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Abstract

The context to this study is the recent modernisation and rapid urbanisation of China has
witnessed the widespread dislocation of people from small agrarian communities to
rapidly developing cities for work and study. This is a profound social, cultural and
political transformation in China. The disappearance of rural communities and the shift
from collective to more individualistic society raises concerns about the fate of both
traditional Chinese culture and the commitments of collectivism. For centuries, a
relational concept of face has provided the intangible hand that orders Chinese people’s

lives and communities.

Against this background, this thesis presents a study among a group of Chinese students,
most of whom have travelled to Beijing for their studies, and focusing on their use of
social media to sustain relationships with their parents and their online networks. Through
depth interviews and observations of their use of social media, principally WeChat, a
multifunction social media platform, a picture emerges of their understanding and
reflections on face, social ties and the regulation of online conduct through a discourse of
positive energy. The ways in which these young people use social media in their sense of
self and their social relationships reveals an engagement with traditional concepts of face
lian and mianzi. Face practices are shown to be essential in managing their mediated
relationships and social ties with their family and friends. In addition, the thesis
demonstrates the spread of the idea of positive energy online as an important driver of

online civility.
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Glossary of Terms

Chi ru xing (humiliation, punishment): this is an ancient Chinese punishment that
involved writing or tattooing characters on a convict’s face, cutting their hair, or removing

a man’s beard. (The hair represents an individual’s life; the beard signifies masculinity).

Erben/Yiben (second-tier university/first-tier university): these terms denote the rank of
a university in China. Universities belonging to the first tier receive funding and support
directly from central government, while universities belonging to the second tier are

under the management of local government or the education department.

Dao (tao) sheng yi, yi sheng er, er sheng san, san sheng wan wu (Dao generates yi, yi
generates er, er generates san, and san generates all the beings): this phrase comes from
the book Dao De Jing, written by the ancient Chinese philosopher Laozi, in which he
suggests that people follow the principles of nature and the universe; things in nature are

part of a cycle, and old things can be recycled to generate new things.

Diu Ren/Lian/mianzi (loss of personhood/loss of face): describes shameful or

embarrassing feelings that an individual may experience.

Dianzan zhijiao (online ‘likes’/friendship): where the relationship between two

individuals is limited to clicking ‘like’ on each other’s online posts.

Dongshi (understanding rituals): this is a phrase that elders use to describe young people

who follow the established rituals of interaction.

Dou/Doubi (amusing/funny) Er/Erbi (stupid): a way of describing people who have a

fun-loving character.

Fan pu gui zhen: the idea that people can only find their authentic selves and the meaning

in their lives by removing external distractions and focusing on self-cultivation.

Fan ke zhuang jie you ye, fan you jie xiang ye, fan xiang jie qi ye: the meaning of being,

all beings have their own appearance, all appearances are the result of gi.



Fen qing (angry youth): the meaning of this phrase changes according to the social
context; in this study, it refers to individuals who feel distanced from their social

environment.

Fumu zai, bu yuanyou, you bi you fang: Children should not travel far while their
parents are still alive, except where they have clear goals and the aspiration to achieve
them. This idiom suggests that children should stay close to their parents and serve them

as an act of filial piety.

Hao Mianzi (like Mianzi, passionate about having mianzi): individuals who carefully

protect themselves from losing face.

Hui Laishi (sophisticated): a taunt used to describe individuals who actively participate

in or organise social activities.

Hui Jiaoji (sociability): this can be a term of admiration or a taunt, used to describe

individuals who are good at socialising with others.

Hui Zuo ren (knowing how to be a human): describes an individual who is good at

managing social relationships.

Hukou (household registration): the name for the Chinese household registration policy
that keeps a record of the geographical origins of each individual and defines the rights

and welfare that they are entitled to in different places.

Hu Tou She Wei (tiger head and snake tails): high momentum at the beginning, but losing
impetus towards the end; frequently used to refer to individuals who lack consistency in

doing things.

Guanxi (social relations): the relationship between two people, which can either be

individual or collective.

Gan gqing (emotional feeling): refers to the sentiment felt towards an individual,

collective, or object.

Gao guan xi (knowing how to play with guanxi): frequently refers to individuals who

consciously take advantage of the resources that are embedded in their networks.



Ge men (brothers): frequently used of Chinese men to describe their closeness to another

person, who can be either a man or a woman.

Gong wu yuan (governmental officer): a person who works in a government department.

La guan xi (pulling guanxi): people who actively try to strengthen their relationships with

others.

Lao xiang (fellow villager): people who share the same place of origin.

Lian (moral face): frequently used to refer to an individual’s moral and ethical
consciousness in their social interactions; this is an essential character that an individual

needs to be able to function well in the traditional Chinese community.

Luan jia (messy adding): the practice of connecting with strangers on social media

platforms.

Lun li (rationale circle): Lun represents the Confucian social order which emphasises the

rituals and responsibilities of the inferior towards the superior.

Meinv (pretty girl): used to refer to a good-looking girl; a social greeting used to address

a girl.

Mianzi (face): the social face, frequently used to refer to the prestige that an individual

can enjoy through social interaction.

Nei yin/Wai yin/Bu nei wai yin (inner reason/outer reason/neither inner nor outer reason):

terms from traditional Chinese medicine used to explain the cause of an illness.

Niang (girly): frequently used to refer to a male with feminine social practices.

Jizan (collecting ‘likes’): refers to the online practice of trying to get as many ‘likes’ as

possible.

Jia ren (family, kinship): family members or people who are as close as family members.

Qi (energy/air): the actual meaning of this term depends on the context; it can mean air,

energy, or anger.
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Qi ben ti lun (the ontology of qi): in this research, this phrase refers to the traditional

Chinese belief that all living things in the world are the crystallisation of energy.

Qigong (qi practices): traditional Chinese physical exercises.

Qing (feelings): frequently used to refer to the feelings that people have.

Qingli (reasonableness): the suggestion that people should look at an issue from both an

objective and an emotional perspective.
Quanzi (circle): frequently used to refer to one’s social networks.

Renging (reciprocal favour): a reciprocal favour; the position of owing or being owed a

favour.

Sanguan (three essential traits which include personal values, philosophy, and

worldview): frequently used to refer to whether or not people have the same values.

Shai xingfu (presenting happiness): people who create posts on social media platforms
to present the happy moments in their lives; usually used to refer to couples who express

their love for each other on social media.

Sheng ren/Shu ren: the former suggests people who are not familiar with each other,

while the latter refers to people who are close.

Si polian (ripping the face): refers to conflict between two individuals.

Suanming (fatalism/luck): fortune-telling.

Tongzhuo: students who sit next to each other in class.

Wenyi gingnian (arty youth): an idealistic youth or youths who want to present an artistic

impression of themselves.

Weishang (WeChat businesspersons): people who promote and sell products on the

WeChat platform.
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Wang Hong lian (online celebrity face): refers to a face that has been heavily modified,

using make up, Photoshop, or even plastic surgery.

Xiaonei (Renren): a Chinese social networking site that is similar to Facebook; it used to
be popular among Chinese university students, but has lost its fame due to the rise of

other kinds of social media in China.

Xiaojing: (known as The Classic of Filial Piety): a significant treatise that introduces
Confucius’s thoughts on managing relationships between people in an inferior and a

superior position.

Xiaoshun/Xiaojing (filial piety): the traditional Chinese virtue that requires children to

express respect towards their parents, especially serving them once they are old.

Xinling jitang (mental chicken soup): refers to inspiring information aimed at boosting

someone’s confidence.

Yang/Yin qi (positive energy/negative energy): corresponding to the philosophy of yin

and yang, which can be used to refer to the positive and negative sides of things.

Yang er fang lao: the traditional Chinese belief in raising children to provide for one’s

old age.

Yang sheng (ways of maintaining good health): people who consciously take measures

to sustain good health.

You liang xin (having dignity): refers to a person who has a sincere heart and appreciates

the help of others.

Zheng Nengliang (positive energy): refers to individuals or things that have an inspiring
effect on others, or a term to suggest that people should take a positive attitude toward

things.

Zhong hua er nv/Zu guo mu qin (the sons and daughters of China/the mother country):
these terms are frequently used together by Chinese citizens wishing to express their deep

feelings for the nation of China.
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Chapter 1—Introduction

1.1 Introduction

I started this study with two interests; the dramatic development of social media in China
and the societal changes that are happening in China. I wanted to explore the connections
between these issues by examining the way that social change is reflected in the use of
social media. I was originate motivated by my personal experiences. I was an
undergraduate student in Beijing from 2007-2011 when social media started its rapid rise
in China. In October 2007, as first-year undergraduate students we were required to
complete a computer literacy test. The test involved creating a Word document, typing a
paragraph of Chinese characters, and making a table. Most of my classmates failed the
test, especially students from rural backgrounds. However, by the end of the year, almost
everyone was using social media, especially the most popular one Xiaonei (now known

as Renren).

Renren was based on the relationship between classmates, like the early version of
Facebook. Almost all my classmates started using Renren to connect with former
classmates in 2007. Immediately, it became a trend among Chinese university students to
see who would have the most followers and the most people visiting their profiles. These
competitive practices were reinforced by Xiao Yuan Zhi Xing (Campus Star), a ranking
list that recognised students who had the most people viewing their profiles each day at
their university. The Campus Star ranking list appeared at the bottom of users’ home
pages, so everyone could see who had the most profile viewers on their campus. At that
time, one way to express friendship was to visit profiles to increase their profile viewer
numbers. This trend lost its charm after 2010, with the rising popularity of Weibo
(microblogging) and my classmates became more interested in attracting followers on
Weibo rather than connecting with classmates. When I reflect on this shift now, I think
part of this is because students were getting ready for the job market and networking with
professionals. Nowadays most of my classmates communicate through WeChat rather
than Weibo and have started sharing their lives using WeChat Moments (like a Facebook
profile). In this thesis, rather than exploring why students changed from one platform to

another, I am more interested in exploring and understanding their online practices,
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especially what they consider to be important and the way they develop or sustain

relationships with the use of WeChat.

Goffman’s (1959) work on self-presentation is frequently cited in understanding social
media users’ methods of creating and sharing information. While existing online self-
presentation studies prefer explaining how social media users’ online practices are
intended to create desirable images online, I am developing two strands of Goffman’s
work that have been relatively neglected in relation to social media: face and mutual
social interaction. Other than that, Goffman’s interpretation of face as part of the
interactional ritual share similarities with Chinese concepts of face, which represent the
moral and social aspects of self-identity (Hu, 1944). Therefore, this study combines
insights from these two sources with the aim of understanding Chinese young people’s

practices on WeChat.

It is impossible to talk about people’s use of media without mentioning the social changes
in China as the country is experiencing extensive modernisation and urbanisation. Recent
studies about the new modernity and urbanisation of China have documented concerns
about rural villages disappearing, the changing nature of social relations, and the
diminishing of traditional moral values. For example, Hwang (2008) states that
modernisation in China follows widespread social mobility, with people frequently
moving from rural areas and regional cities to larger urban centres. Along with this
dislocation of people, it is argued, urban cities break the traditional bonds of blood and
social connections (Bender, 1978), which generates a new kind of modern social group,
in which people are bound by more impersonal links (Hwang, 2008). The urbanisation in
China sacrifices rural villages, as there were 3.7 million villages in China in 2000 and
this number dropped dramatically to 2.6 million by 2010. Approximately 300 villages
disappear every day in China' (Johnson, 2014). A famous Chinese writer once stated,
“Chinese culture is traditionally rural-based...once the villages are all gone, the culture
is gone”” (Johnson, 2014). By inviting Chinese young university students to reflect on

their social practices in both online and offline environments, this research captures

" Johnson, I. (1% Feb. 2014). In China, ‘Once the Villages Are Gone, the Culture Is Gone’. The New
York Times, Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/02/world/asia/once-the-villages-are-
gone-the-culture-is-gone.html (Accessed on 26th Jun. 2016).

? As in Footnote 1.
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Chinese young people’s perceptions toward both contemporary and traditional Chinese

culture from different perspectives, such as face, social ties, and positive energy.

By taking into consideration the raising individualism among Chinese youths, this study
explores their mediated social ties with family and friends. For instance, participants’
parents are the generation who grew up with collectivism and Maoist socialism, were
educated to neglect traditional social networks, and embrace the nation-state (Yan, 2010).
In contrast, these young adults (aged 18-24) are the generation who have grown up during
the period of reform in China and are experiencing the rapid development of social media.
Therefore, compared with their parents, the current youth have more opportunities to
move and live in large urban cities, which means more chances to interact with people
outside their original community (Zhou and Xiao, 2015). Researchers like Gong (2016)
suggest that people are aware that the state-directed modernisation programme is
challenging the patrilineal system in China and the traditional values imbued in it, such
as filial piety and reciprocal intergeneration relationships. Similarly, Yan (2003) notes
that rising individualisation is making Chinese people ‘uncivil’, as they desire to have
rights and autonomy and neglect their obligations to traditional community and society.
Existing research on social media use in China provides some evidence against these
fatalistic interpretations. For instance, research indicates that young people who migrate
to large cities try to use social media to connect with their parents and fulfil filial piety
by setting parents’ mind at ease (Zhou and Xiao, 2015). Correspondingly, researchers
also discovered that youth are active in online political participation, especially in
defending the national image of China against Western-based media’s negative reports,
which was an unexpected result (Liu, 2012; Ma, 2018). Additionally, the rising
individualism among Chinese youths increases their awareness of autonomy, which
motivates them to connect with cross-gender youths who are their age and have similar
academic and career interests (Fang, 2016). This study advances the argument that
traditional Chinese culture does not disappear with villages, instead, it is being reformed

and transformed in a modern context, along with the impact of social media.

One example to support this argument is the popularity of WeChat. One crucial reason
that advances the success and popularity of WeChat could be how the developers include
traditional Chinese culture. For instance, peng you quan is like the home page function

on Facebook where an individual can review the posts that their WeChat connections
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create or share. Moreover, the invitation of a red envelope encourages people to make an
online money transaction is an online extension of an offline traditional interaction
gesture. In fact, WeChat appeals to Chinese social media users by naming its online
features after the traditional social interaction terms to take advantage of the cultural
literacy of its users and create the idea that users’ online practices can represent offline
interactions. For instance, by transferring money using a red envelope to a friend via
WeChat is like giving people a gift in real life, the interaction gesture can be different
while the meaning and effect are the same. Moreover, these traditional terms on WeChat
also make people with lesser media literacy can quickly become familiar with WeChat
features. Hence, this social media platform using traditional social interaction terms in its
design is achieving enormous success in China. WeChat is changing people’s perceptions
about online interactions, their online practices are developing and sustaining

connections, and even acting out their desires to be civil in an online environment.

The aim of this study is to investigate Chinese young people’s online social interaction
practices as reflecting broader social and cultural change in contemporary China. The
research aims to answer two research questions, one is what are Chinese young adults’
understanding and uses of traditional social interaction terms, such as /ian and mianzi in
the context of social media interactions. The second is how do Chinese young people
manage their social relationships through WeChat. By conducting qualitative research
among Chinese young university students, this research captures young participants’
understanding of face, their strategical practices in managing mediated social
relationships, and their internalization of civility in online environment. The following

sections explain the rationale behind this study.

1.2 Initial thoughts on Goffman and face concept

Goffman (1959) emphasises that people constantly adjust their social practices by
interpreting the information that they receive from social situations, with the aim to
impress others by presenting a favourable image. A mainstream communication study
shares the dyadic conception, such as senders and receivers, writers and readers, while
Goffman teaches us that a social interaction can imply many roles that link “multiple

participants or society as whole” (Livingstone and Lunt, 2012, p.76). Therefore,
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Goffman’s study about face-to-face interactions is helpful in comprehending people’s
online practices and exploring their social context (Livingstone and Lunt, 2012). Inspired
by their work, this study adopts Goffman’s work on self-presentation and facework to
understand Chinese young adults’ online practices and their reflections on mediated

relations.

According to Goffman (1959, 1967) people consciously protecting each other’s face from
decreasing in a defined social situation. He notes if a social interaction is like driving in
traffic, then facework is like the traffic light that ensures the traffic can flow without
knowing the destinations of the cars. Later researchers like Brown and Levinson (1987)
considered Goffman’s definition of face literally and understand it from politeness
perspective. While in the nation where face plays an essential role in guiding people’s
social and personal practices, it includes more meanings than simply being polite to each
other so to make a social interaction flow. For instance, researchers suggest understanding
face requires two terms in Chinese, which are mianzi (social face) and /ian (moral face)
(Hu, 1944; King and Myers, 1997). Hwang (2006, p. 277) further notes that moral face is
the ‘baseline of one’s integrity of personality’ and social face represents the “status
achieved by one’s talent, endeavours, or ability”, or even the status ascribed to an
individual by this ‘consanguineous relationship’. Therefore, the concept of face in a
Chinese context includes more than social elements, as its moral and civil effects also

play essential roles in making it a necessity in Chinese people’s social life.

Due to the social and moral effects of mianzi and lian, the Chinese concept of face is
dynamic and context related. For instance, Yan (2009) found that extortion, which is
behaviour that can cause stigma and impact an individuals’ face in the social context, is
increasing in China along with its modernisation. He explains this phenomenon as
“modernization often involves changes in behaviour norms, values, and moral reasoning”
(Yan, 2009, p. 9). In contrast to the concerns about a weakened moral consciousness is
the raising interest in social achievements. For instance, Zhai (2013) notes that even
though the traditional norms and the government encourages people to be morally upright
and make individual sacrifices for the benefit of their country and the community, the
reality is that people who neglect moral face and focus on gaining personal successes and
use social resources are more likely to lead a prosperous life. Increasing research about

face and consumption in contemporary China also tend to note that the Chinese people
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are passionate in gaining mianzi through conspicuous consumption, and ostentatious

achievements

Due to the social and moral effect of mianzi and lian, the Chinese concept of face is
dynamic and context related. For instance, extortion which supposes to be conducts that
can stigma individuals’ face in the social context, while Yan (2009) finds there is a rising
number for extortion cases in China along with its modernization. He explains this
phenomenon as “modernization often involves changes in behaviour norms, values, and
moral reasoning” (Yan, 2009, p. 9). In contrast to the concern of weaken moral
consciousness is the raising interest in social achievements. For instance, Zhai (2013)
notes that even though the traditional norms and the State encourages people to be morally
upright and making individual sacrifices for the benefit of the State and the Community,
while the reality is people who neglect moral face and focus on gaining personal successes
and occupy social resources are more likely to lead a prosperous life. Increasing research
on face and consumption in contemporary China also tend to note that Chinese people
are passionate in gaining mianzi through conspicuous consumption, and ostentatious
achievements (Siu, Kwan, and Zeng, 2016). Hence, it seems like Chinese people place
different importance on social face and moral face with the transformation of the social
context. Moral face used to be the baseline that an individual needed to be a member of
a community, while the modernisation and social transformation in China now
emphasises prosperity rather than one’s obligation in the community (Yan, 2010).
Therefore, people might experience anxiety when faced with a social exchange,
especially when the traditional social norms regarding challenges and morality have not
been established. Yan’s (2010) notion of the social change in China is like Giddens’
(1999) explanation about the anxious feeling that people have when losing ontological
security. Against this context, this study aims to present the contemporary social context
in China by exploring Chinese people’s reflections on the traditional social terms

regarding ‘face’ and social practices.

1.3 Social Relationships

Other than the moral and social characters, the relational character of Chinese face is also

worth further exploration. The relational character of face not only suggests the sharing
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of face among individuals in the same community but also refers to the reciprocal nature
of social relationships. For instance, Ho (1976, p.883) notes that “face is the reciprocated
compliance, respect, and/or deference that each party expects from, and extends to, the
other party.” Hwang’s (1987) work on Chinese social ties, introduced three kinds of
reciprocal social ties that exist among Chinese people, which are expressive ties,
instrumental ties, and mixed social ties. Hwang (1987) noted in his work that there are
different kinds of reciprocal principles based on the social tie differences. For instance,
an expressive tie includes an action and expressive reciprocal event, instrumental ties use
the short term and equality principles, and the mix tie includes the predictable reciprocal
relationship. Hwang (1987) also provides detailed examples by indicating that expressive
ties frequently exist between family and close friends, instrumental ties occur between
people who participate in instrumental exchanges and mixed ties refers to relationships
with general social connections. Decades after Hwang’s (1987) research, the social
context has changed dramatically in China, this drives me to consider whether Hwang’s
(1987) statements about different social ties are still applicable in contemporary China.
Therefore, this research aims to explore Chinese young people’s perceptions about the
social ties they have and how they manage their relationships with others in a mediated

social context.

Mindful of these changes, some researchers conducted research in rural communities in
China and noticed that the use of social media affects the way people develop and sustain
social relationships. McDonald (2016) conducted an ethnographic study in Anshan to
learn about social media use in rural China. He found that Chinese parents who live in
the village tend to forbid their children from having mobile phones and access to the
internet, as they consider the use of the internet will distract their children from their
studies, and they believe that online information may mislead their children. In contrast,
in migrant families, in which either parents must leave home for employment or their
children leave to study in cities, mobile phones and social media help to create a virtual
co-presence for children and family, which also works as the main way for children and
parents to communicate (Zhao and Xiao, 2015). Zhao and Xiao (2015) interviewed
students in urban cities and their parents and found that children enjoy being able to
contact their parents through social media, but also experience pressure from realising
that their parents are lurking online to monitor them. In this study, I will discuss the

relationship between children and parents and the tactics children develop to manage their
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parents’ online monitoring, as well as their ways of fulfilling filial piety to set their parents

minds at ease (Chapter 6).

Connecting with friends and family and having access to online information are among
the main reasons that motivate people to use social media (Chambers, 2013). Social
networking sites (SNS) like Facebook encourage users to create information, share their
real names, and make their contact list public. Online connections are named as ‘friends’,
who have traditionally been an essential part of individuals’ identity and self-
presentation, as well having privileged access to them (Chambers, 2013). Back to the
Chinese context, the most popular social media platform is WeChat, which includes
similar features as Facebook but is also unique. WeChat is known as the platform that
enhances interactions to promote offline strong ties, as its main features benefit mutual
connections more. For instance, people who are mutual friends can see each other’s online
interaction practices, which is information that is not available to people who are not
mutual friends. WeChat also provides private spaces for friends to communicate,
although some people take advantage of these features for commercial benefits. As
Chambers’ (2012) points out the commercialisation, trust, and privacy would be the
themes to shape future online friendships in the context of social media. By investigating
participants’ reflections about their mediated relationship with parents and friends,
especially their strategies in managing relationships with them, this research finding

echoes Chambers’ (2012) statement (see Chapter 6 and Chapter 7).

1.4 Be a Good Netizen in China

One of the themes that appear in this research is people’s internalisation of cultural
concepts and how the state’s political instructions affect their online practices. The State
of China advocates that Chinese internet users should spread positive energy online, so
as to create a ‘clear and clean cyberspace’ and realise the China dream.” Meanwhile, the
state urges the mainstream news portals and major commercial websites to participate in

“strengthening management, developing healthy trends, pooling positive energy and

? XinHua Net. (10th Sep. 2013). Luwei Zai Di Wujie Zhongying Hulianwang Yuanzhuo Huiyi Shang
Fabiao Zhuzhi Yanjiang (in Chinese). Available at: http:/news.xinhuanet.com/zgjx/2013-
09/10/c_132706197.htm (Accessed on 23rd Jan.2016)
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contributing to the China dream” (Zhou. 2013)”. The state also conducts internet celebrity
forums to encourage online personalities to take advantage of their social responsibilities
to safeguard the interest of the nation and promote positive energy’. Furthermore, the
Cyberspace Administration of China listed four “haves” that each Chinese good netizen
should follow: “a high degree of security awareness; civilized network literacy; law-
abiding behaviour, and necessary protective skill” °(Xinhua Net, 2015). These four
‘haves’ specifically refer to safeguarding internet security by not logging onto public Wi-
Fi without care; not downloading unknown online patches; being careful about phishing
websites; practice socialist values by spreading positive energy, promote Chinese
cultured lifestyle, eliminate online rumours and vulgarity; realise that an online space is
not an isolated virtual world but an extension of the offline world; attain the necessary
literacy and protective skills to understand the internet and make good use of it 7 (Zhang,
2016). Through these four haves, the government aims to promote the responsibility of

being a good netizen on individual internet users in China.

This research reveals the fact that Chinese young adults consciously align their social
practices with the state’s call, which is to spread positive energy in social life. The term
Zheng Neng Liang (positive energy) first appears as a slogan that calls for the unity of the
Chinese people to against the anti-Chinese forces during the London Olympic Torch
Relay in 2012. It became the most popular catchphrase on Chinese internet in the same
year, then the Chinese government agencies adopted this term with the aim to shape
people’s social practices, especially online practices. This research captures this
government guided and individual internalised online practices through analysing
Chinese young WeChat users’ reflections on their online practices. This finding also
reflects a trendy political strategy in regulating people’s online practices in China, which
replaces meanings of certain terms that social media users use, and then encourages them

to conduct online practices according to the new definitions. This concept replacement

* Zhou, Z. (30th. Oct. 2013). Chinese websites to ‘spread positive energy’ (In Chinese), CHINA
DAILY. Available at: http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2013-10/30/content 17069677 .htm
(Accessed on. 23rd Jan. 2016)

>3 The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China (14th, Aug. 2013). Lu
Wei Zai Wangluo Mingren Shehui Zeren Luntan Shang Tichu Liudian Xiwang he Qitiao Dixian (In
Chinese).

6 http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2015-06/01/c_1115473371.htm

! http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/982759.shtml
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gesture is so hidden that even young social media users with relatively high media

literacies would not notice the government’s involvement (Chapter 8).

1.5 Youth in China

Youth or young people means QingNian or Nian Qing in Chinese, and QingNian means
young and green literally (Liu, 2011). This meaning reflects Chinese people’s attitude
toward young adults, as they consider young people to be brimming with youthful vigour
and the hope of the future (Liu, 2011). As the first Chinese president, Mao ZeDong said,
“young people are like the sun at eight o’clock in the morning, the world belongs to you
and us, but the world will eventually be yours”®. His words further indicate a positive

image of youth in a Chinese context (Liu, 2011).

As Chambers (2013) notes, social media companies design platforms and provide
services, and users are the people who utilise their services and define the evolution of
the social media platform. Similarly, Liu (2011) claims that Chinese youth and the
internet are the main driving forces for the social changes in China. She further notes
there is no homogenous ‘net generation’ across the world nor a ‘universal’ internet
because internet users’ online practices are embedded in their social-biographical
situations, as “their online self-presentation reflects their everyday life actualities

embedded in the larger ‘glocal’ context of their societies” (Liu, 2011, p. 181).

Liu (2011) suggests that media studies about Chinese youth should distinguish
individuals from rural and urban areas. She believes that, compared with their urban
peers, rural youth experience a greater struggle when facing the ‘glocal’ context’. For
instance, Chinese youth, in general, tend to romanticise culture in Western developed
countries, especially the lifestyles and perceived freedom that youths in those countries
enjoy. In reality, rural youth, as the victims of the hukou system and social inequality,

need to face the life discrepancy with both their counterparts in both Western developed

¥ Ren Min Newspaper (13" Oct. 1977). “Shijie Shi Shuyu Nimen de”’—Mao Zedong Dui Qingnian
ren de Guanhuai Yingxiang Zhijin (in Chinese). Available at:
http://www.people.com.cn/GB/shizheng/252/7955/7958/20020422/714354.html (Accessed on 12th
Nov. 2015)

? Hukou, household registration system, is a government system of household registration.
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countries and in Chinese urban cities. Moreover, as the nation that has the tradition of
valuing and prioritising education, a key difference between rural and urban youth in
China is their access to educational opportunities. For most Chinese families, especially
middle and lower class families, children’s academic achievement represents the chance
for enhancing their social position or for upward social moving (Zheng, 2017). Therefore,
most Chinese families tend to spend an enormous effort supporting their children to
pursue academic success, with the expectation that children can make an upward move
for him/herself as well as for the family, most importantly, being able to stand out in an

unequal and competitive society (Liu, 2011; Zou, Anderson, Tsey, 2013).

Meanwhile, the increasing university student enrolment also signifies that young people
have an increased opportunity to attend university than their parents. For instance,
according to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, there
were 1.02 million university students in China in 1979, which ranked 113 among 142
countries and nations in the world (Feng, 2012). Between 1980 and 1990, the number of
Chinese students who participated in gao kao (college entrance test, CET) increased from
1.64 million in 1984 to 3.33 million in 1990, and the number of students enrolled in higher
education rose from 0.28 million in 1980 to 0.67 million in 1988'°. To give a sense of the
pace of change, the number of students who took the CET in 2008 reached 10.50 million
and 5.66 million of them are enrolled in Chinese universities''. Although the number
taking the CET has decreased since 2008, enrolment kept increasing until 2013. For
instance, 6.98 and 7.0 million students are enrolled in Chinese universities in 2014 and

2016 respectively'”.

The importance parents place on their children’s education makes them forbid anything
that might possibly distract their children from studying, especially the use of the internet.
Liu (2011) notes children in rural areas of China tend to use the internet for entertainment,
meanwhile, their parents fear internet addiction and believe it will distract from learning.
Interestingly, Chinese students share similar idea that the internet and social media

activities are distractions, and schools in rural areas also tend to forbid students from

" Liu, N. (6™ Aug. 2016) Quanguo 1977-2016nian Gaokao Renshu he Luqu Iv Tongji (in Chinese).
Available at: http://www.gaosan.com/gaokao/70941.html (Accessed on 23rd Oct. 2016).

' As Footnote 9.

'2 As Footnote 9.
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bringing mobile phones to school (McDonald, 2016). Apparently, compared with rural
peers, especially middle school and high school students, university students face fewer
restrictions from parents and officials that can interfere with their access to mobile phones
and the internet. Notably, for young people who migrate from rural and small cities to
large urban cities like Beijing, social media’s role in their life is also worth further
exploration. Hence, this research fills this research gap by focusing on Chinese young
adults who are studying at universities in Beijing and who use the social media platform-

WeChat to communicate and interact with their social connections.

The degree of displacement of people in contemporary China is high and the student
population is a significant example. This research focuses on Beijing because it has the
most universities in China but also because young, highly educated migrants are
increasing. For instance, in 2015, 28.9% of the migrant population in Beijing held a
bachelor’s degree and 2.6% of them held a master’s degree, which is 11.3% and 1.2%
higher than the numbers in 2011 (Li, 2017). Li (2017) although under-educated (middle-
school level or lower) migrant workers still make up the majority of the migrant
population, individuals with higher-education experience is increasing gradually every
year. By investigating Chinese young adults who migrate to Beijing to receive higher
education, this research gives an insight into their social practices, which helps to
understand their cognition of self, their perception of social relationships, and their
internalisation of social, cultural, and political terms in managing social practices, with a

focus on their online social practices.

1.6 Intensive Internet and WeChat Use among Youths in China

The kernel reason of exploring Chinese young people’s use of the internet and mobile
phones is because the technological development and industrial expansion have made
great strides in China in recent years. The China Internet Network Information Centre’s
(CNNIC) published the 41% Statistical Report on Internet Development in China in

January2018. The report notes there were 772 million internet users in China by
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December 2017, which is 40.74 million more than the number last year'”. Notably, 97.5%
Chinese internet users access it via their mobile phone, which is 2.4% higher than the use
in 2016. Meanwhile, the internet penetration rate is 55.8%, which is 2.6 % higher than it
was in 2016, surpassing the global average standard in by 4.1% and 9.1% than the average
in Asia (CNNIC, 2018)".

The report also shows that instant messaging services (IMS) are the most popular internet
application as its usage rate reached 93.3%. Notably, 694 million internet users access
IMS via a mobile phone, which includes 92.2% of internet users by December 2017
(CNNIC, 2018). The report notes the multimedia functions on WeChat and QQ, which
are two IMS leading applications that contribute to the flourish of IMS industry in China
(CNNIC, 2018). Meanwhile, Chinese internet users also show strong interest in online
social networking, as 87.3% and 64.4% of them have used a ‘friends circle’ on WeChat
and ‘QQ Zone’ on QQ respectively by December 2017 (CNNIC, 2018). The 41* CNNIC
report notes the online social networks are evolving into an ecosystem that ‘connects
everything’, from timely communication, live video, gaming, news searching, and public
services, within one social application. WeChat is one of the most popular social media
platforms that combines both instant messaging, social networking, and multiple small

applications.

WeChat, called WeXin in Chinese, is a mobile-based social media platform developed by
Chinese technology company Tencent Holdings in January 2011. Founded in 1998, in
the booming city of Shenzhen located in the southern part of China, by 2017, Tencent has
become one of the top 10 largest companies in the world by its market value, the only
Chinese company that has achieved this rank (Yang, 2017). According to the 2017
WeChat Statistical Report, published by Tencent, WeChat has 902 million daily users
and more than 200 small applications on its platform to provide services that range from

transportation and online consumption to small tools and IT technology'”. As McLauchlin

' China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), (2018) Statistical Report on Internet
Development in China (in Chinese). Available online: http://www.cac.gov.cn/2018-
01/31/c_1122347026.htm (Accessed on 23" Mar. 2018)

' As Footnote 13.

' China Big Data Industrial Observation, (2017) 2017 Weixin Shuju Baogao) Fabu, Zhege
Shuju Hen ‘Da’! (in Chinese). Available online: http://tech.huangiu.com/news/2017-
11/11370623.html (Accessed on 3rd Jan. 2018).

25



(2017) notes “WeChat has found ways to infiltrate corners of Chinese society on an
unparalleled scale” instead of merely replicating Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram for

the Chinese market.

The popularity of WeChat is also shaping people’s ways of living in China (Fouly, 2017).
People in China use WeChat for instant messaging and sharing along with to calling a
taxi, renting a public bike and making payments (Fouly, 2017). The 2017 WeChat User
and Ecological Research Report indicates that there are 889 million monthly active users
on WeChat, 34.6% of them spend more than four hours a day on WeChat and 45% of
them have more than 200 connections on WeChat '®. The report also notes that
connections on WeChat are based on social ties among family and friends, and extends
to weak ties with colleagues'’ . 74.3% WeChat users state most of their new WeChat
connections are colleagues or counterparts in their industry, professional connections
have become an essential part of the WeChat ecosystem. Other than social connections,
more than 60% WeChat users consider a peng you quan (friends’ circle) as their private
space, where they prefer updating daily issues and expressing personal opinions'®. In
addition to individuals’ online information creating and sharing, there are also 3.5 million
monthly active public accounts on WeChat that generate content for the platform'. Chen
et al., (2012, p. 345) describes WeChat as an “information-rich environment” that allows
its users to express opinions even on political issues. While McLauchlin (2017) argues,
WeChat is a tool for the government to consolidate its power rather than a platform for

free political expression.

Although the number of older (aged 50-70) WeChat users is increasing and reached 50
million by Dec. 2017, young adults still make up the majority of WeChat users®’. By
conducting qualitative research among Chinese young adults WeChat users, the research
collects data and offers interpretations of participants’ reflections on their own and others’
social practices in both online and offline environment. The thesis presents participants’
understanding as well as their confusions especially as they attempt to balance traditional

and contemporary social values as represented in their relations with family and friends

16 As Footnote 15
17 As Footnote 15
'8 As Footnote 15
1 As Footnote 15
20 As Footnote 13.
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respectively. Participants explain how features on WeChat shape their online strategies
in managing social relationships with parents and friends. Finally, participants’ notion of
positive energy reflects their internalization of civil responsibility under the State’s
influence. The following sections explain the key features on WeChat that participants

frequently mention and the structure of the thesis.

1.7 WeChat Versions and Functions

There were nine mobile versions of WeChat by Jan 2016: iPhone, Android, Windows
Phone 7, Windows Phone 8, Symbian S60V3, Symbian S60VS5, Blackberry, Blackberry
10, and Series/40 (WeChat Web, Jan. 2016). The differences between these versions are
minor and the general MIM and social networking services are the same. Features on
WeChat update with time, the research mainly refers to its Andrioid and iPhone 2015

versions which were current when the empirical work for this project took place.

1.7.1 Mobile Instant Messaging

There were nine mobile versions of WeChat by January 2016: iPhone, Android, Windows
Phone 7, Windows Phone 8, Symbian S60V3, Symbian S60VS5, Blackberry, Blackberry
10, and Series/40 (WeChat Web, Jan. 2016). The differences between these versions are
minor and the general instant messaging and social networking services are the same.
Features on WeChat update with time, the research mainly refers to its Android and
iPhone 2015 versions which were current when the empirical work for this project took

place.

The mobile instant messaging is a fundamental service of WeChat as it provides “real-
time one-to-one and group text messaging with multimedia functions” (Lin and Li, 2014,
p. 3), such as text messaging (visual image and verbal text), video and audio messaging,
geo-location sharing, name card sharing, and money transferring (online bank transfer
and red envelope). These multiple features are convenient for users to manage online
interpersonal communication, meanwhile, some of these features also closely related to

traditional Chinese culture.

27



A red envelope is called hong bao in Chinese. The tradition is that Chinese people put
money in a red envelope and give to family members and friends during the Chinese
Lunar New Year or on special occasions such as a wedding. Chinese people believe a red
envelope represents luck and fortune, which is also a way to present care and love to
others. WeChat launched its red envelope feature in January 2014, but it did not achieve
its success until 2015. After the Chinese Spring Festival Gala distributed red envelope on
WeChat on the Lunar Chinese New Year’s Eve, one billion red envelopes were sent via
WeChat that evening®'. The significant change that WeChat created was to convert a
ritual for special occasions into a symbol of kindness and care for everyday social
interactions. For instance, as a birthday gift, as a wish of good luck, as a treat for clicking
on an advertising link. According to the Tencent report, 46 billion red envelopes were
sent during the five days after the Spring Festival Eve in 2017. The popularity of red
envelopes on WeChat also reflects the influence of traditional Chinese values on its
people’s online practices. Other than the social part, commercial companies and media
organisation also gift WeChat users with red envelopes so to motivate people to take part
in their online activities or register with them. Homes, Balnaves, and Wang (2017)
explain how the evolution of the red envelope indicates the social media development
trend is toward traditional Chinese values rather than towards Western-style democracy.
Findings of this study echoed this statement, while with the awareness of the modified

traditional Chinese values.

Other notable features on WeChat include its online transfer and snippet audio and video
functions. For the bank transfer, WeChat users can link their WeChat account with their
bank card, then they can make online bank transfers through WeChat. This function was
popular back in 2015 when the research took place, participants in this study also
mentioned selling products on WeChat platform and receiving payment via WeChat
transfer. While when researcher travelled to China in April 2018, the virtual payment via
WeChat was so widespread that some commercial places did not even accept cash. Recent
research data also indicates that the mobile trade volume in China was 12.2 trillion RMB
in 2015, this number increased to 98.7 trillion in 2017, and there were about 0.5 billion

mobile payment users in China in 2017, which matches 69.4% of Chinese mobile phone

21 Zhi, 1. (2015) Chuxi Ye Weixin Hongbao Shoufa 10 Yi (In Chinese). China Daily, 19" Feb.
Available at: http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/hqcj/xfly/2015-02-19/content 13259914 .html
(Accessed on 12th Feb. 2016).
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users (Li and Deng, 2017). Even though the focus of this research is not on the online
transfer process, this research does consider the convenient mobile payment methods
encourage the commercialisation of a mediated relationship. Additionally, group
chatting, snippet audio, and video messaging make WeChat appealing to its users. The

following table includes screenshots and brief explanations about messaging features on

WeChat.

Other notable features on WeChat could be its online transfer and snippet audio and video
functions. For the bank transfer, WeChat users can link their WeChat account with their
bank card, then they can make online bank transfer through WeChat. This function was
popular back in 2015 when the field work took place, participants in this study also
mentioned selling products on WeChat platform and receive payment via WeChat
transfer. While when researcher travelled to China in Apr. 2018, the virtual payment via
WeChat is so widespread that some commercial places do not even accept cash. Recent
research data also indicates that the mobile trade volume in China was 12.2 trillion RMB
in 2015, this number increase to 98.7 trillion in 2017, and there were about 0.5 billion
mobile payment users in China in 2017, which makes 69.4% of Chinese mobile phone
user (Li and Deng, 2017). Even though the focus of this research is not on the online
transfer, while this research does mention the convenient mobile payment methods
encourage the commercialisation of mediated relationship. Additionally, group chatting,
snippet audio and video messaging as make WeChat appealing to its users. Following

table includes screenshots and brief explanations of messaging features on WeChat.
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Table 1: WeChat Messaging Features

Name Messaging Chat List Messaging Chat Messaging Chat
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Features: | In this chat list, the first | This image is the chat | The choices people have
one is WeChat news, the | page. The user can chat | when communicating
second one is a chat with | by video, voice, and | with  others through
another individual user, | emoji, as well as | instant messaging.

the third is a chat group, | exchange red envelopes
and the fourth is a public | and manage online

account. transfers.

The multiple innovative features of WeChat make it unique and different from other MIM
services like WhatsApp. This research is particularly interested in the social networking
features of WeChat, as its posts creation and sharing features make it different from other

social networking service sites such as Facebook.

1.7.2 Social Networking Services

WeChat provides social networking services on its WeChat Moment or peng you quan
(friends circle) in China. This shares similar features with Facebook, which enables its
user to create posts to share images, videos, and online links. WeChat users can interact
with others by clicking ‘like’ or commenting on others’ posts. Meanwhile, WeChat users
can also decide with whom to share these posts, such as public, specific friends, groups,

or to oneself.
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Table 2: The WeChat Moments Features

Name Post Creating WeChat Moments Online Like and
Comment
Visua
Reference
- m £ Mg
- BIR, ROREA'E
255688
¢ Location - —_
s R © WG
| DR] S R
@ Mention 4 'mﬁﬂﬁﬁ i
¥ EEAER, ., -
Y Jhsinm
Lo o)
il g Re
L 1=g o
alos xEEE: )
Features: | Post creating page, The WeChat Moments WeChat posts only allow
users can decide with People can share pictures, | users to like or comment
whom they want to video, and hyperlinks. on each other’s posts,
share the moments, This page includes and the content of
mentions, and whether | online links and pictures. | comments is available to
to attach their location mutual friends.
or not

Some functions differentiate WeChat from a Facebook profile page. Online comments
and likes on WeChat are not open to all who have access to individuals’ online posts.
WeChat users cannot forward others’ online posts, and can only share others’ links.
WeChat provides a desktop version, while WeChat Moments is only available to mobile
phone users. WeChat encourages picture, video, and link sharing rather than just verbal
text. WeChat users cannot create verbal texts without attaching a picture or video,
although some users found a way to create verbal only texts although this feature is not
obvious on WeChat nor popular among its users. WeChat also allows users to block
others posts from appearing on his/her WeChat Moments or make their WeChat Moments
not available to certain WeChat connections. Finally, different from other SNSs like

Facebook, the friend contact list on WeChat is only available to the individual user.
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Table 3. WeChat Contact List and Connection Settings

Name Contact List WeChat Connection Settings
2, Search
Reference Set Remarks and Tags
New Friends &
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Features: WeChat users can only access his/her | By selecting one connection from the

own WeChat Contacts List.

contact list, people can set it to starred: so
as not to receive others’ messages.
Hide their Moments from them, or even

block or delete them.

Making the friend contact list not public makes it inconvenient for people to connect with

others with whom they have mutual friends, as people can only connect with others by

searching their WeChat account name or scanning their WeChat quick response (QR)

code. Other features on WeChat enable its users to communicate with strangers through:

Shake, People Nearby, and Pick up a bottle.
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Table 4. Connect with Strangers

Name Messaging Chat List Messaging Chat Messaging Chat
Reference B oy 2 o
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Features: | By shaking the phone, a | Search People Nearby: It | By clicking “throw a bottle”

contact card of other | shows WeChat users who | people can create a text
WeChat users will appear | use the same function, and | message and throw out to the
who are also using the | limits to 20 miles from | ‘sea’ By picking it up, a user
shake function on | each other. can pick up strangers’ bottle,
WeChat. check their messages, and
then decide whether to reply

or not.

1.7.3 The Debate about WeChat as a Social Networking Site

Ellison and boyd (2007, p. 2011) define social network sites (SNS) as

“web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or
semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of
other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and
traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the
system. The nature and nomenclature of these connections may vary

from site to site”

33



This definition of a social network site requires a public profile, articulating a list of
connected users, and transverse connection within the system. Ellison and boyd (2007, p.
2011) note that they prefer to describe the concept of a social network site as opposed to
asocial networking site” since ‘networking’ emphasises the initiation of relationships
especially among strangers and that while it is technically possible for people, “it is not
the primary practice on many of them”, nor what makes the site different from other kinds

of computer-mediated communication.

Based on Ellison and boyd’s (2007) definition of SNS, some researchers argue that
WeChat is not SNS, because it does not publicise lists of connections to others, nor enable
people to view and traverse others’ list of connections (Wei, Chen, and Bai., 2015).
Meanwhile, interactions with others are only visible to mutual friends. For instance, if A
and B are both C’s friends on WeChat, while A and B are not friends, then if B likes or
comments on C’s posts, A would not see that. Therefore, instead of encouraging its users
to connect with others through online social networking, researchers note that WeChat is
a social media platform that is based on an individuals’ offline ties (Wei, Chen, and Bai,
2015). However, I would like to argue that limited access features on WeChat might
strengthen individuals’ interactions with mutual friends although it eliminates their
chances to extend their social networks with friends’ social connections. Therefore,
WeChat is the platform that enables people to sustain and enhance relationships with

existing social ties.

In 2013, Ellison and boyd stated that technology development created new functions and
access to SNSs, which also challenged their previous definition of SNSs. Therefore, by

reflecting on the existing features change on SNSs, they redefine SNSs as:

A social network site is a networked communication platform in which
participants 1) have uniquely identifiable profiles that consist of user-
supplied content, content provided by other users, and/or system-
provided data; 2) can publicly articulate connections that can be viewed
and traversed by others; and 3) can consume, produce, and/or interact
with streams of user-generated content provided by their connections

on the site (Ellison and boyd, 2013, p.157).
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Compared with their previous definition from 2007, this description places more
importance on networked communication, content generating and sharing, online
connection public viewing and traversing, as well as information consuming, producing,
and interacting among online connections. WeChat might not have these features as
obvious as Facebook promotes, but these practices are possible on WeChat. For instance,
a WeChat chat group creates publicity of its members among group members. Similar to
a Facebook group, WeChat chat group is like online communities where users can
consume, produce, and interact with content that is generated by other members. While
different from a Facebook group, which only allows an individual to observe which
connection is in the same group as them, WeChat group members can access the group
member lists and connect with other members. Additionally, WeChat might not allow a
user to share others’ posts directly, but it does mimic Facebook for allowing individuals
to follow the public account to receive information. WeChat users can also share public
content on their WeChat Moments. Both individual, public, and commercial
organisations can create a public account to attract followers, which eventually generates
commercial value. Research data shows that there were over 12 million public accounts
on WeChat by October 2016, which is 46.2% more than in 2015 (Xinhua Wang, 2017).
Only 10% of these public accounts receive continues attention from their subscribers, and
homogeneous content reduces their subscribers’ interest (Xinhua Wang, 2017). Instead
of making a further comparison between features on typical SNSs and WeChat, this
research will explore Chinese young people’s reflections on their own and others’ social

practices in both the online and offline environments.

1.8 Structure of the Thesis

By using multiple qualitative research methods, the researcher notes that Chinese adults
have a complex attitude toward the traditional interaction concept of face. Their anxiety
also appears when describing their social relationships and social network, especially
migrant youth who want to work and live in large urban cities, e.g. Beijing. Chinese
youths try to seek the balance between their inner self and social self by consciously
adjusting their online practices. The inner self represents Chinese youths’ desire to be
individualistic and seek their personal identity, while the social self requires them to build

effective social networks that can meet their expressive and instrumental needs. Young
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participants’ explanations about their online practices made this researcher notice that the
rationale behind their online social practices is actually modified traditional social
theories. Most importantly, this research sheds light on the online civility among young
participants, they consciously manage their online practices as to advocate the state’s call
for being civil and positive in the online environment. The following chapters (2-4)
include detailed explanations about the theoretical and methodological rationale for this
study, then the rest of the chapters (5-9) present an in-depth discussion about the research

findings and the conclusion of this work.

Chapter 2 contains a discussion of the academic literature on the concept of face and self-
presentation, current online self-presentation studies, and a brief introduction about the
modernisation and individualisation in contemporary China. The chapter starts with the
distinction of /ian and mianzi and develops an account of the relational character of the
Chinese face concept. I then discuss the impact of modernisation and urbanisation in
China has had on the Chinese people’s cognition of self and social practices. To enrich
the understanding of face, I then discuss Goffman’s writings on facework and self-
presentation, as well as the application of these theories in this computer-mediated
communication (CMC) studies. The literature review process enabled the researcher to
develop one objective of this study, which is to understand Chinese young people’s social
practices in both online and offline world, with a focus on their perception of traditional

interaction terms.

Drawing on the relational character of the Chinese face concept, Chapter 3, which
introduces social ties in Chinese culture, was inspired by Fei’s (1948) work on the pattern
of difference sequence. By reviewing Bourdieu’s (1986) study on cultural and social
capital, this chapter helps the researcher to establish the other objective of this study,
which is to identify the strategies Chinese young people adopt in managing their social

relationships with the use of WeChat.

Chapter 4 outlines the methodological framework and empirical methods used in this
study. The chapter starts with reflections on previous research methods in the study of
face and social media, followed by detailed explanation of the methodological framework
of this study. The methods used were focus groups and in-depth face to face interviews

as pilot studies which enabled the researcher to develop the research questions for this
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study: what are Chinese young people’s reflections on their social practices in
contemporary Chinese social context? Two sub-research questions: 1) What are Chinese
university students’ perception of the traditional social interaction terms /ian and mianzi,
and how does this affects their social practices in both online and offline environments.
2) How do Chinese university students manage their mediated social relationships

through the use of WeChat.

Chapter 5 presents an analysis of the Chinese face concept theme. This chapter includes
participants’ reflection on the face practices they have conducted or experienced in both
online and non-mediated environments. Participants discussed the changing nature of
face and its relation to the widespread use of social media. This chapter explains
participants’ complex feelings toward their own and others’ face practices in both online
and offline interactions, which ranges from traditions within the family and community

to relationships with friends and online acquaintances.

Consequent to Chapter 5, Chapter 6 includes an in-depth discussion about independent
Chinese young adults’ mediated relationships with their smothering parents. Participants’
awareness of traditional filial piety motivates them to create a virtual co-presence with
parents who are geographically far away. Due to media literacy discrepancies,
participants develop multiple online strategies to manage their mediated relationships

with their parents, so to set parents’ mind at ease.

Chapter 7 continues the analysis of social ties by examining weaker online social ties that
participants have in their social life. Participants prefer creating reciprocal relationships
with others, normally their peers, and often their classmates. Participants develop
different online rituals to develop and sustain relationships with others, as well as tactics

to manage relationships with close friends.

Chapter 8 discusses a theme that emerged during the data analysis process based on the
term ‘positive energy’, which participants frequently mentioned. By reviewing existing
literature about positive energy from both traditional Chinese philosophy to the Chinese
government’s recent policies about online civility, I developed the analysis in this
chapter. It presents Chinese young participants’ understanding of individuals’ online

practices from the perspective of the opposition between positive and negative energy, as
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well as shed light on the State of China’s role in changing online catchphrases into civil

regulations to influence Chinese people’s online practices.
At the end of the thesis is Chapter 9, the conclusion chapter. This chapter includes a

summary of the key findings of this study, reflections on the contribution and limitation

of this research, and suggestions for future research.
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Chapter 2—Chinese Face Meets Online Self-

Presentation

2.1 Introduction

My Ph.D. study began with the intention of understanding the online practices of young
Chinese by exploring how private topics become public through online social interaction.
During my reading, I came across Goffman’s 1959 book, The Presentation of Self in
Everyday Life, in which he adopted the ethnographic method to explore the metaphor of
social interaction as dramatic performance. Two central ideas in the book appeared
particularly relevant to understanding social interaction online: performance and
impression management. In Goffman’s idea of social interaction, I also saw drama
parallels with the Chinese phrase ‘ren sheng ru xi’ (life is like a drama). Goffman’s work
can be read, for example, as understanding people as cynical strategists for whom face-
to-face interaction is akin to a game of mutual deceit (Manning, 1991). Yet, if the idea of
social life as drama is applied to explain online relationships, then social media provides
participants with new means of acting out their identities through online interaction,
which more closely resembles a shared social practice rather than a managed and
controlled presentation. The potential relevance of impression management came to my
attention during an employment training workshop that trained participants to be aware
of small gesture they made during job interviews. To me, Goffman’s ideas appear to have

strong face validity as a means of understanding online social interaction.

The direction of this research became clearer when I came across Goffman’s (1967) work
on facework. As I read Goffman’s thoughtful paper on face, I was struck by the familiarity
of the idea to that of face in Chinese culture and everyday life, in which face is understood
through two concepts: mianzi and lian in Chinese. I was fascinated by the possible
relation between these concepts, which are deeply embedded in Chinese culture and
everyday life, and Goffman’s ideas, and wondered how face may relate to online self-
presentation and social interaction. Lin (1935) suggests that mianzi, destiny and favour
are the three goddesses that control the lives of the Chinese and that mianzi is more

powerful than the other two. Lu (1934) describes two kinds of mianzi: one relates to an
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individual’s social status, in that those with higher social status have more mianzi. The
other mianzi is equivalent to /ian, a baseline that must be maintained in social interaction.
He further argues that, among the Chinese, the benefit of caring about mianzi is that it
encourages yuan ji huo fa (a strategical way of living), which is flexible and governed by

the sense of bu yao lian (shame) if face is lost.

Goffman (1967) understands face as the emotive representation of self that may result in
negative feelings and damaged reputations if diminished. To ensure the interaction flow,
Goffman (1967) suggests that a person has an ethical responsibility to maintain a
definition of the situation as a common agreement on how to proceed and to prevent the
other from losing face. Complementing Goffman’s approach to face, Chinese studies
focus on personal face and relational face and how these can be gained, sustained,

diminished or lost.

There are differing accounts of the key characteristics of face in Chinese culture. For
example, the moral and social character (Hu, 1944); reciprocity and relational character
(Ho, 1976); social exchange character (Hwang, 2006). The focus on the definitions of
face has changed over time, although there is consensus on certain aspects of face. Zhai
(2011) notes that the Chinese give higher praise to those who are adept at socialising than
to those who adhere to social norms, as the ability to socialise enables the development
of wide social networks with associated favours and commitments. The favours granted
are not necessarily based on the individual’s moral character or social achievements, but
rather on renging (people’s emotion), which is unpredictable and difficult to measure in
empirical work, but which is critical in affecting people’s lives. In this chapter, I focus on
aspects of personal face such as the personal attributes or characteristics appreciated and
valued in the individual’s desired face and the face granted to them by others in social
interactions. Chapter 3 discusses social connections and renging in China in greater

detail.

Self-presentation and impression management are inseparable from face and facework.
From Goffman’s (1959) perspective, the premise of social interaction is to define the
situation, and then participants can act out their roles according to both personal
expectations and that of others, adjusting personal practices according to the definition of

the situation. Goffman states that after defining the situation, participants must then
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become a certain kind of person. An individual has the responsibility of managing the
impressions they make on others by controlling their expressions. However, the
individual also feels that they have the moral right to demand others ‘to value and treat
him in the manner that persons of his kind have a right to expect’ (Goffman, 1959, p. 24).
Therefore, this situation-defining and definition-sustaining process involves both face-
claiming and facework practices. Myers (2008, p. 71) explains self-presentation as ‘our
wanting to present the desired image both to an external audience (other people) and to

an internal audience (ourselves), and we work at managing the impressions we create’.

Despite the close relationship between face and self-presentation, there is a lack of
research exploring their interplay in online social interaction. Most research tends to focus
on self-presentation rather than facework. Even in China, where face practice is
ubiquitous, studies are limited to consumption and marketing research. Regarding online
self-presentation, Goffman’s work remains at the forefront. I would like to note the bias
in applying research findings from one culture to all, and misinterpretation of Goffman’s
original work can create confusion for other researchers. For example, I find it puzzling
that most researchers suggest that Goffman’s study of self-presentation helps people
present positive impressions to others. As Goffman (1959) did not make this statement
nor link personal self-presentation to impression management, in fact, he is discussing
team and teamwork while mentioning the term impression management. This research
begins with two aims: to understand the online practices of young Chinese through the

lens of the Chinese face concept and Goffman’s study on self-presentation and facework.

2.2 The Chinese Face Concept

Xun Lu (1934) is well-known for his biting sarcasm on Chinese politics and Chinese
characters in the 20th century. In his article ‘Shuo “Mianzi”’ (talking about face), he
notes that mianzi is used so frequently in everyday talk that it appears to be understood
intuitively, and little time is spent thinking about its meaning. Mianzi is the zhong guo
jing shen gang ling (guiding principle of the Chinese mind); although foreigners try to
understand the term, they tend to underestimate its complexity (Lu, 1934). In the article,

Lu provides an example of the ambiguous face practices of the Chinese.
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He writes that in the Qing Dynasty, foreigners would approach the zong li ya men (the
Foreign Ministry of Imperial China) to submit requests, and after resorting to threats of
force, Qing officials became yes-men and complied immediately. However, when the
officials saw these foreigners off, they would walk them through a side door rather than
the main door to show them that they had no mianzi. With mianzi, the Chinese could

remain in a position of advantage.

Lu (1934) suggests that Chinese people from different social statuses have a kind of
mianzi or lian. Individuals lose mianzi or lian by conducting practices below the line, and
gain /ian and mianzi by conducting above-the-line practices. For example, in China, the
side door and the back door are mainly used by subordinates. People who enter through
the side door thereby signal their low social status relative to the home owner. Lu (1934)
also notes that compared to those with low social status, people with high social status
have more to lose. For example, the wealthy and educated man loses /ian/mianzi by
picking fights with others in public, while the poor and undereducated would not lose lian
nor mianzi by doing so. Further, Hu (1944) notes it is accepted that the educated and those

who hold a high rank in society have a higher sense of morality.

Lu (1934) once noted that caring about mianzi is good, but is concerned that having
mianzi is understood as tact, skilful speech or repartee. Ironically, his concern that mianzi
might be pursued through deceitful means or by taking advantage of one’s social position
while being ignorant of the importance of being morally upright appears to reflect the
worries of the Chinese in contemporary times. Zhai (2013) notes that inequalities in social
resources can force the discarding of either lian or mianzi, or even the use of both to
improve one’s social position. Another notable issue is the increasing importance placed
on mianzi, as expressed through conspicuous consumption and extravagant achievements.
For example, Li and Su (2007, p. 242) define face consumption as the “motivational
process by which individuals try to enhance, maintain or save self-face, as well as show
respect to others’ face through the consumption of products”. Siu, Kwan and Zeng (2016)
also find that brand image and reputation are paramount in the face consumption of young
Chinese people, as the youths tend to bestow social value on the brand that can enhance

their social images and gain them social approval.
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Face is a dynamic concept that is closely connected to context and the situations in which
interaction takes place. The Chinese concept of face is akin to an intangible hand that
controls the lives of the Chinese and is almost impossible to define (Lin, 1935). It ‘is
abstract and intangible, it is yet the most delicate standard by which Chinese social
intercourse is regulated’ (Lin, 1935, p. 45). Instead of providing a precise definition of
the Chinese concept of face, Chang (2008, p. 303) claims that the ‘Chinese concept of
face is a conceptualisation of a competent person in Chinese society’. Therefore,
understanding the kind of person the Chinese value as competent may shed light on the

meaning of having /ian and mianzi.

In the following section, I discuss the Chinese concepts of lian and mianzi. In the
discussion of /ian, I focus on the overlap between lian and mianzi and how social changes
affect understanding thereof. What emerges is that /ian may not be a universal ‘birth
right’, but the minimum standard by which individuals are judged as social beings.
Complementing this, I relate face to the shame culture in China, discussing the link
between lian and social sanctions, and claim that Chinese shame culture includes the
emotional feeling of guilt, which creates a deterrent that encourages the development of
internalised sanctions to avoid public ridicule. In the discussion of mianzi, I begin with
hierarchical differences and relational self to argue that the mianzi an individual can claim
depends greatly on their social position in certain contexts. Individuals can share the
mianzi of others, and vice versa. This mutual sharing can occur with or without the
individual’s permission, while the ideal situation would be to create a reciprocal
relationship with others. This allows an individual to claim more social resources from

others and enhance their position in the community.

2.2.1 Understanding Lian

Hu (1944) analyses 25 Chinese phrases to argue that the concept of face involves two
terms: /ian and mianzi. She argues that ‘face’ in English can be translated to either lian
or mianzi in Chinese, but that /ian and mianzi have different meanings in Chinese. In the
Chinese language, mianzi has a longer history than /ian, and includes the symbolic
meaning of the self in social interaction. Mianzi is closely related to social position and

status. In contrast, /ian originally developed from the northern Chinese dialects for
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describing physical appearance. Over time, its meaning has been enriched to include the
representation of face an individual must have and protect in social interactions. In
Chinese, lian can represent the physical face, but most often it refers to ‘a social sanction
for enforcing moral standards and an internalised sanction’, the loss of which renders it

impossible for an individual to function well in the community (Hu, 1944, p. 62).

The most notable discussion is whether /ian is an ascribed characteristic of an individual.
Hu (1944) considers /ian an individual’s birth right that everyone within the community
can claim for themselves, as an assumption of having an honest and decent face. By
supporting the notion of /ian as a birth right (Hu, 1944), Ho (1976) argues that all
individuals can claim the same amount of /ian, and only lose it when their conduct is
immoral and unacceptable in the community. Ho (1994) updates his statement on lian by
considering it from the humankind perspective, considering contexts or certain cultures
in which the potential for individuality is missing or severely constrained. For example,
slaves or concentration camp inmates are treated as numbers rather than humans. Their
individual identity is reduced to the identity of the collective, and their views or thoughts
are ignored, which turns them into objects or tools to be managed and manipulated.
Therefore, Ho (1994) suggests that describing people as being without /ian does not
always