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The	 use	 of	 Information	 and	 Communication	 Technologies	 (ICTs)	 for	 political	 contention	 has			
become	 an	 enduring	 and	 substantial	 focus	 in	 studies	 of	 ICTs	 in	 contemporary	 China.															
Nevertheless,	 the	 scholarship	 remains	dominated	by	 case	 studies	of	discrete,	 independent,	or	
isolated	contentious	events,	failing	to	recognize	the	possible	long-term	effect	of	ICTs	on	political	
contention	and	broader	 society.	 To	advance	 such	an	understanding,	 this	 analysis	employs	 the	
concept	of	the	“repertoire	of	contention”	to	investigate	how	people	perceive	and	use	digital	as	
set	 of	means	 for	making	 political	 claims	 against	 authorities	 and	how	digital	media	 have	 been	
integrated	as	a	requisite	part	of	various	forms	of	political	contention	in	contemporary	Chinese	
society.		
	
Key	takeaways:	

• While	in	earlier	protests	people	mainly	employed	ICTs	as	a	tactic	of	information	diffusion	
and	 movement	 mobilization,	 over	 time	 the	 use	 of	 ICTs	 has	 become	 a	 strategy	 to												
legitimize	political	contention	beyond	mobilization.	

• Digital	 media	 emerges	 as	 a	 crucial	 part	 of	 repertoires	 of	 contention	 by	 facilitating											
alternative	 information	 diffusion,	 encouraging	 collective	 action	 mobilization,	 and									
engendering	discourse	competition	and	legitimation.	

• Official	media	 coverage	 plays	 a	 key	 role	 in	 influencing	 the	 adaptation	 of	 digital	media						
as	contentious	repertoire	for	protest	mobilization.	

	
Keywords:	 Information	 and	 Communication	 Technologies	 (ICTs),	 repertoire	 of	 contention,						
contentious	collective	action,	information	diffusion,	mobilization,	legitimation,	China	
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From	 Mobilization	 to	 Legitima-
tion:	Digital	media	and	the	evolv-
ing	 repertoire	 of	 contention	 in	
contemporary	China	
	
By	Jun	Liu,	University	of	Copenhagen.	
	
Introduction	
With	 the	 ubiquity	 of	 information	 and					
communication	 technologies	 (ICTs)	 around	
the	world,	the	adoption	and	appropriation	of	
digital	technologies	for	contentious	collective	
action	 have	 become	 an	 exciting,	 relevant	
focus	 in	 studies	 of	 ICTs.	 The	 use	 of	 ICTs	 for	
political	 contention	 in	 China	 –	 the	 largest	
authoritarian	 state	 with	 the	 largest	 Internet	
and	mobile	phone	population	 in	 the	world	–	
has	 attracted	 enduring	 and	 considerable			
attention	over	the	past	decade.	Nevertheless,	
existing	 scholarship	 remains	 dominated	 by	
case	studies	of	singular,	 independent,	or	 iso-
lated	contentious	events,	failing	to	recognize	
the	 possible	 long-term	 effect	 of	 ICTs	 on					
political	contention	and	broader	society.		
	
To	 advance	 such	 understanding,	 this	 study	
employs	 the	 concept	 of	 “repertoire	 of	 con-
tention”	to	explore	how	people	perceive	and	
use	digital	media	–	 including	mobile	phones,	
the	 Internet,	 and	 social	 media	 –	 as	 set	 of	
means	 for	 making	 political	 claims	 against	
powerful	 authorities	 and	 how	 digital	 media	
have	 been	 integrated	 as	 a	 requisite	 part	 of	
various	forms	of	contentious	collective	action	
in	 contemporary	 Chinese	 society.	 This	 study	
dissects	 people’s	 experience	 and	 perception	
of	 the	 use	 of	 ICTs	 for	 contention	 and											
the	 changing	 role	 of	 ICTs	 as	 repertoire	 of		
contention	in	contemporary	China.	

ICTs	 and	 Contentious	 Collective	 Action	 in	
China:	Bringing	in	repertoire	of	contention	
There	 has	 been	 an	 ever-growing	 discussion	
about	 how	 ICTs	 are	 used	 in	 a	 variety	 of					
contentious	 collective	 action	 in	 China,	 from	
information	distribution	to	network	bridging,	
from	 online	 petition	 to	 political	 satire,	 and	
from	 rumour	 circulation	 to	 offline	 mobiliza-
tion.	As	reviews	show,	a	strong	interest	in	the	
relationship	 between	 ICTs,	 tech-mediated	
political	 action,	 and	 democratic	 possibilities	
encourages	 research	 about	 political	 uses	 of	
ICTs	abundant.	
	
While	 existing	 studies	 generate	 a	 fruitful		
understanding	of	 the	use	of	 digital	media	 in	
contentious	 activities,	 most	 scholarships	
largely	depart	from	an	event-based	approach,	
i.e.	 to	 interrogate	 the	 antagonistic	 use	 of	
digital	 technologies	 in	 discrete	 and	 isolated	
contentious	event.	Such	approach,	neverthe-
less,	 has	 at	 least	 two	 limitations.	 For	 one	
thing,	 it	 largely	misplaces	 the	agency	to	 ICTs	
rather	 than	 the	 human	 being	 in	 contention.	
For	another,	mostly	with	single,	independent,	
or	 isolated	 event	 as	 its	 focus,	 the	 event-
based	approach	is	unable	to	acknowledge	the	
historicity	 –	 and	 thereby	 possible	 changes	
across	time	and	place	–	of	(digitally	mediated)	
political	 contention,	 which	 helps	 reveal							
the	 potential,	 long-term	 effect	 of	 ICTs	 on	
contention	and	broader	society.	
	
This	analysis	brings	in	the	concept	of	“reper-
toires	 of	 contention”,	 defined	 as	 “a	 limited	
set	of	 routines	that	are	 learned,	shared,	and	
acted	 out	 through	 a	 relatively	 deliberate			
process	 of	 choice”.	 The	 term	 suggests								
two	 follow-up	 issues.	 First,	 repertoire	 of			
contention	 reminds	 us	 that	 the	 array	 of				
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contentious	 claim-making	 and	 performance	
is	always	situated	in	prior	societal	experience.	
In	 practices,	 people	 learn	 from	 the	 history	
and	experience	of	contention,	and	often	find	
inspiration	elsewhere	in	the	ideas	and	tactics	
espoused	 and	 practiced	 by	 other	 activists.	
Then	 they	 employ	 the	 “learned	 conventions	
of	contention”	in	later	struggles.	Recurrently,	
a	 stock	 of	 these	 forms	 of	 contention	 that	
becomes	 habitual	 aspects	 and	 transfers	
across	 different	 contentious	 contexts	 conse-
quently	becomes	repertoires	of	contention.		
	
Second,	repertoire	of	contention	is	culturally	
inscribed	and	socially	communicated.	It	is	the	
ways	 in	 which	 people	 in	 a	 given	 place	 and	
time	 learn	 to	 carry	 out	 a	 limited	 number							
of	 alternative	 collective	 action	 routines,	
adapting	each	one	to	the	 immediate	circum-
stances	 and	 to	 the	 reactions	 of	 antagonists,	
authorities	and	allies.		
	
Contentious	 repertoires,	 in	 this	 sense,	
emerge	 out	 of	 specific	 contexts.	 The	 reper-
toire	 of	 contention	 available	 and	 accessible	
for	 contention	 in	 democratic	 regimes									
may	 dramatically	 differ	 from	 the	 one	 in				
authoritarian	 regimes.	 Especially,	 the	 use	 of	
ICTs	 for	 contentious	 collective	 action	 has	
drawn	 attention	 to	 the	 specific	 contribution	
of	ICTs	to	repertoire	of	contention.		
	
Digital	 means	 of	 contention	 are	 not	 always	
derivative	or	translation	of	offline	repertoires	
employed	 by	 existing	 political	 activism.					
Instead,	 the	affordance	of	digital	media	give	
rise	 to	 specific	 e-tactics	 and	 repertoires	 that	
are	closely	associated	with	–	and	continue	to	
evolve	on	account	of	–	 the	characteristics	of	
ICTs.	 The	 discussion	 on	 ICTs	 as	 repertoires				

of	 contention	 hereby	 entails	 a	 careful								
consideration	 of	 both	 the	 affordances	 of			
digital	 media	 and	 the	 culturally	 available			
tactics	in	a	specific	context.		
	
In	short,	the	proposed	focus	on	repertoire	of	
contention	helps	overcome	current	limitation	
of	“short-lived”	contentious	activities	by	con-
tributing	to	a	much-needed	understanding	of	
the	 long-term	 political	 repercussions	 of	 ICTs	
in	 the	 presence	 of	 political	 suppression	 in	
contemporary	China.	
	
Methods	
The	study	examines	seven	anti-petrochemical	
protests	 in	 six	 cities	 from	 2007	 to	 2014.				
China’s	 demand	 for	 para-xylene	 (PX), a					
petro-chemical	 feedstock	 used	 in	 synthetic	
manufacturing,	 has	been	 soaring	 in	 the	past	
few	 years	 to	 satisfy	 growing	 demand	 of				
polyester	 production.	 However,	most	 of	 the	
proposed	 PX	 projects	 in	 the	 country	 have	
been	forced	to	suspend	or	give	up	in	the	face	
of	strong	public	opposition	to	the	building	of	
PX	plants.	After	the	first-ever	protest	against	
the	 PX	 project	 in	 Xiamen	 in	 2007,	 anti-PX	
protests	 have	 broken	 out	 in	 several	 cities.	
The	 anti-PX	 protests	 saw	 the	 emergence	 of	
ICTs	as	a	key	means	of	contentious	collective	
action.	 In	2007,	people	 largely	relied	on	mo-
bile	 communication	 to	 organize	 the	 anti-PX	
protest	in	Xiamen,	but	in	subsequent	events,	
people	 employed	 various	 ICTs,	 such	 as						
Internet	 forums,	 blogs,	 Internet-based						
instant	 messaging	 platform	 QQ,	 Weibo,				
mobile	 texting,	 and	 mobile	 messaging	 app	
WeChat,	to	galvanize	protests,	where	people	
shared	 information	 and	 protest	 plans	 as				
well	 as	 facilitated	 protest	 participation	 and	
mobilization.	 Photos,	 videos,	 and	 reports	 of	
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the	 protests	 also	 spread	 in	 real-time	 via	
online	 media.	 The	 anti-PX	 protests	 hereby	
allow	 us	 to	 observe	 the	 integration	 of	 ICTs	
into	 contentious	 collective	 action,	 and						
environmental	 activism	 in	 particular,	 and					
its	 possible	 contribution	 to	 the	 long-term	
structural	change	in	broader	society.	
	
From	 these	 cases,	 snowball	 sampling	 and				
in-depth	 interviews	 with	 participants	 were	
used	 to	 explore	 both	 their	 practice	 and					
perception.	Snowball	sampling	helped	recruit	
and	 identify	 “hidden	 populations”:	 individu-
als	 or	 groups	 that	 are	 not	 easily	 accessible	
through	other	sampling	strategies.	To	access	
the	 hidden	 populations	 of	 protests	 in	 the	
cases,	 three	 to	 five	 participants	 in	 each	 city	
were	 asked	 to	provide	 three	 to	 five	persons	
they	 met	 during	 the	 protests,	 from	 whom	
they	 received	 protest	 information,	 or	 to	
whom	 they	 delivered	 the	 information.	 This	
process	 aims	 to	 locate	 as	many	 participants	
as	 possible.	 Although	 the	 interviewees	 had	
diversified	backgrounds	in	education,	profes-
sion,	and	geographical	location,	all	commonly	
shared	a	firm	understanding	of	ICTs	as	means	
of	contentious	collective	action.	
	
In	 the	 following	 semi-structured	 in-depth	
interviews,	 the	 study	 deliberatively	 avoided	
the	 technological	 centric	 presumption							
that	 ICTs	 matter	 in	 the	 event.	 Instead,									
the	 interview	 began	 by	 reconstructing								
the	 interviewees’	 personal	 background,				
experience	 of	 use	 of	 various	 ICTs,	 and	
knowledge	 of	 contention,	 before	moving	 on	
to	 their	 description	 of	 chosen	 event,	 their	
perceptions	 and	 uses	 of	 ICTs	 in	 the	 event,	
and	their	self-reflections	on	the	opportunities	
and	 threats	 of	 the	 usage.	 The	 usage	 and	

evaluation	 of	 ICTs	 were	 probed	 during	 the	
interview,	 as	 such	 discussion	 is	 particularly	
relevant	 to	 canvass	 ICTs	 as	 repertoire	 of				
contention.		
	
After	 data	 collection,	 thematic	 analysis	 and	
cross-case	synthesis	were	employed	to	figure	
the	 possible	 changing	 role	 of	 ICTs	 in	 chosen	
events.	
	
Findings	and	Discussions	
In	an	atmosphere	 in	which	both	mass	media	
and	 social	 organizations	 are	 under	 highly			
repressive	control,	digital	media	emerges	as	a	
crucial	 part	 of	 repertoires	 of	 contention	 by	
facilitating	 alternative	 information	 diffusion,	
encouraging	 collective	 action	 mobilization,	
and	 engendering	 discourse	 competition	 and	
legitimation.		
	
Diffusion	of	alternative	information	
The	 interviews	 indicate	 that	 the	 use	 of	 ICTs	
for	 alternative	 information	 diffusion	 against	
the	 official	 source	 became	 an	 impressive		
issue	 in	 three	 different	 stages,	 i.e.	 before,	
during	 and	 after,	 of	 contentious	 collective	
action.	 In	 the	 initial	 stage,	 digital	 media				
afford	 channels	 to	 distribute	 alternative,		
contested	information	against	the	authorities,	
which	aggregates	people’s	attention	and	sets	
up	 the	 foundation	 for	 follow-up	 online	 or	
offline	collective	actions.	In	the	second	stage,	
or	 during	 the	 period	 of	 offline	 political						
contention,	 ICTs	 enable	 people,	 be	 they				
participants	 or	 not,	 to	 disseminate	 various	
kinds	of	information	regarding	protests,	such	
as	real-time	photos	and	video,	location-based	
information,	 and	 so	 on.	 Such	 dissemination	
not	 only	 extends	 the	 influence	 of	 protests,	
but	 also	 encourages	 more	 engagement	 and	
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participations.	 In	 the	 last	 stage,	 after	 the			
contention,	 ICTs	 allow	 the	 storage	 and						
retrieval	 of	 protest	 information,	 which				
promises	subsequent	visits	and	consequently	
extends	 the	 influence	 of	 contention	 as	
knowledge	in	society	in	the	long	run.	
	
In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 anti-PX	 protest,	 digital	
technologies	played	a	key	 role	 for	people	 to	
become	 aware	 of	 the	 project	 regardless	 of	
censorship	 or	 silence	 of	 the	 authorities.	 In	
the	 Xiamen	 case,	 a	 petition	 against	 the	 PX	
project	and	calling	for	its	relocation	had	been	
proposed	during	the	“two	Congresses”	three	
months	before	the	protest.	Nevertheless,	the	
petition	 accomplished	 nothing	 and	 local			
media	kept	silent	about	both	the	project	and	
the	petition	in	order	to	conceal	the	argument.	
None	 of	 the	 interviewees	 had	 received	 the	
information	 about	 the	 PX	 project	 from	 local	
government	or	local	media	as	the	first	source.	
Instead,	 the	 project	 first	 came	 to	 public				
attention	 when	 a	 popular	 text-message					
was	 circulated	 via	 mobile	 phones	 and	 later	
proliferated	 via	 the	 Internet	 in	 mid-March.				
It	 argued	 that	 the	 PX	 project	 would	 be						
detrimental	 to	 the	 environment	 and	 public	
health.	 It	 consequently	 triggered	 furious					
re-distribution	 and	 public	 opposition	 against	
the	project.	Against	this	backdrop,	the	phrase	
“did	 you	 receive	 the	 [PX-related]	 SMS?”			
became	 the	 opening	 remark	 when	 Xiamen	
residents	 met	 each	 other	 in	 the	 following	
three	months.		
	
Similarly,	 in	 the	 follow-up	protests,	 forward-
ing	 the	 alternative	 information	 via	 digital	
media	to	generate	a	counter-authority	initia-
tive	 became	 a	 key	 part	 of	 activism.	 For						
instance,	 the	 anti-PX	 tweets	 suddenly	 raised	

and	 topped	 in	 the	 Weibo	 trend,	 until											
the	 government	 ordered	 it	 removed.	 Many	
interviewees	 described	 that	 they	 distributed	
the	 alternative	 information	 via	 their	 mobile	
phones,	 WeChat,	 or	 Weibo	 accounts	 to				
express	 their	 disobedience	 towards	 local	
government’s	censorship.	
	
Digital	 technologies	 also	 enable	 people	 to	
broadcast	 the	 situation	 they	have	witnessed	
or	 engaged	 in	 during	 contentious	 activities.	
The	 interviews	show	that	 in	anti-PX	protests	
people	 established	 diverse	 communication	
channels	 to	 diffuse	 real-time	 information	
about	 the	 contention	 on	 the	 Internet.	 The	
continuously	 uploaded,	 on-the-spot	 photos	
and	videos	not	only	breached	the	censorship	
blockade	but	also	helped	maintain	sustained	
attention	 to	 the	 protest	 both	 online	 and			
offline.	Meanwhile,	 such	 real-time	messages	
also	 encourage	 people	 in	 the	 same	 city	 to	
assemble	 as	 soon	 as	 possible	 at	 the	 site	
where	the	protest	 is	taking	place	and	join	or	
cover	these	collective	actions.	
	
Even	 after	 the	 protests,	 the	 Internet								
functions	as	a	 crucial	platform	 for	people	 to	
retrieve	 information	about	previous	protests	
and	 to	 learn	 from	 them.	 The	 interviewees	
reported	 that	 they	 found	 out	 a	 lot	 of									
information	 about	 anti-PX	 protests	 in	 other	
cities	 as	 soon	 as	 they	 searched	 keywords	
such	as	“PX”	via	digital	media.	Then	they	read	
and	learned	from	these	past	experiences.		
	
While	 the	 protest	 in	 Xiamen	 remained	 “the	
most	 renowned	 anti-PX	 protest,”	 according	
to	 a	 27-year-old	 mobile	 phone	 salesperson	
from	 Chengdu,	 people	 can	 also	 easily	 track	
news,	photos,	and	videos	about	later	ones	in	
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Kunming,	Dalian,	and	so	on	from	web	pages,	
Weibo,	 blogs,	 and	 online	 forums	 despite			
censorship.	 A	 33-year-old	 clothing	 store-
owner	from	Ningbo	said:	
	
“[…]	 after	 checking	 the	 Internet,	 we	 saw				
several	anti-PX	protests	around	the	nation.	If	
the	project	is	not	toxic	or	problematic	[as	the	
government	 declared],	 why	 would	 people	 in	
other	 cities	 oppose	 it?	 Why	 do	 we	 need	 a		
project	 that	 people	 elsewhere	 discarded?							
If	 they	 [people	 in	 other	 cities]	 succeeded	 in	
forcing	the	government	to	give	up	the	project	
by	protests,	we	should	also	do	the	same!”	
	
The	statement	exemplifies	the	accessible	and	
retrievable	information	on	digital	media	as	an	
essential	 source	 for	 the	 establishment	 of	
knowledge	of	 anti-PX	protests	 in	 the	 society	
in	the	long	run.	
	
To	 conclude,	 digital	 media	 acts	 as	 a	 crucial	
information	resource	against	the	information	
control	 of	 the	 authorities.	 Various	 digital		
devices	 and	 platforms	 became	 a	 crucial	
channel	 of	 the	 diffusion	 of	 alternative	 infor-
mation,	 which	 includes	 both	 contested					
messages	 regarding	 the	 highly	 debatable	
project	 and	 the	 past	 experience	 of	 protests.	
Such	 diffusion	 greatly	 shaped	 people’s						
perception	about	the	PX	project	and	laid	the	
foundation	for	later	contention.		
	
Collective	action	mobilization	on	 the	basis	of	
social	networks	
ICTs	 not	 only	 allow	 people	 to	 identify	 and	
circulate	 alternative	 information,	 they	 also	
offer	possibilities	of	offline	movement	mobi-
lization.	 If	 the	 use	 of	 ICTs	 for	 mobilization	
became	 more	 or	 less	 an	 “incidence”	 in	 the	

first	anti-PX	protest	in	Xiamen,	the	interviews	
shows	 that	 people	 deliberatively	 adopted	
digital	 media	 to	 organize	 and	 coordinate		
protests	in	the	follow-up	events.	
	
In	 the	 anti-PX	 protest	 in	 Xiamen,	 mobile	
communication	 functions	 as	 “the	 only	 way”	
(quoted	 a	 28-year-old	 consultant)	 for								
residents	 to	 engage	 with	 their	 friends,			
classmates,	 colleagues,	 etc.	 the	 environ-
mental	 concern	 they	 had	 in	 common.	 A						
25-year-old	 journalist	 admitted	 that	 even	
journalists	 and	 editors	 in	 local	 media	 were	
not	 allowed	 to	 discuss	 the	 arguments	 and	
debate	 around	 the	 PX	 plant.	 Instead,	 they	
had	 to	 depend	 on	 their	 mobile	 social								
networks	 to	 exchange	 information	 with			
people	 they	 know,	 and	 then	 distribute	 the	
information	with	each	other.		
	
More	 importantly,	 mobile	 communication	
largely	exists	among	a	person’s	social	ties	and	
network,	 which	 embeds	 trust,	 obligation,	
reciprocity,	 and	 reliability.	 Apart	 from									
the	 role	 of	 informing	 each	 other	 about	 the	
collective	 action,	 the	 embedment	 of	 social	
ties	 in	 processes	 of	 mobile	 communication	
becomes	 a	 pivotal	 facilitator	 of	 engagement	
in	 and	 recruitment	 for	 protests.	 In	 this	way,	
the	 mobile	 phone-mediated	 social	 network	
underlaid	the	basis	of	protest	mobilization.		
	
The	 use	 of	 digital	 technologies	 for	 protest	
mobilization	 and	 coordination	 is	 also	 a		
common	 issue	 in	 the	 follow-up	 protest	
events.	 Nevertheless,	 the	 way	 people							
perceived	 and	 used	 digital	 media	 in	 later		
protests	had	a	more	clear	purpose:	to	organ-
ize	 and	 facilitate	 offline	 protest	 against	 the	
PX	 plant	 as	 residents	 did	 in	 other	 cities.	 A	
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popular	 among	 the	 participants	 was	 that		
they	 could	 use	 “[…]	 the	 mobile	 phone,	 the	
Internet,	 WeChat,	 and	 Weibo	 to	 organize	
demonstrations	against	the	PX	project	[…]	as	
residents	 did	 in	 earlier	 anti-PX	 protests	 in	
other	 parts	 of	 the	 country.”	 But,	 where	 did	
this	belief	come	from?	
	
According	 to	 the	 interview,	 this	 belief						
generally	 comes	 from	 the	 traditional	 media	
coverage	 of	 the	 protest.	 The	 traditional				
media	 coverage	 on	 the	 anti-PX	 protest						
encouraged	 people	 to	 learn	 and	 imitate				
earlier	 collective	 actions	 against	 the	 project.	
To	participants,	official	media	coverage	of	the	
protests	 implied	 that	 “[…]	 the	 (central)					
government	had	accepted	street	protest	as	a	
legit	way	of	opposing	 the	PX	project”.	As	an	
authorized	 symbol	 from	 the	 central	 govern-
ment,	 the	 coverage	 became	 not	 only	 a	
benchmark	 of	 anti-PX	 protest,	 but	 also	 a		
successful,	 politically	 accepted	 example	 for	
people	 elsewhere	 to	 learn,	 follow,	 and						
duplicate	 later.	 For	 instance,	 a	 42-year-old	
university	 lecturer	 from	 the	 Kunming	 case	
explained:	
	
“[…]	 the	media	will	 not	be	allowed	 to	 cover	
the	 protest	 in	 Xiamen	 if	 it	 is	 an	 illegal	 act.	
Now	 it	 [the	 protest]	 appears	 in	 the	 news,	
which	 means	 the	 government	 recognized	
this	 activity	 as	 a	 legitimate	 form	 of	 public	
participation	in	the	PX	issue	[…]	we	can	take	
to	 the	 streets	 as	 people	 in	 Xiamen	 did	 [to	
march	against	the	PX	project].”	
	
From	 the	above	 statement,	we	observe	 that	
official	 media	 coverage	 plays	 a	 key	 role	 in	
influencing	the	adaptation	of	digital	media	as	
contentious	 repertoire	 for	 protest	 mobiliza-

tion.	 The	way	official	media	 covered	 anti-PX	
protests	underlined	the	relevant	role	of	digi-
tal	 technologies	 in	 initiating	 and	 organizing	
protests,	 consequently	 serving	 as	 examples	
for	people	to	learn	from	the	past	by	adopting	
and	 appropriating	 various	 digital	 media	 for	
collective	 action	 organization	 and	 mobiliza-
tion.	In	later	coverage	on	the	anti-PX	protests,	
traditional,	official	media	reported	the	use	of	
various	 ICTs	 as	 a	 means	 of	 protest,	 which	
becomes	the	main	driving	force	that	 inspires	
and	encourages	 the	“replication”	of	 success-
ful	examples	of	the	past.	
	
To	sum	up,	the	perception	and	knowledge	of	
ICTs	 as	 organizing	 repertoire	 come	 mainly	
from	 official	 media	 coverage.	 Even	 though	
none	 of	 them	 said	 that	 the	 protests	 were	
legal,	official	media	coverage	was	considered	
to	 be	 a	 withdrawal	 of	 censorship	 over							
opposition	against	PX,	the	go-ahead	signal	for	
using	 ICTs	 for	 protest	 mobilization.	 In	 this	
process,	 the	 coverage	 of	 the	 use	 of	 digital	
media	 was	 perceived	 as	 an	 encouragement	
to	 follow	 “the	 successful	 model”	 of	 the					
past	 by	 adopting	 digital	 media	 for	 political	
contention,	 which	 has	 accordingly	 sustained	
its	mobilizing	role	in	later	anti-PX	protests.	
	
Transnational	cyber-petition	and	modification	
of	online	encyclopedia:	Innovative	repertoires	
In	 addition	 to	 alternative	 information	 distri-
bution	 and	 digitally	 mediated	 mobilization,	
the	 study	 also	 observes	 the	 emergence	 of	
innovative	 repertoires	 in	 individual	 anti-PX	
protests.	 As	 repertoires	 evolve	 in	 moments	
of	 contention,	 new	 repertoires	 emerge	 as			
the	 innovative	 form	 of	 tactics	 adopted	 by	
protesters.	 Although	 some	 believe	 that	 pro-
testers	generally	innovate	at	the	perimeter	of	
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the	 existing	 repertoire	 rather	 than	 breaking	
entirely	with	 old	ways,	 innovative	 processes	
can	 also	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 relevant	 part	 of	 a						
cyclic	model	of	contention,	where	new	forms									
of	 collective	 action	 develop	 within	 the						
experimental	 context	 of	 cycles	 of	 protest.	
Consequently,	 the	most	 successful,	 transfer-
able	innovative	tactics	will	be	integrated	into	
the	 future	 repertoire,	 generating	 long-term	
changes	in	the	form	of	contention.		
	
The	protest	in	Kunming	was	accompanied	by	
an	online	petition	 that	 showed	 that	 Chinese	
Internet	 users	 demanded	 the	 United	 States	
government	 to	 “remonstrate”	 with	 the					
Chinese	 government	 about	 the	 PX	 plant.			
The	 petition	 had	 been	 posted	 on	 “We	 the	
People”,	 a	 section	 of	 the	 whitehouse.gov	
website	 that	 serves	 as	 a	 rallying	 point	 for	
citizens	 to	 bring	 their	 issues	 to	 light.	 Any			
petition	drawing	over	100,000	signatures	will	
gain	 a	 reaction	 from	 the	 White	 House.						
Chinese	 Internet	 users	 posted	 the	 petition		
on	 May	 5th;	 a	 day	 after	 Kunming	 residents	
initiated	the	street	protest	to	oppose	the	PX	
plant.	The	petition	gained	over	13,000	signa-
tories	 within	 a	 month	 before	 it	 was	 closed	
due	 to	 the	 failure	 to	 meet	 the	 signature	
threshold.	 Many	 interviewees,	 nevertheless,	
believed	 that	 a	 transnational	 cyber-petition	
more	 fundamentally	 act	 as	 “an	 effective			
tactic”	 or	 “an	 available	 ploy”	 for	 gaining			
international	support	and	media	coverage.		
	
To	some	interviewees,	the	cyber-petition	is	a	
creative,	but	one	of	very	few	available	means	
to	 have	 their	 voices	 and	 appeals	 heard	
worldwide.	 Knowing	 this	 issue	 from	 one	 of	
his	customs	during	the	protest,	a	42-year-old	
taxi	 driver	 asserted	 that	 the	 transnational	

cyber-petition	 is	 “a	 smart	 idea	 to	 invite					
international	media	to	cover	the	protest”.		
	
Different	 from	 the	 international	 initiative	 in	
the	 cyber-petition	 in	 the	 Kunming	 case,				
Chinese	 Internet	 users	 launched	 a	 running	
battle	over	the	entry	on	PX’s	toxicity	in	Baidu	
Baike	 in	 the	 protest	 in	 Maoming,	 which	
struggled	 to	 shape	 the	 domestic,	 popular	
understanding	 of	 PX.	 According	 to	 reports,	
after	 the	 anti-PX	 protests	 erupted,	 an	 Inter-
net	user	has	changed	the	toxicity	of	PX	from	
“low”	to	“high”	on	the	Baidu	Baike,	an	open	
Internet	 encyclopaedia.	 After	 realizing	 this	
act,	 some	 university	 students	 majoring	 in	
chemistry	 changed	 the	 entry	 back	 to	 “low,”	
declaring	 that	 the	 toxicity	 of	 PX	 was	 not	 as	
high	as	people	think	and	suggesting	people	to	
have	 an	 accurate	 knowledge	 of	 the	 petro-
chemical.	 One	 of	 the	 Internet	 users	 then		
repeatedly	 changed	 the	 toxicity	 to	 “high.”	
The	 students	 started	 an	 online	 battle	 with	
those	 who	 changed	 the	 toxicity	 of	 PX	 by	
keeping	an	eye	on	the	definition	of	PX	on	the	
Baidu	Baike	all	day	through	and	correcting	 it	
once	 it	 was	 modified	 until	 the	 Baidu	 Baike	
locked	the	entry	from	being	changed	further.		
	
The	 interviews	 showed	 that	 the	 entry	 of	 PX	
on	the	Baidu	Baike	functioned	a	relevant	role	
in	 shaping	 popular	 understanding	 of	 PX.			
Although	 none	 of	 the	 interviewees	 had					
engaged	in	the	“battle”	over	the	entry,	all	of	
them	 had	 searched	 keywords	 such	 as	 “PX”,	
“the	toxicity	of	PX,”	and	“petrochemical”	via	
Baidu	and	read	its	entry	several	times	before	
and	during	the	protest.	People	treated	online	
encyclopaedia	entries	as	their	primary,	major	
source	of	information,	while	caring	less	about	
the	 reports	 in	 official	media,	which	 stressed	
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“to	 de-demonize	 the	 PX	 plant”.	 The	 inter-
viewees	 rarely	 mentioned	 or	 read	 media		
reports,	 because,	 as	 a	 42-year-old	 sales				
representative	 said,	 “there	 are,	 and	 will	 be,	
only	 positive	 propaganda	 stories	 about	 the	
PX	plant	in	the	media”.	
	
Most	 interestingly,	 the	 entry	 of	 the	 PX						
became	a	 key	point	of	 departure	 for	people	
to	 know	 more	 arguments	 and	 protests	
against	 the	 PX	 plant.	 The	 structure	 of	 the	
online	 encyclopaedia	 allows	 its	 users	 to				
locate	 and	 link	 to	 other	 related	 entries						
containing	 the	 same	 keyword.	 Within	 the	
entry	of	 the	PX,	 the	 interviewees	also	 found	
links	to,	 for	 instance,	“PX	projects”,	“Xiamen	
PX	incident”,	and	“Chengdu	PX	project”.	Such	
information	 strengthens	 people’s	 resolve	 to	
protest	against	the	plant.		
	
This	 section	 has	 identified	 two	 innovative	
tactics	 in	 anti-PX	 protests	 targeting	 either			
international	 or	 national	 attention.	 First,				
the	 participants	 innovated	 an	 international	
initiative	 by	 taking	 the	 transnational						
cyber-petition	 as	 a	 novel	means	 to	 gain	 the					
attention	 and	 coverage	 from	 international	
media	 and	 organizations.	 Such	 initiative			
aims	to	crystallize	 international	opinions	and	
pressures	the	Chinese	government	to	give	up	
the	PX	plant.	Second,	the	participants	tried	to	
shape	the	popular	understanding	of	issues	in	
the	 dispute	 by	modifying	 its	 information	 on	
an	online	encyclopaedia.	This	move	attempt-
ed	 to	 leverage	 domestic	 public	 opinion,	
which	 may	 force	 the	 government	 to	 review	
its	 stand.	 Both	 tactics	 demonstrate	 a	 new	
direction	 of	 using	 ICTs	 as	 repertoires	 of				
contention	 beyond	 information	 diffusion			
and	 action	 mobilization.	 In	 other	 words,			

both	 transnational	 cyber-petition	 and	 the	
modification	of	the	entry	entail	an	attempt	to	
legitimize	 environmental	 activism	 beyond	
individual	concrete	protests	as	such.		
	
Quite	a	few	researches	relate	environmental	
activism	as	part	of	the	“Not	In	My	Back	Yard”	
(NIBY)	movement	in	China.	They	criticized	the	
narrow	 initiative	 in	 the	NIBY	movement,	 for	
instance,	residents	only	protested	against	the	
construction	of	the	PX	plant	locally.	However,	
the	 attempt	 to	 further	 influence	 public					
understanding	 of	 debated	 issues	 demon-
strates	 a	 new	 purpose	 of	 environmental			
activism	 beyond	 a	 concrete	 geographical		
location.	 The	 participants	 not	 only	 want	 to	
legitimize	 their	 present	 activism,	 but	 also	
generate	 a	 long-term	 influence	 on	 the	 PX	
project	by	(re)shaping	the	public	understand-
ing	 of	 the	 project.	 Both	 tactics	 accordingly	
manifest	 the	 fact	 that	 participants	 have	
moved	beyond	the	local	scope	and	started	to	
employ	 digital	 media	 to	 gain	 more	 interna-
tional	 resources	 and	 generate	 large-scale,	
long-term	political	influence.	Although	it	may	
be	 too	 early	 to	 draw	 a	 conclusion	 regarding	
the	 disappearance	 or	 possible	 sustainability	
of	both	innovative	tactics,	they	provide	a	few	
hints	for	us	to	understand	repertoire	changes	
within	a	range	of	contention	in	society.	
	
Conclusion	
This	analysis	suggests	including	the	investiga-
tion	of	contentious	repertoires	to	understand	
the	 changing	 role	 of	 ICTs	 in	 contention	 and	
its	 political	 implications	 in	 contemporary		
China.		
	
First,	 the	earlier	anti-PX	protest	 features	 the	
use	of	digital	media	mainly	for	the	dissemina-
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tion	 of	 alternative	 information	 in	 China’s	
highly	 controlled	 environment.	 With	 the		
embedding	of	existing	social	ties	and	network,	
digitally	 mediated	 communication	 acts	 as	 a	
key	channel	to	receive	and	distribute	protest	
information	 within	 a	 short	 period	 of										
time,	 and	 to	 successfully	 recruit	 protest				
participants.	 It	 also	 makes	 it	 difficult	 for					
the	 authorities	 to	 predict	 and	 suppress	 the	
diffusion	of	the	messages	–	even	though	they	
are	 able	 to	 censor	 certain	 elements.	 Digital	
media	also	allow	the	storage	and	retrieval	of	
protest	information	after	the	protest,	despite	
the	 authority’s	 attempt	 to	 eradicate	 all					
related	information	online.		
	
Second,	ICTs	act	as	a	fundamental	repertoire	
of	mobilization.	We	 see	 that	 reciprocity	 not	
only	 encouraged	 people	 to	 disseminate				
alternative	 messages	 further	 among	 their	
social	 networks,	 but	 also	 facilitated						
movement	 participation	 and	 mobilization.	
Moreover,	 reliability	 introduces	mutual	 trust	
and	 obligation,	 which	 further	 consolidate	
protest	 initiative	 and	 generate	 solidarity	 for	
activist	 practices	 in	 an	 authoritarian	 regime.	
In	practices,	the	engagement	of	official	media	
also	 plays	 a	 crucial	 role	 in	 establishing	 and	
legitimizing	 the	 perception	 of	 digital	 media		
as	 organizing	 repertoire	 of	 contention.	 In	
particular,	 the	 specific	 role	 of	 official	 media	
as	 the	 mouthpiece	 of	 the	 government							
contributes	 to	 the	public	understanding	 that	
the	 activism	 is	 not	 sensitive	 anymore										
and	 that	 the	 authorities	 are	 taking	 a	 more	
tolerant	 position	 toward	 the	 protests.							
Consequently,	such	understanding	legitimizes	
the	move	toward	environmental	activism	and	
further	encourages	the	emergence	of	similar	
ones.	

Third,	 the	 later	 anti-PX	 protests	 have	 wit-
nessed	 the	 use	 of	 ICTs	 to	 gain	 international	
resources	and	legitimize	contention	by	shap-
ing	 popular	 understanding	 of	 a	 contested	
issue.	 This	 innovative	 initiative	 is	 able	 to		
generate	a	large	scale	and	long-term	political	
influence	 beyond	 the	 local,	 specific	 scope.			
By	 taking	 anti-PX	 protests	 as	 the	 case,	 this	
analysis	suggests	that	further	research	needs	
to	 go	 beyond	 individual	 cases	 to	 scrutinize	
the	 changing	 role	 of	 digital	 media	 as										
repertoire	 of	 contention	 and	 the	 long-term	
influence	of	ICTs	in	contemporary	China.	
	
	
	
	
This	analysis	was	first	published	as	a	chapter	
in	”Handbook	of	Dissent	and	Protest	in	China”	
in	2019.	




