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Abstract: Although scholars have studied issues arisingnfaigital activism, most have

failed to scrutinize the possible interconnectitiveg might be found within digitally mediated

political contention. To advance such an understandhis study employs the concept of
“cycles of contention” to investigate recurrent mma&cisms of protest in contemporary society.
This study takes as its case seven anti-petroclaéaicti-PX) protests in China from 2007 to
2014, during which 54 in-depth interviews are cartdd. Whereas traditional media
coverage legitimizes and modularizes anti-PX ptetefacilitates the adoption of digital

media as part of the repertoire of contention, sustains political contention in a long run,
the use of digital media enables protestors tauskfcontention widely and quickly, and
allows them to learn from the experiences of thet.pdhis study concludes that the
sustainability of digitally mediated environmentattivism is shaped by the specific

communication ecology in China.
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“...Pollution: Xiamen residents do not want it! Kumg residents do not want it! Shifang
residents do not want itl...\We Maoming residentsidiowant it either!”
- Message A
“A PX project that has been forbidden in Xiamew aliscarded by Dalian will be extended
in Zhenhai, Ningbo...PX is paraxylene, which easigds to cancer and pathological
changes of the reproductive system; please fonthasdmessage if you live in Ningbo!”

- Message B

At the end of March 2014, a message (Message A} waal through both the internet and
mobile phones in China, including text messagingline forums, the online instant
messenger QQ, the Chinese microblogging platfa@ibg and Wechat, a Whatsapp-style
social networking app. Following the dispersiontloé message, thousands of residents of
Maoming in Guangdong Province took to the stresaf]ing signs protesting a proposed PX
project. On-the-spot images and videos of protastgether with environmental and health
concerns over the project, proliferated on therireeand mobile social networks, attracting
widespread news coverage in both national andnatemal media (e.g., BBC, 2014).

The anti-PX protest in Maoming is more than juse @i the thousands of political
contentions in contemporary China that has caughulip attention and manifested the
increasing adoption of information and communicatiechnologies (ICTs) as means of
protest. Instead, it is also the latest in — andrainder of — a series of protests against PX
projects in China between 2007 and 2014, followtimg activism in Xiamen (Xie & Zhao,
2007), Kunming (Chang, 2013), and Shifang (FlorC2@12), as the message exemplifies.
Similar to the protest in Maoming, the wide andidagiffusion of Message B via the internet

and mobile phones launched a four-day protest wttr 5,000 participants against a PX

! paraxylene is a petrochemical feedstock usedastips, polyester, and other synthetic manufaaguritiamen, Dalian,
Ningbo, Kunming, and Maoming in the two messagesciies in China, and Zhenhai is a district of Niag
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project in Ningbo, Zhejiang province, in 2012 (l&uYan, 2012). Besides a call for further
distribution, the message articulated that thegststrecalled the ones in Xiamen and Dalian.
In short, earlier anti-PX protests spawn subseqaees, underpinning a movement continuity
against the PX project in China.

How to explain these protests — especially howxigan the continuity between these
digitally mediated anti-PX protests? Which facttead to the continuity of the adoption of
digital media for political activism here? A numlmdrthorough studies have documented the
increasingly prominent role of digital media in gickl activism in the processes of claims-
making, network-bridging, information distributionresource accumulation, repertoire
diversification, and movement mobilization, to menta few (e.g., Castells, 2012; Earl &
Kimport, 2011; van de Donk, Loader, Nixon, & Ruck®04, for a review, see Garrett, 2006).
Nevertheless, most of this scholarship tends tadoeither on the analysis of discrete
contentious events (e.g., McCaughey & Ayers, 2048 de Donk et al., 2004) or the
comparative analysis of similar events (e.g., B&n&eSegerberg, 2012; Castells, 2012).
Such approaches fail to analyze the possible ioterections that might be found between
different instances of (digitally mediated) poléiccontention (e.g., the anti-PX protests
above)? To advance such an understanding, this study emplee concept of “cycles of
contention” (Tarrow, 1993a, 1993b) to expltine recurrent mechaniswf digital activism in
contemporary society. It takes the recurra@mi-PX protests in six cities in China from 2007
to 2014 as the case to examine the factors thdtilsote to the emergence and sustainability
of assimilative digitally mediated environmentaltigem. This study sheds light on the
enduring mechanism of digital activism and politicantention in authoritarian regimes like
China.

In this study, | first present a critical review ofirrent studies of ICTs and political

2 Although recognizing the interconnection, or asftsmitation within different forms of activism, rsbof these studies did
not probe very deeply into these interconnectiarects of imitation (e.g., Bennett & Segerberg, 2G12745-747).
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activism with a focus on digital activism in Chingecond, | introduce and develop the
concept of “cycles of contention” as the theordticamework to scrutinize the factors that
shape the mechanism of recurrence and that sudigitally mediated political contention.
Third, | specify case selection and overview, datdection, and methods of analysis. Fourth,
| examine the mechanism that produces the recwer@ifccertain strategies of digitally
mediated environmental activism and digital medsa“gepertoires of contention” (Tilly,
1986). | conclude with thoughts on the mechanisat tinderpins the dynamics of digitally

mediated, sustained political activism beyond glsicontentious event.

Digital Media and Political Activism: The Case of Qiina

Scholars are increasingly discussing the ways iciwtligital media is being used in political
activism around the world. Some explore the affoodaof digital media for information
distribution for political contention (e.g., Hand2011; Kahn & Kellner, 2004). Others
underline the relevance of digital media in thecess of structuring and bridging networks
for collective action (e.g., Bennett & Segerber@l2; Biddix & Park, 2008). Some argue for
digital media being a catalyst for protest orgatiizg mobilization, and participation (e.g.,
Liu, 2015; Rojas & Puig-i-Abril, 2009). Others obge identity- and value-driven sub-
politics as key elements in digitally mediated pcdil activism (e.g., Bakardjieva, 2009;
Yang, 2009).

The impact of digital media on political activisnashalso become an enduring and
substantial focus in the studies of ICTs in Chiea.( Yang, 2009; Zheng, 2008; for a critical
review, see Qiu & Bu, 2013, p. 126). Neverthel#dss scholarship remains dominated by case
studies of discrete, independent — in some casalstéd — contentious events, the emergence
of which reflects unique internal dynamics (e.@any, 2009; Zheng, 2008). Although such an

approach generates a fruitful understanding ofube of digital media for single, concrete
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contentious events, it fails to explore possibleentonnections within digitally mediated
political activism and, further, to recognize thking-term effects. This reflects, to a certain
extent, a crucial characteristic of political acdm in Chinese society where the politically
sensitive authorities worked hard with a highlyressive policy against protests in order to
suppress the outbreak of political contention andrevent the dispersal of its influence to a
large scale, in particular, via digital media (g.ging, Pan, & Roberts, 2013; also see
Bamman, O'Connor, & Smith, 2012; MacKinnon, 2008).this sense, as some studies
suggest, “...activism in China fails to meet the digfbn of a ‘social movement’ because it is
usually localized and falls short of sustained eatibn” (Huang & Sun, 2014, p. 87).

However, existing scholarship does observe and aadedge that earlier political
struggles affect, facilitate, or even legitimize bsequent contentious movements,
consequently transgressing specific contentiousitevand generating a long-term influence
in the society. For instance, several studies gitalimedia and political movements discover
that early protests not only become the bluepontidter political movements, but also lend
“legitimacy” to later struggles (Lee & Ho, 2014, p4-35; Hu, 2012; Zeng, 2015). Yang
reminds readers of the “gradual revolution” in Ghinder the influence of online political
activism by proposing that “these popular politit@ims have already left their imprints on
Chinese politics....they add up and their cumudaiifects are profound” (2011, p. 1044-
1045). In this sense, failing to recognize the impof early-riser activism on latecomers and
the interconnections between them leaves signifitarunae in our understanding of the
sustained influence of political activism on Chimesciety.

Meanwhile, social movement studies have long argi@dcontentious events drardly
discrete phenomena, independent of one another @&t 1995, p. 218, also see Minkoff,
1997; Traugott, 1995). Instead, they not only sharé&amily resemblance” (McAdam,

Tarrow, & Tilly, 2001, p. 165), they also encouratpe emergence of assimilation, further
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lowering constraint and forming opportunities failoader and recurring contention (e.g.,
Tarrow, 2010; 2011, p. 201; McAdam, 1995). To ggdmal a single contentious event as the
unit of analysis and instead canvass the interadimme dynamics of political activism, a

feasible method might be to draw on the conceftydles of contention.”

Beyond the Single Contentious Event: Cycles of Coention
Cycles of contention, modular collective actiond agpertoires of contention
The concept of “cycles of contention” has been edim the works of Tarrow (1993a, 1993b)
to enunciate the rolling, recurrent mechanism atgsts and its contribution to longer-term
changes in collective action and society at lagge (also McAdam et al., 2001, p. 65-68;
Traugott, 1995). According to Tarrow, a “cycle ointention” refers to

“...a phase of heightened conflict across the sosjmtem, with rapid diffusion of

collective action from more mobilized to less maatl sectors, a rapid pace of

innovation in the forms of contention employed, treation of new or transformed
collective action frames, a combination of orgadia®d unorganized participation, and
sequences of intensified information flow and iattion between challengers and

authorities.” (2011, p. 199)

“Cycles of contention” acts as a key term to exgikcthe translation of forms of collective
action in moments of contention into the historidalelopment of means for making claims
and engaging in struggles in a society, known asrépertoire of contention.”

As Tilly defines it, the “repertoire of contentiom “...a limited set of routines that are
learned, shared, and acted out through a relatdedipperate process of choice” (1995, p. 42).
The repertoire of contention is an array of conterst claims-making and performance that is
always situated in prior societal experience. Pedgdrn from the history and experience of

contention and then borrow or imitate these “ledregenventions of contention” (Tarrow,
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2011, p. 29) in later struggles. Thereby, mosthef time, the tactics or forms of collective

action in any given place bear a strong resembléamg@evious iterations. The consequent
borrowing or imitation leads to cycles of certagpes of protest in a society. In this cyclical

process, a stock of these inherited tactics or $ooimcollective action that become habitual

and that transfer across different contentious edxdatconsequently become “the permanent
tools of a society’s repertoires of contention”rfoav, 1993a, p. 284).

A key contribution from cycles of contention to wheecomes the eventual repertoire of
contention is the modularization of emerging forwfs struggles, which facilitates the
diffusion of these forms and ultimately leads teithranslation into permanent changes in the
repertoire of contention. To be clear, the outcarhescurrent struggles influences the shape
of the next by providing an array of possible ttand, more importantly, “modular
repertoires” (Tarrow, 1993a; Tilly, 1986, p. 6). eflmodular repertoires manifest in the
capacity of forms of collective action to be usedai variety of conflicts by a number of
different social actors and by coalitions of peoptginst a variety of opponents (Tarrow,
1993b, p. 77). As such, the modularity of colleetaction allows for théransferability of
repertoires into different contexts (Wada, 2018)short, cycles of contention entail models
of collective action that allow the outcome of agée moment of political activism to
transcend beyond itself as such and to sustaiaatolé challenges for later-comers.

Cycles of contention also bring the possibilityimgtitutional change by engendering an
indirect effect on the political opportunity struot and constraints, as people challenging
authority increase the leverage of other groupshedlenge authorities and elevate their own
power or privilege (McAdam, 1995, p. 221-222). listsense, cycles generate a longer and
broader influence of protest that goes beyond aret@ contentious event by diffusing,
fashioning, and legitimizing forms of collectivet@n. Accordingly, McAdam suggests that

we “...shift our focus of attention from discrete sbenovements to the broader ‘movement
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families’ or ‘cycles of protest’ in which they atgpically embedded” (1995, p. 218).
Organizations, mass media, and diffusion of cordant
A key element to facilitate cycles of contentiorthe diffusion of contention, which allows
“... word of successful — and learnable — collectietions” to be spread to more groups and
localities for mimetic struggles and “...be sustaifi@dlonger than the episodic and cathartic
collective actions of the past” (Tarrow, 1993b8p). Some studies recognize the relevance of
organizations (e.g., Social Movement Organizati@MOs]) or associational networks in the
process of distributing information in establisheetworks as a precondition for diffusion
(McAdam, 1995, p. 232; Minkoff, 1997). Others ohsethe significance of the media in the
process of disseminating the news about protesgenidetheir immediate social settings
(Oliver & Myers, 1999, p. 39). Studies recount thass media play a critical role in the
progression of protest cycles by broadcasting actsrategies to potential adopters,
connecting otherwise unconnected individuals vishared response to events, shaping the
public opinion and framing of contention issuesy anutinizing protests as institutionalized
politics (for detailed discussions, see Gamson &f$ield, 1993; Oliver & Myers, 1999;
Oliver & Maney, 2000; Tarrow, 2011, p. 201).

Studies increasingly find out that digital mediatsas the internet facilitates the transfer
of “protest ideas and tactics quickly and efficlgraicross national borders” (Norris, 2002, p.
208). Boyle & Schmierbach (2009) dissect the enmgrgple of alternative media (i.e., the
Web) in prompting both traditional and protest ggration. Tufekci and Wilson (2012)
discuss how sharing prior personal protest expee®ivia social media drove the follow-up
protests in Egypt.

Nevertheless, current studies are largely basegratests in Western democracies, and
they fail to consider the diffusion of — and therebe cycles of — contention in highly-

controlled authoritarian regimes like China. Thar@ése government works hard to impose a
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tightening of state control over both traditionahdadigital media. The diffusion of
information on protests especially suffers fronendive suppression (e.g., King et al., 2013).
Meanwhile, several studies demonstrate that samghnizations, such as environmental
NGOs, have been missing in the process of poliictzism, largely due to political pressure
and surveillance (Wu & Wen, 2015, p. 113). How ¢he diffusion and further cycles of
contention develop in a highly controlled, politlgesensitive context, in which both protest
information and social organizations have been umstiect governmental control? Such a
context makes China a relevant case to understa@deturrent dynamicsof political
activism. The overarching research question becomes
What specific factors and processes account for rdwirrent dynamics of digital
activism in a highly-controlled context such as iz
In effect, this single question is replaced by ¢hseparate queries:
1) How do people get information about protests — udilg information about
political activism of the pastnd present?
2) What are the factors that contribute to people’scpption of digital media as the
repertoire of contention?
3) What are the processes — e.g., diffusion of knayeembout protests — by which
earlier movements facilitate follow-up activism afaither generate cycles of

contention?

Methods
The study examines seven anti-PX protests in sigscirom 2007 to 2014. Starting with the
anti-PX protest in Xiamen in 2007, PX has beconmmmmon target for public protest and
environmental activism in China. Since then, assallt of public discontent, anti-PX protests

have broken out in several cities including, chtogirally, Chengdu in 2008, Dalian in

10
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2011, Ningbo in 2012, Kunming and Chengdu in 2@t®| Maoming in 2014 Among them,
some cities are known for their peace and quieglyavitnessing protests (e.g., Xiamen and
Kunming). The process also consists of varied $gc@ups, including students, intellectuals,
villagers, as well as journalists, police, professils, and other types of urbanites (e.g., the
middle class in Xiamen, Dalian, and Kunming). short, the original anti-PX protest has
grown into one of the most prominent, recurrentnferof environmental activism in

contemporary China.

More importantly, the anti-PX protests have witesthe adoption and appropriation of
digital media as an indispensable means of padliicavism. As early as 2007, people largely
relied on mobile communication to organize the -8Xi protest in Xiamen (Liu, 2013). In
subsequent protests, people continued to exploibws digital media to galvanize protests,
including internet forums, QQyeibqg text messaging, and WeChat, where protestoredhar
information and protest plans as well as facildamollective action mobilization (e.g.,
Sevastopulo, 2014). Photos, videos, and on-thefspotts of the protests have also spread in
real-time via, for instanceyeibq WeChat, Facebook, and Twitter. The anti-PX pitstédsus
allow us to observe the integration of digital n@edhto environmental activism and its

possible contribution to the sustainability of @ovimental activism.

From these cases, | used snowball sampling andepthdinterviews with protest
participants to explore both the diffusion of psigeover the course of political activism and
perception of digital media as a repertoire of eatibn. In China’s tightly controlled and
monitored political environment, the distributiohprotest information is strictly prohibited,
as is personal participation in the protest. Thewdrall sampling allowed the researcher to

identify and recruit “hidden populations,” or indiuals or groups that are not easily

® Nevertheless, this does not mean that intercoimmeonly exists between the anti-PX protests. Rafiewple were inspired
by the anti-PX protests and imitated them in othstances of political activism, see, for instarida, 2012, p. 104.

11
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accessible through other sampling strategies (8&dg&a Heckathorn, 2004). To access the
hidden populations of protestors in these casaferitified three to five participants in six
cities and then asked them to provide three to figessons they met during protests, from
whom they received protest information, or to whtray delivered the information. This
process aims to discover as many protest partitspas possible. | replicated this process to
identify and recruit the remainder until the pracetopped of its own accord. This network-
based sampling procedure guaranteed the interveéwm@acy and ensured that their
participation in protests would be kept to a lowfpe. Of the initial 85 participants contacted
for the study, 54 agreed to be interviewed. Therinéwees were an average age of 35.7
years old. Eighty-three percent of them (45 oui4)fhad a bachelor’'s degree — or higher; but
all were internet users who were familiar with tagmedia in various forms. The professions
of the interviewees included journalist, editoradwate student, high-school student, lawyer,
sales representative, consultant, university lectuaxi driver, IT professional, mobile phone
salesperson, barber, and small clothing storeowheotal of 50 interviewees physically
participated in the protests, while four particifsaattended the protests “virtually” — they
were engaged in the distribution of protest infdiora via online forums and social
networking sites (e.g., Facebook ameibg. The interviewees all shared a firm understanding
of ICTs as a relevant means of anti-PX protestehSn understanding is relevant for the

analysis of the perception of digital media aspermire of contention.

| conducted semi-structured in-depth interviewd|ofwing the direction and general
framework of the interview while eliciting detailedsponses and probing when clarification
IS necessary. In particular, | adhered to the motlmat “...the repertoire is not only what
peopledo...it is what theyknow how to daand what othergxpectthem to do” (Tarrow,
1993b, p. 70, emphasis in original). Questionshim interview guide thereby included not

only the use of digital media for protests, bubai®w the intervieweeknewand perceived

12
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digital media as a means of struggle, what kineé>gferience or knowledge they had for the
protests, where this experience or knowledge caome,fand how it was gained, justified, and

validated via which channel.

The interviews lasted 1.5 hours. Of the 54 intewgiel conducted 48 face-to-face by
traveling to the cities where the intervieweesdediand the remaining six via Gmail due to a
concern about government surveillance of social imeahd e-mail communication. |
conducted all interviews in Chinese and in persdmich | then transcribed and translated. |
only documented interviews when the interviewee wv@sfortable and anonymity could be

guaranteed.

After data collection, | employed thematic analyaigl cross-case synthesis (Yin, 2009,
p. 18) to determine which factors contributed ta darther sustained the diffusion and

recurrence of environmental protests.

Findings
This section presents the findings from the in@md about the diffusion of contention and
the perception of digital media as a means of cdiae. The interviews demonstrate that
diffusion emerges from social and group-based aafitins of digital media and then spreads
to other digital media platforms. Following thagditional media such as newspapers and TV
start to publish news about protests. Although lathtribute to the diffusion of information
about anti-PX protests — in particular, the usedwfital media for political activism —
traditional and digital media accomplish this iffefient ways.
Diffusion of contention via digital media
In an atmosphere where both mass media and sogaiaations are under highly repressive
control, digital media act as a crucial channeldeople to distribute and receive information

regarding 1) politically sensitive issues (e.g.,)PX) collective action mobilization, 3)

13
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collective action of the past, which enables petplearn from earlier experiences.

According to the interviews, people categorizedowss digital media into two segments:
one includes social and group-based applicatiordigial media, such as QQ, WeChat, and
mobile phones; the other has digital media platfosuch asveibg web pages, and online
forums. First, social and group-based applicatiohsligital media served as the primary
source of relevant but politically sensitive infation — PX-related information in this case.
In practice, 94 percent (51 of 54) of interviewesaéd that the information about the PX
project emerged and circulated within their socelworks via mobile call, text messaging,
QQ, and WeChat. The rest received the informatiarface-to-face interaction and also from
their digitally mediated social networks. For imsta, several participants in the Xiamen case
recalled that around three months before the prafesy started to receive “a warning text
message regarding the PX projédtom their friends, colleagues, and relatives, ahhivas
the first time for them to hear the name “PX.” Tie&t message ran rampant within a short
time, while, according to a 35-year-old taxi drivéocal media did not mention this issue at
all for over three months.” Against this backdrogportedly, the phrase “did you receive the
[PX-related] SMS?” became the opening remark wheéammén residents met each other
during this three-month period (Zhu, 2007). In thé&nse, it is the information from mobile
social networks that informed people and initidiether discussion about the project.

If Xiamen residents basically relied on text messggto receive and spread PX
information, later protests adopted various soo&tlvork-based digital media for the same
purpose. In the cases of Kunming, Chengdu, and Magpnocal residents mostly used QQ
and WeChat to disseminate PX information, inforneirthsocial networks, and initiate
discussions, even if traditional media did not cawe issue at all. In other words, people no

longer had to depend on traditional media as areymation source.

4 For the detailed information of the text message, Xie & Zhao, 2007.

14
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Second, in addition to the diffusion of PX-relatedormation, people also spread
mobilizing messages for “strollsgnby,” a euphemism they used for street protests, via
social and group-based applications of digital redin the Xiamen case, the mobilizing
message had been disseminated largely via mobitencmication. Similarly, as we have seen
at the beginning of the article, the messagesncpftir protests proliferated via digital media
and fundamentally turned into a key part of the ma@tsm of mobilization in the cases of
Ningbo and Maoming.

Importantly, such information gammediateattention and actiorfrom people, as it
came from their (digitally mediated) social netwarld 43-year-old IT engineer from the
Maoming case explained:

“...it [the message] came from someone you know, tyest, and you care about...That
means it [the message] is relevant; it is urgens. &n appeal from your social network
that asks for your immediate response.”

This statement shows that the embedding of soeiakions into the process of digitally
mediated mobilization exerts an essential influemctgeople’s attitudes towards the message
they received and triggers immediate, follow-upactthey were inspired to distribute the
message widely in their digitally mediated sociatworks, and to search for further
information about PX, for instance, via search eagiand irweiba These actions furthered
the swift diffusion of protest information througltcsociety and inspired collective action.

More specifically, the ease-to-use feature of digmedia allows people to invite their
social networks into collective action mobilizatiomithout much effort. A 23-year-old
graduate from the Kunming case said that she hadafded the message via WeChat to her
whole class and her relatives, a total of 75 pedpye”...just twiddling the thumb.” In the
Xiamen case, the apex of the anti-PX movement oeduas “millions of Xiamen residents

frenziedly forward[ed] the same [mobilizing] texessage around their mobile phones” (Lan

15
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& Zhang, 2007), urging each other to join a stieettest opposing the government’s PX
project. The interviewees from other cases alsdimoned that they had forwarded such

M

mobilizing messages to different social groups th#yiated with by “copying,” “pasting,”
and “sending” the message or simply pressing thevdrd” or “retweet” button. The easy-to-
use digital devices with inexpensive telecommuinbcafees for information dissemination
became the key facilitator — be it through text saging, QQ, or WeChat — to mobilize as
many people as possible into the protest.

Third, people moved to search engines, microblaggites, and online forums to look
for information about PX after receiving the messdigpm their digitally mediated social
networks. These digital platforms became major nbbnfor them to explore more detailed
information about the issues they were concerndfl amd, more importantly, to retrieve
information about previous protests concerningehissues in order to learn from them. The
interviewees reported that they found out a loinfdrmation about anti-PX protests in other
cities as soon as they searched keywords suchXsvi& digital media. Then they read and
learned from these past experiences. A 33-yearetdthing storeowner from Ningbo
described it thus:

“...You can find web pages, online forums, and twesttuding photos and videos of the

anti-PX protest in Xiamen, the very first one in0Z0 These contents expand our

awareness of the PX project...it shows to us thewagan adapt to stop the project.”
While the protest in Xiamen remained “the most vemed anti-PX protest,” according to a
27-year-old mobile phone salesperson from Chengdaple can also easily retrieve news,
photos, and videos about later ones in Kunming,iaBaland so on from web pages,
microblogging, blogs, and online forums despitesceship. She said,

“...after checking the internet, we saw several &Xiprotests around the nation. If the

project is not toxic or problematic [as the goveemindeclared], why would people in

16
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other cities oppose it? Why do we need a projedtbople elsewhere discarded? If they

[people in other cities] succeeded in forcing tlwegnment to give up the project by

protests, we should also do the same!”
Although such “reasoning” did not convert into of protest actiondirectly, it did
encourage people to re-distribute the informatioa #igital media within their social
networks. As soon as these messages had been spaediverse digital platforms, they
multiplied within a very short time and spread ¢éovices beyond the control of state censors.
For one thing, the messages diffused through dexdizatd network infrastructure before the
government recognized it and initiated censorshki. another, the rapid and widespread
diffusion of these messages made it impossible t@e government to eliminate them
completely. In this way, information about the a@PX protests proliferated within digitally
mediated social networks, allowing as many peoglpassible to know and learn from these
experiences.

To sum up, digital media, both the social amdug-based ones and web pages, online
forums, and microblogs became a crucial channehefdiffusion of protest information,
which includes both mobilizing messages and thé gzgseriences of protests. The social and
group-based applications of digital media enablepfe to distribute information that
demands immediate attention and action as quickty @ widely as possible. Meanwhile,
web pages, online forums, and microblogs providaghdant information, especially about
previous protests. Such information greatly shapaople’s perception about the PX project
and laid the foundation for further contention.

Coverage and diffusion of contention via traditibneedia
People also read the information about the PX ptpjee ensuing debate, and the coverage
of anti-PX protests in traditional media. Accorditogthe interviews, traditional media refers

to the state-controlled media, such as newspapelsT®. In general, the information from
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traditional media tries to persuade the publicdoept the PX project by citing professional
opinions or by claiming that ill-intended protestéalsified or exaggerated the toxicity of PX
to mislead the public. Interestingly, the infornoatifrom traditional media failed to change
attitudes toward the project. Instead, it enrichetbwledge of the protests, provided
successful, learnable examples to follow, and aageddeterministicelement to encourage
adoption of digital media for protests.

First, traditional media’s coverage of the con&ies and objections against the PX
project services acted as a catalyst to ignite spdead contention against the project, as
people perceived the emergence of the coveragetastie removal of censorship and an
admission of the danger of the PX project by théharities. In practice, traditional media’s
coverage of PX-related information did not turn wpil the information proliferated within
social and group-based digital media. For instalooal media in Xiamen started to cover the
PX project only after the controversies spreadmizbile phones for around three months.
Meanwhile, the authorities worked hard from theibeipg to censor sensitive words such as
“PX" and “petrochemical,” shutting down online fons that contained arguments against the
project and blocking access to overseas coveragwi®fissue. Nevertheless, facing the
proliferation of PX-related information via digitahedia and the coverage by international
media, traditional media also started to cover debate. This significant change was
perceived as the cessation of censorship regathendebate over PX. The interviews showed
that people believed that, following the traditibmaedia coverage, they were allowed to
argue against the PX project publicly. A 38-yeat-oI professional said, “...even the
government had to admit the detriment of the PXegatoin [mass] media! Why can’'t we
oppose it?”

Second, the traditional media coverage on theRXtprotest encouraged people to learn

and imitate earlier collective actions — in paraey the successful “stroll” in Xiamen —
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against the project. According to the interviewficml media, such a®eople’'s Daily the
official newspaper of the Communist Party of Chi@ajna Newsweelgublished by China
News Service, the second-largest state news agemwy, national and regional level
newspapers such &outhern Metropolis Dailycovered the anti-PX protestBo them, the
coverage implied that “...the (central) governmerd hacepted ‘the stroll,” or street protest,
as a legit way of opposing the PX project” (A 3&eld taxi driver from the Chengdu case).
As an authorized symbol (O’Brien, 1996, p. 37) frtme central government, the coverage
became not only a benchmark of anti-PX protest,abst a successful, politically accepted
example for people elsewhere to learn, follow, dadlicate later. For instance, a 42-year-old
university lecturer from the Kunming case explained

“...the media will not be allowed to cover the prateas Xiamen if it is an illegal act.

Now it [the protest] appears in the news, which msetne government recognized this

activity as a legitimate form of public participai in the PX issue...we can take to the

streets as people in Xiamen did [to march agairesPiX project].”
Third, traditional media’s coverage plays a ke influence the adoption of digital media
for protests. The way these media covered anti-RXepts underlined the relevant role of
digital media in initiating and organizing protesserving as examples for people to learn
from the past by adopting and appropriating varidiggtal media for protests. For instance,
the interviewees from several cases mentioned artrdgy China NewsweekTitled “The
Power of Mobile Messaging” (Xie & Zhao, 2007), tteport detailed how Xiamen residents
used text messaging to organize the anti-PX prd®esiple treated this report as a signal from
the authorities givingacit consento using mobile phones for successful protestrorgdion.
A 36-year-old accountant from the Chengdu casdleel;a

“...even the central authorities acknowledged the grosf mobile phones for successful

protest. We can copy the ‘stroll’ in Xiamen by wugiour mobile phones to organize
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similar protests against the PX project. This sssftéd example shows a way recognized

by the government to oppose the project.”

Similarly, in later coverage on the anti-PX prosedraditional media reported the use of
various digital media as a means of protest, whkizhsequently becomes the main driving
force that inspires and encourages the “replicatadnsuccessful examples of the past by
employing digital media for protest.

To sum up, traditional media played a key roleslaping knowledge of past protests,
which facilitated digitally mediated protests agaithe PX project. Althoughoneof these
reports said that the protests were legal, mediarage was considered to be a withdrawal of
censorship over opposition against PX, the go-alsegathl for protest activity. Similarly, the
way these reports covered the anti-PX protest glay&ndamental role in shaping attitudes
and actions against the project. The coverageeotifie of digital media was perceived as an
encouragement to follow “the successful model” led past by adopting digital media for

political contention, which has accordingly sustéainthe digitally mediated anti-PX protests.

Discussion

In a series of recurring protests against PX ptsjdom 2007 to 2014, this study observes
that both digital and traditional media facilitatee diffusion of contention and contribute to
the mechanism of recurrence, but in two distincgysvd he affordances of digital media, such
as ease-of-use, immediacy, and the embedding @l swtworks, generate a processradss
self-mobilization through which people not only disseminate protefstrmation as quickly
and widely as possible, but, more importantly,llibvas them to rapidly engage in collective
action mobilization. In this process, the rapid amde dissemination by virtue of digital
media allows the past experience of collectiveoacto be available and accessible to the

public to learn, duplicate, and adopt in practiespite censorship. Further, the coverage of
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contention by traditional, official media not onlggitimizes but also modularizesthe
contention, further encouraging the emergence sifralstion. More importantly, traditional
media plays a crucial role in shaping perceptiodigital media as a repertoire of contention,
which leads to the sustainability of digitally mattid political contention. This section
explores the different contributions of digital amdditional media in terms of the diffusion,
legitimation, and modularity of contention respeely, followed by a discussion of digital
media as a repertoire of contention and the swatdity of anti-PX protests as an example of
environmental activism in contemporary China.

Digital media, diffusion of contention, and masi-s®bilization

Due to the fear of the contagion effect of proteste Chinese government struggles hard to
detect and eradicate collective action informatisnt emerges. Against this backdrop, digital
media serves as a key resource of the diffusiortamitention against censorship. More
specifically, the unique affordances of digital n@edncluding availability, accessibility, and
affordability, facilitate the proliferation of infmation without the engagement of traditional
media and generate a process of what | call “malésrobilization.”

First, availability indicates that low-end ICTsvieabecome a simple yet substantial
necessity for everyday life, which institutes tltoption of digital media as a quotidian tool
for political activism. In China, the population wiobile phone users surpassed 1.2 billion, or
94 percent of its total population, in 2014. Thebit® messaging app WeChat has over 500
million active users monthly. Over 290 millieveibousers account for 45.9% of the total 632
million Chinese internet users in 2014 (CNNIC, 2DTue to the lack of institutional support
and resources for political contention under autanan control, people appropriate and
largely rely on their digital media, a mundane camination tool, to initiate and facilitate
collective action (e.g., Huang & Sun, 2014; Yan@0@). Similarly, cases examined here show

that the Chinese public takes advantage of digiedia as the most readily available resource
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for protest distribution, organization, and molatinn.

Second, ease-of-use and low cost contribute toatteessibility and affordability of
digital media — in particular, social and groupdxhapplications of digital media — which
allows instant dissemination of protest informatand collective action mobilization to occur
and renders digital media into a key resource @h informing and uniting individuals, even
those who have little technological know-how. Ag tinterviews exemplify, digital media
allow people to spread politically sensitive megsagnitiate collective action, or resist
authority through a simple method — for instan¢ejddling their thumbs” on a mobile phone
— to promote political activism. Meanwhile, withstant communication, digital media
enables the release of contentious informatioratflick of a button, be it through mobile
phones or personal computers. In this way, theuslih of contention, including past
experience of struggles, easily transcends geogrdpundaries and facilitates large-scale
impact, for instance, international news coveradggying the government unable to cover up
either the contested issue (i.e., the PX projecthe politically sensitive one (e.g., protest).
Such diffusion is so relevant that it enables peopl varying degrees, to draw their impetus
and inspiration from the collective action of thesp

Moreover, digital media delivers calls to act oe thasis of social networks; in other
words, it incorporates social relationship as thabitization agent, which, in turn becomes
the driving force for engaging in both informati@hssemination and collective action
mobilization. In this process, as we have obsemisdwhere (e.g., Bennett & Segerberg,
2012; Liu, 2015), the digital technology affordascctivate and articulate social networks
for political contention. With help from digital rdm&, the threshold for initiating, engaging,
promoting, or supporting political action becomes.|

These affordances contribute to a process of “rmadsmobilization,” which is inspired

by Castells’ phrase “mass self-communication” (2009 55). In particular, the concept
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underlines aquasimass communication process on the basis of hoakorgtworks of
digitally mediated interactive communicatiowithout mass media and organizational
foundation. In the case of anti-PX protests, digiteedia first enable people to initiate a
communication process through which they distribptetest information and mobilizing
messagesvithout an organizational basis. Next, digital n@egiromote the practice of
collective action mobilization. The term “self-mbbation” thereby goes one step further
than self-communication by addressing the orgaiozat process through which individuals,
largely depending on their digital media, choosd arobilize by themselves those within
their social networks. This process occurs when ymainculate mobilizing messages
spontaneously within their social networks. Consedly, digital media drives mass
mobilization through interpersonal interactive pi@es in collective actions even without
social organizations, transforming a means of pgesonal interaction into a mass-mobilizing
tool. This point is relevant to understanding tiggtdlly mediated process of collective action
organization in the absence of social organizagimtsuding SMOSs, in authoritarian regimes.
Traditional media and the legitimation and modutamf contention

In a repressive political environment such as Chpwditical contention normally faces great
political risk and encounters harsh political sggsion by the state (e.g., O'Brien, 2009).
Against this backdrop, the mere diffusion of cotitam — or, for people, simply knowing
about the protest — is not enough to inspire palitactivism. Instead, people exploit official
ideologies through, for instance, “...the innovatuse of laws, policies, and other officially
promoted values” (O'Brien, 1996, p. 32) to legitien#heir resistance and protest (also see
O'Brien & Li, 2006). In the case of the anti-PX f@sts, while digital media facilitate the
diffusion and mobilization of contention, it is tiraditional official media that legitimize and
modularize the contention, further encouragingaimergence of assimilation in the long run.

First, traditional media’s coverage increases itlffieience of the anti-PX protests by
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legitimizing the protest as a kind of “partiallyredioned resistance” (O’Brien, 1996, p. 33)
and consequently encouraging widespread duplica@Brien noted in the study of rural
contention that increased media penetration cuét/aillagers to be “more knowledgeable
about resistance routines devised elsewhere” (1294l). In the case of anti-PX protests, the
government exerted censorship over PX-related nmétion at the beginning, then later
removed the censorship and allowed traditional medi cover the issue, including the
protest. To the average person, the coverage pPanprotests implies that the controversies
around the PX project were no longer a politichlotaas soon as traditional media began to
cover them. Instead, the authorities recognizedextistence, allowing people to openly
discuss, and, more importantly, accept the prosssiegitimate. In other words, as the
interviews show, the anti-PX protests have beeageized as “a form of officially legitimate
public action” (Thireau & Linshan, 2003, p. 87)the general public (see Oliver and Myers,
1999, p. 44-45). The coverage by national mass an@dg.,China Newswegkbeyond the
control of local authorities but considered as éaxitension of state power” (Shi & Cai, 2006,
p. 329), significantly persuaded locals that tipeotest against local authorities’ decision on
the PX project had been tolerated and acceptedtivtttonnivance of the central authority,
thereby establishing opportunities for later cotiten This “schemata of interpretations”
(Zhao, 2010, p. 42) perceived and shared by théigpab a significant institutional policy
change regarding the PX project consequently expatitical opportunities for contention
and encourage the adoption of such a form of dolecaction against PX projects for
successors elsewhere.

It is also necessary to address the anti-PX ps@sta specific form of environmental
activism in contemporary China. By addressing pecdicity, | mean the protest — and
environmental activism in general — is toleratedty authorities because it largely concerns

environmental issues and does not challenge theoatatrian role (also see Zhao, 2010, p.
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45). As Yang and Calhoun emphasize, the emergehta green public sphere of critical
environmental discourse” with a growth of enviromta NGOs and a diversity of localized
environmental movements in response to the risefenvironmental crisis since the early
1990s isdistinctive because “it engages politics and public policthaut being primarily
political.” (2007, p. 212; also see Sullivan & Xi2009; Yang, 2005) This fundamentally
lowers the political risk of the protest itselfvasll as that of the media to cover the protest.
Second, traditional media detail and highlight tise of digital media for protests, which
leads to the modularity of anti-PX activism andtlier encourages imitation by late-comers.
For instance, the interviewees recalled clearly @f@na Newsweelledicated its cover story
to the use of text messaging in the anti-PX prate3tiamen. The reports described in detalil
how people appropriated their mobile phones taitigte “millions of messages” for protest
mobilization (Xie & Zhao, 2007). Similarly, lateeports included the way in which people
employed various digital media, such as QQ, orfiimems, and WeChat, to organize protests
successfully (The Center for Public Opinion Monite014; Zeng, 2015, p. 112-113). In this
way, traditional media covered the anti-PX protemtsl addressed the adoption of digital
media as a unique and successful aspect of thespréts news about this form of digitally
mediated collective action spread, it generatesnacthstration effect of the anti-PX protest by
offering key tactics as “mobilizing information” éimert, 1984, p. 244). According to the
interviews, the anti-PX protest has become a typsuccessful model that crystallizes and
acclaims digital activism in the process of strigglagainst authority and finally forcing it to
change its decision. In this way, news coverageseguently modularizes the digitally
mediated anti-PX protest as a successful examppgadést organization and an established
pattern of political engagement. The modularityaati-PX protests accordingly establishes
and facilitates patterns of digitally mediated @mitous behaviors that “...can be learned,

adapted, routinized, and diffused from one groupe tocale, or one moment to another.”
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(Traugott, 1995, p. 7) The tactical and organizatlaneans and strategies that earlier anti-PX
protests employed further afford later strugglesws, the coverage and diffusion by
traditional media allows people to adopt modesamitention easily by learning from the past
and duplicating it, facilitating its transferabylitnto other cases, and furthering the popular
perception of digital media asrepertoire of contentiom society.

Digital media as a repertoire of contention and tustainability of anti-PX protests

The contention repertoire involves specifically wipgopleknow how to do in contention
(Tarrow, 2011, p. 39). Here, repertoire derivesrirthe learned experience of the contested
means of the past. In a series of anti-PX proteskgy contribution from traditional media to
the recurrent mechanism of anti-PX protests isestablishment of the perception of digital
media as a repertoire of contention. More spedlifice is the emphasis on digital media, be
it text messaging or WeChat, in traditional medhattleaves an impression binding anti-PX
protests and the adoption of digital media togetAsrthe interviews show, the coverage of
protests by traditional media establish a framewnoriwhich digital media as a flexible and
well-understood means of making claims and opposthgrs becomes a key option of these
repertoires of contention. As people read the nmaverage of anti-PX protests, this coverage
becomes the “guideline” for people to duplicate phevious protest by adopting digital media
as a means of engaging and spreading politicaleation. To the public, “the power of
mobile messaging” not only depicts the politicaluence of mobile technologies, but also
serves as a slogan to encourage people to adopdipigal media for protests. In this way,
traditional media plays a key role in giving impetio the knowledge of digital media as a

repertoire of contention and, more importantly, tbeurrent mechanism of digital activism.

Conclusion

Different from most current studies on politicatisism whose focuses remain on a singular
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contentious event, this study underlines the imt@enections between instances of contention
by employing the concept “cycles of contention’iteestigate the recurrent mechanism of
anti-PX protests in contemporary China. | arguet tthgital media plays a key role in
informing people about the contention. But it i€ thaditional media that legitimizes and
modularizes contention and encourages the emergeihcepeated patterns of collective
action. In this sense, the intertwining of digitabdia and traditional media generates the
recurrent dynamics of contention and sustains dhg-term influence of digitally mediated
environmental activism in China.

This study advances the understanding of (digitaihediated political activism in the
following three perspectives: First, it depicts aanced picture about the distinct
contributions from digital media and traditional diee to the recurrent mechanism of
contention. As this study argues, for the sustalityalof political activism in authoritarian
regimes such as China, it is not enough to haveadimedia or traditional media alone.
Various types of media contribute to different eéents of the recurrent mechanism.

Second, this study emphasizes the legitimation randularity of contention as a key
contribution from traditional media where repressipolitical policies discourage the
emergence of contention. The prominence and sucégsdlitical activism in official media
do, in fact, promote learnable forms of struggbgand political opportunities, and sustain
political contention in a politically repressiventext. This study resonates with Tarrow’s
argument that “...it was in the shadow of the natictate that social movements developed
their characteristic modular forms of collectiveiac” (1993b, p. 85).

This study, by integrating the concept of “cycléscontention” into studies of political
activism, proposes that a better understanding asitentious events emerges from the
investigation of the historicity of the contentioks this study demonstrates, the historicity of

political activism articulates the legacies of ffest aghe very conditionshat constitute the
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present of political activism.
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