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Chinese	internet	users	are	using	the	social	media	Weibo	both	to	question	and	satirize	the	official	
discourse	 and	 knowledge,	 and	 to	 articulate	 and	 disseminate	 alternative	 historical	 stories	 and	
counter-narratives	of	 the	past	 that	 the	public	had	previously	never	been	able	 to	know	about.	
This	 ThinkChina	 analysis	 investigates	 the	 role	 Weibo	 has	 in	 (re)shaping	 the	 social	 memory							
and	producing	historical	 knowledge	of	 the	Mao	era	 in	 contemporary	China.	More	 specifically,	
professor	 Jun	 Liu	 looks	at	how	people	use	Weibo	 to	 interrogate	 the	official	 knowledge	of	 the	
past,	articulate	their	individual	memories,	and	reconstruct	social	memory,	all	of	which	shape	the	
production	of	historical	knowledge	of	the	Mao	era	in	a	society.		
	
Key	takeaways:	

• Social	 media	 enables	 and	 encourages	 individuals’	 alternative	 and	 counter-historical				
narratives,	memories,	and	descriptions	of	the	past	to	emerge	and	proliferate,	giving	rise	
to	unofficial	versions	of	history.		

• Individuals’	 narratives	 on	 Weibo	 differ	 from	 the	 official	 narratives,	 and	 are	 often							
characterized	 by	 criticism	 and	 cynicism	 towards	 the	 official,	 orthodox,	 and	 previously	
hegemonic	framework.	

• Weibo	 cultivates	 the	dynamics	 of	 social	 remembering	 as	 a	 crowdsourcing,	 continuous,	
accumulating,	and	latent	process,	which	shapes	the	commemoration	of	historical	issues	
in	Chinese	society	in	the	long	run.	
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Contested	Past:	Social	Media	and	
the	 Production	 of	 Historical	
Knowledge	of	the	Mao	Era	
	
By	Jun	Liu,	University	of	Copenhagen.	
	
Introduction	
In	 the	 summer	 of	 2015,	 Chinese	 authorities	
launched	 a	 full-scale	 national	 propaganda	
campaign	 to	 “rectify	 the	 names	 of	 the							
heroes”.i	Key	 official	 news	 organizations	 are	
all	 engaging	 in	 the	 campaign	with	 a	 cascade	
of	 reports	 responding	 to	 widespread	 scepti-
cism	 about	 the	 stories	 of	 the	 heroes	 and	
growing	 cynicism	 towards	 these	 stories	 on	
Weibo,	 the	 Chinese	 social	 media	 platform.	
These	 events	 exemplify	 a	 relevant,	 but							
less	 investigated	 topic	 about	 the	 political	
influence	 of	 social	 media	 in	 contemporary	
China:	 in	 addition	 to	 facilitating	 protests							
in	 contemporary	 contentious	 events,	 social	
media	 aids	 the	 emergence,	 dissemination,	
and	 dissension	 of	 contested	 historical	 infor-
mation.	 These	 pieces	 of	 information	 may	
challenge	 the	 authorized	 knowledge	 of	 the	
past	 in	 society	 and	 force	 the	 authorities	 to	
respond	to	this	information.	
	
Social	Memory	in	Social	Media	
Halbwachs	in	his	work	On	Collective	Memory	
establishes	a	foundational	framework	for	the	
study	 of	 societal	 remembrance.	 Collective	
memory	represents	a	society’s	understanding	
of	 its	past,	defines	 the	 relationship	between	
the	 individual	 and	 society,	 and	 enables	 a	
community	 to	preserve	 its	 self-image	and	 to	
transfer	 it	 through	 time.	 However,	 as	
Halbwachs	 explicates,	 “collective	 memory	
must	be	distinguished	from	history”.	Instead,	

it	 is	 “[…]	 essentially	 a	 reconstruction	 of	 the	
past	 in	 the	 light	of	 the	present”.	 In	 this	pro-
cess,	 for	 individuals,	 their	 memories	 are							
de	 facto	 a	 manipulated	 construction	 of			
those	 who	 maintain	 power	 and	 status	 and	
who	supervise	 the	 images	of	 the	past.	More	
specifically,	 Halbwachs	 underlines	 the	 key	
role	of	 the	“social	 frameworks	 for	memory,”	
within	 which	 individuals	 localize,	 organize,	
understand,	 and	 remember	 commemorative	
events	 in	 mnemonic	 landscapes.	 As	
Halbwachs	 argues,	 “[…]	 it	 is	 to	 the	 degree	
that	 our	 individual	 thought	 places	 itself									
in	 these	 frameworks	 and	 participates	 in						
this	memory	 that	 is	 it	 capable	 of	 the	 act	 of 
recollection”.ii	
	
In	 the	 following	 decades,	 scholars	 advanced	
Halbwachs’	work	 in	various	ways,	 in	particu-
lar,	 elucidating	 the	 relation	 between	 power	
and	the	(re)construction	of	memory.	 In	their	
seminal	 review	 on	 social	 memory	 studies,	
Olick	 and	 Robbins	 observe	 the	 politics	 of	
memory	 contestation	 and	 stress	 that	 “[…]	
explicitly	 past-oriented	meaning	 frameworks	
are	 prominent	 modes	 of	 legitimation	 and	
explanation”. iii 	In	 this	 sense,	 the	 memorial	
presence	 of	 the	 past	 becomes	 both	 a	 tool	
and	an	object	of	power	that	is	subject	to	con-
testation,	 appropriation,	 and	 transformation	
at	different	points	in	time.	
	
Although	the	dominant	may	exert	considera-
ble	influences	on	the	framing	of	the	memory,	
collective	 memory	 is	 a	 process	 that	 is	 con-
stantly	unfolding,	changing,	and	transforming.	
One	 particularly	 vibrant	 area	 of	 discussion	
concerning	 this	 kind	 of	memory	 negotiation	
and	 contestation	 emerges	 from	 Foucault’s	
notion	of	“counter-memory,”	which	refers	to	
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memories	 that	 runs	 different	 from,	 and				
often	counter	to,	the	official	(frameworks	of)	
history. iv 	In	 particular,	 counter-memory				
involves	 the	 memorialization	 –	 the	 politics			
of	 mnemonic	 practices	 -	 of	 forgotten,	 sup-
pressed,	 or	 excluded	 histories	 as	 a	 crucial		
way	 of	 resisting	 oppression	 and	 dominant	
ideologies.	Memory	 contestation	 thus	 epito-
mizes	 the	 struggle	 between	 the	 dominant	
and	 the	 subordinate	 in	 a	 society	 and	 influ-
ences	the	production	of	historical	knowledge.	
	
Among	 many	 factors,	 Information	 and		
Communication	Technologies	play	an	emerg-
ing	 role	 in	 the	 process	 of	 formatting,									
constructing,	 and	 mediating	 memory	 and	
commemorative	 practices.	 Given	 its	 techno-
logical	assets,	such	as	openness,	accessibility,	
availability,	and	interactivity,	social	media	not	
only	enables,	but	also	encourages	alternative	
and	 counter-historical	 narratives	 to	 emerge	
and	 proliferate,	 giving	 rise	 to	 unofficial					
versions	of	history.	 In	the	case	of	China,	few	
studies	 note	 that	 digital	 media,	 including			
virtual	museums	and	Bulletin	Board	Systems,	
allow	ordinary	people	to	engage	in	the	narra-
tive	of	localized	histories	and	personal	stories	
about,	for	instance,	memories	of	the	Cultural	
Revolution.	 As	 Yang	 observes,	 the	 memory	
boom	facilitated	by	digital	media	–	in	particu-
lar,	 counter-narratives	 about	 the	 Cultural	
Revolution	–	leads	to	“the	opening	of	China’s	
political	spaces”v	
	
Debating	 Historical	 Events	 and	 Figures	 in	
Mao	Era	on	Weibo	
The	 cases	 investigated	 for	 this	 analysis						
include	 the	 debates	 covering	 two	 types	 of	
historical	 narratives,	memories,	 and	descrip-
tions	of	the	past:	one	focuses	on	“The	Great	

Famine”,	 and	 the	 other	 discusses	 historical	
figures.	 In	general,	 the	debate	demonstrates	
a	 distinct	 disjunction	 and	 disarticulation				
between	individual	narratives	and	memories,	
and	 the	 authorized	 narratives	 and	 frame-
works	of	the	past.	
	
“The	Great	Famine”	
The	 debate	 over	 “The	 Great	 Famine”	 on	
Weibo	 has	 been	 triggered	 by	 Lin	 Zhibo,	 the	
head	 of	 the	 Gansu	 Province	 branch	 of	 the	
People’s	Daily,	the	mouthpiece	newspaper	of	
the	 China	 Communist	 Party	 (CCP).	 Using	 his	
verified	 account	 stating	 his	 affiliation	 and	
with	over	230,000	Weibo	followers,	Lin	ques-
tioned	 the	 multi-million	 death-toll	 between	
1960	 and	 1962	 on	Weibo	 on	 29	 April	 2012.	
He	asserted	that	the	number	was	a	conspira-
cy	 “to	 defile	 Chairman	Mao	 by	 utilizing	 the	
exaggerated	 slander	 of	 millions	 of	 people	
dying	of	starvation”.	
	
Lin’s	 tweet	 quickly	 ignited	 outrage	 among	
Weibo	 users,	 with	 strong	 criticism	 directed	
towards	 his	 denial	 of	 the	 starvation	 and	
deaths	 of	 millions	 in	 the	 early	 1960s.	 The	
tweet	had	been	 retweeted	over	7,000	 times	
within	four	hours	after	it	was	first	published,	
with	 the	 original	 one	 receiving	 more	 than	
5,000	comments,	most	of	which	was	scorch-
ing	 critique.	 Weibo	 users	 also	 started	 to			
explore	and	distribute	various	kinds	of	histor-
ical	materials	that	demonstrated	conclusively	
that	millions	of	deaths	occurred	 in	 the	early	
1960s	 due	 to	 the	 famine,	 which	 has	 long	
been	a	politically	taboo	topic	in	China.	These	
materials	 included	 previously	 hard-to-access	
CCP	 archives	 and	 documents,	 rarely-seen	
government	 statistics,	 banned	 or	 censored	
academic	works	and	documentary	films,	and	
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long-forgotten	 personal	 memoirs,	 stories,	
and	shared	memories	about	that	period.	The	
various	 mnemonic	 activities	 related	 to	 the	
exploration	of	“The	Great	Famine”	on	Weibo	
articulated	 a	 contrapuntal	 memory	 of	 the	
period	 against	 the	 official	 one	 that	 never		
admitted	that	the	famine	actually	happened,	
fundamentally	contributing	to	the	process	of	
recognition	 and	 reconstruction	 of	 the	 social	
memory	 of	 the	 famine.	 For	 instance,	 an	
online	 survey	 after	 the	 debate,	 with	 over	
12,000	 Weibo	 users	 participating,	 showed	
that	 seven	 out	 of	 ten	 participants	 believed	
the	 conclusion	 that	 30	 million	 people	 –	 or	
even	more	–	starved	to	death	over	the	three	
years	of	1959-1961,	which	is	quite	a	bit	more	
than	 the	 official	 narrative,	 which	 reported	
that	 about	 10	 million	 died.	 In	 this	 process,	
the	 term	 “The	 Great	 Famine,”	 which	 calls			
for	 reflection	 upon	 the	 famine	 as	 a	 political	
calamity	that	was	“…born	[out]	of	the	system	
of	 totalitarianism,”vi 	is	 gradually	 taking	 the	
place	of	the	ones	favoured	by	the	authorities	
that	attribute	millions	of	deaths	by	starvation	
to	 either	 natural	 disasters	 or	 the	 Soviet					
Union’s	treachery.	
	
Historical	figures	on	Weibo	
The	debates	over	historical	figures	on	Weibo	
include	 doubts	 over	 their	 actual	 existence				
or	 details	 in	 their	 biographies,	 accusations			
of	 these	 heroes	 actually	 being	 corrupt	 and	
profligate,	 and	 cynicism	 toward	 the	 official	
narratives	of	 their	heroism.	The	debate	over	
Lei	 Feng	 -	 an	 iconic	 Mao	 era	 soldier	 who			
exemplified	 unswerving	 devotion	 to	 com-
munist	 ideology	 and	 fanatic	 loyalty	 to	 the	
leader	of	 the	CCP	—fermented	on	Weibo	 at	
the	 beginning	 of	 March	 2012,	 around	 the	
time	that	the	government	commemorates	Lei	

Feng	 with	 the	 annual	 “Learn	 From	 Lei	 Feng	
Day”	on	March	5,	a	holiday	 initiated	by	Mao	
Zedong	 in	 1962.	 The	 government’s	 effort					
to	 exalt	 and	 resuscitate	 the	 unconditional	
self-sacrifice	 and	 obedient	 patriotism	 of	 Lei	
Feng,	 however,	 has	 evoked	 unprecedented	
controversy,	 criticism,	 incredulity,	 and	 cyni-
cism	toward	the	authenticity	of	the	historical	
story	 of	 Lei	 Feng	 on	 Weibo,	 including,	 for	
example	 the	 authenticity	 of	 his	 diaries	 and	
photos	of	him.			
	
Among	 others,	 Ren	 Zhiqiang,	 a	 property			
developer	and	a	Weibo	celebrity	with	over	35	
million	Weibo	followers,	criticized	that:	
	
“[…]	 as	 a	 tamed	 tool	 for	 class	 struggle,	 the	
image	 of	 Lei	 Feng	 has	 been	 established	 to	
meet	 the	 needs	 of	 the	 Cultural	 Revolution.	
After	turning	all	citizens	 into	screws	that	can	
be	willfully	placed	anywhere,	there	is	no	need	
for	democracy,	human	rights,	or	 freedom	[in	
China]”	[12	March	2012]	
	
Ren’s	 tweet	 was	 forwarded	 over	 27,000	
times	 within	 24	 hours,	 with	 over	 10,000	
comments,	 most	 of	 which	 resonated	 his			
argument	with	Weibo	users’	own	reflections	
upon	 “the	 ridiculous	 brainwashing	 stories”	
from	“the	wretched	propaganda	campaigns”	
in	their	memories.	
	
In	spite	of	the	authorities’	national	campaign	
to	 combat	 the	 widespread	 controversy	 and	
cynicism	 regarding	 Lei	 Feng’s	 story,	 the	 de-
bate	 continues	on	Weibo	with	 an	 increasing	
number	of	suspicions	of	the	official	narrative.	
Along	 with	 the	 debate,	 more	 and	 more	
Weibo	 users	 are	 refusing	 to	 regard	 Lei	 Feng	
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as	 an	 unquestionable	 role	 model	 as	 in	 the	
official	narrative	of	commemoration.	
	
Similar	to	the	incredulity	over	the	authentici-
ty	of	Lei	Feng’s	stories,	 scepticism	has	 raged	
on	 Weibo	 about	 the	 truth	 of	 the	 tales	 of		
several	 historical	 figures,	 such	 as	 Huang				
Jihuang,	 who	 hurled	 himself	 against	 an						
enemy	 machine	 gun	 to	 block	 its	 fire,	 Qiu	
Shaoyun,	 who	 chose	 to	 burn	 to	 death	 to			
protect	his	unit’s	 location,	 and	Dong	Cunrui,	
who	sacrificed	his	life	with	his	left	hand	lifting	
a	 package	 of	 explosives	 under	 an	 enemy’s	
bunker	 until	 it	 detonated.	 Some	 challenged	
the	 idea	 that	 Qiu’s	 ability	 to	 remain	 silent	
while	 burning	 to	 death	 defies	 their	 under-
standing	of	human	physiology.	Others	argued	
that	Huang’s	story	was	 fabricated	because	 it	
was	 impossible	 to	 block	 bullets	 fired	 by	 a	
strafing	 machine	 gun	 using	 one’s	 body.							
For	 Dong	 Cunrui,	 Weibo	 users	 believed	 the	
improbable	 heroic	 deed	 was	 pure	 imagina-
tion	 because	 nobody	 saw	 it.	 This	 doubt	 and	
questioning	of	historical	heroes’	authenticity	
snowballed	 on	 Weibo,	 despite	 the	 govern-
ment’s	 effort	 to	 “authenticate	 the	 historical	
stories	of	these	heroes”	by	large-scale	propa-
ganda	campaigns.		
	
Findings	and	Discussions	
In	 the	 debates	 over	 this	 particular	 historical	
event	 and	 these	 public	 figures,	 Weibo	 pro-
vides	a	platform	for	individuals	to	participate	
in	narrating	the	past	in	different	ways.	Abun-
dant	historical	materials	that	were	previously	
either	 unavailable	 to	 the	 public	 or	 banned	
from	publication	due	to	the	censorship	finally	
came	to	light	as	the	debate	evolved.	As	coun-
ter-	 and	 alternative	 frameworks	 for	 social	
memories,	 and	 the	 articulation,	 dissemina-

tion,	 and	 aggregation	 of	 these	 materials	
emerge,	 develop,	 and	 proliferate	 on	Weibo,	
they	have	an	enormous	influence	on	society.	
These	 frameworks	 argue	 against,	 query,	 or	
satirize	the	official,	orthodox	frameworks	for	
historical	 narratives,	 further	 generating	 and	
superimposing	new	historical	knowledge.	The	
archiving	 and	 storage	 of	 these	 materials	 on	
Weibo	also	allows	them	to	be	easily	retrieved	
and	reactivated.	In	this	way,	Weibo	cultivates	
the	 dynamics	 of	 social	 remembering	 as	 a	
crowdsourcing,	 continuous,	 accumulating,	
and	 latent	 process,	 which	 shapes	 the	 com-
memoration	 of	 historical	 issues	 in	 Chinese	
society	in	the	long	run.	
	
The	 engagement	 of	 individuals	 into	 the			
practice	of	narrating	the	past	
With	the	development	of	digital	technologies,	
the	 emergence	 of	 weblogs	 allows	 witnesses	
of	 historical	 events	 to	 share	 their	memories	
without	depending	on	mass	 communication.	
Different	from	digital	media	such	as	weblogs	
or	 Bulletin	 Board	 Systems,	 social	 media				
further	open	up	opportunities	for	 individuals	
to	 engage	 in	 narrating	 the	 past	 via	 various	
mnemonic	practices.	
	
In	China,	sites	dedicated	to	the	maintenance	
and	(re)production	of	the	historical	past,	such	
as	 educational	 institutions,	 museums,	 and	
mass	media,	were	once	monopolized	by	 the	
party-state.	 This	 allowed	 the	 authorities	 to	
claim	to	speak	about	the	past	in	the	voice	of	
the	nation,	while	leaving	the	ordinary	person	
almost	no	space	to	speak	up	without	accept-
ing	 and	 following	 the	 official	 frameworks					
for	 memory.	 In	 the	 cases	 presented	 here,	
however,	a	 large	number	of	 individuals	have	
involved	 themselves	 in	 various	 mnemonic	
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practices	 of	 the	 historical	 issues	 on	 Weibo.	
More	 specifically,	 the	 participants	 in	 the			
debates	include	not	only	those	who	previous-
ly	monopolized	or	had	access	to	the	narrative	
of	 the	 past,	 such	 as	 the	 government	 and	 its	
controlled	 mass	 media	 (via	 their	 verified	
Weibo	 accounts),	 but	 also	 people	 from	 all	
walks	 of	 life.	 This	 process	 characterizes	 the	
emergence	and	 recognition	of	 the	 individual	
narrative,	 memoir,	 and	 memory	 of	 the							
past,	 be	 it	 from	 a	 Weibo	 celebrity	 or	 from				
an	ordinary	person.		
	
Weibo	 users	 –	 no	 matter	 who	 –	 and	 their	
family	members,	 including	those	that	experi-
enced	 “The	 Great	 Famine”	 period,	 but	 had	
never	 shared	 their	 experiences,	 stories,	 and	
memories	 with	 others	 as	 they	 did	 not	 have	
Weibo	accounts	or	due	to	the	lack	of	internet	
access,	 now	 join	 the	 debate,	 directly	 or					
indirectly,	 as	 individuals	 by	 speaking	 out	
about	 their	 personal	 memories.	 These						
individual	 historical	 narratives	 introduce		
concrete	 human	 beings	 and	 their	 suffering	
into	 the	 commemoration	 of	 the	 past,	which	
has	been	largely	missing	from	existing	narra-
tives	and	memories	of	the	past.	
	
Similar	 situations	 occurred	 in	 the	 debates	
over	historical	figures,	in	which	Weibo	offers	
unprecedented	 opportunities	 for	 individuals	
to	 question,	 criticize,	 or	 satirize	 the	 official	
narratives.	 This	process	 consequently	breaks	
the	 regime’s	 monopoly	 on	 the	 access	 to			
narratives	of	 the	past	by	acknowledging	and	
integrating	 individuals’	 remembrances	 and	
mnemonic	 practices	 into	 the	 recollection	 of	
the	past,	and	by	 introducing	and	accumulat-
ing	 counter	 -	 and	 alternative	 frameworks	 of	
memory	against	the	official	one.	

The	establishment	of	counter-	and	alternative	
frameworks	for	memories	
The	debates	on	Weibo	engender	the	articula-
tion,	 accumulation,	 and	 proliferation	 of				
alternative	 and	 counter-historical	 narratives	
about	 the	 historical	 period	 and	 figures	
through	 crowdsourcing,	 with	 Weibo	 users	
voluntarily	 involving	 themselves	 in	 different	
kinds	of	mnemonic	practices	through	various	
media	texts.	
	
More	 specifically,	 Weibo	 allows	 its	 users	 to	
post	 and	 distribute	 information	 in	 various	
modes,	 such	 as	 text,	 photos,	 music,	 short	
videos,	or	a	combination	of	multimodal	con-
tents.	 It	 is	also	possible	 to	embed	 long-form	
content	 and	 links	 from	 other	 websites	 into	
the	 tweet.	 Tweets	 on	Weibo	have	 therefore	
become	 content-rich,	 descriptive,	 and	 vivid.	
Many	 of	 the	 historical	 archives	 and	 docu-
mentaries	 that	 were	 previously	 unavailable	
to	 the	 public,	 have	 now	 been	 presented	 on	
Weibo	and	exposed	to	the	public.		
	
For	 instance,	 in	 the	 case	 of	 “The	 Great					
Famine”,	 historical	 materials,	 including	 the	
CCP’s	 documents	 and	 archives,	 books	 that	
had	 been	 censored	 by	 the	 government,	 and	
overseas	 documentaries	 that	 people	 rarely	
encountered	 before,	 have	 recently	 been	
tweeted	 and	diffused	 to	 a	wide	 audience	 to	
testify	to	the	existence	of	the	famine.	
	
Similarly,	 in	 the	 debates	 over	 historical					
figures,	 Weibo	 users	 dug	 up	 and	 further	
tweeted	 lesser-known	 texts,	 a	 majority									
of	 which	 have	 never	 appeared	 or	 been			
widespread	in	the	media	before.		
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Most	importantly,	the	accumulation	of	these	
historical	 materials	 entails	 a	 fundamentally	
different	 narrative	 of	 the	 historical	 period	
and	figures	from	this	time	than	those	provid-
ed	by	the	dominating	official	discourse	as	the	
prescribed,	 authorized	 social	 framework	 of	
memory.	Criticism	and	cynicism	 towards	 the	
official,	orthodox,	and	previously	hegemonic,	
framework	 accordingly	 emerged	 and	 was	
widely	diffused.	
	
For	 instance,	 the	 historical	 materials	 and		
archives	crowdsourced	by	Weibo	users	about	
“The	 Great	 Famine”	 not	 only	 highlight									
the	 enormous	 number	 of	 30	 million	 as	 the	
population	 that	 suffered	 from	 starvation		
during	the	period,	but	also	excoriate	both	the	
CCP’s	 mistaken	 policy	 and	 the	 practice	 of	
holding	back	 the	 truth	about	 these	mistakes	
made	 by	 the	 authorities.	 These	 narratives		
are	 significantly	 different	 from	 the	 official	
discourse	 and	 the	 dominant	 memorial	
framework	of	the	period,	which,	according	to	
either	 the	 official	 chronicle	 of	 the	 CCPvii	or	
historical	 textbooks,viii	never	 used	 the	 term	
“The	 Great	 Famine”.	 Instead,	 describing					
this	period	as	“The	Three	Years	of	Economic	
Difficulty”	 or	 “The	 Three	 Years	 of	 Natural	
Disasters”,	the	official	narrative	of	the	histor-
ical	period	between	1959	and	1961	attributes	
the	 fact	 that	 around	 10	 million	 people					
were	wiped	 out	 by	 starvation	 to	 a	 series	 of								
unavoidable	natural	disasters	and	 the	Soviet	
Union’s	 “perfidious”	 withdrawal	 of	 experts	
and	 technicians	 from	 China,	 and	 its	 request	
for	 payment	 for	 its	 industrial	 hardware,	
which	exacerbated	an	already	difficult	 situa-
tion	and	sped	up	the	loss	of	population.		
	

However,	 a	 totally	 different	 narrative	 of					
the	 period	 has	 been	 established	 on	 Weibo.	
For	one	thing,	people	aggregated	alternative	
stories,	memoirs,	 and	memories	 either	 from	
their	own	experiences	or	from	their	family	to	
testify	to	the	actual	existence	of	 the	famine,	
which	 had	 been	 denied	 by	 the	 authorities	
and	questioned	by	Lin’s	 tweet.	These	stories	
and	memories,	previously	largely	unknown	to	
the	public,	had	thereby	been	a	relevant	part	
of	 the	 proof	 of	 the	 famine	 and	 became	
known	to	more	people.	For	instance:	
	

@Lu	Gongmin:	Between	1958	and	1960,	
my	great-grandmother,	seven	people	in	
my	 grandparents’	 generation,	my	 aunt	
and	 my	 uncle,	 a	 total	 of	 ten	 people,	
starved	 to	death,	one	by	one,	 in	Tong-
wei	 County,	 Gansu	 Province.	 [1	 May	
2012]	

	
@Coding	worker	 Zhao	 Ye	 	 (Verified	 as		
a	 journalist):	 Just	ended	a	call	with	my	
father,	who	mentioned	that	during	the	
great	 famine	period	 in	1960s	[…]	there	
were	 over	 100	 people	 who	 died	 in					
our	 village	 […]	 in	 Caohu	 Village,	 Anhui	
Province	 […]	 @Lin	 Zhibo	 If	 Director				
Lin	 is	 interested,	 I	 can	 bring	 you	 to					
my	 hometown	 and	 carry	 out	 some					
interviews.	People	aged	60	years	old	or	
older	 there	 all	 have	 similar	 memories	
[of	the	great	famine]	during	that	period.	
[1	May	2012]	

	
Alternative	 historical	 narratives	 also	 came	
from	memoirs	 of	 Party	 cadres.	 For	 instance,	
@Qinglou	Zhishang	quoted	the	memoir	of	Li	
Lei,	 the	 then-secretary	of	 the	party	 commit-
tee	 in	 Linxia	 state,	Gansu	Province,	 in	which	
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Li	 revealed	 that	 “[…]	 588	 people	 ate	 337			
human	bodies	in	10	communes	in	Linxia	city”	
during	“The	Great	Famine”.		
	
Moreover,	 Weibo	 users	 collected	 different	
materials	 to	 argue	 against	 the	 death	 toll	 in	
the	 dominant	 framework	 of	memory,	 which	
only	admitted	that	around	10	million	people	
starved	 to	death.	Ordinary	Weibo	users	also	
offered	 statistics	 they	 read	 from	 academic	
and	 historical	 documents	 and	 demonstrated	
their	 opinions	 about	 the	 death	 toll.	 As					
more	 and	more	Weibo	 users	 participated	 in	
searching,	 posting,	 and	 forwarding	 various	
historical	 materials,	 they	 further	 aggregate	
into	 alternative	 and	 counter-frameworks.	
Such	 frameworks	 not	 only	 greatly	 challenge	
the	 authorities’	 framework	 for	 memory	 by	
shaping	the	online	debate,	but	also	establish	
the	 concept	 of	 “The	 Great	 Famine,”	 which	
gradually	replaces	the	term	“The	Three	Years	
of	 Economic	 Difficulty”	 or	 “The	 Three	 Years	
of	Natural	Disasters”	in	the	later	survey.	
	
Apart	from	the	emergence	of	alternative	and	
counter-frameworks,	the	doubt	and	cynicism	
over	 the	established	historical	 narrative	 also	
forces	 the	 authorities	 to	 revise	 the	 official	
narrative	 of	 the	 figures	 or	 to	 admit	 to	 the	
shallow	propaganda	efforts	in	those	years.	In	
the	case	of	Lei	Feng,	the	authorities	modified	
the	 narrative	 of	 Lei	 as	 a	 god-like	 ideal	 after	
the	 photo	 of	 him	 riding	 on	 a	 motorcycle								
in	 front	 of	 Tian’anmen	 went	 viral	 and	 drew	
criticism	on	Weibo,	albeit	not	fundamentally.	
Instead,	 they	 acknowledged	 that	 Lei	 Feng	
was	also	a	fashionable	young	man,	according-
ly	he	“did	almost	all	the	fashionable	things	of	
his	 day,”	 such	 as	 “wearing	 a	 fashionable	
leather	 jacket”	 and	 “riding	 on	 a	 borrowed	

motorcycle”	to	take	a	photo	–	all	of	which	are	
considered	to	be	luxury	items	at	the	time.	In	
the	face	of	doubts	over	the	authenticity	of	Lei	
Feng’s	 impossibly	 squeaky-clean	 photos,	 the	
authorities	 admitted	 for	 the	 first	 time	 that	
some	 of	 the	 photos	 were	 posed	 shots,						
instead	 of	 scene	 photos	 as	 they	 asserted			
previously.ix	In	 short,	 the	 authorities’	 frame-
work	 of	 historical	 narratives	 underwent	
gradual	transformation	in	the	face	of	alterna-
tive	 and	 counter-narratives	 and	 historical	
materials	 on	 Weibo.	 In	 this	 sense,	 Weibo	
entails	 a	 long-term	 influence	 on	 social							
remembrance	 and	 the	 framework	 for	
memory	 by	 facilitating	 the	 integration	 of	
newly	 emerging,	 crowdsourced	 information	
from	diversified	subjects	 into	the	production	
of	historical	knowledge.	
	
The	changing	mechanism	of	the	production	of	
historical	knowledge	
The	 debate	 over	 the	 narrative	 of	 the	 past				
on	Weibo,	 including	the	involvement	of	 indi-
viduals	 that	 speak	up	about	 their	memories,	
experiences,	 doubts,	 criticisms,	 and	 sense				
of	 cynicism	 toward	 the	 official	 historical			
narrative	and	the	emergence	of	counter	-	and	
alternative	 frameworks	 against	 the	 once-
monopolized	official	framework	for	memory,	
crystallizes	a	crucial	influence	of	social	media	
on	society	and	politics	in	contemporary	China.	
While	a	social	media	channel,	such	as	Weibo,	
empowers	 people	 to	 organize	 contentious	
activities	 in	 contemporary	 contested	 events,	
it	 also	 allows	 them	 to	 engage	 in	 various	
mnemonic	 practices,	 through	 which	 people	
(re)construct	 social	 memory	 and	 further	
shape	the	production	of	historical	knowledge	
in	the	society.	More	specifically,	social	media	
entails	the	transformation	of	the	mechanism	
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of	 the	 production	 of	 historical	 knowledge	
from	the	following	three	perspectives.	
	
First,	 social	media	 embraces	 individuals	 into	
the	production	of	the	knowledge	of	the	past	
by	 expanding	 opportunities	 for	 them	 to	 join	
in	various	kinds	of	mnemonic	practices.	With	
social	 media,	 individuals,	 with	 or	 without	
alternative	 memories	 that	 differ	 from									
the	 official	 story,	 are	 able	 to	 act	 as													
active	 subjects	 of	 history	 and	 memory	 in	
commemorative	activities.	 In	our	study,	they	
either	speak	up	about	previously	unknown	or	
lesser	 known	 memories	 and	 experiences,	
share	 alternative	 and	 counter-narratives,	 or	
question	 and	 challenge	 the	 authenticity	 of	
official	 stories.	 New	 knowledge	 of	 the	 past	
emerges	and	 is	disseminated	 in	this	process,	
which	 consequently	 challenges,	 if	 not	 ends,	
the	 monopoly	 of	 the	 memory	 production	
mechanism	held	by	the	authorities.	
	
Second,	 social	 media	 offer	 a	 platform	 to			
aggregate	 individual’s	 mnemonic	 narratives	
and	 practices	 into	 alternative	 and	 counter-
frameworks	 of	 the	 past.	 These	 frameworks	
not	 only	 challenge	 the	 hegemonic,	 official	
framework,	 but	 also	 encourage	 further					
participation	 of	 ordinary	 people	 in	 the						
process	 of	 social	 remembering.	 Alternative	
and	counter-memories	of	the	past	serve	as	a	
political	means	–	and	in	some	case,	facilitate	
political	 challenges	 –	 against	 the	 dominant	
power	 and	 its	 ideologically	 constructed					
history.	 In	practice,	as	more	and	more	social	
media	 users	 join	 the	 process	 of	 crowd-
sourcing	 and	 distribution,	 the	 accumulation	
of	 these	 memories	 and	 frameworks											
aggregate	 previously	 isolated,	 fragmented,		
or	 unorganized	 individual	 stories	 and									

experiences	 against	 the	 official	 framework,	
making	 participants	 recognize	 that	 they	 are	
not	 a	 minority	 with	 (officially)	 unrecognized	
memories	 in	 a	 society.	 This	 accordingly					
encourages	 more	 people	 speak	 up	 about	
their	 alternative	memories	 and	 experiences.	
Moreover,	 as	 soon	 as	 these	 alternative							
and	 counter-memories,	 discourses,	 and	
frameworks	 are	diffused	on	 social	media,	 to	
ban	 or	 delete	 them	 completely	 becomes		
impossible,	 which	 allows	 more	 people											
to	 read	 different	 voices	 from	 the	 official				
one	 and	 further	 join	 the	 discussion	 and					
participate	in	these	mnemonic	practices.	
	
Third,	by	storing	and	archiving	historical	ma-
terials,	 including	 the	 debate,	 in	 a	 digitally	
networked	 sphere,	 social	 media	make	 them	
easily	 retrievable	 with	 the	 potential	 to	 be	
reactivated.	More	 specifically,	 for	 one	 thing,	
people	can	easily	search,	retrieve,	revisit,	and	
reflect	upon	the	material.	For	another	thing,	
the	easy	retrievability	embeds	the	possibility	
to	 re-activate	 the	 process	 of	 narrating	 the	
past	anytime	by	re-engaging	people	 into	 the	
production	 of	 historical	 narratives.	 In	 this	
way,	the	commemoration	of	the	past	is	being	
continually	produced,	accessed,	and	updated.	
To	 summarize,	Weibo	 cultivates	 the	 dynam-
ics	of	social	remembering	as	a	crowdsourcing,	
continuous,	accumulating,	and	latent	process,	
which	shapes	the	commemoration	of	histori-
cal	issues	in	Chinese	society	in	the	long	run.	
	
Conclusion	
The	 growing	 ubiquity	 of	 digital	 media											
has	 facilitated	 changes	 in	 political	 culture		
and	 power	 structure	 around	 the	world.	 This	
analysis	 investigates	 the	 use	 of	 social	media	
in	 the	 production	 of	 (alternative)	 historical	
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knowledge	 and	 the	 (re)formation	 of	 social	
memory	 in	 contemporary	 China.	 It	 takes		
several	 contested	 debates	 over	 historical	
events	and	figures	 in	the	Mao	era	on	Weibo	
as	 cases	 to	 understand	 how	 social	 media		
enable	 individuals	 to	 articulate	 and	accumu-
late	 their	 experiences	 and	 memories,						
question	 and	 interrogate	 the	 established	
framework	 for	 memory,	 and	 shape	 social	
memory	 in	 contemporary	 China.	 This	 study	
shows	 that	 social	 media	 embrace	 wide							
and	 diversified	 subjects	 to	 engage	 in											
the	 production	 of	 historical	 knowledge	 and	
facilitate	 the	 dissemination	 of	 alternative	
frameworks	 of	 memory	 as	 counter-
hegemonic	 discourse.	 The	 integration	 of	
fragmented,	 individual	 experiences	 and	
memories	 into	 the	 general	 historical	
knowledge	 and	 the	 facilitation	 of	 diversified	
mnemonic	 practices	 accordingly	 constructs	
the	 social	 memory	 of	 the	 society	 and									
facilitates	 long-term	 social	 and	 cultural	
changes	in	contemporary	China.	
	
	
This	analysis	was	first	published	as	a	chapter	
in	 ”Popular	 Memories	 of	 the	 Mao	 Era”	 in	
2019.x		
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