emotionally understandable, ultimately added to public anxiety and obstructed constructive 

action. From this perspective, restraint and silence constituted moral responsibility. 

“So when it came to news stories like this one [request to restore Dr Li Wenliang’s 

reputation]… Even if I thought the article made a valid point, I still wouldn’t repost it. 

Because in a time like that, blindly spreading this kind of content doesn’t actually help 

with pandemic control—it could make things worse… Misunderstandings or 

misinterpretations from individual people involved in the execution can cause issues; 

that’s normal. But I don’t think it’s fair—or healthy—to completely deny or criticise the 

entire system just because of how one person executed something poorly. That only 

makes things more chaotic.” (Interviewee Y) 

Interviewee H expanded this logic into a cultural critique of Western liberal assumptions. In 

their view, tolerance on Chinese social media is “already relatively high”: users may post 

freely so long as they avoid legal violations or avoid challenging the collective moral order. 

Intolerance, in this framing, does not originate solely with the state but with the social 
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expectation of upholding harmony and shared values. Interviewee H argued that those who 

feel “silenced” often import Western liberal discourses—such as individual rights, feminism, 

or democracy—into discussions that are structured around collectivist and nationalist logics. 

Such expressions are perceived as undermining unity, as culturally dissonant and emotionally 

disruptive, provoking a backlash not because it is censored by the authorities, but because it 

violates affective alignment within the community. 

To illustrate this, Interviewee H recalled the controversy over the Gansu nurses who shaved 

their heads before supporting Wuhan. The news story was widely framed as a heroic sacrifice 

intended to celebrate the collective spirit, yet some critics reinterpreted it through a feminist 

lens as a form of patriarchal exploitation. For Interviewee H, this was a “misreading of 

cultural logic”: the act was meant to symbolise selflessness and solidarity, not gender 

oppression. Online condemnation, therefore, appeared to them as an attack on collective 

virtue. In this sense, the moral legitimacy of an argument on Chinese social media depends 

more on its cultural resonance with mainstream sentiment than on its factual accuracy. 

Citizens who internalised this logic perform what Wang and Tan (2023) call participatory 

censorship—voluntarily correcting or excluding views deemed incompatible with shared 

values online.  

Interviewee H’s reflections illuminate a broader epistemic divide. The application of global 

liberal frameworks to Chinese contexts often clashes with Confucian and collectivist 

understandings of social order and virtue. Within this moral landscape, “tolerance” signifies 

the preservation of relational harmony and the respect for the shared feelings of the 

community, rather than the protection of adversarial speech, and, in turn, it reminds 

community members of their own role within the collective.  
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This echoes the “life-nurturing” (yang sheng) rationale central to Traditional Chinese 

Medicine and widely disseminated through public health education and everyday social 

media discourse (Sun 2015; Wang 2023). The yang sheng principle facilitates the 

internalisation of personal responsibility for wellbeing, encouraging citizens to view health—

and by extension social harmony—as both a moral and social obligation. In this worldview, 

harmony within the body parallels harmony within society: the two are mutually constitutive. 

Rather than relying on “Western medicine” as an external, alternative cure, the pursuit of 

internal balance becomes the ultimate path toward both longevity and collective stability 

(Wang 2023). 

Following this logic, harmony functions simultaneously as self-care and as moral cultivation. 

Social media users participate in this process through moral labour—self-regulating 

behaviours that correct or exclude perspectives deemed incompatible with collective 

sentiment. Such affective moderation sustains communal balance and exemplifies how 

Confucian and Foucauldian biopolitical rationalities converge in China’s digital moral order.  

Yet Interviewee H’s account also suggests the possibility of gradual transformation within 

this conservative digital sphere. Confrontation, they implied, may be counterproductive in a 

digitally conservative environment where opposition quickly hardens into binaries of loyalty 

and betrayal. Instead, they advocated for contextual adaptation—translating unfamiliar ideas 

into culturally recognisable narratives to foster acceptance. Constructive engagement in 

Chinese digital publics, therefore, depends on understanding the cultural affordances and 

moral boundaries that structure discourse. Recognising these limits does not entail endorsing 

conformity; rather, it offers a pragmatic strategy for cultivating reflection within an 

affectively charged, morally ordered networked society. 
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In this light, the question “Is confrontation a detour?” can be reinterpreted as a 

methodological and ethical challenge. For many users these days, overt resistance risks moral 

condemnation, algorithmic invisibility, and social ostracism. However, subtle negotiation—

embedding critique in familiar idioms of harmony, sacrifice, or collective care—may sustain 

dialogue without triggering defensive closure. The path to meaningful change, as in 

Interviewee H’s implication, lies not in refusing mainstream values but in expanding their 

moral vocabulary. By working within the emotional grammar of the network, citizens can 

open discursive spaces for reinterpretation and, perhaps, gradual evolution. 

This thesis argues that despite being rooted in vastly different cultural and political contexts, 

social media engagement in China and in the West has begun to yield strikingly similar 

outcomes: increasingly polarised discourse, public shaming and “cancel culture”, and the rise 

of militant nationalism (e.g. President Xi’s “Chinese Dream” (Zhong Guo Meng) for the 

“great rejuvenation of the Chinese Nation” (zhong hua min zu wei da fu xing) and President 

Trump’s “Make America Great Again”). These convergences reveal how social media has 

been systematically appropriated by ruling regimes, which use algorithmic infrastructures to 

filter, amplify, or erase certain voices according to ideological priorities. 

While Western media often describe China’s regulation of speech as authoritarian, this study 

suggests that Western democracies, under the banner of “freedom” and “democracy”, have 

likewise engaged in subtle yet sophisticated forms of opinion control through the very same 

digital platforms. This is in line with Gerbaudo’s (2021) observation that in the post-

pandemic era, a new “authoritarian statism” is emerging in Western societies, which 

emphasises the heavy reliance on the state’s role, or the return of a “big government”, in 

discipline and addressing social issues and crises. The illusion of a freer, more connected, and 
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more emotionally charged networked world has, paradoxically, facilitated the direct 

embedding of propaganda within everyday communication. Through algorithmic mediation, 

platforms can shape citizens’ perceptions of social circumstances at the intimate level of 

personal interaction. 

In doing so, social media opens new pathways for increasingly authoritarian forms of 

governance, allowing political power to transcend cultural differences and social norms and 

move toward a globalised mode of ideological convergence. By examining Chinese citizens’ 

social media engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic, this thesis offers a micro-level 

lens for understanding this homogenising tendency in digital public discourse. It shows how 

individuals, through everyday interactions, repeatedly reinforce these impressions, 

normalising control as participation. 

Ultimately, this research invites a forward-looking question: as dramatised in the recent 

science fiction series Pluribus, in an era of enforced unity and “shared belief”, does 

ideological uniformity truly serve as a remedy for social fragmentation—or does it conceal a 

deeper cost beneath the promise of solidarity? 

Summary 

This chapter shows that engagement on Weibo and WeChat during the pandemic enabled 

cooperation and expression, yet this empowerment remained highly conditional. Alongside 

tightening censorship, users increasingly faced pressures from peers: communication became 

“entertainmentlised”, digital collective memories disappeared through content removal, and 
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tolerance for disagreement declined. As a result, users were pushed into closed tribal clusters, 

feeling disconnected, vulnerable, and exposed to growing polarisation.  

This chapter also suggests that the patterns observed during China’s pandemic response—

particularly the integration of emotional mobilisation, moral alignment, algorithmic 

governance, and peer-driven enforcement—offer an important lens for anticipating future 

developments in Chinese social media, as well as for examining the growing propagandistic 

capacities of Western platforms as they undergo similar transformations. 
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Chapter Ten: Conclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic constituted an unprecedented public health emergency that 

reshaped not only Chinese citizens’ understanding of health, risk, and daily routines, but also 

their relationships with society as digital interactions increasingly replaced face-to-face 

communications. This crisis offers a critical lens through which to examine how ordinary 

citizens engage with Weibo and WeChat, in a study which focuses on how they navigated the 

uncertainties, pressures, and emotional turbulence of pandemic life in 2020 and 2021. Against 

the backdrop of the national call to “stay cohesive”, this thesis examines how digital 

interaction and connectivity on these platforms shaped public behaviour, social relations, and 

collective meaning-making during enforced physical separation. This concluding chapter 

synthesises the key findings in response to the research questions, outlines the theoretical and 

empirical contributions of the study, and identifies future directions for research by reflecting 

on the limitations of the project. 

Key findings in response to the research questions 

This thesis shows that Weibo and WeChat are not merely neutral communication tools, as 

Interviewee K and N believe. The two platforms inherently operate within complex 

infrastructural constraints shaped by commercial imperatives, algorithmic systems of 

visibility, and regulatory mechanisms aligned with the Chinese state’s legal requirements. As 

a result, when Chinese citizens entered the augmented reality facilitated by these platforms, 

their interactions were already constrained by these structural and political forces. These 

forces grew stronger during the pandemic due to the government’s Tell Chinese Anti-

Pandemic Stories Well (TCAPSW) propaganda. Over time, users have become accustomed to 
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internalising state control and evading it through practices such as coded expression, strategic 

ambiguity, and selective disengagement, and they have normalised both the vanishing of their 

posts and the dominance of patriotic, one-sided discourse. Simultaneously, platform 

connectivity reinforces algorithmic filter bubbles and echo chambers, fragmenting users into 

smaller, potentially insular tribes and constraining communication between majority and 

minority groups. Understood together, these dynamics suggest that China’s digitally mediated 

public sphere—rather than resembling a “global village” or a space of convergence—is 

increasingly characterised by ruptured, disconnected segments that shape and limit civic 

engagement. 

Building on this understanding, Chapter Two examined individual agency during the 

pandemic by conceptualising users as ‘We Media’—active producers, interpreters, and 

circulators of information within both the digital public sphere of Weibo and the networked 

intimate spaces of WeChat. These two domains, where cultural, emotional, and relational 

forces intersect, were analysed through the system of concentric circles developed in this 

thesis. In this model, Weibo functions as the outer, peripheral ring of public exposure, where 

users interact with a broad, loosely connected audience; WeChat, by contrast, operates as the 

central, semi-public relational core in which intimacy, trust, and long-term interpersonal 

bonds are augmented.  

Within this dual environment, individuals interpreted circulating discourse through personal 

and relational lenses, built trust, exercised critical thinking, verified health information, and 

responded to emotionally charged content through affective participation. The ability to 

occupy a liminal, both public- and private-facing, communicative position enabled 

information to flow inward—to be “narrowed down”, altered, and filtered—as it moved from 
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broader public discourse into the micro-level interactions that shaped everyday cooperation 

during the pandemic. This thesis demonstrates that such individual interactions across Weibo 

and WeChat were not only technologically facilitated but were also shaped by deeply rooted 

cultural logics and rituals. In particular, by Confucian values—centred on relationality, 

hierarchy, responsibility, and moral self-cultivation—which played a crucial role in 

structuring social norms of engagement and informing the connective actions that emerged 

during China’s pandemic response. 

As Chapter Three notes, this study adopted Dahlgren and Hill’s (2023) five parameters of 

media engagement: contexts, motivations, modalities, intensities, and consequences to 

analyse the complexities of everyday digital practices during the pandemic. Through the 

combined use of digital ethnography, autoethnography, and in-depth interviews, the thesis 

incorporates my own firsthand experiences as a citizen living in China during the crisis, 

alongside testimonies from participants with diverse social backgrounds. 

In Chapter Four, this thesis explores the regulated digital public sphere on Weibo. It argues 

that, although the platform enabled users to remain informed about the rapid developments of 

the virus, users needed to be constantly vigilant about the authenticity of posts, given the 

manipulation of visibility by platform data and algorithms. At the same time, affective 

content circulated widely on the platform, reinforcing and amplifying the national call to 

“stay cohesive”, and fostering an atmosphere oriented toward mutual encouragement and 

collective responsibility. 

Yet this shared affective climate also carried the risk of exclusion. It implicitly demanded 

alignment with dominant cultural and political sentiments—particularly those tied to national 
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unity—thereby defining the boundaries of what could be acceptably expressed in a public 

space. Users who recognised themselves as holding minority or dissenting views often 

experienced a growing sense of disconnection. As a result, Weibo became a site not only of 

engagement but also of strategic retreat, with many participants choosing disengagement as a 

protective response to the narrowing space for alternative perspectives. 

Chapter Five builds on Chapter Four with a deeper analysis of the patterns of disrupted 

engagement on Weibo. It shows how algorithmic mechanisms exacerbated the difficulties 

minority groups faced in speaking up, seeking support, or expressing dissent during the 

pandemic. Once the government’s call endorsement of “stay cohesive” became the dominant 

emotional and political framework for digital interaction, only posts that aligned with this 

discourse were algorithmically promoted. In contrast, dissenting views were deprioritised, 

criticised, or triggered intense backlash and public shaming. Such affective hostility—

mobilised through mass criticism, cyberbullying, and moral condemnation—worked in 

tandem with state propaganda, reinforcing a binary distinction between “us” and “others”. As 

a result, Weibo became a pragmatic space for majority users to perform compliance, 

reproduce moral consensus, and build solidarity, while simultaneously internalising the 

Confucian ideal of “harmony” embedded within political discourse. Those positioned as 

“others”—framed as troublemakers, traitors, or “Westernisers”—were excluded from 

legitimate participation.  

Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight turn to WeChat, examining its core communicative spaces—

group chats, Moments, and public accounts. Chapter Six investigates group chats, a key but 

understudied modality of Chinese social media engagement that has received minimal 

attention in Western scholarship. In these private, digitally mediated spaces, intimate 
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interpersonal relationships—particularly those embedded in Confucian guanxi structures—

were activated and strengthened. Trust intensified through kinship ties and long-standing 

friendships, enabling these micro-networks to function as the basic organisational units for 

coordinating pandemic life. It was also interesting to observe the rise of Neighbourhood 

groups. They created a mediated community square wherein residents could negotiate 

routines, request assistance, and uphold shared norms. Within these interactions, peer 

supervision and moral regulation emerged organically: group members monitored one 

another’s behaviour, corrected misinformation, and enforced collective expectations, 

illustrating how Confucian relational ethics and digitally mediated connectivity co-produced 

new forms of grassroots governance during the crisis. 

Chapter Seven moves to Moments where networked intimacy is visualised. It worked as a 

communal space for mutual friends to seek help, express concerns, and circulate emotional 

moments in a personalised way. Yet, the context collision led to a risk of people being 

cancelled from friendship circles. My research found that Moments was a semi-public sphere 

where mainstream opinion was amplified and enhanced by intimate relationships. While 

these interactions could potentially trigger an enthusiastic response to the discourse of “stay 

cohesive”, the fear of othering and confrontation in such closed relationships equally silenced 

individuals who held divergent ideas. Nevertheless, Moments also provided a relatively safe 

yet limited space for resistance. This reveals that citizens still retain some emotional and 

intellectual autonomy, even if only fleetingly. 

Chapter Eight found public account articles acted as a conduit for education, a means to 

negotiate trust and truth, and to rebuild the influence of authorities. The affective public was 

also mobilised when rhetorical articles that embedded “positive energy” were shared in group 
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chats. The articles were also a tool for children to break through the Confucian hierarchical 

structure within family groups to correct parents’ behaviour. Not all interviewees found the 

articles encouraging; rather, they expressed emotional fatigue from overexposure to others’ 

sacrifices, which created a moral burden. Through this process, minority groups were able to 

connect with the networked counter-public. Although such online rallies were quickly taken 

down, their ephemeral efforts show the potential for the minority to challenge official 

legitimacy and redefine who “we” are.  

Chapter Nine explores the consequences of engagement on Weibo and WeChat during the 

pandemic. This thesis rethinks the connectivity and interactions on those platforms and 

argues that the ability of users to be empowered on Chinese social media is always 

conditional. Users always face additional constraints. As discussed, Chinese social media 

users have to navigate, not only algorithmic logics, but censorship, by the government and 

themselves. 

Overall, this thesis answers the overarching question: how did Weibo and WeChat shape 

Chinese citizens’ digitally mediated engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic and what 

does this dynamic reveal about the evolution of civic engagement in a politically conservative 

and authoritarian context. This thesis argues that pandemic engagement on Weibo and 

WeChat was neither purely top-down nor purely grassroots. Instead, it emerged through 

collaborative dynamics between state actors, platform infrastructures, cultural norms, and 

interpersonal influence—a process that simultaneously enabled solidarity and constrained 

dissent. The findings reveal a mode of civic engagement that is affective rather than 

deliberative, relational rather than institutional, and momentary rather than sustained. 
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Significant contributions 

Conceptual contribution 

This thesis makes a significant conceptual contribution by articulating We Media, a term 

aligned with but distinct from the Western framing of influencers or citizen journalists. We 

Media emphasises the relational and affective nature of influence in Chinese social networks, 

where social norms were explicitly shaped by persistent political, cultural and moral values. 

It highlights how ordinary users—through emotional expression, moral persuasion, and 

everyday engagement—shaped others’ perceptions during a crisis. This concept pivots 

influence away from metrics like visibility or follower count and toward relational authority, 

cultural resonance, and soft leadership. 

Empirical Contribution 

Through autoethnography, digital ethnography and interviews, the thesis provides an insider’s 

account of Chinese digital life during the pandemic. Given the difficulty of accessing such 

contexts from outside China and, particularly, WeChat as a customised semi-public platform 

that is difficult to fully understand from outside China, and given that the presentation of 

Moments is different for each user, this thesis aims to bridge and illuminate this gap and 

preserve the moments that are no longer able to be accessed today due to censorship. This 

material constitutes a rare, detailed empirical record of crisis communication, rumour 

dynamics, online moral policing, and the lived experience of navigating Weibo and WeChat 

during unprecedented social restrictions. The empirical richness of the thesis extends 

scholarly understanding of Chinese digital media beyond official narratives or state-centric 

analyses. 
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Theoretical Contribution 

By integrating Western theories of digital publics, such as the affective public, connective 

action, the networked public, with an analysis of Chinese cultural values, political structures, 

and moral frameworks, the thesis develops a hybrid theoretical approach that more accurately 

captures how digital engagement operates in China. It allows me, as a Chinese citizen who 

has received both an orthodox Chinese education in mainland China and a tertiary education 

in Australia, to position myself and my firsthand pandemic experience in this research 

project. This integration bridges the gap that Western models alone cannot explain by using 

the particularities of Chinese digital life and, as Chapter Nine states, offers a more globally 

relevant analytical framework that incorporates culture, emotion, and governance.  

Analytical Contribution 

The thesis advances an analytical argument that digital engagement during the pandemic was 

co-produced by nationalism, moral labour, and interpersonal intimacy. These dynamics do not 

merely coexist; they reinforce each other. Nationalist narratives shaped moral expectations; 

moral expectations shaped interpersonal relations; and interpersonal relations shaped the 

emotional climates of digital platforms. This integrated analysis deepens scholarly insight 

into how political and cultural forces shape everyday communication during crises. It also 

adds to scholarship by applying Western theorists, such as Foucault, Habermas, and 

Bourdieu, to a modern Chinese context involving crisis communication, social media and 

community identities. 
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Limitations 

Forgetfulness and archive disruption 

As Chapter Nine shows, the limitation of memory was, at times, a significant obstacle in this 

research. Even though this PhD project began in 2022, the interviews were only conducted in 

2024, due to a prolonged human ethics review process. It was almost three years after the 

research-targeted pandemic period. Interviewees reported difficulty in having a detailed recall 

of 2020 and 2021. Thus, this thesis captures fragments of memories of events and incidents 

that left them with a strong emotional impression, rather than a continuous narrative of their 

pandemic life. Nevertheless, this research deployed news prompts and used WeChat 

Moments to assist recollection. The interviewees’ use of the emotional anchor of an event 

actually helps this thesis to locate and trace what and how they made the interviewees think 

and feel in a specific way. In addition, some digital archives that served as references had 

already been deleted by the platforms. As a result, there were inevitably gaps in this research.  

Limited sample size 

Given the scope and timeframe of this thesis, I conducted 16 interviews to engage in deep, 

reflective, and meaningful conversations with 18 participants—in two cases, I interviewed 

two interviewees simultaneously. As discussed in Chapter Three, in-depth interviews only 

represent the experiences of a small group in a study of this scope, unlike quantitative 

methods. To overcome this limitation, this thesis focused on the diversity of participants’ 

backgrounds. Yet, across age groups, participants under 30 and over 50 accounted for only 

one-third of the sample, potentially leading to the omission of specific age related behaviours. 

At the same time, participant recruitment relied, to some extent, on my personal WeChat 
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network and on limited promotional channels. Hence, the demographic backgrounds of the 

participants were limited by my connections; for example, all participants lived in urban 

communities, meaning the study did not explore pandemic experiences in rural areas.  

Social desirability effect 

As a researcher I am also cautious to acknowledge the ‘social desirability effect’, which 

commonly affects interviewees and can cause them to self-censor when they feel their 

answers might be controversial (Becker & Geer 1967), or to slant and modify their answers to 

present a ‘better’ version of themselves (Traver 2013). This study did not find this was a 

significant limitation, given the well-established rapport throughout the interviews. However, 

it was interesting to find that participants with a higher degree research background tended to 

give more “rational” responses to the questions. In other words, they appeared to suppress 

emotional reactions in their answers and tried to provide a more critical perspective. I 

hypothesise that this is due to the research training they received, which encouraged them to 

describe their experiences and relate them in a manner which appeared ‘objective’. 

Future study suggestions 

Framework application to other platforms 

The findings of this thesis open several avenues for future research. As mentioned, Chinese 

citizens’ engagement on Weibo and WeChat elucidates a new pathway for understanding how 

political control can potentially be normalised in citizens’ daily digital participation and how 

political discourse can penetrate through to the individual level via sociocultural norms and 

become enforced by communal moral standards. Yet, this research foregrounds only social 
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network sites (SNS) and, due to the research scope, does not extend to other popular user-

generated content (UGC) platforms. Thus, future studies could focus on digital social spaces, 

such as RedNote and Douyin, from a cultural perspective, to investigate how the production, 

rhetorical narratives and entertainment on these platforms are entangled with political 

discourse and continue to reshape users’ perceptions of governance. Moreover, a more 

extensive study could also pay attention to the sub-cultural field of Chinese social media, 

such as bilibili.com, where “nijigen” (er ci yuan, opposite to life in the physical world) fans 

gather, to explore the impact of political sanitisation on so-called “harmful” anime and 

literature genres, such as material which engages with categories such as the supernatural, the 

erotic, the homosexual or the antisocial.  

Comparative studies among domestic regions 

A comparative study could also be conducted to examine generational differences in WeChat 

usage, given the limitations of the younger and older age groups in the sample, or to compare 

pandemic life in urban and rural communities.   

Extended research in social media-related fields 

It would be interesting to conduct further investigations into the rapid evolution of internet 

slang as a sub-cultural signifier, an intersection of entertainment, creativity and resistance, 

and a pathway to the development of grassroots communication and public discourses on 

Chinese social platforms, in relation to the increasingly tightened political context and the 

economic recession after the pandemic. During data collection, this thesis observed the 

pervasive use of internet slang in daily expressions, helping social media users to articulate 
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their opinions in a practical, yet subtle and light-hearted way. The growing adoption of 

internet slang in contemporary China warrants a hermeneutic study of its social meanings.  

Moreover, the growing role of artificial intelligence (AI) in the already chaotic information 

ecosystem on social media deserves urgent attention. AI-generated content has been widely 

shared online and contributes to the spread of fake news when it is combined with algorithms 

(Ma et al. 2025). We need to know more about the challenges ordinary users face in terms of 

building trust and reclaiming truth when AI-generated fake news enters mediated 

relationships, and what We Media do about this?  

Conclusion  

In closing, this thesis demonstrates that digital life during the COVID-19 pandemic cannot be 

understood through technological or political analysis alone. It was lived, negotiated, and felt 

at the intersection of platforms, power, culture, and intimate relationships. Weibo and WeChat 

did not simply mediate communication; they structured how citizens interpreted risk, cared 

for one another, found consensus, contested meaning, and navigated the moral expectations 

of a society under pressure. Their affordances simultaneously expanded modes of expression 

while paradoxically curtailing them. Their connective capacities united communities while 

splintering publics; their emotional circuits inspired hope while exhausting users’ capacity for 

dissent. 

This research is grounded in my lived experience during the pandemic—residing with my 

family in a second-tier Chinese city, and navigating Weibo and WeChat alongside friends 

whose fears, frustrations, and hopes shaped my own. The arguments developed throughout 

this study, therefore, carry traces of my own reflections and emotions. This is not to diminish 



 

 

355 

 

 

the importance of scholarly objectivity; rather, it acknowledges that an insider’s perspective 

offers essential vernacular insight that can speak back to Western-dominated academic 

framings and recast China not as an abstract political case, but as a lived social world. At the 

same time, by analysing the shared content, this thesis does not seek to compare China’s 

pandemic outcomes with those of the West, despite the geopolitical confrontation that defined 

much of the global discourse. Beyond any political evaluation of “success” or “failure”, the 

lives lost during the pandemic, regardless of nationality, deserve respect and remembrance. 

Their deaths are not metrics of national pride but human costs borne by families and 

communities.  

Ultimately, this thesis argues that the central question is no longer whether social media 

empowers or constrains us as humans, but how citizens learn to navigate, negotiate, and 

reimagine agency within systems that shape their lives at every level. The pandemic made 

these dynamics impossible to ignore. In understanding them, we not only illuminate a 

singular historical moment—we also gain insight into the future of digital civic life in a world 

where connectivity is both our most incredible resource and our most profound vulnerability.  
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Appendix Six: Interview participants’ demographic sketches 

Interviewee U Age: 60s 

Marriage: Married 
Education: Diploma certificate done in China 

Occupation/industry: Retired/former public servant 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

Foshan 

 
Interviewee Z Age: 60s 

Marriage: Married 
Education: High school education 

Occupation/industry: Retired/former office worker 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

Foshan 

 

Interviewee T Age: 50s 
Marriage: Married 

Education: Bachelor’s degree done in China 
Occupation/industry: Property management 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

Guangzhou 

 
Interviewee M Age: 40s 

Marriage: Single  
Education: Master’s degree done in Australia 

Occupation/industry: English teacher 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

Shenzhen 

 

Interviewee Y Age: 30s 
Marriage: Single 

Education: Master’s degree done in Australia 
Occupation/industry: Lawyer 
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Location during the 
pandemic: 

Guangzhou, Shenzhen 

 
Interviewee W Age: 30s 

Marriage: Married 
Education: Bachelor’s degree done in China 

Occupation/industry: Architect 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

Foshan 

 

Interviewee Q Age: 30s 
Marriage: Married 

Education: Diploma certificate done in China 
Occupation/industry: International trade 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

Foshan 

 
Interviewee C Age: 30s 

Marriage: Single 
Education: PhD done in Australia 

Occupation/industry: University lecturer 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

Wuhan, Wanning, Ningbo 

 

Interviewee K Age: 30s 
Marriage: Single 

Education: Master’s degree done in Australia 
Occupation/industry: Marketing professional 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

Guangzhou 

 
Interviewee S Age: 30s 

Marriage: In relationship 
Education: PhD done in Australia 

Occupation/industry: University lecturer 
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Location during the 
pandemic: 

Sydney (Australia) 

 
Interviewee D Age: 30s 

Marriage: Rather not mention 
Education: Bachelor’s degree done in China 

Occupation/industry: Property management 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

Guangzhou 

 

Interviewee R Age: 30s 
Marriage: Married 

Education: Master’s degree done in Japan 
Occupation/industry: Sales 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

Fukushima (Japan), Tokyo (Japan), 
Hohhot 

 
Interviewee E Age: 30s 

Marriage: Married 
Education: Master’s degree done in the United 

Kingdom 
Occupation/industry: PhD candidate 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

Chengdu 

 
Interviewee X Age: 30s 

Marriage: In relationship 
Education: Bachelor’s degree done in China 

Occupation/industry: Self-employment/freelance insurance 
agent 

Location during the 
pandemic: 

Foshan 

 
Interviewee J Age: 20s 

Marriage: In relationship  
Education: Bachelor’s degree done in Australia 
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Occupation/industry: Student 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

Xiamen 

 

Interviewee A Age: 20s 
Marriage: Single  

Education: Master’s degree done in China 
Occupation/industry: PhD candidate 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

Foshan, Guangzhou 

 
Interviewee H Age: 20s 

Marriage: Single 
Education: Master’s degree done in Australia 

Occupation/industry: Banking professional 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

New York (the United States), Hohhot.  

 

Interviewee N Age: 20s 
Marriage: Single 

Education: Master’s degree done in the United 
Kingdom 

Occupation/industry: Future PhD candidate 
Location during the 
pandemic: 

London (the United Kingdom), Zhuhai 

 

 




