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Censoring information online in a country of more 
than 1.3 billion people might seem like the world’s 
biggest and fastest game of Whack-a-Mole. But 
the Chinese government is firmly committed to 
this seemingly insurmountable task of silencing 
controversial websites and postings as they arise. 

Beijing has recently embarked on a campaign 
to quash “online rumors” that entailed arresting 
1,065 suspects, shutting down 16 websites and 
deleting more than 208,000 “harmful messages” 
between mid-February and early April. The offi-
cial line on specious information is stern, almost 
bizarrely so. “Internet rumors and lies packaged as 
‘facts’ will turn conjecture into ‘reality,’ stir up trou-
ble online and disturb people’s minds,” said the 
state-run People’s Daily. “If allowed to run amok, 
they will seriously disrupt social order, affect social 
stability and harm social integrity.” 

The subtext is that of an authoritarian gov-
ernment struggling to shape the public narrative. 
More than 300 million Chinese have accounts on 
microblog services like Sina Weibo, giving rise to 
an unprecedented exchange of ideas and social 
commentary. Set beside multimedia postings by 
China’s most popular celebrities and thinkers, the 
traditional propaganda pieces seem clumsy at best. 
This disconnect has created big problems for the 
government. Last summer, for example, govern-
ment attempts to downplay a high-speed train 
crash near Wenzhou sparked public outrage. 

The evolution of new media technologies 
demands that the government find a new approach 
to public relations besides traditional propaganda 
and censorship. It appears to be doing so. Since 
March, China has been engulfed in the mother of 
scandals, a murder that ended the political career 

of Chongqing Party Secretary Bo Xilai. The details 
of Bo’s transgressions remain vague, yet the way 
the narrative unfolded suggests Beijing’s public 
relations strategy is undergoing big changes. 

Carrot and the stick 
The Bo Xilai affair demonstrates that, despite loud 
pronouncements about “rumor quashing,” the 
Chinese Communist Party has not declared war 
on all rumors – just the ones that threaten its rule. 
Allowing certain rumors to circulate was an essen-
tial part of the undoing of Bo’s political career. 

Bo’s name has been occasionally blocked from 
internet searches, but on the whole a tremendous 
amount of information has been available. News 
articles and Weibo posts have speculated about 
Chongqing police chief Wang Lijun’s flight to 
the US embassy for protection; the involvement 
of Bo’s wife, Gu Kailai, in the murder of British 
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Another year, another standoff on China’s 
maritime borders. In April, the Philippines 
and China found themselves locked in con-
flict after a Philippine warship attempted 
to detain Chinese fishing vessels in the 
disputed South China Sea. 

The incident was settled diplomati-
cally, but it came at a sensitive moment 
for the region. The series of agreements 
signed as part of the US “pivot” towards 
Asia last year were just coming into effect. 
The US sent troops to Australia and con-
ducted military exercises with the Phil-
ippines in April – both moves by China’s 
maritime neighbors to balance China’s 

military muscle by strengthening ties with 
the US.

Worries about potential Chinese mari-
time aggression are justified, at least in 
part. Bit-players like the coast guard and 
fishing vessels hold disproportionate 
power to de-stabilize events in maritime 
territory disputes. Small problems there-
fore have a tendency to escalate before 
Beijing can intervene. That was clear in 
late 2010, when an unexpectedly tense 
standoff with Japan over the Senkaku/
Diaoyu Islands rattled the region.

Yet China’s maritime disputes demon-
strate that the country can also be prag-

matic in its relations. 
China has recently tried to make 

amends after scaring its Asian neigh-
bors with saber-rattling in 2009 and 2010, 
argues M Taylor Fravel, an associate pro-
fessor of political science at MIT. China 
reached an agreement with the Associa-
tion of Southeast Asian Nations on a “code 
of conduct” for the South China Sea last 
July, and in October it signed a separate 
agreement with Vietnam on “basic prin-
ciples” for settling territorial claims. 

In late February, China’s foreign 
ministry said that “no country, including 
China, has claimed sovereignty over the 
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national Neil Heywood; and the nouveau 
riche tendencies of Bo’s son, Guagua. 

The propaganda department appar-
ently saw the wisdom in allowing certain 
rumors to circulate, namely those that 
eroded Bo’s popular appeal, a main source 
of his strength. The government only 
censored information when it veered too 
far off the set path – for example, when 
unsubstantiated rumors spread on Weibo 
of gunfire and a coup attempt in Beijing. 

On the whole, the story’s evolution 
was firmly guided along Party lines. The 
first official news item, that Bo would 
step down as Chongqing party secretary, 
was announced only after two high-level 
government meetings concluded in Bei-
jing, thereby ruling out the possibility of 
embarrassing questions. The announce-

ment was carefully bracketed. It was pre-
ceded by Premier Wen Jiabao’s call not to 
repeat the mistakes of the Cultural Revo-
lution, widely interpreted as a criticism of 
Bo’s Chongqing policies. It was then fol-
lowed by a call from heir-apparent Xi Jin-
ping for party unity. Both men appeared 
to be speaking honestly and directly to 
the public, and their statements helped 
guide a clean, Party-endorsed interpre-
tation to the events: Namely, that Bo’s 
removal from his position as party secre-
tary – which guaranteed he would not be 
included in the party’s top ranks this fall 
– would help ensure a peaceful transition 
of power in late 2012. 

In the following weeks, rumors that 
Bo’s family may have played some role in 
Heywood’s death built suspense for the 
next act: the announcement of Bo’s sus-
pension from the Politburo. Again, two 
narratives flanked the release. The first, a 
widely printed editorial calling for party 
unity, was a kind of pre-emptive media 
defense, an effort to dissuade criticism 
and commentary before it emerged. The 
second was the news that Bo’s wife, Gu 
Kailai, was under investigation for the 
murder of Heywood. This irresistible dis-
traction played an offensive role, winning 
headlines and diverting popular attention 
away from the story of Bo’s removal.

tricks of the trade
State media has celebrated this story as 
a new level of transparency. “When the 
Wang Lijun case was disclosed, the gov-
ernment did not cover it up but initiated 
an investigation accordingly. This is no 
longer the era where China would rather 

cover issues up to avoid revealing prob-
lems,” Global Times chimed in April.

This is clearly an exaggeration. Cen-
sorship remains central to the party’s 
media strategy, as the recent “rumor 
quashing” campaign – which focuses 
largely on anti-government informa-
tion – demonstrates. But censorship is 
now just one tool in Beijing’s media kit. 
Government agencies, party organs and 
officials have themselves set up more than 
50,000 microblog accounts, according to 
the Chinese Academy of Governance. 

Sculpting the torrent of public infor-
mation into a narrative that supports the 
CCP will always be a task that is impossi-
ble to perfect; stories like the coup rumors 
in Beijing or the attempted cover-up of 
the Wenzhou train accident are likely 
to continue to slip through the cracks. 
But guiding public opinion in a subtler 
fashion is likely to be more effective for 
Beijing than the wham-bam approach of 
traditional propaganda and censorship. 

This governing philosophy is not 
new; it recalls the writings of Daoist 
monk Laozi roughly 2,500 years ago.  
“The Master doesn’t talk, he acts. When 
his work is done, the people say, ‘Amaz-
ing: We did it, all by ourselves!’”

entire South China Sea,” perhaps indicat-
ing a softening stance. The country has also 
backed off its enforcement in disputed seas. 
Between 2005 and 2010, China detained 
63 Vietnamese fishing vessels; since 2010 
detentions have been significantly fewer 
and farther between. 

None of these steps are by themselves 
a game-changer, but together they suggest 
that, as Fravel puts it, “[b]y last summer, 
China had simply recognized that it had 
overreached.” These actions fit into the pat-
tern mapped out by Fravel’s other scholarly 
work: Since 1949 China has offered conces-
sions amounting to 1.3 million square miles 
of land to peacefully resolve 17 of its 23 ter-
ritorial disputes.

The key is that pragmatism came about 

when Chinese policymakers were out of the 
public gaze, and at no risk of being labeled 
traitors for compromising. As Susan Shirk, 
a professor of international relations at Uni-
versity of California-San Diego, has argued, 
Communist Party members are keenly 
aware of the threat a nationalist backlash 

could pose to their rule. 
Of course, other Asian countries 

sometimes face similar pressure, but in 
practice they seem to have greater flex-
ibility. One lesson for China’s maritime 
neighbors is therefore to adopt a more 
conciliatory stance on the event du jour, 
then press for concessions once the furor 
has died down. 

This does not absolve China of its 
responsibility to avoid conflict, or sug-
gest that a vocal stance against China 
never works. But if kicking the proverbial 
can down the road – compromising when 
in the limelight in favor of making real 
progress later – can both prevent conflict 
today and resolve the problem tomorrow, 
it is worth a try. 
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