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Relay activism and the flows of contentious publicness on WeChat: a case study of
COVID-19 in China

Abstract

This paper explores a case of public contention against the censoring of a feature article about a
COVID-19 whistleblower on the Chinese social media, WeChat. Moving beyond the normative
theory of the public sphere and publics, we draw on Kavada and Poell’s theory of ‘contentious
publicness’ which is flexible enough to capture the complexity, diversity and hybridity of
digital contention in the context of China. Through a combination of textual analysis and
participatory observation, this article analyses how citizens challenged the censorship system
and attempted to keep Dr Fen’s story online through what we call ‘relay activism’. Informed by
the three dimensions of “contentious publicness”, we analyse the materiality of the
communication infrastructure of WeChat and the temporal and spatial relations of the public
contention (focusing primarily on WeChat and GitHub). In doing this, the paper contributes a
more comprehensive approach to examining the social, structural and participatory
characteristics of the contestation of censorship in China.

Keywords: contentious publicness, digital activism, censorship, WeChat, China

Introduction

In China, formal channels of political and collective action are prohibited, and widely
censored online (King et al., 2013; MacKinnon, 2009; Bamman et al., 2012). However, the
focus on censorship and entertainment has created, according to Yang, (2009) a
“misconception that because of governmental internet control, Chinese internet users do
nothing but play. The real struggles of the Chinese people are thus ignored, and the radical
nature of Chinese internet culture is dismissed.” While influencers, activists and journalists do
face significant censorship in China, the system is relatively porous for everyday citizens
(Roberts, 2018) and this creates a space in which censorship is routinely challenged and
contested such as via encoded public spheres in which images, puns, and word changes are
used to evade keyword filters (Rauchfleisch and Schéfer, 2015), embedded texts in photos,
and now changing photos (e.g. changing the angle) to avoid image matching (Sun and Zhao,
2021, p. 18) or by creating digital enclaves (Zhen, 2021). These creative approaches to
challenging and circumventing censorship have reconfigured the boundaries of dissent,
though they do not come without downsides and risks for activists (Brunner and Deluca,
2019; Deluca et al., 2016; Dodge, 2017; Esarey and Xiao, 2008; Link and Qiang, 2013; Mina,
2014; Roberts, 2018).

This article extends scholarship by analysing public contestation of the censoring of the story of
COVID-19 whistleblower, Dr Ai Fen, which was published as a feature article on WeChat and
detailed a cover-up by the government in Wuhan during the early days of the pandemic. The
censorship provoked citizens’ anger towards both the local government’s response to the initial
outbreak of COVID-19, and the censorship system itself — highlighting the risks of censorship
for the CCP (Roberts, 2018). Through a combination of textual analysis and participatory
observation, this article analyses how citizens challenged this censorship and attempted to keep
the story online through what we call ‘relay activism’. The analysis is informed by Kavada &
Poell’s (2021) theory of “contentious publicness”, analysing the materiality of the
communication infrastructure of WeChat and the temporal and spatial relations of the public
contention (focusing primarily on WeChat and GitHub). In doing this, the paper contributes a
more comprehensive approach to examining the social, structural and participatory
characteristics of the contestation of censorship in China.

1

URL: http:/mc.manuscriptcentral.com/rics Email: ics@tandf.co.uk



oNOYTULT D WN =

Information, Communication and Society Page 2 of 31

The Three C’s: Communication, Censorship and Contention in China

Roberts’ (2018) analysis of censorship in China delineates two approaches: porous censorship
for the masses with stricter, fear-based rules for journalists and opinion leaders. Her work finds
that the widespread censorship of everyday users can “counterintuitively decrease rather than
increase control of information” (p. 115) in part because censorship can actually highlight
issues of concern to the wider public — many of whom seem unbothered by attempts to signal
sensitive information. In other work, Hobbs and Roberts (2018) found that the blocking of
Instagram in China led to a significant uptake in VPN use, and these users often also signed up
to Facebook and Twitter. Censorship can, quite simply, backfire and “create unrest that reduces
the legitimacy of the regime” (Roberts, 2018, p. 115). This partly explains the more porous
approach for lower-risk groups. We argue here that what we call ‘relay activism’ — the rapid
and creative sharing and resharing of stories and other censored content to keep it alive - occurs
through the interaction between the porosity of censorship for some, and censorship backfires
that drive contention (see also Yang, 2022, who talks about online relays). The analysis builds
on Yang (2022) who observed netizens describing themselves as participating in online relays
to keep the whistleblowing story alive, deepening and extending this work theoretically and
empirically. Relay activism is another example of the creative, sometimes camouflaged micro-
political actions that many Chinese netizens participate in to maintain and expand the
boundaries of political expressions in online spaces (Brunner and DelLuca, 2019; Dodge, 2017;
Mina, 2014; Yang 2022).

Platform affordances impact how censorship occurs in China — whether it is at the government,
platform, or individual level. The public nature of Weibo predicated the crackdown on Big V’s
(or verified users) in 2013 and the introduction of the rumour laws. These changes arguably
made Weibo less interesting, and encouraged a shift to the more private — and less regulated —
WeChat. WeChat is, of course, not immune from censorship (Zhang and Guo, 2021, p. 600),
and it was subjected to stricter rules in 2014 (Hu, 2014). The number of Self-Media outlets
published on WeChat public accounts have fallen as they became targets of official scrutiny
(Tai, 2018). Nevertheless, studies have shown that the volume of censored comments is far
higher on Weibo than WeChat (Bamman et al., 2012).

The general view is that the relative privacy of WeChat — particularly beyond the official
accounts — seems to undergird a more permissive space for political talk (Tu, 2016). The
standard approaches for monitoring and censoring content such as keyword tracking, image
matching, URL tracing, and the monitoring and potential removal of content marked as
sensitive via the MD5 hash (a kind of digital fingerprint) apply more or less equally at the
technical level (Kenyon, 2020; Knockel, 2020). However, in practice, each platform maintains
its own sensitive keyword lists, and employs its own censorship staff, who have to make
subjective judgements about where the boundaries are between an acceptable and an
unacceptable story (Roberts, 2018). For this reason, a story might be blocked on one platform
but allowed on another as part of the distributed, or delegated, censorship system (Sun and
Zhao, 2021, p. 13). WeChat has an additional feature that can enable people to avoid
censorship: audio messages. Audio content is harder to censor and has been used to encode
sensitive news to keep it alive on WeChat (Olesen, 2014).

Contention of censorship in China occurs in myriad online spaces though. For example,
GitHub, the US-based code-sharing platform widely used by developers, is home to a number
of pages that collect and store sensitive articles through a mix of crowdsourcing and scraping.
COVID-19 related examples include Terminus 2049, Lest We Forget and nCovMemory'".
GitHub users are likely to have the technical skills to create tools to circumvent and challenge
censorship - and it is part of a wider trend of contention in Chinese hackerspaces (Lindtner,
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2014). While China has cut off many western platforms via its “Great Firewall” (e.g. Twitter,
Facebook) after creating Chinese versions, GitHub has been left largely untouched, perhaps
because it is so important to the tech industry (Zhen, 2021). Instead, China has targeted some
individual activists (Hollingsworth and Xiong, 2021; Liu, 2020), though a Chinese GitHub,
Gitee, might impact this. While GitHub is a relatively niche space, it supports the contention of
activism across a range of online spaces, including WeChat, by facilitating what we call ‘relay
activism’.

Relay Activism

We use the term ‘relay activism’ to capture the technique in which a crowd of people use
creative and collective means to contest censorship and keep a story public and online; an act of
crowd-enabled connective action. It is like a “cat-and-mouse game between users and censors”
(Rauchfleisch and Schafer, 2015, p. 147) in which an often-unorganized crowd of netizens
spontaneously and concurrently participate to quickly distribute and redistribute content that
censors are attempting to remove — a relay race — to keep these stories alive (Yang 2022: 139-
140). Netizens code the messages in different ways (e.g. cartoons, QR codes, audio) and use
different metadata to avoid keyword and other automated removal techniques to disseminate the
censored content. For instance, messages related to the human rights activist Chen Guangcheng
were severely censored on the Chinese internet in 2011, but netizens created a series of Chen
Guangcheng memes in coded metaphors, puns and visual language to keep the messages
running ahead of censors (Mina, 2014). Over ten years later, relay races continue, but evolve
constantly as new platforms and techniques emerge and as the mouse attempts to dodge the cat.

Relay races against censorship can use the personal, the mundane, the collective and popular
culture reference points, becoming “creative acts of citizenship” that may flow below the radar
on the increasingly controlled internet (Yang, 2022, p. 141; Brunner and DeLuca, 2019). As
noted earlier, this flow is facilitated by tools that are designed to collect, collate and preserve
material that might be censored to make sure that the original messages are always retrievable —
even if they may lose traceable meanings in interpretations, reappropriations and remixing over
time, as discussed in the GitHub examples above. The main characteristic of relay activism is
persistence. It emphasises participants’ sustained commitment to win the battle against
censorship. Persistence and sustained participation are very important for the success of social
movements and activism (Wang et al., 2021; XXX and Author 2020). For example, the
persistent use of #BlackLivesMatter on Twitter was successful in gaining media attention
(Freelon et al., 2018), though this might not, by itself, achieve the desired objectives
(Sommerfeldt and Yang, 2017). The persistence of relay activism is supported by a shared
repertoire and the ritual of the relay race. By engaging in relay activism, loosely connected
WeChat users may form a committed community, dedicating time and effort to keep
communications of resistance going on.

While the continual process of sharing and resharing the encoded messages constitutes the
source of power in relay activism, it also has potential limitations that must be recognised. The
process of encoding messages may alter the meaning and impact of the message, transforming
its discursive power and make it harder for people to both find messages and decode their
intending meaning. The more subtle the message, the harder it is for people to find and
understand, but if too obvious censors can target it more easily.

Relay activism can confound this analysis though. First, the relay race really starts once censors
have identified their target. Second, building on Roberts’ analysis, the fact of the relay race
serves to effectively publicise the content — possibly more widely than it would otherwise have
been. Rather than suppressing content, it may serve to make it more widely known, at least in
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shorter bursts. Third, we do not know the goals and motivations of the activists. In some cases,
such as Dr Ai Fen, the goal is to publicise or share an important story. In many cases, however,
the goal has a ‘fun’ element — memes such as comparing Xi to Winnie the Poo, for example.
The creativity of the relay race ‘game’ seems to be part of that ‘fun’. This is not to deny that
both have strong political elements — but the extent to which the nuance of the message being
relayed matters can differ. Furthermore, relay racing is a direct challenge to censors and the
goal may, in part, be to bog censors down. In turn, this might encourage activists to deliberately
provoke censors by being less subtle. For some, it may be more about the game or the
provocation rather than the actual content. If that is the case, decoding the nuance of message
becomes less important.

The implication of all of this is that to fully understand the contention of censorship in China we
need to include every day and niche online spaces using theories of activism that better reflect
and capture the diversity of contention, and the ‘organisations’ that underpin this (Bennett and
Segerberg, 2013; Author, 2012; Author, 2015). In the next section we outline Kavada and
Poell’s (2021) theory of contentious publicness, which we believe provides an illuminating
framework to help analyse such contention.

Contentious Publicness in China

Kavada and Poell’s (2020) theory of contentious publicness emerges in response to a critique of
three interrelated literatures. First, they argue for a shift from the “the rather static notion of ‘the
public’ that lies at the heart of the dominant concepts of ‘counterpublics’ and ‘networked
publics’. Such approaches tend to focus on the “public as an outcome of a process of
publicness” rather than the process by which publicness is produced. This serves to “obfuscate
much of the complexity and constantly evolving nature of today’s protest” as they “emerge and
circulate around the globe” (p. 193) and a focus on organisations and actors rather than crowd-
enabled connective actions (Bennett and Segerberg, 2013) that can be virtual and diffuse rather
than (or as well as) physically constituted in a locality (Author, 2012), flowing across different
media and spaces in hybrid forms in constant motion (Chadwick, 2013; XXX and Author,
2020). Here they draw on Thompson’s (1995, p. 123) definition of public as “what is visible or
observable, what is performed in front of spectators, what is open for all or many to see or hear
or hear about.” (cited in Kavada and Poell, 2021, 191). The concept of publicness, we believe,
is particularly suited to understanding Chinese activism, which has to be constantly moving and
responsive to avoid censorship and regulation and may not cohere around a fixed public.

Second, they argue for a shift from counter (publics etc) to contention because contestation is
often “distributed [...] transcend national spheres and spaces and [...] disconnected from
established political arrangements and organizations” with the “most vibrant episodes of public
contention” cutting across democratic and authoritarian political systems (Kavada and Poell,
2021, p. 194). While their focus is primarily democratic contexts, this does open up some space
for non-democratic contexts such as China. However, their focus on “(a) processes of public
claim-making, (b) legitimacy of claims and claim-makers, and (c) arenas and contexts in which
claims are made” is somewhat limiting. In China, actions or contestations might not be in the
form of public or political claims (Author A et al., 2021a; 2021Db), at least in an explicit sense,
and similarly claims about legitimacy take on a different meaning in the context of the CCP and
may not be articulated at all. Finally, the contestation might be in private or semi-private
spaces, and the contestation, as in our case, is actually about keeping claims public. It is a fight
to be public.

Third, they argue for a shift from arenas to dimensions. Again, the idea is to move beyond
geographic arenas to assess “the material, spatial and temporal dimensions of contentious
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publicness.” (p. 196). They claim that how “mediated public contention affects the formation
and character of social movements often remains unexamined” and studies “fail to consider
how the media shape the claim-making process itself.” We would argue that this is based on a
somewhat selective review of the literature. Research has considered how media shapes, and is
shaped by, public contention (e.g. Bennett and Segerberg, 2013; Author, 2015; Cammaerts,
2012; XXX and Author, 2020) and there has been an intensive focus on this since Gillespie
(2010) wrote his seminal politics of platforms, and how this shapes activism. Nevertheless, the
argument is clearly important, and particularly in China, where platforms — often under the
influence of government regulators — have a very important role in shaping political
participation and activism via interface design (Author and, 2007) and content moderation (L,
2019), but also in how users adopt, use and adapt platforms and whether they self-censor. These
material and spatial dimensions also impact the temporal dimension of social media, which
“affects the rhythms, speed, and degree of synchronicity of public contentious communication,
as well as its timing and long-term horizon.” (Kavada and Poell, 2021, p. 197)

Bringing this review of the literature together, a number of observations can be made. First,
earlier studies found that the Chinese internet was a space of significant contention and political
participation (Damm, 2007; Yang, 2009). We contend that the porous censorship actually
counterintuitively makes the censorship system a core and generative part of Chinese
contention. As the space for contention online has become more constricted, and the risks of
contention have increased, contention has continued to evolve and adapt, blurring the boundary
between political expression and activism. This contention happens because the censorship
system is complex, giving greater freedom to ‘ordinary’ citizens, in part because censorship can
backfire (Roberts, 2018).

There has been a lot of research on how censorship works in China (e.g. King et al., 2013), and
some scholarly attention paid to the contention of censorship (Brunner and DelLuca, 2019;
DelLuca et al., 2016; Dodge, 2017; Esarey and Xiao, 2008; Link and Qiang, 2013; Mina, 2014;
Rauchfleisch and Schafer, 2015). Capturing such contention theoretically and empirically is
difficult though. For example, the contention of censorship can involve relatively subtle acts; be
hidden/coded; take place in private or semi-private spaces; can itself be censored in myriad
ways; and it shifts quickly across sites and platforms at both the micro and macro levels.

To address the theoretical challenges, this study deploys Kavada and Poell’s concept of
contentious publicness, which focuses on the material, temporal and spatial dimensions of
public contention. We believe it provides a powerful framework for analysing contention in
China because it is less constrained by models of the public sphere which were designed for
democratic systems (see also critiques and approaches by Xin 1993; Herold and Marolt 2013;
Deluca et al., 2016); can capture the fluidity and diversity of contention on Chinese social
media; and encourages us to assess contention at the interaction with platform design,
regulation and user behaviour — particularly important when it comes to questions of
censorship. We also draw on, and analyse, what we earlier conceptualised as ‘relay activism’.
Specifically, we intend to answer the following research question:

How did the material, temporal and spatial characteristics and relations of Chinese
citizens’ relay activism against the censorship of a Wuhan whistleblower on WeChat
shape the formation and flow of contentious publicness during the initial outbreak of
COVID-19?

We now turn to present the case study and methods by which we address the research question.
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Methodology

This study deploys a mixture of textual analysis and participant observation and large scale
quantitative data on posting behaviour to analyse the material, temporal and spatial dimensions
of contentious publicness in China, using a case study of the censoring of a COVID-19
whistleblower, Dr Ai Fen, in March 2020 on WeChat. The case study will be used to inform
wider debates about online civic engagement and contention in China. We will first outline the
case, before presenting the method.

Case Study: Censoring the Wuhan Whistleblower

The events surrounding the initial Coronavirus outbreak in Wuhan are without doubt some of
the most significant moments in recent times, and provide a particularly interesting and
important example of contestation in China. Dr Ai Fen, Director of the Emergency Department
at the Central Wuhan hospital, warned officials of a new SARS-like virus that triggered
pneumonia-style symptoms and deaths in late December 2020. Dr Fen circulated the report
amongst the private WeChat groups and networks of doctors in the area. In response, the
hospital disciplinary inspection committee reprimanded Dr Fen for ‘spreading rumours’ and
‘harming stability’ (Kuo, 2020). Another doctor at the hospital, Li Wenliang, shared the story
amongst former classmates and from there it became widely shared on social media.
Subsequently, he was warned by police to stop “spreading rumors” about the outbreak of
COVID-19. On 7 February 2020, Dr Li died from COVID-19 while treating patients in Wuhan,
which provoked a wave of grief among Chinese people.

As the seriousness of the coronavirus became clear, the initial handling of the outbreak came
into focus. Dr Fen went public about her treatment and the truth about Li Wenliang’s death in
an interview with China’s People magazine, published on 10th of March 2020. The story,

headlined “The Whistle-Giver” (& "8 FH#J.A), was quickly censored by authorities, causing a

huge public outcry and only served to intensify support for the doctors. Activists quickly moved
to challenge this censorship, using relay activism to continue sharing the article on WeChat.
Perhaps in part because of the public reaction, Dr Li and several other whistleblowers were
subsequently recognized as ‘martyrs’ — the highest honourable title awarded by the Communist
Party. Having outlined the case, we now turn to the method by which we addressed the research
question.

Method
First, to get an overarching picture of the scale of citizens’ contention of the censorship, the

study tracked articles published by WeChat public accounts that mentioned the keywords “/& 8

A and “&"8FHJA” which both mean “whistle-giver” in Chinese and “3 %3 (“Ai Fen”) on
WeChat using the web crawler “Qingbo Big Data” (www.gsdata.cn). This collection focused on
articles published by WeChat public accounts between 10 March 2020 and 20 March 2020. The
time span allows us to capture the interactions between citizens, censors and the government
during the key period of activity. These keywords identified a total of 15, 806 WeChat articles
that were published during this period. Based on our close reading of a random selection of
roughly 10% of the posts (1,600 posts), we found that 80.94% of the selected posts were
directly associated with the event. We read the title and abstract of each article to identify the
relevance of the posts with our topic. When we were not able to determine the relevance clearly
by reading the title and abstract only, we went further to read the content of the article.
However, if an article was removed by censors we could not read the whole article and so we
did not count it as relevant with our topic.
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Second, guided by the theoretical lens of contentious publicness, the article employs textual
analysis of the collected data to delineate the material, temporal and spatial dimensions of the
relay activism. During what we identify as a cat-and-mouse game with censors, a number of
WeChat public account articles were deleted. Being aware that these public account articles
might be removed, we manually downloaded the most popular posts and saved them on a laptop
during the participatory observation of the online contention. Nevertheless, it is likely that
many messages were removed before they could be collected, and we cannot be sure how
frequent this was. As well as downloading articles, we took screenshots of posts and comments
by acquaintances and friends in WeChat Moments (pengyou quan) and Wechat groups (weixin
qun) during the contestation to document their own living history of COVID-19. Before using
the data of participants from the WeChat groups, we informed all the engaged WeChat users
and got consent from the WeChat group owner and all the people who joined relevant
discussion. We have also deleted identifying information to protect their privacy. Taking an
inductive approach to analysing the public account articles and relevant comments reflecting on
one author’s participatory experiences and observations, this study identifies citizens’ patterns
of participation on WeChat. We organise our analysis of the relay activism using Kavada and
Poell’s material, temporal and spatial distinctions in their theory of contentious publicness.

Materiality of Relay Activism

The technical features and algorithmic environment of social media play an ever-increasing role
in shaping social actions (Milan, 2015a; Gillespie, 2010, 2018). The “material arrangements”
including “data, algorithms, interfaces, as well as devices—smartphones, laptops, tablets—and
infrastructures—mobile telephone masts, Wi-Fi hotspots, Internet servers” impact the political
implications of public contention (Kavada and Poell, 2021, p.196). This section analyses the
infrastructure of WeChat, and how the material properties of the platform influenced the
adoption and subsequent dynamics of what we call relay activism. These very practices closed
off, or at least constricted, other potential actions — alongside the wider regulatory environment.
Our case is particularly interesting because the activism was being directed, in part, at the
material infrastructure of WeChat — its censorship processes and practices — and trying to
circumvent and challenge them. This does not mean that the materiality does not matter — far
from it — but it highlights how users reshape, reinterpret and repurpose design choices.
Materiality is dynamic and contested. Activists prod, push (playing edge-ball, Simons et al.,
2017) and at times such as these — outright challenge and confront — the boundaries of the
censorship system in their contention. This can come at great personal risk, with some high-
profile activists detained and others missing (Hollingsworth and Xiong, 2021).

Arguably the most prominent material feature of WeChat that supports digital activism is the
digital traces —clicking (page views), shares, likes and top Wows (a newsfeed based on friends’
recommendations) — that WeChat collects and makes public. In doing this, WeChat made
visible the micro activities and activism in support of Dr Fen, which can be building blocks for
digital meaning-making (Milan, 2018; Kavada and Poell, 2021, p. 193). Table 1 shows that 867
articles that shared or recreated the story about Dr Fen received over 10,000 page views.
Recommending the article by clicking top Wows can also raise its prominence in the Top
Stories section, where the follower’s friends can then read the article. Table 1 also shows that
1,655 posts or reposts of the censored article received more than 100 top Wows.

Table 1 about here

The scale and visibility of such metrics is important for contention because experiments have
shown that people are more likely to engage with an action (e.g. sign a petition) if they see that
other people are participating in large numbers (Hale et al., 2018; Yasseri et al., 2014). It
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appears that participation breeds participation — a form of popularity cue - via the social
information communicated in platform metrics (Porten-Cheé et al., 2021; Hagen et al., 2016) in
a similar manner to the logic of numbers in protest participation (Della Porta and Diani, 2006,
p. 171). Turning specifically to censorship in China, such metrics might lead people to perceive
an element of protection because the crowd is large; or that crowd-level contention against
censorship feels less personal and less threatening than being ‘invited to tea’ with the
government for a personal ‘chat’ about online behaviour (Roberts, 2018, p. 119).

The WeChat timeline (Moments, pengyouquan) was another material feature that supported the
relay activism. WeChat is as a “shuren guanxi” or “familiar, non-stranger social relational”
network (Peng and Wang, 2020, p. 7) and this familiarity is likely to impact how people
participate (author, 2012). After the article was blocked, citizens immediately reposted over 100
versions! of it. The networked practice of sharing the feature article - passing the whistle - was
practiced as a form of civic ritual that spread to tens of thousands of ordinary citizens through
their personal social networks on WeChat. Moreover, through and with the technical operations
of the WeChat timeline, which connects everyday citizens through its close personal networks,
the personal and the mundane could be incorporated into the action repertoire, mediating the
creative rituals of resisting against censorship and the local oppression of whistle-blowers.

We identified (Image 1) activists using a range of techniques to navigate (and attempt to
circumvent) the social-technical affordances of WeChat. This included creative reposting of the
article in QR codes, ancient Chinese calligraphy, braille, emoji, morse code, foreign languages,
and other symbols often embodying a personal frame of the connective action (Bennett and
Segerberg, 2013). For instance, the remixed article titled “Don't stop her whistling: update on
the relay of voice” has received 100,001 page views and 14,743 Top Wows (recommending the
article in the reading space). These personalised practices not only helped shelter the texts from
censorship but also made it fun and entertaining, helping to mobilise the crowd to engage in the
networked practice.

Image 1: About here

Examples of activists circumventing the materiality of the platform to continue posting the
story may indicate that materiality matters less. However, we argue that the material
infrastructure is still crucial: it ultimately offers affordances to enable the relay activism and
allows a space for this contention to unfold. The technical operation of the social media
platforms and their architecture explicitly shapes the practice of relay activism. At the same
time, the materiality of the platform is also shaped by — and responsive to — such activism.

In addition, the large-scale public contention against the censorship system was not only
facilitated by the technical operation of the WeChat timeline, but also catalysed by the use of
private WeChat groups. These groups function like an online community that “forges members
to develop a sense of closeness and connectedness with each other” (Peng & Wang, 2020, p. 8).
The group’s architecture (technical and social) constitutes the social conditions for their
engagement in the relay of voice; groups may have their own rules and norms. The social
connectedness and mutual trust fostered among the ‘regulars’ in the private chat group may
form a social structure that can motivate and mobilise citizens to take part in public contention

L A hundred and eight versions of the censored article on whistle—giver Dr Fen
https://www.ershicimi.com/p/d4962e760b713e763907284ee61908e7
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(Author, 2012). For example, as shown in image 2, participants in one chat group repeatedly
shared links of the reposted versions of the censored article and joined discussions about this
activity.

Image 2 About here

As the examples in Image 2 show, when someone shared a link in the group chat, other
participants commented and celebrated the ‘carnival’ of sharing, mobilising other members to
take part in the contention. One participant shared a PDF file version of the article in the chat
room and then encouraged others to save the PDF on their own laptop to fight against the
censorship. The semi-public or private community-based groups that the WeChat interface
allows create a stage for the performance of self and for the construction of a community akin
to a ‘third space’ in which political talk and action emerges from within a non-political space,
typically bridging the personal and political (Author, 2012).

Temporality of Relay Activism

The complex interplay between communication technology, user practices and discourses
shapes how meaning-making activities unfold in time (Kavada & Poell, 2021). In the digital
environment, social media activism shows “a strong-orientation towards the present, towards
the event” — the temporality is in real-time (Poell, 2020, p. 7). As users’ experiences are
increasingly quantified and datafied, social media becomes a highway of data flows that speeds
up information exchange and can accelerate activists’ communicative practices. The quick and
real-time forms of communication on social media not only shape the dynamics of online
contentions but also influence flows of publicity.

During the event, Chinese citizens continuously engaged in creative reposting and sharing of Dr
Fen’s feature story. In doing this, they were both contesting the censorship and the cover up,
but in terms of temporality, they were literally in a race against the censors — constantly posting
the story in different forms in an attempt to bypass the system and keep the story alive. This

race involved tens of thousands of citizens and its name invoked a folk gaming tradition: “T5&%
{&N8” (Jigu Chuanshao), meaning ‘passing round the whistle while someone is drumming’ -

mimicking the traditional folk game TZ&%{&4% (Jigu Chuanhua) in China, originally meaning
‘one is drumming while the others pass round a spray of blossom’.

The examples in Table 2 further highlight citizens’ active participation in the relay of voice
(passing round the whistle) by recreating the censored article in different languages, remixing
the sound and photo versions, writing funny, humorous and eye-caching titles and boldly
sharing the recreated text on WeChat. This helped to make the action entertaining and
engaging, and involved teamwork in their sustained race to beat the censors.

Table 2 about here

While this appears spontaneous, it is worth noting that many Chinese citizens are watching out
for censorship. In Chinese terms these people might be defined as activists, but in a Western
sense they might be understood as monitorial citizens (in part because activists face greater
censure — King et al., 2013; Roberts, 2018). On top of this, GitHub hosts pages that are
constantly collecting and preserving content from some websites, while others are reactive to
events and more targeted. This is still a race, but the preserving of content takes us from the
temporal moment to the temporal record.
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As Figure 1 demonstrates, the creative, real-time posting and reposting of the censored article
by WeChat public accounts reached a peak during the 3-day period between 11 March 2020
and 13 March 2020, which was followed by continuous posting until 20 March 2020. This
was a sustained act of contention, with short bursts of more frequent activity too. The real-
timeness of the reposting and sharing encourages citizens to pay attention to the event, which
helps to boost the publicity of the contention. The continuous flow of contentious publicness
helped the event to become a trending topic on WeChat (another material feature), and thus
arguably both more likely to be targeted by censors, but also more difficult for the authorities
to control. It embodies the activists’ social-technical appropriation of “the networked social
media logics” (Klinger and Svensson, 2015; XXX and Author, 2020). Also, because the
wider story of the novel Coronavirus was not being completely censored in China at this
point, Chinese people would be looking for information on this, making it easier for them to
find stories about the whistle-blowers. It was, as Yang (2022, p. 142) has argued, an
exceptional time that created “new openings” in part because “the censorship apparatus
behaved unpredictably” (p. 144).

Figure 1 About here

An advantage of digitally enabled relay activism is that it can be both “based on personalized
content sharing” at the heart of connective action (Bennett and Segerberg, 2013, 739) and
also a relatively low cost and fast participatory act (liking, sharing) that can be done by
individuals on their own (and at any) time - driving participation beyond activists to a
scattered, larger crowd — some of whom also made more creative posts. One participant, for
example, used their digital cartoon drawing skills to communicate the censored story of Dr
Fen (Image 3) and shared this on WeChat. While this does not share the whole story, it gets
across the point that Dr Fen was disciplined — which speaks to how different versions of a
story communicate it in different ways.

Image 3 About here

In addition, the novelty of the action repertoire, Jigu Chuanshao, also affected the
temporality of citizens’ engagement. Image 4 is a screenshot of one author’s WeChat
moments on 11" March 2020, showing the real-time sharing and re-sharing of the censored
article by WeChat friends.

Image 4 About here

As noted earlier, the volume and diversity of posts about Dr Ai Fen, highlights the
effectiveness of the relay activism in generating a continuous and creative flow of
contentious publicness.

After five days’ intensive participation in the resistance, citizens won a temporary victory for

10
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the freedom of expression, with tens of thousands of reposts?. From the 15" March, the
government eased the censorship of the article. The central focus of the contention and
posting evolved to call for an investigation of Cai Li, the Party chief of Wuhan Central
Hospital, for silencing and humiliating the whistle-giver and whistle-blowers. From 14-20
March 2020, we observed that a large proportion of the articles were exposing Cai Li’s
alleged history of corruption and abuse of power, and calling for the government to remove
Cai for her handling of the initial outbreak. Although the networked activism helped to
pressure the government into subsequently dismissing Cai Li in August 2020, it failed to
generate long-term attention to the wider issue of censorship and information control as the
focus changed rapidly. The solidarity and publicness developed in the short-term temporality
largely fell apart as users gravitated towards new trending topics. It may be that the decision
to honour the whistleblowers helped to placate some of the anger or that wider attempts to
muddy blame successfully confused the picture.

Spatiality of Relay Activism

Kavada and Poell ground their approach to spatiality in the work of Lefebvre, arguing that
this 1s “’produced by’ and ‘producing’ social relations. Rather than thinking of space as the
container of social action [...] space is generated through the interaction between the
‘designers,’ ‘regulators’ and ‘users’ of space” (Kavada and Poell, 2021, p. 196). Spatiality is
particularly important in this case, as the users were actively contesting the material design
features and the censorship — a form of regulation. As has emerged through the previous two
sections, spatiality was at the heart of the contention.

Chinese contention “disperses” across platforms (Kavada and Poell, 2021, p. 202), but more
than this it appropriates “the networked opportunities” (Cammaerts, 2012) in hybrid forms
(XXX and Author, 2020), adapting to (and shaping) the materiality of the platforms.
Concurrently, activists (and academics — e.g. King et al., 2013; Author, 2006) develop tools
and techniques that seek to circumvent and/or surface censorship by using automated
methods to scrape posts and store them offline — or at least out of reach — such as the GitHub
examples. Relay activism is another technique, albeit labour intensive, that draws on the
power of the crowd.

The relay activism was facilitated by the material features of different platforms. First, the
material characteristics of GitHub created a safe storage space to preserve the original article
on Dr Fen. The article was preserved as archived snapshots in the folder named
2019ncovmemory?3. The snapshot technology provided advanced data protection, securing
access to the original article under the heavy censorship. With the original article preserved
on GitHub, this record could be used as a script for citizens to create new texts and versions
of the story — supporting the flows of contentious publicness on WeChat. From here, ordinary
citizens customized their personal involvement into public experiences of protesting against

2 This article finally survived censorship. [EXfE X E=EAT A T, BE
https://mp.weixin.qg.com/s?biz=MzUO0OMzY 2MzkyMw==8&mid=2247492923&idx=1&sn=ee8fb5405
77eb381d3e8000ec629a239&scene=0

3 https://github.com/2019ncovmemory/nCovMemory/blob/master/archive/jpg/3142.jpg
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the censorship system, fostering an ad hoc third space (Author, 2012). Sharing the story on
WeChat offered opportunities to engage millions of everyday citizens in the relay, thus it
created a bridge from the social life to public life, from the private to the public (or semi-
public) sphere. The story provided a collective and social frame of reference. It appears that
group members developed a collective sense of belonging, driven by the feeling of anger and
sadness caused by Dr Li Wenliang’s death and strong empathy towards Dr Fen. The
emotional ties among participants not only steered the virality of the relay activism, but also
contributed to the formation of collective identity and collective expression (Milan, 2015b).

It is worth noting that many of the original posts were made on WeChat — whose relative
publicness can facilitate widespread awareness and rapid diffusion which is then carried on
across other platforms such as Weibo. We found a lot of articles published on WeChat were
reshared and reposted on Weibo, spreading the censored messages to a broader public realm.
The material infrastructure of Weibo not only enabled citizens to share links to the articles
reposted on WeChat but also provided a space for citizens to interact amongst themselves. In
2016, Weibo expanded its 140-character limit to 2,000 characters®. This new design feature
afforded users the space to write long comments allowing citizens to efficiently exchange
ideas via commenting on each other’s posts. Through comments, citizens could make claims,
set new agendas and shape the focal points of the issue. Image 5, for example, shows a
Weibo user shifting the focus of the discussion to pressure the government to punish the
officials who covered up the initial outbreak of COVID-19.

Image 5 about here

Facing large-scale censorship, citizens moved back and forth across platforms (see examples
from Weibo, GitHub, WeChat), making strategic use of the affordances of each technology to
strengthen the resilience of their fight against COVID-19 censorship. Connecting across
different platforms also expanded the spatial relations formed in citizens’ practices and
extended the boundaries of contention, making it harder for censors to stem the flow of
contentious publicness.

Conclusion

This article has analysed how Chinese citizens contested the censoring of Wuhan
whistleblower, Dr Ai Fen, on WeChat. The analysis is informed and structured by the
material, temporal and spatial dimensions of Kavada and Poell’s concept of contentious
publicness. The article finds that activists battled to keep the story alive, racing against the
censors who were attempting to shut it down. This race included collecting and preserving
stories to create a record; creatively reworking the story into new forms from cartoons to QR
codes to avoid the censors; and the rapid relay of reposting, sharing and re-sharing the
different stories — again to beat the censors but also to ensure the story was visible and
trending. We have coined the term ‘Relay Activism’ to capture this dynamic. It draws on
existing concepts such as Earl’s (2010) flash activism, but we believed that the act is more
akin to a relay race in that it can occur in short bursts but also sustained over days. This

4 https://www.scmp.com/tech/social-gadgets/article/1903451/chinas-weibo-follows-twitter-
controversial-move-ditch-140
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analysis is informed by the activist’s appropriation of the Chinese folk gaming tradition Jigu
Chuanshao, meaning ‘passing round the whistle while someone is drumming’.

The article finds that the relay activism was shaped by the material affordances of WeChat,
alongside that of the censorship system itself, with activists exploiting ‘gaps’ or
‘opportunities’ to keep the story alive. In this case, activists were helped because authorities
did not censor all stories relating to the novel Coronavirus, meaning that the public knew of
the wider story and were motivated to search for information on this. Activists tweaked their
approach to suit different platform dynamics (e.g. Weibo) and this was supported by
platforms such as GitHub, which activists used as a space to collect and store stories — though
there have been repercussions and reprisals since. It is not clear how widespread the
awareness of activities on GitHub were — it seems other activists were doing similar activities
via WeChat groups and there was some repetition of labour. This can happen when
participation is what Bennett and Segerberg (2012) describe as self-organising connective
action — though we identify informal organisation via the WhatsApp groups and certain key
actors that speaks to potential issues in the Bennett and Segerberg approach (Trott, 2018;
Author, 2015). Nevertheless, the key point here is that it was used to preserve stories that
could then be creatively remade, personalised and spread on the widely used platforms such
as WeChat. We also observed activists working as a collective in WeChat groups and that
there was a sense of collective identity. This was a crowd-enabled connective action.

At the spatial level, the content dispersed across platforms, adapting to the materiality of
each. Platforms were strategically used at different points, but also specific functions within
each platform. This insight leads us to argue that to understand how the materiality of a
platform shapes activism (or not) this must be understood in the context of the other
platforms and tools in play. A second important spatial element was our observation that an
ad hoc third space formed within some WeChat groups and there was a group of regulars
who were actively engaged, encouraging each other and working as a kind of team or
community to advance the cause.

At the temporal level, the activism was very rapid during the race phase, and had elements
of what Earl (2010) has described as flash activism in that actions were often quick,
temporary (or fleeting) and were influential without developing into a long-term social
mobilisation. However, the relay race was also sustained over days as the crowd kept on
creating and circulating the stories at speed. The fact that the Whistleblowers were
subsequently honoured (possibly to help quell very widespread public anger caused in part
by the death and coverup), and local party officials were removed, would suggest that the
role of the whistleblowers will not be covered up going forward.

Finally, we turn to reflect briefly on the theory of contentious publicness. We found that this
was a helpful analytical prism for this research. It provides clear conceptual areas or themes
that are also flexible enough to capture hybridity. Moving beyond the prisms of democracy
and the public sphere, the theory also works well in the Chinese context, which is quite rare.
We would encourage scholars to deploy this theory in other non-democratic contexts and in
other Chinese case studies. Future research might also use interviews with activists to explore
the motivations and hidden practices that were in play, though interviews might be too risky
in the Chinese context.
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Image 3: A digital cartoon picture uploaded by a WeChat public account, showing the
Hospital Central Commission for Discipline Inspection scolding Dr Fen for warning
colleagues of the Coronavirus.
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Image 4: Real-time Updates on one of the author’s WeChat Moment
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Image S: User’s comment
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Table 1. The number of page views and Wows that a post or re-post achieves

The number of page views The number of posts
> 100,000 113

> 10,000 867

> 1,000 4041

=500 5445

=100 8702

The number of Wows The number of posts
> 1,000 256

=500 478

> 100 1655
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Table 2. Examples of creative reposting of the censored article on March 11 2020

Title in Chinese English Translation of The Title

oNOYTULT D WN =

9 — YR BN Valk: B A small but not negligible relay of voice (I spoke
10 out the truth to prevent future tragedy)

11 RRAFERAERE, )

et (Bxxmx) % Xty 1uploaded the article "fa XX de X"(coded title of
e the article) to blockchain, then it will never be
15 » R EEMEE
removed!

17 RS - (BMWTAY Sharing the German-language article of the
18 5B Whistle-giver: keep updating on the relay of voice

20 B, BiEhaomy s Don't stop her whistling: update on the relay of
voice

23 {(;‘k%*&ﬂﬂﬂxﬁ» . :ﬁ”ﬁ'% "The deleted FPeopie Magainze article”: the

24 X i o whistle—giver (let's test the speed of
G{L& CiX BN, 0 - harmonizing Wechat by passing round the whistle!

26 18 HFN 8 S BE ) Feel free to shut down my account!)

28 BHE LB Sharing the rewritten version in oracle bone
29 script(jiaguwen):update on the relay of voice

32 FHEEN . PR R Jigu Chuanshao (passing round the whistle): here
33 is the best Chinese-language coded version of the

34 , HMERERRES ! article!

URL: http:/mc.manuscriptcentral.com/rics Email: ics@tandf.co.uk



oNOYTULT D WN =

Information, Communication and Society

2898
2017
1709
1376
1277
1192
1144 1030

X & § & § $ § S § Q &
NN PN SR I\ SRR AN SRR AR\ AR\ LA\
S Ny N N NS N NS N NS N D

Figure 1. The number of WeChat public account articles reposting the story and talking
about the issue
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Am 30, Dezember 2019 erhielt Affin ginen
Virustestbericht fur Patienten mit
21 unbekannter Lungenentzindung. Sie
22 umkreiste das Wort "S5ARS Coronavirus® in
23 Rot. Auf Nachfrage eines Studenten nahm
24 sie den Bericht und verteilte ihn. An diesen
25 Kommilitonen, der auch Arzt ist. In dieser
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Image 1: Examples of Popular Reposted WeChat articles in support of Dr Ai Fen
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Image 2: Example of discussions about relay activism in a WeChat private chat group
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23 Image 3: A digital cartoon picture uploaded by a WeChat public account, showing the
24 Hospital Central Commission for Discipline Inspection scolding Dr Fen for warning
25 colleagues of the Coronavirus.
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Image 4: Real-time Updates on one of the author’s WeChat Moment
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16 Image 5: User’s comment
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