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Abstract
Recent literature claims that China censors information that has the potential to ignite collective
action. This article extends this finding by arguing that Chinese censors respond differently to polit-
ical challenges than they do to performance challenges. Political challenges call into questioning
the Party’s leading role, whereas performance challenges are directed at the failures of public
goods provisions. A survey experiment of about 60 media professionals finds that censors are
inclined to block political challenges and to tolerate criticism of the government’s performance.
However, when criticism contains both performance and political challenges, censorship is far
more likely. By exploring the range of censorship activities, the results suggest that the Chinese
regime’s reliance on popular support constrains its censorship decisions.
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INTRODUCTION

What kind of information do authoritarian regimes block from the public? The answer to
this question is important insofar as it provides us with a window to understanding how
regimes perceive their own strengths and weaknesses. Conventional wisdom on censor-
ship dictates that authoritarian regimes will censor any information critical of their hold
on power (Lee 1998; Marolt 2011; Morozov 2011; MacKinnon 2013). More recent
literature demonstrates that censors are quite tolerant of criticism, as long as it does
not increase the potential for collective action, “regardless of whether they are critical
or supportive of the state and its leaders” (King, Pan, and Roberts 2014, 1).
The collective action hypothesis is compellingly well supported by a growing body of

evidence, but it cannot explain the full range of censorship decisions. Specifically, the
collective action hypothesis cannot account for censorship in the absence of the
danger of collective action, nor can it account for the lack of censorship of material
with clear signs of collective-action potential.
This article proposes that we should reconsider the effects of political criticism in a

more nuanced way. It assumes that the Chinese regime tries to maximize its popular
support for the Communist Party’s continued monopolized rule. To make a censorship
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decision on a certain piece of content, censors need to consider whether this piece has
potential to reconstitute an attack on the one-party rule. Thus, China’s censors differen-
tiate two types of criticisms: challenges to the Party’s political leading role and those to
the performance of the government—i.e. the provision of public goods to the public.
I argue that these two types of criticism generate different levels of censorship. Criti-

cism of the Party’s rule is censored more intensely because it directly challenges the
standing of the Chinese Communist Party. However, criticism that targets the govern-
ment’s performance is more tolerated. Pacifying such criticism requires the government
to respond actively and positively. Increasing censorship of performance challenges
would stimulate further criticism, by showing that the government can do nothing but
cover-up their failures. It would undermine the government’s effort to demonstrate its
responsiveness (Distelhorst and Hou 2017).
This logic generates clear empirical predictions, which I test using a survey experiment

involving Chinese media professionals, who are constantly exposed to guidelines from
the government censors. By doing so, I capture the censorship happening before publi-
cation and I am able to provide evidence of censorship using a lens other than social
media: the professional news outlets. The results confirm that, in addition to its potential
for inciting collective action, criticism of the Party’s rule—or “political challenges”—
increases censorship intensity. Performance challenges do not have this effect on their
own, but they increase censorship intensity when the political challenges are also
strong. When authoritarian regimes need to maximize popular support, they tolerate crit-
icism that highlights the flaws of governance. By responding rather than censoring those
flaws, the regime can maintain the popular support (Tang 2016). Once the criticism
assails the fundamental components of the regime’s rule, censorship will be exerted
comprehensively.

STUDYING MEDIA CENSORSH IP IN CH INA : D IVERGENT EFFECTS OF POL IT ICAL

AND PERFORMANCE CHALLENGES

Studies of media censorship in China follow two traditions. The first tradition is inter-
ested in the institutions, mechanisms, and strategies that the regime uses to block unfa-
vorable information. For example, Zhang and Fleming (2005) examine the institutional
channels of the regime to control media coverage of SARS. Other studies are interested in
how the Chinese regime adapts to the spread of Internet service. This literature demon-
strates that the regime is confident in taking advantage of this technology while minimiz-
ing its impact on the one-party rule.
A more recent line of research explores the breadth of censorship across content in

China, such as political terms in social media, blog posts, and censorship directives
(Bamman, O’Connor, and Smith 2012; Fu, Chan, and Chau 2013; King, Pan, and
Roberts 2013, 2014; Tai 2014). Some of these studies argue that the “CCP tends to
ban news that directly threatens the legitimacy of the regime” (Tai 2014, 188). In con-
trast, King et al., provide a collective-action explanation. Censorship is caused by the
fear of collective action. The regime has the goal of “restricting the spread of information
that may lead to collective action, regardless of whether or not the expression is in direct
opposition to the state and whether or not it is related to government policies”(King, Pan,
and Roberts 2013, 328). This logic is consistent with the idea that authoritarian regimes
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encourage a certain degree of freedom of speech to provide incentives to spur local
bureaucrats, reduce corruption, and guide public opinions (Egorov, Guriev, and Sonin
2009; Lorentzen 2014); it explains why some critiques of the state remain uncensored.
The main drawback of previous theories is that they failed to recognize that different

types of criticism may associate with different dimensions of legitimacy, which leads to
different concerns for the censors. This article contends that criticism of the regime may
or may not affect censorship given its different natures. I identify two types of criticism—

criticism of the Party’s authoritarian rule and criticism of the government’s performance.
Criticism of the Party goes against the Party’s principle as a “vanguard party” that exer-
cises the “leading role” over the country—the foundational ideological justification of
the party-state (Joseph 2014, 13–14). I call such criticism “political challenges”
because it targets the regime’s political power. For example, a radical version of political
challenge will claim that one-party rule should be replaced by a multi-party system. A
more moderate version may criticize the party-state, claiming that it imposes to many
constraints on personal freedom or political liberty. Widespread dissemination of polit-
ical challenges will erode the effects of ideological control, damage popular support for
the Communist Party’s rule and facilitate the mobilization of its opponent’s anti-regime
movement. Therefore, we should expect the censors to work hard to block information
that challenges one-party rule, i.e. to the Party’s political leadership in the country.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Strong political challenges increase censorship intensity.

However, not all criticism directly aims to demolish the one-party rule. A significant
portion of criticism of the government in China only involves complaints regarding fail-
ures to deliver decent public service. In this article, I call such criticism a “performance
challenge.” Performance challenges emerge when the public is convinced that the gov-
ernment is failing at providing public services, such as environmental protection, unem-
ployment safety nets, or education. The government can appease such challenges by
improving policy outcomes. Actions such as providing general welfare, responding to
natural disasters or economic crises, and enhancing responses to the public’s needs
will attenuate people’s anger.
Censoring performance challenges will tarnish the government’s image, because cen-

soring a policy issue could discourage citizens from providing valuable information to
help fix the governance problems; thus, censorship damages the capacity of the govern-
ment to provide quality public services (Lorentzen 2014; Dimitrov 2013). In the long
term, censoring performance challenges generates a greater damage to popular support
of the regime.1 Therefore, the regime would rather respond to citizens challenges than
block relevant information. For better policy output, the regime welcomes criticism of
the government performance (Nathan 2003; Teets 2013; He and Thøgersen 2010;
Dimitrov 2013).

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Strong performance challenges have no effects on censorship.

The conceptual distinction between “political” and “performance” is also supported by
previous research, such as Lipset’s differentiation between “the effectiveness” and “legit-
imacy” of a political system (Lipset 1959, 86). Such distinction is also consistent with
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past studies of the legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party. Guo Baogang distin-
guishes two justifications in Chinese political legitimacy:

Original justifications refers to the origin of the ruling authority, and the utilitarian justification
defines the rulers’ staying power or capacity to maintain people’s belief in their ruling authority.
Original justification may derive from a divine being, or from a leader of moral characters or
some unique quality, or simply from the will of the people … The utilitarian justification
derives from the capacity of the rulers to meet people’s needs, such as material well-being or phys-
ical security. (Guo 2003, 3; emphasis added)

In the context of censorship, criticism does not have to be an explicit condemnation, it
could also refer to a piece of information that highlights the government’s problems,
provides resources and reasoning for fault-finding, and encourages disapproval. For
example, a primary school student wrote a letter to advise President Xi Jinping on his
weight management. This news, which was quickly censored on Chinese Internet, by
no means intended to criticize Xi’s body shape or embarrass the President.2 However,
it can still constitute a political challenge because the letter facilitates a potential attack
on Xi and thus the Party leadership. Therefore, in this article, political and performance
challenges also include topics that do not directly attack the Party or the government, but
that may facilitate such attack.
Finally, this article sees political criticism’s effect on censorship as orthogonal to that

of collective-action potential. Since collective actions cause uncertainty over social
stability, the threat of collective action should elevate censorship intensity no matter
what the nature of the criticism. This article thus builds on the work of King et al. and
uses collective-action potential as a control variable.

ASSESS ING CENSORSH IP ON POL IT ICAL AND PERFORMANCE CHALLENGES

The main obstacle to the study of censorship is the shortage of unbiased data. Since gov-
ernments rarely publicize their censorship strategy, most studies rely on indirect obser-
vation of content deletion or, when lucky, leaked directives. This approach to data
gathering leads to selection problems. Tai analyzed 1,403 censorship directives from
China Digital Times, but the author admitted that it was hard to assess the accuracy of
the data set. Those directives were reported by anonymous journalists, and thus the sam-
pling process was not random (Tai 2014, 192). And in their observational study, King
et al. (2013) admitted that their large-scale data set could not capture the self-censorship
and censorship that occurs before they obtained the posts.
King et al. (2014) tried to fix this problem by using a participatory experiment; they

used real events to manipulate “pro-government,” “anti-government” and “collective
action potential” in their experimental blog posts. Inspiring as their work is, real
events may confound the variables of interest for this study. For instance, it is unlikely
to find two events that have the exact same level of political challenges while happening
to be varying in collective-action potential. In fact, among the four collective-action
events King et al. tested, the Panxu protest involved low-ranked bureaucrats and local
government (i.e. it had a weak political challenge to one-party rule). The other three
events, Tibetan self-immolations, Ai Weiwei, and protests in Xinjiang, all severely chal-
lenged the one-party rule because they defied the Party’s ethnic policy or democratic
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claims (Ai Weiwei). Similarly, it is hard to disentagle the effects of performance chal-
lenges from other confounding factors in real events. Hence, using real cases cannot
guarantee that only one variable is manipulated. Online observations of censorship, con-
strained by the complex setting of real cases, may either generate selection bias or con-
founding factors that problematize the internal validity of the empirical test.
Therefore, this article uses hypothetical scenarios as vignettes in a survey of media pro-

fessionals. To minimize confounding factors, I manipulate the variables of interest by
changing only the key terms in each scenario so that I can obtain higher internal validity.
Nevertheless, this research design cannot discredit the contribution of observational
studies conducted in social media that can test theories of censorship in the realistic
setting and reach a better external validity. In the next section, I will discuss the opera-
tionalization strategy first and then provide more details on the experiment process.

OPERAT IONAL I Z ING POL IT ICAL CHALLENGES

Table 1 summarizes the operationalization strategies for political and performance chal-
lenges. The regime’s maintenance of one-party rule suggests that censorship should
protect the reputation of agencies that are essential to the Party. In regard to any specific
public topic, the higher the “institutional affinity” towards the central party leadership,
the stronger political challenges it provokes. In this article, institutional affinity is first
measured by how close an organization is to the Communist Party’s core leadership.
Government agencies are closer than social organizations. Military organizations are
closer than government agencies. Misbehaviors of a PLA official or a party cadre will
generate more challenges to the Party than a public servant in the government. The
rank of cadres also determines institutional affinity. Higher-ranked officials tend to gen-
erate stronger political challenges than lower-ranked officials because they are closer to
the central leadership of the Party, which implies that their behaviors and reputation are
more tightly bound to the reputation and image of the Party. For instance, the party’s rep-
utation is more seriously undermined by a corruption scandal of a Politburo member than
of a township party secretary. Thus, the former has higher institutional affinity.

Hypothesis 1.1 (H1.1): Higher institutional affinity leads to higher censorship
intensity.

TABLE 1 Operationalization of Political and Performance Challenges

Operationalization Examples of Challenge

Institutional Affinity Strong: Provincial & Above (Armies, Party Committee)
Weak: City & Below (Private firms, Social Organizations)

Disconformity Strong: Factional Struggles; Competitive Election, anti-North Korea
Weak: Party’s Supervision; Institutional Reform, anti-Japan

Degree of harm Strong: 100 deaths; Five Cities Suffered
Weak: 5 deaths; One City Suffered

Commitment Strong: Anti-Corruption; School for Poor Children
Weak: Gay Marriage Right; Immediat e Official Income Transparency
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Additionally, political challenges are also determined by the degree of (dis-)confor-
mity to the Party’s ideological claims. Ideology plays an essential role in maintaining
popular support of one-party rule (Joseph 2014, 186). If a given topic is framed in a nar-
rative that promotes the Party’s legitimacy, its dissemination is less likely to arouse oppo-
sition to the Party. The censors will be more tolerant of ideology-conforming narratives
than they will be of ones that advocate Western liberal democracy. Regarding the topic of
anti-corruption, the claim that “the Party should impose stronger supervision,” generates
a weaker challenge than the claim “the Party should allow free media and universal suf-
frage.” This is because enhancing supervision is consistent with the Party’s commitment
to tackling corruption problems, while free media and universal suffrage belong to the
discourse of a “Western style of Democracy” (Miks 2011). To give another example,
when a corrupt official was arrested, a blog post might blame either the inner-party fac-
tional struggles or the flaws of supervising institution (Jiandu Zhidu). Placing blame on
the former generates a stronger political challenge. The Party’s principle of reform and
openness tolerates the idea of a need to improve the current institution, while factional
struggles go against the fundamental claims of the Party—a claim of factional struggles
erodes the image of a unified party that represents universal interest of people (Phillips
2016). Furthermore, in the international realm, criticism of ideologically close countries
like North Korea will also generate stronger challenges than ideologically remote coun-
tries like Japan. Finally, news about the government’s mistreatment of a minor ethnic
group will also result in strong political challenges, because it challenges the Party’s
claim to include care for minorities in their ethnic policies.

Hypothesis 1.2 (H1.2): Higher ideological disconformity leads to higher censorship
intensity.

OPERAT IONAL IZAT ION OF PERFORMANCE CHALLENGES

In order to confirm that performance challenges have no effect on censorship, this article
also varies the performance challenge levels in the test. First, the Party is more likely to
respond to greater grievances (Lorentzen 2017). A public event that does a high degree of
harm to citizens, will generate stronger performance challenges, and the regime will be
more motivated to keep the discussion of the event open and transparent. The degree of
harm can be measured by the number of casualties and the geographical sphere of impact.
For instance, an accident involving five injured people, has a weaker degree of perfor-
mance challenge than the one involving 35 injuries. An accident affecting a single city
will result in a weaker performance challenge than one that affects multiple cities.
This operationalization inevitably captures the scale of an event, but the degree of
harm is more a measure of the delivery of public services, such as public safety or
general welfare.
Second, the government is under more pressure to demonstrate quality of performance

in policy areas where it has made promises than in those it has not. By fulfilling its policy
promises the regime demonstrates its competence in governing—its ability to meet the
people’s needs. But failure to meet those needs may give social actors reason for resis-
tance against the government (O’Brien and Li 2006). Thus, performance challenges
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are stronger when the public expects the government to solve a problem it has promised
to solve than one it hasn’t. For example, the Chinese government has promised to protect
the environment, but not to report officials’ assets immediately to the public. It is com-
mitted to protecting the education of poor children, but not to granting legal marriage
rights to gay couples. Thus, we can expect that criticisms of the environment and educa-
tion will generate stronger performance challenges than criticisms of official assets or gay
marriage rights.

OPERAT IONAL I ZAT ION OF COLLECT IVE -ACT ION POTENT IAL

Finally, this article manipulated collective-action potential in two ways. First, at the topic
level, nine out of 22 experimental scenarios are collective-action events, such as nation-
alist protests and environmental movements. Ten scenarios do not involve any collective-
action potential, such as an official’s corruption scandal or a policy issue discussion.
Second, this article also manipulates collective-action potential at the framing level by
adding a call for collective action to the collective-action version of a scenario.3

OPERAT IONAL I Z ING CENSORSH IP

To reduce confounding factors mingled in real cases, this article used most-similar hypo-
thetical scenarios to manipulate the independent variables. This method, however, gen-
erated practical problems in testing their censorship intensity: it was not reasonable to
conduct this experiment by posting blogs online and observing how many of them are
censored. Because the scenarios were hypothetical, they may not be taken seriously by
either the public or the censors. Blog posting also raises an ethical problem—posting
hypothetical cases is equivalent to spreading rumors. My solution was to directly ask
the professionals who have sophisticated experience with censorship at their work.
Thus, this article measures the intensity of censorship by asking Chinese journalists

and editors, as a proxy of the censors, about their perception of the sensitivity of the
given scenarios. I recruited journalists via email and social media (who have identified
their actual profession).
The advantages of surveying media professionals are: (1) They are acquainted with

censorship patterns. Journalists and editors receive propaganda instructions at work.
The censorship authority asks them to follow these instructions strictly as they publish
their articles. This makes them best able to approximate the propaganda cadres’
mindset. In fact, many journalists may end up being propaganda cadres in the Party
system themselves. The two top leaders in propaganda affairs in the CCP in 2016, Liu
Yunshan and Liu Qibao, both have work experience in the media.4 (2) This measurement
also captures pre-censorship or self-censorship—censorship that happens before
researchers could collect data. (3) Lastly, journalists are simply more accessible than
propaganda officials (the censors).
The survey asked media professionals to evaluate the “political sensitivity of publica-

tion” of different hypothetical scenarios. They answered by using a 7-point scale:

Score 1 (not at all sensitive): Any information about this event will be allowed, and journalists may
report without any constraints. Blogs discussing the event online are unlikely to be deleted.
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Score 3: Journalists may report, but with constraints on the in-depth investigation or follow-up
stories, or within a strict narrative framework. Websites are allowed to publish the story, but
may not be allowed to post it on the front page. The government will give an instruction of “no
hyping” for this event. Some blogs on this topic are blocked when they are related to more sensitive
information.
Score 5: Journalists are not allowed to do interviews on their own. Media are only authorized to
publish the standard article from Xinhua Agency, CCTV or People’s Daily. The negative
comments on websites are all blocked.
Score 7 (extremely sensitive): No newspaper publishes it. Even Xinhua Agency, CCTV or People’s
Daily are trying hard not to respond to it. No blogs or articles related to this event are allowed to
survive online once the censors find them.

I use the scores above to construct the dependent variable “censorship intensity,” ranging
from 1 to 7. Score 2 to Score 6 indicate that news articles could be deleted and blogs are
blocked, but relevant information is still accessible. Accessibility reduces when the score
is higher. Score 7 indicates that the censors do not want to disclose any information. This
design of censorship intensity score is able to capture the diverse censorship strategies
adopted by the Chinese authorities.
The survey of media professionals allows us to observe the patterns of censorship in

professional media settings, where censorship guidelines are usually kept as a secret. The
survey experiment design also allows better internal validity. However, it also has several
limitations. Although hypothetical scenarios can better discern the effects of variables,
this is at the expense of limited external validity, compared to studying real cases. In addi-
tion, surveying journalists provides an indirect measure of censorship, increasing the
potential errors compared to direct observations of social media. After all, media profes-
sionals are not censors, although I would argue that they are the best available respon-
dents. If the decisions made by censors are an accurate representation of censorship,
then the response of media professionals may potentially have errors. Since this is a
survey of experts, the respondents were not randomly selected. The majority of respon-
dents come from non-state-affiliated media, in which the censorship standard may be dif-
ferent from the state-affiliated ones. In the analysis, I controlled the respondents’
workplace and found that results are consistent. I will discuss how these weaknesses
may impact the results in the next section.

THE EXPERT SURVEY ON CHINESE MEDIA PROFESS IONALS

EXPER IMENT DES IGN

The survey experiment was conducted from January 26 to May 12, 2015 via Qualtrics
survey service. In the survey, I created 22 experimental scenarios, each containing two
versions with one manipulated variable or four versions with two manipulated variables.5

Respondents were randomly assigned to only one version per scenario. Fourteen scenar-
ios have two versions and eight scenarios have four versions. Therefore, there are in total
214 × 48 combinations of versions of scenarios to finish the survey. No participants had
read the exact same two combinations of materials. For each scenario, I made the versions
as similar as possible, and only manipulated the key value of political challenges, perfor-
mance challenges, or collective-action potential. All independent variables were coded as
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either 0 or 1. For example, one scenario testing political challenges was about the corrup-
tion scandal around a public official. There were two versions. The wording of the two
versions were almost identical, but in Version One the official is a director of a provincial
department (weak challenge, coded 0) whereas in Version Two the official is a minister in
the central government (strong challenge, coded 1).6 I also randomized the order of ques-
tions to prevent any biased priming effects generated by the fixed order of scenarios or by
one respondent exposed to two or more versions in the same scenario.
The survey was distributed via both email and snowballing on social media. According

to the report from Qualtrics, the email recruitment message reached 354 inboxes, 141 of
which were read. Forty-one surveys were started while only 18 were completed. The
snowballing recruitment via social media reached around 100 journalists, of which 40
completed the entire survey. In total, I collected 68 responses that answered at least
one question (1,390 questions answered); 59 of them finished most questions, including
two demographic questions at the end of the survey. Since I need to include demographic
variables as the control, I only use these 59 responses (1,293 questions answered) in the
regression analysis. The results remain similar with or without control.7

I used the respondents who read my invitation for the survey as the denominator. The
response rate is around 0.25 (59 out of 241). This rate is acceptable since the content
of survey is sensitive in China. Respondents have reported an average of 8.6 years
(Std.Dev = 6.1) of work experience in Chinese media.8

One potentially influential factor in the respondents’ estimation of censorship inten-
sity, might be who they work for. This survey categorizes their workplace by how
closely the type of media is supervised by the party-state. Figure 1 shows that 56
percent of the respondents work for marketized media, while 12 percent work for
private news websites/social media. These media outlets have a looser connection with
the Party and have more flexibility in publication (coded 0 in the state-affiliated variable).
Such media is the product of media marketization, which provides “incentives for
media practitioners to overstep boundaries of news reporting” (Stockmann 2013). The
rest of respondents (about 30 percent) are from TV or Radio, Party Newspaper, and

FIGURE 1 Respondents’ self-reported employer

The Dilemma of Criticism 287

https://doi.org/10.1017/jea.2018.19 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jea.2018.19


state-owned websites—media outlets that the Party controls more directly (coded 1 in the
state-affiliated variable).
This sample is by no means representative, and I expect it will generate social desir-

ability bias, selection bias on respondents’ background, and non-response bias. As I
am disinterested in the personal effect on the estimation of censorship intensity, I used
several methods to reduce the bias generated by individual preference. First, I randomly
assigned respondents to scenarios and allowed respondents to answer only one version
per experimental scenario. Two individual-based variables—respondents’ workplace
and working experience—are balanced across three treatments: political challenges, per-
formance challenges, and collective action.9 Since respondents did not have a reference
from another version of the same scenario, they could not intentionally underestimate or
overestimate the effect of performance and political challenges within each scenario.
However, respondents could still bias the absolute censorship intensity by scoring all

answers lower or higher than that they actually believed. Since I did not inform respon-
dents which variable I tried to test in the survey, such bias was unlikely to correlate with
the independent variables. In addition, respondents did not intentionally concentrate their
answers to either “not at all sensitive” or “extremely sensitive.” The responses to all sce-
narios are approximately normally distributed (Mean = 3.73, Standard Deviation = 1.94,
Skewness = 0.18).
Also, I use the answer to one scenario per respondent (i.e. one question per respondent)

as my unit of analysis and add fixed effect to each scenario, so that I can compare both
their average answer scores across different versions of a single scenario and the average
of each scenario across different scenarios. This procedure allows my results to be less
dependent on respondents’ personal answers. I also controlled for a respondent’s work
experience (measured by self-reported working years) and workplace, and clustered
the standard errors at each respondent, in order to capture error dependencies at the indi-
vidual level.

EXPER IMENTAL RESULTS

Table 2 shows a tabulation of the mean censorship score between political and perfor-
mance challenges without controlling collective actions or including fixed effects for
each scenario. Cases manipulated to have stronger political challenges were estimated
to have higher censorship intensity. The difference is 1.00 when collective-action poten-
tial is strong, 1.72 when collective-action potential is weak. Strong performance chal-
lenges, on the other hand, do not stimulate higher censorship intensity. The average
censorship intensities of high performance challenges are actually less than the low
ones across high and low collective-action potential. In the absence of strong political
challenges, strong performance challenges have inconsistent effects on censorship.
However, when combined with strong political challenges, strong performance chal-
lenges contribute to increased censorship intensity. The simple tabulation is consistent
with Hypothesis 1 but not Hypothesis 2.
Figure 2 displays the coefficient plot of the OLS regression analysis. The baselines are

low political and performance challenges as well as low collective potential. Political
challenges and collective-action potential significantly increase censorship intensity by
1.26 points and 1.50 points (in the range from one to seven). If we assume that
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TABLE 2 Tabulation of Experiment Result

Col.Action = Low

Performance Challenges

Low High Average

Political Challenges Low 2.41 2.71 2.64
(81) (238) (319)

High 4.27 4.48 4.36
(217) (162) (379)

Average 3.77 3.43 3.58
(298) (400) (698)

Col.Action = High

Performance Challenges

Low High Average

Political Challenges Low 3.66 3.43 3.54
(211) (233) (444)

High 4.39 4.81 4.54
(158) (90) (248)

Average 3.97 3.82 3.90
(369) (323) (692)

Note: The upper panel shows the results when collective-action potential is low, the bottom panel shows the
results when it is high. Frequencies are in parentheses. N = 1390

FIGURE 2 Coefficient Plots of Regression Analysis

Note: CI = 95%. Unit of analysis is the answer to per scenario per respondent. Dependent variable is
7-point scale censorship intensity. Baseline is when all variablesmanipulated are ‘low’ (coded as 0).
All models have fixed effect on each experimental scenario and standard errors clustered at
individual respondents.
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nothing is censored when censorship intensity equals 1 while everything is censored
when censorship intensity equals 7, strong political challenges could censor 21 percent
more relevant content and high collective-action potential will increase censorship by
25 percent. As the theory predicts, strong performance challenges have no significant
effects on censorship intensity. Working experience and workplace are two respon-
dent-level variables and they do not affect censorship intensity.10

However, the experiment has limited scenarios. It is difficult to manipulate variables of
interest in a perfectly random way across all scenarios, while still maintaining the scenar-
ios as realistic.11 Therefore, I cannot guarantee that all combinations of variables have
equal likelihood to be assigned to respondents. Therefore, I use nonparametric conjoint
analysis to examine the robustness of the results (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto
2014b).12

ROBUSTNESS CHECK

Table 3 shows the results of conjoint analysis estimated using R package “cjoint” (Hain-
mueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014a). The first model is the replication of regression

TABLE 3 Robustness Check: Conjoint Analysis on Interactions

DV: Censorship Intensity [1-7]
(1) (2) (4)

Baseline Polit#Perform Polit#Perform#CA

Average Marginal Component Effects
Political Challenges(Polit.) 1.271** 1.241** 1.293**

(0.125) (0.124) (0.121)
Performance Challenges −0.042 0.003 0.098

(0.106) (0.108) (0.111)
Col. Actions (CA) 1.497** 1.490** 1.621**

(0.256) (0.253) (0.261)
Working Experience 0.310 0.296 0.298

(0.251) (0.250) (0.252)
State-affiliated(State.) −0.469 −0.467 −0.467

(0.278) (0.276) (0.279)
Average Component Interaction Effects
Polit#Perform. 0.795** 0.748**

(0.193) (0.201)
Polit.#CA −0.398

(0.213)
Perform.#CA 0.149

(0.194)
Polit.#Perform.#CA 0.817

(0.422)
Number of Obs. 1293 1293 1293
Number of Respondents 59 59 59

Note: The baseline of all models are weak political challenges, weak performance challenges, and weak
collective-action potential. Working Experience is recoded into binary by its mean (8.6). All models are
estimated with fixed effects on each experimental group (not displayed in this table). All models have robust
standard errors clustered on respondents. *<0.05, **<0.01
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analysis by using the conjoint estimator.13 The results are similar: political challenges
and collective actions have positive effects on censorship intensity while performance
challenges’ effects are minimal and insignificant. The second model interacts political
challenges and performance challenges in the analysis. The effects of political challenges
and performance challenges remain unchanged, while performance challenges have
effects that seemingly violate Hypothesis 2. When political challenges are weak, perfor-
mance challenges, as expected, have no impact on censorship. However, when political
challenges and performance challenges are both strong, censorship intensity increases.
Model 3 adds collective action into the mix, but none of the interactions between collec-
tive action and the two challenges generate a significant effect. On the other hand, the
interaction effects between political and performance challenges found in Model 2 still
exist in Model 3.
In summary, the conjoint analysis confirms that the positive effects of political chal-

lenges and collective-action potential are robust predictors of censorship. It also shows
that strong performance challenges do not stimulate censorship independently. Only
when strong performance challenges coincide with high political challenges, do they
increase censorship concerns. Although this finding is not fully consistent with the the-
oretical prediction, it has implications to realistic censorship scenarios. For example, if a
leader of the Communist Party fails to fulfill his promise on a policy issue, criticisms of
the policy may finally spill over onto the Party leader, which generates distrust of the
Party; and this may “induce demand for systemic (regime) changes.”(Li 2011, 291)
This mechanism could be illustrated by China’s strict censorship of the news of the
Panama Papers scandal (Forsythe and Ramzy 2016). Although the regime has committed
to curbing corruption, unconstrained media reports about the Panama Papers may draw
the public attention to the fact that many high-ranked party leaders are involved in the
scandal. Since high-ranked leaders are supposed to represent the Party’s image of defend-
ing the public rather than private interest, the Panama Papers may expose the leaders’
corruption and impair the Party. Thus, the regime had to censor the story.
Moreover, strong performance challenge may also draw enormous public attention,

making it easier to find flaws in the propaganda of the Party’s rule. For instance, the
ethnic conflict in Xinjiang, in 2009, which resulted in at least 197 deaths and a thousand
injured, led to the blockage of Twitter, the shutdown of Fanfou, and the disconnection of
Xinjiang Autonomous Zone from the Internet for 10 months (Ward 2009; Wong 2010).
In this case, the high degree of harm generated a strong performance challenge as well as
tremendous public attention. It also questioned the Party’s rule by revealing the severity
of ethnic hostility, which deviates from the Party’s propaganda that all ethnic groups
under the Party’s rule live peacefully together.
One alternative explanation of censorship’s indifference to pure performance chal-

lenge is that performance challenges usually generate greater public attention. Thus,
things that are too hard to hide are less prone to censorship. However, the regime also
has a record of censoring material that received too much attention. For example, the
viral environment documentary “Under the Dome”was censored after being viewed hun-
dreds of millions of times.14 Political challenges with potential to generate tremendous
public attention, such as the Panama Papers story, are also heavily censored. In the
case of events that have attracted too much public attention, censors may also order
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media not to conduct further reporting.15 In general, censors seem unlikely to relax their
guard when the focal event generates too much public attention.

THE POTENT IAL B IAS FROM RESPONDENTS

Both the regression and the conjoint analysis show that respondents’ individual back-
grounds do not affect the variables of interest in this article. This makes sense,
because even if survey measures suffer from social desirability or other forms of respon-
dent bias, the randomized treatment design ought to filter these errors out of the main
effect estimates.
Randomization, however, does nothing to deal with issues of representativeness and

non-response bias. But even if such sampling biases are present it is not obvious how
they undermine the analysis. If some professionals refused to take the survey because
they are have no experience of censorship, missing their answers will not compromise
the results with bias. Even if they had answered the survey, they would only add more
noise rather than more truth. Only if non-respondents (1) are more familiar with the cen-
sorship patterns and (2) have a uniquely different perception of censorship patterns could
the survey results be seriously biased. These non-respondents could be experienced
media professionals as well as censors.
Given that there is no reliable way to measure how well this sample identifies censor-

ship patterns, the sampling bias may affect the accuracy of the scale of effects. For
example, my respondents could generally be more optimistic than the “truth group”
and may thus estimate a lower censorship intensity score than the true one. However,
the main purpose of this article is to compare the censorship intensities at two types of
challenges and collective-action potential, all of which I manipulated via experimental
design. Therefore, respondents’ optimism (or pessimism) about censorship is not
likely to correlate with these variables. The sampling problem may thus lead to an inac-
curately estimated censorship intensity without biasing the effects of manipulated
variables.16

Nevertheless, since this survey is already sensitive, it did not include questions
about respondents’ other personal information such as political beliefs, age, or party
membership. Further studies are needed to study how individual judgment may affect
the censorship perception.

CONCLUS ION : DUAL EFFECTS OF POL IT ICAL CR IT IC I SM

This article adopts a survey experiment to explore the causes of media censorship in
China. The experimental design with hypothetical cases minimizes the confounding
factors and respondents’ bias that appears in the analysis of actual cases. The survey
of journalists also captures not only the censors’ standard but also pre-censorship—cen-
sorship that stops information from being published and the self-censorship of media pro-
fessionals. Different from previous works, which focus on social media, this article adds
new evidence of censorship in professional media outlets. It indicates a new way to
collect censorship data in future studies.
The survey experiment reconfirms that the regime is concerned about information

regarding collective action, as King et al. (2013, 2014) argue. Furthermore, the findings
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show that different types of criticism towards the regime can also affect censorship inten-
sity. This article differentiates two types of criticism: political challenges and perfor-
mance challenges. The theory predicts that political challenges provoke more
censorship than performance challenges. The empirical results, however, suggest that
strong performance challenges have no impact on censorship when political challenges
are weak. When political challenges are strong, performance challenges magnify the
severity of political challenges and increase censorship intensity. Such a finding is con-
sistent with anecdotal evidence about the harsh repression of the Panama Papers discus-
sion and the termination of Internet service during Xinjiang Riot. Nevertheless, more
work should be done to theorize why and when performance challenges deteriorate
the effects of political challenges.
This article’s framework shares common ground with information theory of censor-

ship that regards the autocrat’s (the center’s) tolerance of constrained watchdog journal-
ism as a way of monitoring local bureaucrats (Lorentzen 2014, 403). Indeed, by tolerating
performance challenges, the regime facilitates its access to local information so that it can
monitor its agents more easily. However, while information theory considers that the
regime’s goal is to prevent revolt, this article argues that the regime aims to maximize
popular support. Moreover, information theory treats all negative news as a threat
to the regime’s rule, but I argue that a portion of negative news—performance
challenges—do not produce a direct threat to the regime. Even if citizens take to the
streets to protest against the government’s failure to fulfill its responsibility, the
regime can still pacify them and win popular support back by offering compromise
and punishing the responsible officials.
Admittedly, the regime cannot offer compromises or punish local officials in every

case. There are two possibilities under such circumstances. First, the regime may not
be capable of solving the performance challenges, even though it hopes to. Under
such circumstances, censorship is still unnecessary unless the social activists use such
failure to criticize one-party rule. In other words, unless political challenges increase
with such performance challenges, the regime does not need to censor. The interaction
analysis in Table 3 demonstrates this scenario—censorship intensity increases when
strong performance challenges are accompanied by strong political challenges.
Second, the regime does not compromise when it is faced by a political challenge. For

instance, when a local protest breaks out against a policy issue, offering compromises
may weaken the regime’s control of public affairs. Likewise, punishing officials may
disrupt the internal stability of the bureaucratic system and damage local officials’
loyalty. In such cases, the regime will choose to censor relevant information because
responding to the protesters weakens one-party rule. In contrast, if the center believes
that punishing officials will not disrupt the bureaucracy, it will not censor its punishment
of officials. In summary, in both circumstances, political challenges are the determinants
of censorship intensity, not performance challenges.
This article adopts the survey experiment design, which provides a better measurement

of different dimensions of political criticism and thus enhances its internal validity.
However, its external validity is restricted, given the limited variety of topics it was
able to cover. The sample of respondents was also small and not representative. The
respondents mainly came from traditional media, which may limit the theory’s applica-
bility to other forms of media. Exploratory as it is, this article should inspire the studies of
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censorship to several promising directions: first, a greater variety of topics and respon-
dents are needed to test the external validity of the framework, especially in other autho-
ritarian countries relying on popular support. Second, the experiment only statically
models regime censorship. A dynamic model is necessary to fully estimate whether cen-
sorship intensity may change over time. Finally, this framework expects that censors send
the same censorship guideline to all types of media platform. The main empirical evi-
dence in this study comes from the professional media, whereas previous work has
focused on social media. Although anecdotal evidence suggests that strong political chal-
lenges are censored in both media channels, it is likely that the regime’s censorship inten-
sity changes with different media platform.17 This limitation needs to be further explored
in the future.
Beyond identifying patterns of censorship, the findings of this article also contribute to

our understanding of China’s state–society relationship. As long as the authoritarian
regime’s survival relies on popular support, its excessive use of censorship could be
counter-productive. The regime realizes that censorship has dual effects on popular
support—it is a “necessary evil” to maintain the regime’s legitimacy, but abusing it
will also endanger the regime’s rule. To maximize popular support, the autocrat needs
to tolerate criticism and increase responsiveness as long as the criticism does not spill
over onto its fundamental legitimacy—the one-party rule. The constraints on the
regime’s censorship may create space for social actors to expand their activism. For
example, although the regime regards collective actions as a threat to stability, it will
become more tolerant if these actions make only moderate challenges to political
issues. If the actions have strong challenges on performance issues, the regime is com-
pelled to respond efficiently; it means that social actors could make the state hear
them while staying safe from oppression by framing their claims strategically. Such
tactics are consistent with the previous findings on peasants’ “rightful resistance”
(O’Brien and Li 2006; Chen 2012).

Li Shao (lishao@syr.edu) is a PhD Candidate in Political Science Department, Maxwell School, Syracuse Uni-
versity, Syracuse, NewYork. His research focus is on Comparative Politics, especially political communication
and political behavior in China.
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NOTES

Thanks for the suggestions fromEditor StephanHaggard and two anonymous reviewers. Thanks to Sooyee
Choi for assistance of publication. Dimitar Gueorguiev and Brian Taylor provided generous help to improve the
article; Haifeng Huang, Pedram Maghsoud-Nia, Sinan Chu and participants in MPSA 2015 offered input at
various stages of this project. Thanks to Zhi’an Zhang and survey participants. All errors are my own.

1. To give a hypothetical example: during the rescue of a train accident, the regime needs information from
the public to locate the trapped or wounded people. The public also needs to re-evaluate their degree of support
to the regime. They observe whether the government is capable of protecting citizens’ lives and fixing the cause
of such tragic accident. When media and Internet users angrily question the government about how the rescue
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goes and why the accident occurred, the censors could block relevant media discussion. However, exerting cen-
sorship discourages citizens to offer valuable information for the rescue and investigation of the accident, and
the government’s performance will be impaired.

2. For the relevant news, see ZhuangPingui, “ChinaCensorsNine-Year-OldBoy’s Letter SayingPresidentXi
Jinping Should Lose Weight,” South China Morning Post, December 17, 2014, www.scmp.com/news/china/
article/1664511/chinese-censors-cut-childs-weight-loss-suggestion-president-xi-jinping. Accessed June 6, 2018.

3. An example: Control Setting (weak collective action potential): The air in Beijing is so poisonous. The
Party does nothing to protect people’s life in the capital! Treatment Setting (strong collective action potential):
The air in Beijing is so poisonous. The Party does nothing to protect people’s life in the capital! Let’s gather to
the gate of Zhongnanhai tomorrow morning at 10 am to protest! (The complete designs are available in the
Online Appendix).

4. For the two leaders’ resumes, see www.xinhuanet.com/18cpcnc/2012-11/15/c_113700314.htm and
http://politics.people.com.cn/n/2012/1115/c351134-19594794.html; Accessed June 18, 2018.

5. The wording of all scenarios are available in the Online Appendix (both Chinese and English).
6. Scenario 4 in Online Appendix.
7. The complete regression table is available from the Online Appendix.
8. There are no official statistics on the experience of media professionals. According to a latest survey,

fewer than 20 percent of senior correspondents have over 11 years of experience. See Wei Zimin and Wang
Qingkai, “Zhongguo Jizhe Shuju Huaxiang: Ruhe Zoushang Yuexin Liangwan+ Shouru Dianfeng.”
2 March 2016, http://yuanchuang.caijing.com.cn/2016/0203/4066087.shtml Accessed February 4, 2016.

9. I conducted Pearson Chi-square tests between each treatment and respondents’workplace, and One-Way
ANOVA between each treatment and their working experience. Both types of test show that the experimental
groups are balanced with all Chi-Square statistics approximately to 0.

10. Since the dependent variable is a 7-point scale discrete variable, I also use Ordered Logit model with the
same specification to test. The results remain similar to OLS model (available in Online Appendix).

11. For example, one scenario is about a hypothetical citizen who voluntarily becomes the candidate in the
election of a village director (Version 1, weak political challenge) or a local people’s congress representative
(Version 2, strong political challenge). In this scenario, the performance challenge remains weak and collective
action potential is strong. However, it is unlikely to create a scenario with strong performance challenge or weak
collective action potential when keeping the same voluntary election candidate.

12. Thanks to the anonymous reviewer who points this out.
13. In order to simplify the models, I transform respondents’ working year into a binary variable, in which

“0” represents their working years are fewer than the average (8.6) and “1”means working years more than the
average of the samle.

14. Steven Mufson, “This Documentary Went Viral in China. Then It Was Censored. It Won’t Be Forgot-
ten,”Washington Post, March 16, 2015, www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2015/03/16/
this-documentary-went-viral-in-china-then-it-was-censored-it-wont-be-forgotten/?utm_term=.910f0ad1fd2d.
Accessed June 16, 2018.

15. For example, Xi Jinping visited a restaurant to demonstrate his approachability by ordinary people. The
censor delivered a “toning down” guidance on this event after two weeks; see https://goo.gl/uDz6rH.

16. Admittedly, there is a possibility that the findings of this experiment are against the true scenarios—the
respondents’ perception happens to go the exact opposite against the censors. This scenario is also unlikely.
Although media professionals do not completely comply with the instruction of the censors, they certainly
still share a common understanding of censorship with the authorities, especially as such understanding
could guarantee both their job security and their personal safety.

17. For examples of political criticisms’ effects on social media, the Xinjiang riot brought the shutdown of
Fanfou and Twitter, two iconic social media platforms. The political challenges of Jasmine Revolution forced
Weibo to temporarily close its search function. See Michael Kan, “China Blocks Microblogs for ‘Jasmine Rev-
olution’,” PCWorld, February 20, 2011, www.pcworld.com/article/220206/article.html. Accessed June 16,
2018. The Panama Papers also caused keyword bans on Weibo. See Victoria Ho, Chinese Censors Scramble
to Delete All Mentions of Panama Papers on Weibo,” MashableUK, April 5, 2016, https://mashable.com/
2016/04/05/china-panama-papers-weibo/?europe=true. Accessed June 16, 2018.
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