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Command and Control

The state of journalism in China, 25 years after Tiananmen

By Paul Mooney

On the afternoon of December 24, popular Chinese author Hao Qun, writing under the pen name
Murong Xuecun, blogged that the average lifespan of a microblog account in China is now just about
10 hours. Exactly 26 minutes and 17 seconds later, censors had already wiped the posting from the
Internet.

The speed with which posts are deleted is just one indicator of the Chinese government’s ability
to muzzle freedom of expression, a trend that has sharply worsened in the year since President Xi
Jinping came to power in November 2012. Xi took office at a time when people were becoming
dissatisfied with the state of society and hopeful for political reform. Instead, the opposite has
happened, with crackdowns on Chinese and foreign journalists becoming more frequent and online
censorship increasing. People need to be on guard against “Western anti-China forces,” Xi warned in
a speech in August, that “constantly strive in vain to use the Internet to overwhelm China.” “The new
administration thinks the Internet is especially a threat to the regime,” says Michael Anti, a Chinese
journalist and blogger. “That’s the reason they’ve cracked down more than ever before.”

Journalists at Southern Weekly, one of China’s most daring newspapers, went on strike in 2013
after state censors spiked a New Year’s editorial calling for China to respect constitutional rights,
replacing it with platitudes about the Communist Party’s unique role in “the rejuvenation of the
Chinese nation.” In December, some two dozen journalists from The New York Times and
Bloomberg News waited anxiously to see if their journalist visas would be renewed while their news
organizations scrambled to draw up contingency plans to cover China from Taiwan and Hong Kong.
The journalist cards needed to obtain visas came in the final days of the year, but the message was
clear: China is willing to deal harshly with any foreign reporters who cross it.

The Communist Party has long striven to control freedom of speech in China. Hundreds of
thousands of websites from around the world are blocked inside China. Major social media, such as
Facebook, Twitter, Wikipedia, and LinkedIn, cannot be accessed, and advanced software is used to
search and destroy “sensitive” words on the Internet. “The authorities rely on secret security police to
threaten individual citizens, to unceasingly harass and arrest citizens who express their freedom of
expression through microblogs,” says Hu Jia, a prominent rights activist in Beijing, “and to create
fear among bloggers and netizens to make everyone feel insecure and to self-censor and remain
silent.”

The domestic media, more easily controlled, have fared even worse. Domestic journalists who
step over the invisible line of what’s permissible face possible punishment, being fired or even
arrested. Frequent orders are issued telling news organizations what they can and can’t publish, a
system that has been dubbed “Directives from the Ministry of Truth.” Although the international
media can’t be censored, foreign journalists face various forms of government intimidation,
harassment, surveillance, a barrage of malware attacks that are believed to be the work of government
agents, restrictions on their reporting, and in recent years visa intimidation aimed at encouraging self-
censorship. The situation worsened considerably in 2013, as the new government tightened its grip.

Murong Xuecun, who had more than 8.5 million followers before his accounts were deleted, talks
of his growing frustration, constantly having to wait long periods to see items appear online or then
suddenly seeing them disappear. He is also afraid, though this has not stopped him from being
outspoken or from writing a blog for The New York Times’s Chinese-language website. “I have no
work unit, my parents have already passed away, and I have no children, and these are the biggest
concerns that dissidents have when they express their opinions,” he says. “Relatively speaking, [ have
far fewer fears.”

More and more people are joining the so-called Reincarnation Party—bloggers who bounce back
with new microblog accounts after existing ones are shut down. In some cases, a microblogger may
have reincarnated himself hundreds of times in order to stay active on the Internet. “This has come to



symbolize people’s resistance and struggle against censors,” says Yaxue Cao, a Washington-based
China watcher and founder and editor of ChinaChange.org.

Others have not been as lucky. Charles Xue, whose blogger name was Xue Manzi, was an
outspoken critic of the government on his microblog, which had 12 million followers. His blogging
came to an end when Xue was arrested after allegedly being caught with a prostitute. Xue was soon
paraded in front of national television audiences—despite not yet having gone to trial—to make a
public confession in which he admitted he’d been irresponsible in his postings, a detail that had
nothing to do with the alleged prostitution charges. The appearance of the now humble-looking Xue,
wearing handcuffs and prison clothes, was taken as a warning to the Internet community.

In September, Beijing announced new measures to prevent the spread of what it called
irresponsible rumors, including a three-year prison sentence if false posts were visited by 5,000
Internet users or reposted more than 500 times. Within weeks, dozens of Chinese were being
investigated under the new rules, including a 16-year-old middle school student who was detained in
Tianshui, Gansu province, for allegedly spreading rumors that the local police had failed to properly
investigate a death.

The scare tactics are working. Murong Xuecun ticks off a long list of the names of prominent
Chinese whose blogs have been shut down or who have been arrested, all in recent months. With such
news spreading quickly he says that “even the dumbest person will reach the following conclusion:
the situation is tense now, it’s better to shut up.” By the end of 2013, China’s Big Vs—influential
verified microblog users, some of whom have millions of followers—had for the most part
disappeared from the Internet as a result of this pressure.

Chang Ping, former chief commentator and news director of Southern Weekly, a newspaper in
Guangzhou, says that the domestic media is under tremendous pressure, explaining that until recently,
newspapers that dared to report truthfully pulled in more advertising, and so were willing to take
greater risks. “Now there’s no economic support but more pressure,” he says. The Committee to
Protect Journalists reported in December that 32 Chinese journalists—which includes online
commentators as well as mainstream journalists—were in prison, placing China No. 3 on the list of
the worst nations for journalists in which to work.

Some of the country’s most prominent journalists and writers have now silenced themselves, and
some have even left the country. China once had a blossoming corps of investigative journalists who
did groundbreaking stories, but many of them gave up their profession under pressure, with some
leaving journalism to turn to other careers. Also worrisome, in August, China’s Propaganda
Department ordered all journalists at state-run media—some 300,000 reporters and editors—to attend
Marxism classes. While there has been a similar program since 2003, the new requirement appears to
be more rigorous, and is an example of the government’s determination to firmly control journalists at
a time when social media is exploding.

Meanwhile foreign journalists continue to face surveillance, harassment, intimidation, restrictions
of their movements, and, in extreme cases, physical danger. In surveys conducted by the Foreign
Correspondents Club of China, 94 percent of respondents in 2011 felt conditions had worsened over
the previous year; in 2013 that number dropped to 70 percent.

Journalists with The New York Times and Bloomberg News who had applied for visas to work in
China have been waiting more than a year for visas to move to China to work. The delays were seen
as retaliation for New York Times reporter David Barboza’s Pulitzer Prize-winning report on the
wealth obtained by the family of former Premier Wen Jiabao and Bloomberg’s investigation into the
wealth of the relatives of President Xi Jinping. The New York Times website is blocked in China, as
is Bloomberg’s, whose terminal sales in the country have fallen due to cancelations by government
agencies.

On November 8, Journalists’ Day in China, I was informed that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
had rejected my application for a journalist visa to take up a position in Beijing with Reuters, ending
an eight-month wait for a visa and an 18-year career as an accredited journalist in China. I was the
second journalist in two years to be refused a visa. Al Jazeera reporter Melissa Chan was expelled
from China in 2012, also believed due to her reporting on human rights.

The Ministry gave no reason for my rejection, but during a 90-minute interview at the Chinese
Consulate in San Francisco, I was questioned repeatedly about my views on human rights, the Dalai



Lama and Tibet, and rights lawyers. At the end of the interview, the counselor officer said to me, “If
we give you a visa to return to China, we hope your reporting will be more objective.” The
experience made me realize that the visa refusal was the result of my reporting on sensitive issues.

That same week, The New York Times reported that Matthew Winkler, editor in chief of
Bloomberg News, killed an investigative article about connections between one of China’s richest
men and a senior Party official for fear of angering the government, which was already delaying the
approval of visas for the news organization’s journalists wishing to come to China. Winkler denied
the report, saying the story needed further work and was still under consideration. Michael Forsythe,
the lead writer of the article, was fired a week later on suspicion of having leaked the news to the
Times. Chang Ping says the lesson to the foreign media is clear: “Either you cooperate with them, or
you get out of China.”

“I think the current huff in China’s leadership over visas for The New York Times and
Bloomberg is happening to a large extent because the wall between foreign and domestic news
coverage has begun to fall,” says David Bandurski, editor of the China Media Project at the
University of Hong Kong. In today’s networked world of Facebook, Twitter, Sina Weibo, and
WeChat, the distinctions between foreign and domestic news coverage are becoming blurred.
“Translated versions of foreign news can be consumed domestically almost instantaneously,” he says.
“The best solutions, from the standpoint of the Chinese leadership, may be the most old-fashioned
ones: Cut the news off at its source, by making it impossible for foreign journalists to get close.”

Wen Yunchao, a Chinese activist who uses the name Bei Feng on the Internet and a former citizen
journalist who now lives in New York, says that President Xi and his predecessor Hu Jintao have two
different views of the Internet. “Hu saw the Internet as just a tool, and so advocated using it for the
Party’s purposes,” says Wen. “Xi directly understands that the Internet and totalitarianism are
incompatible, and a big disaster for the Party and the nation, and so he wants to control and clean up
the Internet.”

Hu says further that Communist Party officials fear that China will experience a movement
similar to the Arab Spring: “They worry that every single individual or mass incident could become
the fluttering of a butterfly wing that could give rise to a windstorm. They’re afraid that the action of
one citizen could be like that of the peddler in Tunisia who self-immolated.”

The country is facing an increasing number of protests by abused migrant workers, disgruntled
factory workers, farmers who have lost their land, and even unhappy urban residents. Tibetan areas
have seen some 127 people set fire to themselves to protest abusive Chinese policies in the region,
and there has been an increase in the incidence of violence in Xinjiang, a Muslim area in far
northwest China.

“Xi Jinping and Co. feel a pressure that they don’t know how to handle,” says Perry Link, an
expert on China at the University of California, Riverside. “On the surface, China is ‘rising,’ getting
stronger economically, militarily, and diplomatically, but internally it’s getting more hard to handle,
because complaints and demands from below are increasing and are better organized than before.”

Citizen journalists using computers, mobile phones, inexpensive cameras, and video recorders are
venturing into places the mainstream media fears to go. This new technology has eased the job of
both foreign and local journalists, who now have many new sources of information, learning about
stories from websites, microblogs and blogs. And sources can be reached more easily via e-mail,
mobile phones, Skype, QQ instant messaging, and other modern tools.

According to Chinese journalist Anti, Xi is very confident about his power and doesn’t care about
negative publicity. “He’s not even concerned about the reaction of Western countries,” he says.
“These countries don’t react and so Xi is more confident about using his power. My conclusion is that
the crackdown comes from confidence and not from fears.”

For Bandurski of the China Media Project, the fundamental problem is that China continues to
consider information control as “an imperative in maintaining stability, when in fact information has
become a more crucial part than ever before of the solution to the myriad problems facing China.” He
points to the problems of local corruption, land grabs, property demolition, abuse of power, and
perversion of justice. “When the media, even those that aren’t local, can’t report on these cases, and
when they are scrubbed from social media, this creates an enormous undercurrent of pressure,” says
Bandurski.



Chinese are also now getting information from a number of so-called citizen journalists who are
able to report on news that the mainstream media has been unable to cover. A documentary released
in 2012, titled “High Tech, Low Life,” introduced the work of the blogger Zhang Shihe, better known
as Tiger Temple. In the video, Tiger Temple pedals his rickety bicycle, loaded with digital cameras,
video recorders, and other high-tech equipment, from his home in Beijing and travels across China
giving voiceless rural citizens a way to reach the outside world. He is saddened that during the space
of just a few days between the end of April and the beginning of May his nine blog accounts were all
shut down, including the longest-lasting one, which he worked on for 10 years, the one he and
describes simply as “my pride.” He says he posted writing, photographs, video and even drawings on
his microblog, unceasingly recording what was happening across the country.

The government may find it difficult to deal with the growing army of Chinese who don’t seem
inclined to retreat. Murong Xuecun, for one, is optimistic. “I’m brimming with confidence for the
future of the Internet as new technologies and new software are unceasingly emerging in large
numbers, while the technology used by the Party to control and monitor the Internet will always lag
slightly behind,” he says. “Furthermore, this regime established on a foundation of lies and violence
will inevitably weaken, and even if there’s just a tiny bit of space, the peoples’ voices will be heard,
making even more people wise. And more wiser people is the greatest threat to the Communist
Party.”

The strong determination of Chinese citizens to overturn the controls imposed by the government
can best be seen in the words that Murong Xuecun posted in the final week of December—sentences
that lasted just a little more than 26 minutes before being deleted: “I will bounce back each time
because my brothers have created dozens of new accounts for me. If these are not enough, we can
create dozens more, and hundreds more. Let’s turn this into a battlefield, and fight it out. You point
your gun at me and I stick out my chest. Let us brazenly attack each other. You abuse your power in
the darkness, and you don’t stop for a single day. And I too will not give up for a single day, until one
of us is dead.”

Paul Mooney is an American freelance journalist who reported on Asia for 28 years, the last 18 from
Beijing. In 2013 he was denied a visa to report in China



Eluding the “Ministry of Truth”

By Anne Henochowicz

Internet censorship in China is not simply matter of blocking foreign websites and deleting anything
deemed harmful, nor is the state the only actor. The government delegates censorship to private
websites, which face punishment, including closure, if they do not comply. On social media platforms
like Sina Weibo, the Twitter-like site where about 100 million posts appear daily, censors block
keywords to keep people from discussing politically sensitive topics. Chinese Internet users skirt
censorship by using a variety of innovative strategies.

1: Use a word that shares a character with a censored word

One target of censors over the past two years has been Zhou Yongkang, once China’s security
chief and general manager of the China National Petroleum Corporation, a state-owned enterprise.
After the detention of Communist Party leader Bo Xilai in March 2012, it was rumored that Zhou and
Bo were plotting a coup. He has been under investigation since September 2013 on corruption
charges. Netizens get around the ban on mentioning his name by referring to him as Kang Shifu
(“Master Kang”) an instant noodle brand that shares a character with Zhou Yongkang.

2. When the new term is banned, substitute a word close to it in meaning

When censors caught on and any mention online of “Kang Shifu” (“Master Kang”) was banned,
references to Zhou Yongkang morphed into the generic term for instant noodles: fangbianmian. Some
keywords are unblocked after the issue to which they relate has quieted down. “Master Kang” is now
searchable on Weibo.

3: Substitute a character that sounds the same but has a different meaning

Chinese characters that look nothing like each other can nonetheless sound the same. By changing
one character, Zhou Yongkang becomes Zhou Yongkang, or “Rice Porridge” Yongkang.
4: Use a nickname

This technique is particularly common for political figures. One nickname for Wang Lijun is
“head nurse”, a term that puns on “deputy mayor” in Chinese. Wang was the deputy mayor and police
chief of Chongqing under Bo Xilai. “Frisbee Hu,” a nickname for Hu Xijin, chief editor of the state-
run Global Times, arose from a joke that he retrieves whatever the government throws at him.

SOURCE: CHINA DIGITAL TIMES



Control Information, Control Souls

Yu Gao, deputy managing editor of Caixin Media and affiliate of 2013 Nieman
Fellow Jin Deng, on how Chinese media censorship works

By Yu Gao

The idea of tight control—of guns as well as pens—has always been considered by the Communist
Party as the most important way to maintain its rule. In China, either the party or the state must own
every media outlet. At the core of China's media censorship regime is the Central Propaganda
Department (CPD) of the Chinese Communist Party. The CPD has two functions: to control
information and to control souls. By controlling information, the party can drive individuals away
from independent thinking and turn them into tools of the party. However, it's becoming harder and
harder to control information and individual thinking so the censorship and propaganda regime has to
grow faster and faster.

The CPD is an internal division of the Communist Party of China. There are propaganda
departments across the country at every level of the party-state hierarchy, from the central and
provincial all the way down to the municipal and county. Propaganda department heads are all top
political leaders. For example, the head of the propaganda department in Shanghai is one of 13
members of the Standing Committee in Shanghai, the city's top leadership. To keep some kind of
press independence, courage and willingness to compromise are not enough. You need delicate
political skills to make friends with influential officials to ensure support when your news
organization is threatened.

Censorship typically takes three forms: pre-publication directives, self-censorship, and post-
publication punishment. The propaganda department can issue directives at regular meetings held
before any reporting begins or by phone if big news breaks. Self-censorship is done by editorial teams
themselves. Over the past few years, as censors came to believe that market-oriented media were
getting out of control, they asked the party or state owners to put official censors into newsrooms to
redact or kill stories before publication. Some publications have to inform the propaganda department
of all the important stories they plan to run; almost all the breaking news or sensitive stories are
canceled.

Punishment after publication is the nuclear option. It increasingly originates not from the censors
but from the subjects of news articles: government departments, state-owned enterprises, etc.
Punishments vary. Non-institutional media (outlets permitted to generate revenue through circulation
and advertisements, though still party- or state-owned) can be shut down, while institutional media
can have their chief editors removed.

These are the best of times for Chinese journalists since big news stories pop up almost every day.
But these are also the worst times for us due to the heavy hand of censorship. We feel deeply
frustrated to watch some of the biggest stories in China reported only by foreign media like The Wall
Street Journal and The New York Times. In January of 1999, Southern Weekly, one of the most
outspoken publications, ran a famous New Year editorial calling on the Chinese media to give power
to the weak and hope to the hopeless. Fourteen years later, this is still our mission.

Yu Gao is deputy managing editor of Caixin Media



The Secret Life of Keywords

Online and database searches as a reporting tool

By Qian Gang

I became a journalist in 1979. Back in those days, two basic skills were required of any journalist:
reporting and writing. Three decades later, in an era of dramatic technological changes, these basic
skills alone are no longer sufficient. Journalists now require a third basic skill: They must learn how
to mine important facts and trends from the mountains of information all around them.

It was 1991 before I used a computer for the first time. We called this “giving up the pen,” which
simply meant you exchanged your pen for a keyboard and mouse. It was around that time too that I
heard about an ambitious project to carry out computerized analysis on the “Dream of the Red
Chamber,” a work of classical Chinese literature. The idea was to arrive at different speech patterns
among various characters in the novel by mapping the frequency of different types of utterances.

Ten years later, in 2001, I was serving as the deputy managing editor of Southern Weekly, a
relatively young commercial newspaper that had carved out a reputation as a more freewheeling
publication. That year, unfortunately, a number of our reports fell afoul of Communist Party censors.
After I was removed as editor, I accepted an invitation for a fellowship at the Chinese University of
Hong Kong, just over the border. It was in Hong Kong that I stumbled across complete historical
archives on disc of the Party’s official People’s Daily and the People’s Liberation Army Daily. I was
quickly obsessed. I used the archives to hone my search skills, analyzing coverage in these two papers
before and during the Cultural Revolution. The result was a full-length paper called, “The Emergence
and Transformation of Red Political Terms.”

This experience was entirely new. In the past, relying purely on manual analysis, it had been
virtually impossible to accurately determine how phrases like “Mao Zedong Thought” or
“dictatorship of the proletariat”—terms that had had a deep impact on the course of the Cultural
Revolution—had been used over time. Now, computer technology made it possible to enter a simple
keyword and arrive at these results almost instantly. All at once, the numbers hidden within a sea of
language revealed themselves.

In 2003, I moved to the Journalism and Media Studies Centre at the University of Hong Kong,
where we established the China Media Project, a special research initiative for the systematic study of
Chinese media. The SARS epidemic struck soon after, testing a new generation of media that had
emerged in China since the middle of the 1990s—commercial newspapers and magazines seeking
market success and professional relevance even under stringent propaganda controls. In the early
stages, as the epidemic was taking hold, there were reports in China’s media. But bans on coverage
soon followed, and at a time when public health information was most critical, Chinese media were
woefully silent. That year, we pioneered the use of news databases such as WiseNews to provide the
most accurate picture possible of the pattern of reporting (and silence) in China’s media during the
epidemic.

Analysis of this kind is no longer a purely academic pursuit. It can help provide essential context
and background for coverage of all sorts, in China and beyond. After a massive mudslide in China’s
Gansu province in 2010, which claimed more than 1,400 lives, veteran investigative reporter Wang
Keqin hurried to the scene for what would eventually be the most thorough report on the disaster and
its underlying causes. At the University of Hong Kong, meanwhile, I was digging through my
databases to provide background support. News reports and journal articles in the months and years
leading up to the disaster offered a clear picture of the extreme damage caused to the area by careless
development; a number of experts had even issued their own warnings.

Fished out of the shadows, old news coverage in China’s media can provide clues to the family
connections of government officials as reporters investigate their financial dealings. Even past
propaganda can cast revealing light on breaking news stories. After a high-speed rail crash outside the
city of Wenzhou in July 2011 claimed at least 40 lives, we uncovered and translated People’s Daily
coverage from the previous December in which the paper valorized train conductors who were being



forced to master technologically complex high-speed trains in just 10 days against the best judgment
of their German trainer, who insisted they needed at least two months.

One method that can provide valuable insight, particularly given China’s closed and secretive
political culture, is the analysis of keyword frequencies over time. Since 2006, I have been applying
keyword analysis to the issue of political reform as it has run hot and cold—or more accurately, cold
and colder—in domestic Chinese media. Given the rarefied official vocabulary used by the Chinese
Communist Party, this type of analysis can prove quite effective in spotting political trends.

The history of news coverage, and the lives of keywords, can reveal a great deal to journalists
who take the time to master the art of online and database searches. In August 2013, for example, our
research center was the first to spot, and to plot, the appearance in official Party media of “public
opinion struggle,” a term redolent of China’s Cultural Revolution era and pointing to a clear
hardening of the Party’s stance toward domestic media and information control-—and even, as the
later standoff over visas for Bloomberg and New York Times journalists showed, toward
international media doing tougher reporting in China.

Language has a life cycle. Changes to the language in which various issues are framed can help us
spot emerging trends, give essential context to on-the-ground reporting, and enliven the reports we
eventually write.

The tools that help us make sense of the language all around us, to discover the truths within, are
constantly changing. That, of course, presents new challenges to journalists and journalism educators.
But we must recognize a fundamental change in what is required of our profession. Good journalists
today must still be capable reporters and decent writers. But they must also be capable searchers, able
to uncover the secrets hiding right under our noses.

Qian Gang, former deputy managing editor of Southern Weekly, is co-director of the China Media
Project at the University of Hong Kong



Technology, Transparency and Traditional Media

How Weibo and WeChat are breaking the information monopoly

By Luo Changping

As the profitability of traditional Chinese media plummets, journalists are increasingly beginning to
transform themselves, with the acceptance of bribes for writing positive stories becoming more and
more common among news outlets. Social media have displaced print and broadcast to dominate the
Chinese news industry. Weibo, China’s version of Twitter, and micromessaging service WeChat have
brought a degree of freedom of speech and freedom of association, emphatically replacing the
stringently regulated traditional media and becoming the main battleground of social discourse.

Sociologist Max Weber defined power as the ability to compel obedience, even against the wills
of others. Some may suggest that power is the same as brute force, but this is incorrect; a ruler can
achieve complete dominion without violence, simply by controlling the flow of information. The
Chinese government’s monopoly on power can be represented by four objects: a gun, money,
handcuffs and a pen. The gun and handcuffs show domination by force, while the pen and cash
symbolize the rule of information. At times, all four elements may work in combination. The Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) may still be in firm possession of the gun, handcuffs and money, but the
Chinese people themselves are increasingly wielding the pen.

Information about the murder of British businessman Neil Heywood—for which Gu Kailai, wife
of former Politburo member Bo Xilai, was convicted, while Bo himself remains under investigation
for corruption—emanated entirely from sources other than traditional media. This was an important
turning point. As the case of Bo Xilai shows, the gathering, dissemination, collation and analysis of
news now takes place through processes completely different from those of traditional media,
repeatedly breaching existing limitations on free speech in the process. In a desert of information, it is
essential to gather information and professional knowledge through the Internet, piecing together a
picture of each sensitive incident like a mosaic.

Thanks to this news mosaic, the CCP will find it impossible to proceed with its repressive
reforms. Controlling information will not be easy either. Yet many officials simply have no
understanding of what transparency entails and even less comprehension of how the times are
changing. To prove this point, I used Weibo to denounce Liu Tienan, the deputy chairman of the
National Development and Reform Commission and head of the energy board, for corruption, using
concrete action to warn Party officials that a new era has arrived.

My hometown in the south of China is a mountain village so remote that the Japanese never
reached it during World War II, and neither do Party newspapers and newsletters. But after I
denounced Liu Tienan, more than 10 people in my village registered for Weibo and WeChat
accounts. This is the might of technology.

Nonetheless, those in power have not given up their dreams of controlling information. Instead,
they have initiated the work of “cleansing” the Internet, attacking influential Weibo personalities, and
arresting journalists. While this does have the effect of restricting and punishing the distribution of
false information, it replaces the regular channels of the rule of law with administrative supervision.
In fact, Weibo and WeChat themselves possess the tools to police their own content. The CCP’s
reform plans both encourage innovation and restrict thought, thus creating a paradox. Lacking a free
marketplace of ideas, China does not have the ability to renew itself or ensure long-term
competitiveness. The prerequisite to creating such a marketplace is to smash the monopoly of
information held by the state.

Luo Changping, a former deputy editor of Caijing Magazine in Beijing, won Transparency
International’s Integrity Award in 2013



Under Pressure

China's market-oriented media face a precarious future

By Hu Yong

Two-thousand-and-three was a milestone year for investigative journalism in China. Some media
organizations had been transformed from Communist Party propaganda tools into market-oriented
news outlets. The Party line had weakened while market influences strengthened, leaving many
journalists with an expectation of a new wave of semi-independent journalism.

There had just been a change of leadership, with Hu Jintao taking over as president. In response to
the SARS pandemic, the central government launched new laws and new accountability systems,
igniting hopes for responsible and transparent governance. Market-oriented news outlets like the
weekly magazine Caijing and the daily newspaper Southern Metropolis News expanded coverage.

In April of 2003, Southern Metropolis News published a story about Sun Zhigang, 27, a graphic
designer who was picked up by police during a random identity check and died in custody, after being
attacked by staff and inmates. The story caused a national outcry, the first mass protest in China’s
budding online space. The detention and repatriation regulation, under which Sun had been held, was
abolished, and a decade of rights advocacy began. The market-oriented media and new private online
ventures opened up an alternative space where people could express their opinions outside official
discourse.

Ten years later, with Xi Jinping now president, those advances are being reversed. In December,
Chinese authorities charged free speech activists who protested outside the Southern Media Group’s
offices with public order offenses. The media group—which owns Southern Weekly, one of the most
liberal newspapers in China—has been criticized for allegedly providing evidence to the police that
the protests were interfering with their operations. The claim, which many believe is false, seems
designed to tarnish the paper’s moral image.

The press is under political as well as economic pressure. The experience of Chen Yongzhou is a
case in point. A respected journalist working for Guangdong’s New Express, Chen was arrested in
October after he had reported alleged corruption at a state-owned construction equipment company.
As the New Express and other media outlets were showing solidarity with Chen, he confessed on TV
that he had been bribed to report false information. Though some feared Chen had been tortured into
making a confession, he and the New Express went from being victims to being loathed across China.

For market-oriented media, cost cutting and declining advertising revenues have contributed to a
lack of newsroom protection and a drop in professionalism and ethical standards. Economic interests
are pushing aside the public interest. Now, just as a decade ago, market-oriented media face a turning
point, this time for the worse. Communist Party outlets will continue to receive financial support from
the Party itself.

Private online media are boldly exploring new applications, new platforms, and new services to
meet the needs of a new generation of consumers. But the space market-oriented media have
traditionally occupied is being squeezed by government censorship on the one hand and declining
economic viability on the other. The golden age is over. The next decade, if there is one, will be
precarious.

Hu Yong is an associate professor at Peking University’s School of Journalism and Communication.
He has worked for China Daily and China Central Television



Follow the Money

Investigative reporting principles that apply in the U.S. apply in China, too

By David Barboza

In the fall of 2011, while researching a story on China’s business elites for The New York Times, I
made a startling find: a set of corporate documents that linked the relatives of then Chinese Prime
Minister Wen Jiabao to more than $2.7 billion in assets. The records, obtained during a government
document search, showed that some of the prime minister’s closest relatives, including his brother,
son and daughter, had over the past decade acquired major stakes in scores of companies—diamond
and telecom ventures, property and construction concerns, and one of the country’s biggest financial
services companies, Ping An Insurance.

How, I asked myself, could such sensitive and potentially explosive information turn up in
Chinese public records?

The answer, I have since concluded, was simple. China’s rapid economic growth has given rise to
a phenomenal shareholding boom and a public records system that is far more advanced and
transparent than I had imagined. Journalists working in China can now get detailed records on the
finances of the country’s biggest state-run entities and access to the names of investors in tens of
thousands of public and private companies. They can peer into one of the country’s darkest secrets:
how the families of the nation’s political elite accumulate wealth.

Publishing such information, of course, remains a challenge. The Chinese media are largely
barred from reporting on the families of the Communist Party’s top leaders. And in 2012, after
Bloomberg News and The New York Times published a series of articles on the enormous wealth of
China’s ruling elite, the Chinese government blocked the websites of each news organization and
tightened its surveillance of foreign journalists in China.

And yet, it’s likely that in the next decade much more will be written about the hidden wealth of
Chinese leaders. China is rapidly integrating into the global economy, with Western investors taking
stakes in Chinese startups and Chinese companies acquiring assets overseas. As China becomes more
international, it will be more difficult to hide large stakes in public and private companies. In other
words, there’s no easy way to turn back the clock on investigative reporting involving Chinese
businesses.

I have often been asked how I discovered the corporate records linking the family of the former
prime minister to billions of dollars in assets. I often ask myself something else: What took me so
long to do so?

I have two theories. First, many Western journalists, including me, were concerned about the risks
involved in investigating China’s top leaders. There was always the threat of losing one’s journalism
visa. Second, there were doubts about whether public records and shareholder lists even existed.

The records did prove complex. Although I began collecting records in late 2011, it took more
than a year to make sense of much of what I discovered because the Wen family and their business
partners had set up a network of shell companies and investment vehicles, many of which constantly
changed their names and moved locations.

What I found, though, is that the same principles that apply to reporting in the U.S. also apply in
China. Investigative reporting has always been about being patient and determined; knowing how to
slowly put the pieces of a puzzle together, just like good detective work.

After my articles were published in 2012, conspiracy theories emerged in China, with some Hong
Kong newspapers claiming that I had received a box of documents from the prime minister’s
enemies. It was much simpler than that. I requested documents and followed the money. In the end, I
called some of the prime minister’s relatives. And to my surprise, they didn’t hang up.

David Barboza, Shanghai bureau chief for The New York Times, received the 2013 Pulitzer Prize for
International Reporting for his investigation into corruption in China



Commerce and Corruption

Notes toward an independent, commercially viable news organization

By Hu Shuli

Technology development has been reshaping the media industry worldwide. In developed
countries like the United States, traditional media companies felt the shock brought on by new
technology several years ago. The global financial crisis made their survival even more difficult, but
it also forced traditional media in those countries to adapt to—even embrace—change.

The situation in China is different. A couple of years ago, while traditional media outlets in
developed countries were suffering through their transitions, many in China’s newspaper industry
remained quite optimistic about the business outlook, believing that traditional media would remain
dominant in the public sphere and continue to grow for at least the next five to six years.

However, changes have come much faster than expected. In the face of the rapid growth of
Internet access, the market for traditional media has quickly eroded. Most of China’s media outlets
are now struggling both internally, from inefficient management, and externally, from regulatory
controls. In recent years, commercial interests have also affected the industry tremendously; weak
self-discipline has facilitated media corruption.

This corruption is seen in the unforgivable practice of “rent-seeking”—taking bribes to fabricate
stories. The problem is, in China’s peculiar political and media environment, where some media
companies are government-linked, excessive interference and an absence of supervision coexist,
making it easier for people to succumb to temptation, be it commercial or political. Thus, some media
firms smear companies that refuse to place ads with them, while others are happy to sell themselves
as public relations tools. Such practices are no secret within the industry; some even brag about them.

China’s media industry is not given adequate room for independent thinking, and there is no true
competition to ensure that bad seeds are weeded out. To thrive, journalists need not only to exercise
self-discipline; they need the rule of law and adequate protection. There is no freedom of speech
without freedom of the press, and no social justice without the rule of law. Both play a key role in a
society in transition.

Some of our peers are exploring paths for transition. It is too early to say which approach is best,
but some principles should be shared by all media companies seeking new growth momentum.

A key criterion to measure the success of media in transition is whether it can sustain commercial
growth while benefiting society. Compared to other enterprises, which make commercial interests the
top consideration, media organizations should care more about their responsibility to social and
public interests.

Traditional media should realize the challenges ahead. Companies should be prepared to face
declining demand for print publications, sales and distribution, and adjust their personnel structure
accordingly. The transition of mass media into the digital age will lead to significant changes in
advertising. Ads in newspapers and magazines will see a dramatic decline, but at the same time the
rise of Internet-based news portals will provide more diverse platforms and formats for advertising.

Like many of our peers, Caixin Media has been exploring the Internet arena. Over the past four
years, we have seen our Internet business grow stronger and account for a larger portion of the
company’s total revenue. Although it is still smaller than that from Caixin’s print publications, its
growth rate has outperformed our traditional businesses. We are hoping to see Internet business
become the major revenue source in the future. To achieve this goal, we must take innovative steps to
develop new product formats to meet the needs of readers.

However, no matter how the media changes, professional journalism will always be the most
important pursuit of reporters and editors. But systemic innovation in media companies will be
needed to support development. In other words, media outlets should be run as modern companies.

China’s traditional media companies are more like government entities than corporations.
Bureaucracy usually interferes with editorial decision-making. Therefore, establishing a modern



business structure and enhancing corporate governance will be key issues for media leaders to tackle.
They will also help determine the success of the media’s transition. But it is not necessary for all
media outlets to transform into corporations. Some still will be controlled by the Communist Party
and the government to act as propaganda agencies. Those organizations have access to government
subsidies and should explore operating as nonprofit organizations. But the rest of the industry needs
to adapt to the changing environment to survive.

Like elsewhere, the media environment in China is rapidly changing. But Chinese journalists also
have to deal with the pressure that comes from operating in a political environment where
government oversight and censorship are strict. Perhaps because of this, it is doubly important that
Chinese journalists try to improve and protect the credibility of the media, for public trust is its most
valuable asset and best defense.

One factor hindering the growth of the country’s media industry is the inadequate protection of
intellectual property rights (IPR). There has long been a lack of IPR protection in China, which is
rooted in lax law enforcement and lack of awareness from both industry participants and the public.
The rapid growth of the Internet and online news portals has made IPR protection increasingly urgent.
However, historical factors make the issue quite difficult to address. For instance, some media
organizations have signed long-term contracts with news websites that allow the latter to use their
content cheaply or even for free. Now, as competition intensifies, the failure to protect the right to
original content has caused headaches for those media organizations.

Therefore, it is time for China’s media to form a consensus to strengthen IPR protection.
Meanwhile, the government should make efforts to provide effective legal protection for original
news content.

Of course, in-depth analysis and feature stories will remain valuable. The capacity to provide such
content will help media outlets win readers. But doing such stories is usually time-consuming and
costly. This is another reason IPR protection is important.

Clearly, the demand for professional news reporting is still rising in China, and high-quality
content will remain the core competitiveness of media organizations. Better company structures and
digital know-how will be required to meet these challenges.

Hu Shuli is editor in chief of Caixin Media Co. In 2007, she received the Louis M. Lyons Award for
Conscience and Integrity in Journalism



Moral Hazard

Are the linguistic tricks Chinese journalists use to express their opinions just another
form of self-censorship?

By Yang Xiao

In China, May has 35 days. All mention of June 4th, the day in 1989 on which the Tiananmen
Square massacre took place, is forbidden. So Chinese journalists and bloggers get around the ban
online by talking about what happened on May 35th.

Twenty-five years after Tiananmen, the practice highlights two aspects of China’s liberal media:
the familiar story of oppression and the increasingly popular tactic of circumventing censorship
through the venerable Chinese tradition of chunqiu bifa, expressing critical opinions in subtle
linguistic ways. In early 2013, for example, when journalists at the liberal Southern Weekly went on
strike to protest government censorship of their New Year’s editorial, other publications supported
them via chunqiu bifa. One story in the Beijing News lifestyle section extolled the author’s love of
“southern porridge.” In Chinese, the word for “porridge” is zhou, a homophone of the first character
in the “Weekend” part of Southern Weekend’s name. Readers knew the author’s fondness for
southern porridge was really a fondness for the beleaguered newspaper.

When I worked at the state-run Xinhua News Agency from 2004 to 2008, I became fairly adept at
chungiu bifa. I used puns, metaphors and homophones—any kind of linguistic trick I could think of—
to express my approval or disapproval. Later on, at Southern People Weekly, one of China’s most
influential national newsmagazines (part of the Southern Media Group that also includes Southern
Weekly and another liberal paper, Southern Metropolitan Daily), I wrote a lot of sensitive features
that relied on my chungqiu bifa skills.

At first, I enjoyed the cat-and-mouse game with censors. I thought, “There will always be
someone who can read between the lines.” But now, I worry that this kind of expression will create in
me a vicious circle of complacency, in which I know my efforts to speak freely will be fruitless but
can console myself with at least having tried. I fear that, in China’s increasingly complicated and
ambiguous media environment, chunqiu bifa may be changing from a means of dissent into a tool of
inadvertent self-censorship that may ultimately deprive us of the ability to face the truth.

A decade ago, people believed freedom and democracy would grow gradually in China. Now,
we’re not so sure. Last July, Xu Zhiyong, one of the independent lawyers who won local elective
office a decade ago, was arrested for being a leader of the “new citizens movement,” which promotes
transparency in government. Xu’s detention is an example of how progress toward more freedom is
being reversed.

That reversal began in 2008. Riots in Tibet and the protests that accompanied the Olympic torch’s
tour of the world created waves of nationalism in China. Then came the Sichuan earthquake, in which
more than 80,000 people died. Chinese media exposed the corrupt local government officials
responsible for the shoddy buildings. But they were quickly muted, and the most outspoken liberal
newspapers were punished. At the Southern Media Group, propaganda officials moved into our
offices to ensure “safety in production.” The Beijing Olympics boosted patriotism, and the regime
became less and less tolerant of dissent.

All this left little room for the Chinese liberal media, one prominent casualty of which has been
investigative journalism. According to estimates by some of those working in the field, there are
currently fewer than 80 investigative journalists in China. The emphasis is on lifestyle stories rather
than hard news, gossip rather than muckraking, flattery rather than analysis—and of course, chunqiu
bifa. The list of banned or sensitive words continues to grow, and now includes “universal values,”
“constitutional democracy,” and “checks and balances.” We console ourselves with dark humor about
our revenge on the censors. Press restrictions may last forever, we joke, but newspapers will certainly
die.

Even worse than the renewed restrictions is the change in the social and cultural environment, as
evidenced by the rise of the 50-Cent Party, people hired by the government to post favorable



comments on the Internet about the Communist Party and its policies. The 50-Cent Party existed
before 2008, but it was only after 2008 that it became an important factor in shaping public opinion.

Last July, after a man detonated a homemade bomb he had strapped to himself at Beijing Airport,
Southern Metropolitan Daily published an exclusive story about the bomber, who claimed he was left
paralyzed by local law enforcement officers eight years ago and had been fighting unsuccessfully for
compensation. Rumors quickly appeared on Weibo, alleging collusion between the bomber and
Southern Metropolitan Daily to “pressure and embarrass the government.” The false claims were
retweeted widely and, unfortunately, accepted as fact by many. The 50-Cent Party is no longer just a
group manipulated by the regime, but one of the lenses through which many Chinese see and
understand the world.

In “The Velvet Prison: Artists Under State Socialism,” Miklos Haraszti wrote of Hungary in the
1970s: “If I still speak of censorship, what I refer to is not merely certain bureaucratic procedures but
the whole context of culture, not just state intervention but all the circumstances that conspire to
destroy the basis of autonomous or authentic artistic activity ... not only ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’
restrictions but also the secret psychological sources that sustain the state’s reach even in the last cell
of culture.” China’s liberal media are in the same bind.

As restrictions—and anxieties—grow, [ have more doubts about the tactics I’ve used in the past to
get my meaning across. Using chunqiu bifa now feels like scratching my itchy foot from outside my
boot. Plus, as social media increasingly insulate people from information with which they disagree,
journalists’ subtle linguistic tricks are too superficial for the well-informed and too sophisticated for
those who just don’t care.

Next time, before using chungqiu bifa, maybe we should ask ourselves: Is this the best way to
express myself? Am I doing enough? Am I pushing the line rather than just flirting with it? Speaking
truth to power is the media’s reason for being, nowhere more so than in China.

Yang Xiao, a 2014 Nieman Fellow, is Beijing correspondent and a chief writer for Southern People
Weekly. He previously worked for Xinhua News Agency



Up Close and Personal

China as journalist's dream and statistician's nightmare

By Evan Osnos

In 1948, the Harvard Sinologist John King Fairbank wrote, “China is a journalist’s dream and a
statistician’s nightmare.” It was, he explained, a place “with more human drama and fewer verifiable
facts per square mile than anywhere else in the world.” Sixty-five years later, much of Fairbank’s
description rings true, even as we find ourselves drawn even more urgently by the need to make sense
of China’s metamorphosis, its contradictions, and the growing role that it plays in our lives around the
world.

When I studied Mandarin, in Beijing, for the first time in 1996, the Chinese economy was smaller
than that of Italy. The countryside felt near: Most nights, I ate in a Muslim neighborhood, where tin-
roof restaurants kept jittery sheep tied out front. The animals vanished in the kitchens, one by one, at
dinnertime.

By 2013, China had the world’s largest Internet population—a raucous, questioning, but still
censored realm—the largest number of new billionaires and new skyscrapers, and an economy second
only in scale to the United States. China’s rise has created vast wealth and power—but also
corruption, a new awareness of inequality, and a growing demand in China and abroad for an
understanding of who has profited and at what cost.

For journalists, China’s rise presents a set of puzzles that we cannot escape. The first is practical:
As journalists in China, foreign or domestic, how do we navigate the obstructions erected by the
Communist Party, and then limit the consequences to those who dare to speak? This is the most
obvious challenge, but also, perhaps, the most familiar, and the tools we use are those which serve
correspondents in any country: persistence and ingenuity, sure, but, more important, the journalist’s
version of the Hippocratic Oath—the determination to do no harm to sources in a nation that regards
their voices as a threat.

The more novel problem is one of proportions: In a nation of such profound contrasts—between
new freedoms and old forms of repression, between extraordinary fortunes and persistent poverty—
how many words should we dedicate to the fact that China has never been more prosperous—and
how many words should we spend on the fact that it is the only country in the world with a Nobel
Peace Prize winner in prison? (That’s Liu Xiaobo.)

Lastly, and perhaps most difficult, the puzzle of covering China is one of access: What is a
reporter and a news organization to do in a country that is increasingly denying access to journalists
who publish work that the government finds threatening? Over the past two or three years, the
Chinese government’s view of the foreign press has changed in two important ways: In 2011, the
Arab Spring unnerved the Chinese leadership more than any event in a generation with the
demonstration of how information and organization could undermine authoritarian governments that
appeared to be stable. At the time, Chinese authorities publicly criticized foreign correspondents,
whom they blamed for covering Chinese activists who were inspired by events in the Middle East.

In 2012, with China’s new wealth soaring, foreign news organizations ratcheted up their scrutiny
of China’s politicians—and their personal fortunes—to a level of forensic detail that we have rarely,
if ever, seen in foreign correspondence. Reporters documented how the families of China’s then-
premier Wen Jiabao and its incoming president, Xi Jinping, had assembled enormous fortunes while
their relatives were in office.

In retaliation, the government blocked the websites of The New York Times and Bloomberg
News, which had led the new wave of investigations. Authorities also barred Chinese banks and other
institutions from adding contracts for new Bloomberg terminals, and it blocked news organizations
from adding new staff or replacing existing correspondents in China. The purpose was to pressure the
business operations of news organizations that were already imperiled by the pressures of the Web.
(That approach was also applied to The Washington Post and Reuters.)

Historically, journalists anticipated that they might be denied access to China if they covered hot



button issues like human rights. (That rarely stopped them.) But, now, reporters and their employers
are punished for exposing the private wealth of senior Party leaders. And that reflects a fundamental
shift in the role that foreign correspondents play in China. We are no longer bringing home news to
an American audience from a faraway land. China is a rising superpower, and an audience of readers.
It is so present in our economic and political lives around the world that it has forced journalists to
step up the quality of their work. Whether we like it or not, foreign correspondents are now active
participants in the domestic conversation about the distribution of power and resources in the world’s
greatest economic boom. Even when a story in the Times is blocked by the censors, it finds its way to
readers in China.

This is a new iteration of an old responsibility: As foreign correspondents, we have always faced
the task of recording the memory that people in other countries are not permitted, by circumstance or
by force, to record themselves. In the past, that has often meant documenting war and dissent. But in
China today it also means documenting the world’s most rapid accumulation of assets, and the sorting
of winners and losers—a process that will have consequences for generations to come.

We are reporting on not only a country, but also a contest over the values that China will project
as a new power in the world. It is an ongoing, unfinished debate about the definition of truth,
accountability and power. It is a privilege and a responsibility to take the measure of this moment.
Fairbank was right. It is a hell of a story.

Evan Osnos, a staff writer at The New Yorker, adapted this essay from his Joe Alex Morris Jr.
Memorial Lecture delivered on Nov. 14, 2013 at the Nieman Foundation
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