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ABSTRACT 

 

This study examines the current Internet café phenomenon in a modernizing 

country – the People’s Republic of China. Internet cafes emerged worldwide in the 

1990s, and use of the Internet in cafes varies from country to country. This investigation 

adopts a critical and cultural studies framework to explore the complex relationships 

among information and communication technology (ICT), the nation state, and the 

individual user of Internet cafes. Chinese language interviews, observations, and survey 

research are used to collect data, in addition to the collection of Chinese media and 

telecommunications policy documents. The Chinese government tries to monitor 

individual use of the Internet through different means, including technical design, 

monitoring software, regulations, administrative and legal measures, and continuous 

political education. Local zoning actions, such as limiting “net bar” business hours, 

imposing age restrictions on users, assigning café owners the job to watch their 

customers, running fire prevention programs, “sweeping” bars frequently, and posting 

regulations in bars, are taken to control and regulate Internet use. In the bar environment, 

most users, especially youth, perceive the new medium as a way to pass time and to 

socialize with others. They use the Internet primarily to send email, to play computer 

games, to chat with others, and to watch movies. Their attitudes toward regulations are 

ambivalent and ignorant. Additionally, net bar owners and managers serve double roles 

as regulators as well as the regulated. These contradictory behaviors perhaps reflect a 

transitory time, when the Chinese Communist culture is in conflict with and co-existing 

with new capitalist social forms. While there is a widened gap between state use and 

civilian use in net bars of the Internet technology, the control over and monitoring of 

Internet use has reinforced the unquestioning compliance with authorities and with the 

status quo of existing social, economic, and political systems. This may have helped 

produce political apathy among Internet users, especially young people, whose use of the 

Internet is observed as largely entertainment oriented.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 

 

New Technology, Media Policy, and Media Use 

Social scientists and communication scholars have long debated how information and 

communication technology (ICT) and mass media policy intersect to influence society 

and individuals.  Some believe that technical innovation, especially that of electronic and 

digital technologies, largely determines social progress. Its supposed decentralizing and 

liberating nature encourages active and democratic participation of all social members in 

the “global village” (Castells, 1996, McLuhan, 1967). While Uses and Gratification 

(U&G) researchers share the assumption that media audiences are active, they ask a 

different question: “what do people do with media”, rather than “what does media do to 

people” (Blumler & McQuail, 1969; Katz & Foulkes, 1962; Lazarfeld, Belelson, & 

Gaudet, 1944, 1948; Rubin, 1984). Other scholars argue that media monopolies 

controlled by the government or private corporations are the major sources of influence 

on national culture, producing "false needs," shaping the "great audience," and nurturing 

massive consumerism (Carey & Quirk,1989; Carey, 2001; Lessig, 1999; Schiller, 1989, 

1996). Still others claim that institutional forces are the major factors that bring about 

social change (Fuller, 1991; McChesney, 1996; Meyer & Scott, 1992; Mody, Bauer, & 

Straubhaar, 1995). These diverse perspectives have framed key issues in communication 

studies: What are the interrelationships among technology, the nation state, and 

individual users in the increasingly computer-mediated world? How do social attributes 

and personal expectations of the media shape audience’s use of ICT? What are the social 

implications of that use? 

  This dissertation examines the interrelationships among ICT, the nation state, and 

individuals through a multi-layered study of the Internet café phenomenon in the People’s 

Republic of China. We cannot comprehensively understand the social use of ICT if we 

study it only in countries that are similar to each other such as those of the technologically 

advanced West. We need to study ICT in modernizing and transforming countries such as 

China to comprehend how people perceive and use ICT in a politically unique and culturally 

distinct environment. In the 1990s, the introduction of Internet technology to modernizing 

countries, along with a process of global capitalism, raised new questions regarding media 
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technology and its social uses. This investigation is an attempt to link individual use of the 

Internet at the micro level with important policy issues at the macro level, conceptualizing 

technology as a “dependent variable” that can be affected by other factors such as the nation 

state, media policy, and users’ expectations of the media. 

  The purpose of this study is to provide a framework for understanding how ICT, the 

nation state, and individual users interact in China. The principal questions are these: 1) 

What is the nation state trying to do with Internet technology in national development, and 

what are the roles the Internet plays in the Chinese society? 2) What are the nature, 

characteristics, and implications of policy-making and the regulations on Internet use in 

China? 3) In what ways does the government try to control Internet access and use at the 

macro level and at the micro level? 4) What are the mismatches between the state’s policies 

and regulations and the practice of individual users and private providers of the Internet? 5) 

Within the Internet café environment, how do users perceive and use the Internet and what 

are their reactions to the policies and regulations governing its use? 6) In what ways do 

Internet café owners and managers enforce, frustrate, and avoid Internet policy and 

regulation?  

Statement of the Problem 

Technical revolutions often unfold along unexpected trajectories. ICT has greatly 

stimulated economies, met our communication needs, and advanced the convenience of 

our daily life. These advances in electronics and optics, however, have also helped to 

generate rationales for more bureaucracies and regulations in some countries, to build up 

national and international consumerism, and to increase social inequality (Carey, 1989; 

Fuller, 1991, Meyer & Scott, 1992; McChesney 1996, Schiller, 1989, 1996). These 

problems give rise to general and specific issues for both society and the individual.  

At the macro-level, these issues have been addressed from many different perspectives: 

a) the forming of power centers as a result of private profit-making corporations and 

consumerism (Schiller, 1989, 1996; Mowlana, 1997), b) deregulation of the 

telecommunications industry as a major shift in the definition of the “public interest” 

(Aufderheide, 1999), c) the “regulability” of digital technology by either the nation state 

or commerce, or a combination of the two (Lessig, 1999), d) the establishment of 

institutional environments in which ICT industry acts as a social institution complying 
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with the national or collective rationality and rituals (Carey, 2001; Fuller, 1991; Meyer 

&Scott, 1992;),  e) the relationship between policy-making and the Internet technology 

(McChesney, 1996), and f) the nation state, development, and telecommunication policy 

in developing countries (McDowell, 1997; Mody, Bauer, & Straubhaar, 1995; Mowlana, 

1997). 

  At the micro level, U&G scholars focus their research on what motivates individuals 

to use mass media and how their needs are fulfilled by exposure to media. Among those 

factors found to generate media use patterns are personal attributes, including disposition 

(Bryant and Zillmann, 1984), habit and degree of dependence on media (Rosenstein and 

Grant, 1997) race (Albarran and Umphrey, 1993), social background (Greenberg and 

Dominick, 1969), media availability (Goodhardt, Ehrenberg, & Collins, 1987), and 

unwillingness to communicate (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000). Denis McQuail (2000) 

proposed the following typology of the personal and media interactions: 1) Diversion: 

escape from routines or problems; emotional release, 2) Personal relationships: 

companionship; social utility, 3) Personal identity: self-reference, reality exploration, value 

reinforcement, and 4) Surveillance: forms of information seeking. 

These approaches are different, but they all explore relationships among ICT and 

ICT policy-making, commerce, and individual use of ICT. Research in this area has 

provided powerful models for understanding telecommunications technologies, 

modernization, national development and social use of ICT. However, little research has 

been conducted to connect macro-level perspectives with micro-level issues and to reveal 

rarely known dimensions of the complex relationships. Anecdotal evidence of Internet 

use in transformational countries is abundant, but actual research by communication 

scholars has been limited in scope and depth. Therefore, this study attempts to fill in the 

gap by identifying audience’s perceptions and use of the Internet, analyzing their 

interaction with Internet policy, and interpreting the social implications of their use. 

Although this research does not look for causal relationships, it is argued in this 

dissertation that official ideology and the state policy-making do influence the social use 

of ICT and do determine the roles ICT plays in China (Aufderheide, 1999; Braman, 1995; 

Lessig, 1999; McChesney, 1996; Mody, Bauer, & Straubhaar, 1995).  
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Significance of the Study 

Studying social phenomena in modernizing countries, rather than in technologically 

advanced countries, can help us collect diverse and comprehensive data. China is a good 

place for communication studies because its situation is complex but interesting, with 

some contradictory effects of ICT. In contrast with other communist countries that have 

collapsed, China has used telecommunications to boost its economy while keeping the 

society relatively stable. ICT has played an important role in China’s national 

development, but it has also widened the inequality between the elite class and the vast 

majority of the people. While the Internet has posed a challenge to the authoritarian 

government on one hand, it has strengthened the leadership and legitimacy of the 

Communist Party (CCP) on the other hand. ICT is considered by many a liberating tool to 

empower individual citizens, but in China the control over technical designs and most 

Internet services is still in the hands of a few. Moreover, the Internet is heavily regulated 

and even functions as a means of control at times, although by nature, it is a non-physical 

space in which the user supposedly has total freedom.  

Second, China, with the largest population in the world and as one of five 

permanent members of United Nations Security, is likely to influence the world’s 

economy, security and progress. At the beginning of 2003, there were about 50,000,000 

(www.cnnic.org.cn, 2003, January) Internet users, accounting for 3.9% of the whole 

population in China. It is necessary to understand how ICT contributes to the 

globalization of its economy. Since its recent rapid economic growth is intertwined with 

the worldwide development of telecommunications, studying the issues of technology, 

the state, and the individual user in China may provoke new ways of thinking, develop 

alternative models, and elicit new issues. This study aims to collect empirical data on 

media policy and media use from real social settings, employing integrated perspectives 

and the triangulation of different research methods. The results of the research may 

confirm or challenge popular notions in present-day media studies and even help generate 

new theories. 

Finally, in terms of policy-making, such a study is important as well. In China 

media use research independent from the government is often ignored, not supported, and 

even discouraged. Non-government funded research such as this one can provide 
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information about the actual use of mass media by average citizens and even give the 

authorities a wakening call to the reality of social use of the Internet. Once we accurately 

identify and describe why and how people use ICT and explain the positives and 

negatives of Internet uses and effects, we may help policy makers to become aware of the 

needs and problems and continue to make good decisions and avoid bad ones.  

“It is not only technology that opens the door to globalization, but also how 

people are actually using it” (Rantanen, 2001, p. 81). Interestingly, however, while 

numerous publications examine telecommunications and economic growth in developing 

countries, not as much research has been provided on how individual members of society 

have responded and interacted with the new medium and media policy. Therefore, it is 

necessary to try new approaches to identify, describe, and explain these new phenomena 

in order to better understand human communication issues, solve theoretical and practical 

problems, help make good policy and regulations, and realize the full potential of the 

Internet for both the nation state and the individual. 

Study Design  

According to the China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), in 2003 there 

were about 50 million Internet users, accounting for 3.9 percent of the whole population. 

Among these users, almost one fifth (19.4%) used the Internet in net cafes. Internet cafés 

are ideal places to study the interrelationships between technology, the state, and the 

individual because cafes are public places where the government policies and regulations 

are posted and enforced, and individuals’ interaction with authority can be observed 

directly. Furthermore, users’ perceptions influence their use, and their use reflects the 

larger social context. Lee (1999) studied Internet cafés, and she concluded: “The research 

generated rich data not only on how the technology was made meaningful in the daily 

lives of public access users, but also on how the rhetoric of the internet as a collective 

body of social and cultural meanings was taken up and reformulated within users’ lives 

and identifications” (p. 332).  

  The task of this dissertation is two-fold: while describing how the Internet users 

perceive and use the new medium by reporting Internet owners' and users' narratives, it also 

analyzes state policy and regulation and observes how the Internet café owners and users are 

interacting with them. Qualitative research methodology of a quasi-ethnographic character 
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is used. In qualitative research, the researcher is the key instrument (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1998). The specific challenge of this study was to devise techniques that allowed the 

researcher to investigate and meaningfully synthesize real-life contexts, policy documents, 

existing statistics, and academic literature with the words and actions of the participants. 

  Having employed methods of gathering data such as participant observation notes, 

interview transcripts, questionnaire responses, and policy documents, I have also recorded 

my own reflections on what I have seen, heard, and experienced at the sites. The purpose of 

using multiple techniques to gather data is to understand and present how participants 

interpret their reality as fully as possible. In the call for a more interdisciplinary approach to 

researching the Internet phenomenon and gathering various evidence, this study has used a 

variety of data sources: 

Methods to Collect Data 

1) Participant observation, 2) unstructured and semi-structured interviews, 3) survey 

questionnaire responses with open-ended and closed questions, 4) photographs of the sites 

under study, 5) existing policy documents and official statistics, and 6) academic articles 

and journalistic accounts. With these different methods and both primary and secondary 

sources of data, a multiple-level analysis could produce rich and close-to-reality evidence 

and thus help confirm, modify, or even challenge existing theories about the relationships 

among the state, ICT, and the individual. 

Location 

The study was conducted in a number of Internet cafés in the capital city of a middle-

south province in China. This city is a large inland city on the Yangtze River with a 

population of more than seven million people. It is somewhat Westernized, but not as 

much so as the national capital city, Beijing or dominant coastal cities such as Shanghai 

and Guangdong. In terms of social structures, styles of administration, and the stage of 

telecommunications development, this city is a typical non-coastal city. In this province, 

the Internet users are 3.52% of the national Internet-user population. That percentage is 

smaller than 10 and larger than 20 of the provinces, autonomous regions and 

municipalities (www.mii.gov.cn, 2001). In other words, among the 31 provinces, 

autonomous regions, and municipalities of China, this province ranks the eleventh in 

telecommunications development.  
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Overview of Thesis 

In the first chapter, I briefly present the current theoretical perspectives on ICT, the 

nation state, and media use and address the principle questions for this study. I also 

discuss the purposes of this dissertation and why it is important to study the Internet café 

phenomenon in China. Then I explain what methodology and techniques had been used 

to collect and analyze the data, and where I had gathered them. 

Chapter 2 is a review of literature relating to the nation state, the roles of new 

ICT, and media policy-making in both developing and developing countries. It first 

explains the old debates on the relationships between new media and society, followed by 

a discussion of the current perspectives, including Castells’s (1999, 2000) theory of ICT 

being the determining factor that makes society progress and other current perspectives. 

The third section is a discussion of Lessig’s (1999) argument against the utopian notion 

that the Internet cannot be regulated or controlled. He explains that it is the design or 

architecture, not the nature, of this technology, that determines its social consequences. 

The fourth section enhances this theory by elaborating on theories of James Carey (1989, 

2001), Herbert Schiller (1989, 1996), McChesney (1996), Mowlana (1997), and other 

communication scholars. The final section focuses on institutional theories by Bruce 

Fuller (1991) and Meyer & Scott (1992) and similar theoretical perspectives on the roles 

of the nation state, modernization, and media policy in developing countries. This chapter 

provides theoretical background and raises questions for this research project. 

Chapter 3 reviews literature regarding the U&G approach and critical and 

ethnographic perspectives on new media use, especially on Internet use. Although U&G 

has been criticized for its too narrow focus on the individual and “active audience” 

concept over time, it has been continuously modified. In the second part of this chapter, 

critical and ethnographic studies of Internet use are reviewed in detail. This part also 

identifies important issues such as: Who are the users? How do they perceive the 

Internet? How is the Internet used in non-western countries? What are the motives for 

using the Internet that previous research has not discussed? What kinds of relations exist 

between the user and the technology? This chapter closes with research questions. 

Chapter 4 provides a detailed discussion of the design of this investigation, of the 

reasons why qualitative approaches were adopted to conduct the research, and of 
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reliability and validity issues for qualitative research. It presents a pilot study that was 

conducted before the main research to identify more specific research topics and research 

questions. Following is a statement of my rationale and strategies for collecting and 

presenting data from both macro and micro levels. Then it elaborates on the specific 

procedures and methods that have been used to collect, analyze, and present data. Finally, 

it addresses some concerns and limitations of the methods for this research project.  

Chapter 5 describes background information about the social environment in 

which the nation state’s modernization and telecommunications development interrelate. 

The first section is a historical overview of the political culture, legal system, and media 

policy framework. The next section discusses what the nation state is doing with Internet 

technology, and what changes and problems have occurred during China’s modernizing 

process. The third section describes the current policy-making system and its multiple 

players, and identifies the major Internet policies and regulations. The final section 

discusses the current social and technical means of control over Internet access and use.  

Chapter 6 is about the Internet cafes, which are called “net bars” in China. It first 

draws a large picture of the worldwide Internet café phenomenon and several common 

characteristics these cafes in different countries share. The second section analyzes the 

reasons why large numbers of net bars have emerged in China and compare and contrast 

Internet facilities in private net bars and regular universities in China with those in 

Internet cafes in foreign countries and in the Chinese government offices and net bars. 

The next section depicts with details about the net bar setting, people, and services and 

product at several Internet cafes under study. The last section discusses the local 

regulations governing Internet cafes, how and by whom the regulations are enforced, and 

the government media propaganda and parental attitudes toward the Internet and net bars.  

Chapter 7 contains an analysis of the findings of the observations, interviews, and 

a survey about Internet users. Five Internet café users and their perceptions of the Internet 

are described in detail first, and the next section elaborates on how they use the Internet 

in cafes. Section three explains what human relations are established with the Internet 

among the users and gratifications obtained by using the Internet. The fourth section 

discusses users’ attitudes toward and interactions with policies and regulations. The 
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purpose of this chapter is to present a vivid picture of the social group using the Internet 

in net bars.  

Chapter 8 is a presentation of the research findings about the net bar owners and 

managers. Integrating the interviews, observations, news reports, and policy documents, I 

create profiles of three private net café owners and a public net bar manager and their 

perceptions of the Internet and reasons for running the Internet café business. Then I 

explain the double roles that the owners and managers play in the flow of information on 

line in China, discussing how they are regulated and how they regulate their customers. 

The third section analyzes the owners’ and managers’ interaction with the regulations and 

their concerns and complaints. Chapter 7 and 8 show mismatches between the nation 

state’s regulations and the social use of ICT by average citizens. 

The last chapter, Chapter 9, is the conclusion of this dissertation. It uses the 

research results to answer the principle questions addressed in the introduction. The 

chapter reiterates the main themes and weaves together the participants’ interpretations 

and my interpretation of the data. Finally, limitations of this study are stated and 

suggestions for future research on the interrelationships between ICT, the nation state and 

individual use of ICT are provided.  
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CHAPTER TWO: NEW TECHOLOGY, THE STATE, AND MEDIA POLICY 

 

This chapter is a review of literature regarding the relationships among ICT, the nation state, 

corporate interests, and media policy. The first section reiterates briefly the thoughts of 

selected media studies theorists, including Harold Lasswell, Harold Innis, Marshall 

McLuhan, Jacques Ellul, and others. Following that is a discussion of Manuel Castells’ 

(1999, 2000) theory of technology as the major determinant for social progress and of the 

current widespread myth about powerful ICT. The third section concerns control and the 

“regulability” of cyberspace (Lessig, 1999), including an analysis of whether the nature or 

the design of the Internet determines what roles a technology cluster plays in society.  This 

analysis leads to a discussion, in the next section, of the perspectives of James Carey (1989, 

2001), Herbert Schiller (1989, 1996), and Robert McChesney (1996, 1997), on the nation 

state and its policy-making in relation to mass consumers of ICT. Then, the fifth section is 

an explanation of institutional theories and critical perspectives (Braman, 1995; Fuller, 

1991, McDowell, 1997; Meyer & Scott, 1992) regarding media and the nation state in 

modernizing countries. These scholars explain the power of private corporate interests and 

institutional forces that shape the national consumption of media in most societies. Finally, 

this chapter concludes with research questions.  

Overview of Early Media-Society Theories 

Early research on media-society can be traced back to the 1920s when propaganda theory 

was one of the first mass communication inquiries. Harold Lasswell (1927) tried to identify 

what impact the mass media had on the individual mind. He started his study on propaganda 

between World War I and II, and included journalist reports, advertisement, persuasion, and 

even teaching in the scope of propaganda.  “Propaganda in the broadest sense is the 

technique of influencing human action by the manipulation of representations. These 

representations may take spoken, written, pictorial or musical form” (Lasswell, 1937, 

quoted in Severin & Tankard, 2001, p. 109). Lasswell believed that average people were 

vulnerable to external influences; their attitudes and opinions came not from personal 

experience but from the stories they heard. He concluded, “power to control delivery of 

propaganda through the mass media would be placed in the hands of a new elite, a scientific 

technocracy that would be pledged to using its knowledge for good rather than evil” (Baran 
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& Davis, 2000, pp. 74-75). Acknowledging the persuasive power of propaganda, Lasswell 

stated three functions of mass media: a) surveillance of the environment, b) the correlation 

of the parts of society in responding to the environment, c) the transmission of the social 

heritage from one generation to the next. (Severin & Tankard, 2001, P. 321). 

Also studying the relationships between media technology and individuals in 

society, Jacques Ellul, the author of The Technological Society, commented, “American 

sociologists scientifically try to play down the effectiveness of propaganda because they 

cannot accept the idea that the individual-that cornerstone of democracy-can be so 

fragile; and because they retain their ultimate trust in man” (1965, p. xvi). According to 

Ellul, propaganda worked because of the social presuppositions and myths of nationalism 

and heroism, because people were treated as a body, a mass, not as individuals, and 

because the propaganda was total and continuous.  

It is a matter of reaching and encircling the whole man and all men. Propaganda 

tries to surround man by all possible routes, in the realm of feelings as well as 

ideas, by playing on his will or on his needs, through his conscious and his 

unconscious, assailing him in both his private and public life (p. 11).  

To Ellul, propaganda was not accidental and was not necessarily connected to 

wars. Propaganda originated to meet the social needs of man. Thus, a person eager for 

“self-justification throws himself in the direction of a propaganda that justifies him and 

thus eliminates one of the sources of his anxiety” (p.159). In the past, people’s needs and 

justification of themselves had been addressed by religion. In the modern society, people 

required propaganda - “the need for psychological influence to spur allegiance and action 

is everywhere the decisive factor, which progress demands and which the individual 

seeks in order to be delivered from his own self” (p. 160). “Propaganda is the inevitable 

result of the various components of the technological society” (p. ibid). Propaganda 

would not be successful if the masses were not educated. The greater knowledge one had 

about political and social issues, the more easily he or she would be influenced by 

propaganda. Not until mass media had disseminated information to the public could the 

masses become interested in the debate. “Many intellectuals tended to protest 

propaganda, but they actually followed its route” (p. 113). 
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  These scholars’ understanding of media and society and their initial attempts to 

define media’s functions have made invaluable contributions to the study of human 

communication. Their work has raised important questions such as who should operate and 

regulate media technology, how propaganda works, and what it does to and for individuals 

in technological society. Lasswell’s propaganda theory has especially inspired large 

amounts of research on the relationships between media and the mass society. 

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, Harold Innis (1951) warned us that mechanization of 

mass communication had been responsible for monopolies of knowledge and that the 

“conditions of freedom of thought are in danger of being destroyed by science, technology, 

and the mechanization of knowledge” (p. 190).  Observing that communication technologies 

such as the press, radio and television addressed the world rather than the individual, he 

wrote, “the cruelty of mechanized communication and the tendencies, which we have come 

to note in the modern world.... was dangerous because it seeks the subjection of the 

individual to absolute laws” (pp. 191-193). He worried that new communication media held 

in the hands of the political-technocracy could help build new empires and allow central 

power of the state over space and time. “Application of power to communication industries 

hastened the consolidation of vernaculars, the rise of nationalism, revolution, and new 

outbreaks of savagery in the 20th century” (p. 29). Alarmed of the possibility of centralized 

control through the powerful media technology, Innis pointed out that the nature of media 

innovation would “cause exploitation of the peripheries to serve the privileged elite at the 

center” (Baran and Davis, 2000, p. 286). 

  However, Marshall McLuhan (1964, 1967), amazed by the modern technologies that 

gained both political and social power, saw a different picture. In admiration, he stated that 

“[electric] light and power, like all electric media, are profoundly decentralizing and 

separatist in their psychic and social consequences” because “electronic technology is 

instant, multiple-centered, and favoring the integral and the organic” (McLuhan’s 

introduction in Innis, 1951, pp. xiii-xiv). Interested in how electronic media would extend 

people’s physical capacities, rearrange people’s perception of the world, and give rise to 

new structures of feelings and thoughts, McLuhan speculated that electronic media, unlike 

old technology that extended only some part of our bodies, had an organic character that 

“may be said to have outered the central nervous system itself, including the brain. 
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…Electricity offers a means of getting in touch with every facet of being at once, like the 

brain itself. … Electricity is only incidentally visual and auditory, it is primarily 

tactile”(1964, p. 218-219). He further explained that we were more likely to be an active 

audience because electronic media would construct a kind of organic interdependence 

among all social members. Optimistic about the positive changes of personal experience, 

social structure, and culture generated by electronic media and believing that electronic 

media were qualitatively different from conventional media, McLuhan (1964) had naïve 

faith in electronic technologies. “We live today in the Age of Information and of 

Communication because electric media instantly and constantly create a total field of 

interacting events in which all men participate” (p. 219). His vision of the “global village” 

has since encouraged a large number of technology enthusiasts and inspired intellectuals to 

further explore the relationship between the world of electronic media and human beings. 

Current Perspectives on Media Technology and Control 

Influenced by McLuhan, Manuel Castells (1996, 2000) also believed that social change was 

determined by technological advances because “computers, communication systems, and 

genetic decoding and programming are all amplifiers and extensions of the human mind” 

and that the active “integration between minds and machines” (p. 33) was growing. 

Although admitting that cultural and institutional contexts and purposeful social action 

decisively interact with ICT system, he thought that the technical logic of information 

system was the core of societal progress. He stated, “ this [technological] system has its 

own, embedded logic, characterized by the ability to translate all inputs into a common 

information system, and to process such information at increasing speed, with increasing 

power” (p. 31-32).  

  In his eyes, because of its innate logic, technology was autonomous and 

uncontrollable. The nature of digital technology was characterized by instant response, 

simultaneous communication, and massive participation through computer connection 

(Castells, 1996). Digital technology allowed the packaging of all kind of messages, 

including sound, images, and data. Thus a network was formed that was able to 

communicate to its nodes without using control centers. The universality of digital language 

and the pure networking logic of the communication system created the technological 

conditions for horizontal, global communication (p. 45). Therefore, digital technology was a 
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determining factor for transforming society in our time and an unchangeable factor that 

could be separated from other factors, “however much capitalism may change, a certain 

technical realm will therefore remain intact…. the mode of development is….beyond the 

reach of politics” (Webster, 1995, p. 195).  

  The myth of the Internet is spreading worldwide. Admiration of the liberating power 

of the new medium has been popular among many contemporary intellectuals and media 

operators, who have become technology enthusiasts. In 1993, media giant Rupert Murdoch, 

in his speech about the direct broadcast satellite (DBS) penetrating into the Asian market, 

described DBS as “an unambiguous threat to totalitarian regimes everywhere” (Fraser, 

2002). New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman cheered that “the days when 

governments can isolate and control their people from understanding what life is like 

beyond their borders are over”(2000, p. 67) because technology was beyond the control of 

political authorities. Heather E. Hudson (1997, p. 245), in demonstrating the benefits of 

ICT, argued that “use of the Internet may not only broaden the participation of developing 

country members in the work of the ITU, but may also make them aware of the benefits of 

Internet access, for which there is growing demand in the developing world.” She regarded 

satellite beaming into Asia as having “served as ‘electronic Trojan horses,’ introducing both 

new services and new operators that governments were reluctant to condone” (p. 245). The 

Internet was “a medium with the capability to empower the individual in terms of both the 

information he or she seeks and the information he or she creates” (Singer, quoted in 

Ruggiero, 2000).  “Such conclusions seem to support arguments about the positive 

democratic effect of the Internet even in essentially illiberal regimes” (Abbot, 2000, p. 25). 

The Internet was, through its technological capacity, posing a great challenge to 

authoritarian governments who tended to control their citizens.  “No longer can totalitarian 

regimes ensure themselves a safe environment by controlling the newspapers, radio and 

television stations because the World Wide Web remains beyond their control and 

manipulation” (Perrit, 1998).  

  The word “Internet,” viewed as free of control, liberating, and empowering, has 

become a magic word. “Once privatized, the Internet did not have any actual overseeing 

authority” (Castells, 1996, p. 46). The Internet was believed to have the power to “open the 

way to the real and final victory of freedom of the press and diversification of opinion” 
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(Becker, Hedebro, & Paldan, 1986, p. ix) in society. Even the U. S. embassy in Beijing 

reported, “Internet Policy-maker recognized that it was impossible to block all objectionable 

Internet sites…”(Romich, 1999, p. 13), and no one can regulate or control the new medium. 

President Bush predicted: “Imagine if the Internet took hold in China. Imagine how freedom 

would spread” (Bush, quoted in Kalathil and Boas, 2003, p. 13). The “day of freedom” for 

everyone has finally arrived. Is the Internet technology really beyond control and 

regulation?  

Control and “Regulability” of the Internet 

Lawrence Lessig, a law professor at Harvard University, in his Code and Other Laws of 

Cyberspace (1999), addressed the regulability of Internet technology. By “regulability,” 

Lessig referred to the feasibility of regulating the Internet and to what extent the Internet 

could be regulated. Asking whether the Internet was a regime free from control and 

regulation because of its liberating and open nature, he showed two contradictory 

possibilities. On one hand, the nature of cyberspace made control and regulation difficult 

due to the inability to pinpoint physical locations of individual users. On the other hand, 

cyberspace could be a perfect place for control and regulation. Lessig argued, “Regulability 

is not determined by the essential nature of these networks. It is determined instead by their 

architecture” (1999, p. 27). Some parts of the Internet were easier to regulate than others 

are; ease of regulation depended on the network design, rather than the nature of the 

medium itself:   

The word [cyberspace] itself speaks not of freedom but of control. Its etymology 

reaches beyond a novel by William Gibson (Neuromancer, published in 1984) to the 

world of ‘cybernetics,’ the study of control at a distance. Cybernetics had a vision of 

perfect regulation. Its very motivation was finding a better way to direct (p. 5). 

Lessig saw the invisible hand of the Internet as building an architecture that could perfect 

control through the marriage of the state with commerce. In the United States, the invisible 

hand was the code or the design of cyberspace indirectly regulated by the state through 

commerce:  

Commerce has an incentive itself to increase the authentication and certification of 

transactions in cyberspace…. Incentives are commerce’s tool of regulation, and 

commerce is fairly good at deploying them. …. Commerce does not act alone, and it 
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is not morally opposed to partnerships with government. If commerce needs help 

constructing this architecture of trust, or (more likely) if the government begins to 

understand the value of an architecture of trust for its own regulatory objective, then 

government will help push the code along” (1999, pp. 42, 43).   

 Lessig further stated that regulability on the net was largely imposed through code. 

Code was the architecture of cyberspace. The architecture of control was not technically 

impossible at all, and actually there were many control techniques. He gave three examples: 

1) the account and password of every Internet user, 2) the use of the “cookie” – an entry 

made by the browser to verify your activity on a certain site, for example, purchasing a 

video tape from Amazon.com, and 3) digital certificates – “a kind of passport on the 

Internet,” a combination of the account and the entry, to check the user’s certificate, and 

authenticate information about the Internet user. With this data, the server would ‘know’ the 

certified facts about the user once the user is allowed on a certain site (p.35). Good or bad, 

e-commerce needed this kind of architecture because it demanded authentication and 

certification of transactions on the Internet. 

  Over the last two decades of telecommunications innovations, Lessig stated, the 

government also often tracked and regulated individuals’ behavior through indirect 

measures.  For example, the state may require encryption writers to build access codes to 

facilitate searches for terrorist behavior. Lessig provided an example to further illustrate this 

concept: the state did not require everyone to possess a driver’s license, but because having 

the license makes one’s life easy and efficient in daily non-driving routines, almost 

everyone applied for one just in order to get around (Lessig, 1999). Thus, commerce backed 

by the government can build up an architecture that can determine what an individual can do 

and cannot do. In this architecture, Lessig sensed a possible threat. “We will see that 

cyberspace does not guarantee its own freedom but instead carries an extraordinary potential 

for control” (p. 58).  

  The power of combining commerce and government could be identified not only in 

the United States, but also in post-communist Europe. Lessig noted, “an account of the 

rediscovery of the role for self government, or control, that has marked recent history in 

post-communist Europe. Market forces encourage architectures of identity to facilitate 

online commerce” (p. 60). The point was that in both modernized and modernizing 
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societies, behaviors in cyberspace could be regulated or monitored by any or all of the four 

constraints: rules, norms, prices, and architecture. He concludes that “the code is a regulator, 

and the government has a greater interest in the code that regulates better than others” (p. 

21). If we do not understand this potential problem, we may face dangers “like the loss of 

privacy, like the censorship of filters, like the disappearance of an intellectual commons….” 

(p. 233). In short, Lessig argued that not only could cyberspace be regulated and controlled, 

but also the state and commerce were often interested in more effective regulations and 

better surveillance over individual users.  

The Power of the Nation State and Commerce 

This section discusses why Lessig’s warnings are not unfounded. Modern society is 

characterized by attempts to reduce perceived inefficiencies in systematic control through 

regulation or surveillance. It seems that in both modernized and modernizing countries, the 

commercial interests of either private sectors or public sectors of telecommunications 

industry play an important role in society. 

The Power of Commerce – Private Corporations 

It was observed that by the 1980s, as media industries were becoming increasingly more 

powerful in the United States, they pushed for policies that were directed toward 

maximizing the services they provided. The Telecommunications Act of 1996 by the 

Federal Communication Commission (FCC) was a vivid example of the invisible but 

powerful influence of commerce. Private corporations advocated that public interests should 

be defined as consumers’ interests (Aufderheide, 1999). The major changes of the 1996 Act 

included: a) endorsing concentration, conglomeration, and vertical integration, such as by 

allowing cable companies cross-ownership with telephone companies, b) removing national 

ownership restrictions, and relaxing regulatory restrictions on local ownership for radio, c) 

making licensing renewal much easier by extending from five years to eight years, and d) 

relaxing rate regulations that previously supervised television and cable pricing practice 

(Aufderheide, 1999).  

  Deregulation was justified with several arguments from private sectors. First, it has 

argued that digital technologies were the key factors in promoting democracy because their 

liberating nature allowed more and faster information flow and brought new services to the 

consumers. Television, newspapers, and radio only operated as one to many, but Internet 
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networks worked as many to many. Via the Internet, anyone could be the writer and 

producer, the editor and the publisher. To satisfy “the public’s needs,” governmental 

regulation should be directed toward protecting and nurturing the media industry. 

“Executive telecommunications policy was intended to promote liberalization, so that 

competitive, corporate investment in the arena would be stimulated, at the same time as 

safeguards for consumers and the socially vulnerable were kept in place” (Aufderheide, 

1999, p. 43). 

  Second, deregulation would result in open competition. Anti-regulation enthusiasts, 

“representing themselves as partisans of freedom from government” (Aufderheide, 1999, p. 

32), argued that this competition would produce quality services and provide for 

universality without rigging prices. The FCC should encourage competition “while also 

preserving the vitality of established industry sectors and feeding the strength of US-based 

communications businesses in an increasingly competitive international environment” 

(Aufderheide, 1999, p. 62). The Telecommunications industry needed to build in the 

mechanisms to ensure universal service not only for social welfare but also for the best 

economic results. 

  Third, as the FCC itself admitted, regulation would be best conducted when least 

conducted (Aufderheide, 1999, p. 28). Deregulation means less regulation. Its proponents 

believed that governmental intervention was not necessary most of the time because the 

market could regulate itself. The government’s relaxing its regulation would bring more, 

faster, and cheaper services, limit monopoly, and encourage open and free competition, all 

of which in turn would promote economic results and better serve the public.  

The overall rationale behind the deregulation could be identified as the changed definition 

of the “public interest.” The understanding of the “public interest” as the consumer’s 

interests and as the development of a commercial service was the most important change 

made in the 1996 Act. As a result, the old media monopolists benefited greatly from the 

deregulation, and existing broadcasters got digital bandwidth, without limitation. Internet 

providers successfully shifted their community trustee responsibility away from themselves 

to users, and cable companies continued to thrive due to the removal of rate surveillance. 

The cross-platform ownership designed to encourage competition, ended up becoming 
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“team work” between telephony and cable, and open competition against monopoly 

produced larger and more stable monopoly (Aufderheide, 1999, pp. 61-79). 

  Reviving Harold Innis’s analysis of the relation of media to the nation state, James 

Carey (1989, 2000) addressed the question from a cultural studies perspective. “The 

potential tyranny of the nation state stems from the simple fact that in the modern world 

every one belongs to a nation; that is the one non-psychological fact of human identity in 

our time” (2000, p. 13). This national identity was not a matter of taste or preference, rather 

it was the product of communications media. At the level of culture rather than social 

organization, media time gradually displaced both liturgical time and natural time and 

provided the temporal architecture of daily life. “The symbolic space and time of the nation 

are continuously contested and reshaped in the very media that implant and express them” 

(p. 16).   

  Perceiving communication technology not simply as a means to transmit information 

and influence, but more importantly, as a process through which a shared culture was 

created, modified, and transformed, James Carey also pointed out that the consequences of 

electric technologies are clearly in opposition to a decentralized, organic, harmonious order. 

Further, “the use of electronic technology may be biased toward the re-centralization of 

power” (Carey and Quirk, 1989, P. 117), and “local institutions of politics, commerce and 

culture were reconfigured as end points or nodes in national structures” (2000, p. 23). Media 

users became part of “the great audience” and members of the great audience “were also 

part of a great national community” (2000, p. 29). In a sense, the media functioned as a new 

religion to teach people values and cultivate their mind. “The master narrative was the story 

of the nation which assumed the sacred vocabulary, compulsory ritual, and inescapable 

obligations of membership once accorded the church” (2000, p. 28). 

  For economic and political purposes, both the state and the high tech giants, using 

ICT, now practiced wider surveillance of their consumers in the name of free information 

flow. Consequently, the average media consumers “are brainwashed into chasing after ‘false 

needs’ that are manufactured to aid capitalism’s perpetuation rather than in response to the 

wishes of ordinary people” (Webster, p. 95). McChesney (1996) has bluntly noted:  

The nature of contemporary communication policy-making is only superficially 

democratic, and therefore, this little reason to believe that the results of such a 
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system will do much more than satisfy the interests of those responsible for the 

decisions….the communication system is tailored to suit corporate interests. The role 

of the citizenry is to conform its ambitions and goals to satisfy the needs of business 

and profit maximization. …the new communication technologies are, in fact, the 

product and a defining feature of a global capitalism that greatly enhances social 

inequality” ( p. 99). 

Observing the increasing power of private corporations, Herbert Schiller (1993, 1996) 

argued that the present threat to freedom in modern society was from these media 

conglomerates. In Invisible Crises, he countered the popular view that individual expression 

could be threatened only by an arbitrary state and the myth that privatization is a necessary 

step toward democracy.  

  Today, the power of huge, private economic enterprises is extended across national 

and international boundaries, influencing and directing economic resource decisions, 

political choices, and the production and dissemination of messages and image. “[The] new 

private information power centers strive actively and, to date, successfully to persuade the 

public that their corporate message and image-making activity are a daily exercise in 

individual free expression” (Schiller, 1996, p. 16). 

  The crisis at present in the U. S., Schiller continued, was not the state, but those 

private enterprises, which diverted the public’s attention from their enormous influence on 

media users to the government’s control over media. As a result, “ordinary individual users 

go to the end of the dissemination queue”. Since making profit was the essence of corporate 

capitalism, communication instruments such as television, radio, cable, and computer helped 

to “saturate human consciousness with its messages, the most important of which, clearly, 

is: CONSUME” (Nordestreng & Schiller, 1993, p. 466, capitalization in original). News 

stories, shows, and advertisements on television, radio, and the Internet became cultural 

commodities for sale. Information flows and media services controlled by a few powerful 

conglomerates impacted the social realm and produced identity for social members. 

Unfortunately, electronic media tended to form massive consumership instead of 

citizenship. 

  To Schiller, all this development was the consequence of new technologies such as 

television, satellites, computers and cable. “More striking are two interrelated and 
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accelerating processes of consolidation and concentration in what may be termed the 

cultural industries. The other is the near total appropriation of this powerful technological 

infrastructure for the marketing and commercial needs of the national and transnational 

business system” (1996, p. 466). 

  While in the United States, private corporations were said to be the representatives 

of the public interests and meet the “needs of the public,” in China, it was argued that 

because the government represented people, the state-owned-enterprises (SOE) should take 

the responsibility to expand business in order to “serve the people.” These theoretical 

perspectives help us raise important questions for this research project: in China, what is the 

nation state trying to accomplish with new ICT? Who are the commercial actors in the 

national development? What are the nature, characteristics, and implications of policy-

making in telecommunications industry? By what means does the state try to control 

Internet use? Chapter 5 and 6 will carefully explore answers to these questions. 

Institutional Theories and Critical Perspectives 

Closely related to the theories discussed above, institutional theory is about the forming, 

development, and effects of the social institutions, which determine our organizational 

structure and behavior. Institutional environments are broadly defined by Meyer & Scott 

(1992, p. 14) as “the rules and belief systems as well as the relational networks that arise in 

the broader social context”. They believe that “Institutionalization involves the process by 

which social processes, obligations, or actualities come to take on a rulelike status in social 

thought and action”(p. 22).  

  In a similar view, Fuller (1991) has also noted, social institutions are prevalent in 

modern society because the processes of modernization generate values such as organizing 

bureaucratic structures, legitimating their actions, and setting up standards of behavior. The 

nation state has to operate in a manner that at least “signals” that it runs the country in a 

modern fashion: 

Constructing institutions involves not only inventing organization charts and putting 

up new facilities. It also requires legitimating Western forms of authority, 

organization, and ways of signaling the individual citizen’s membership in the 

modern polity, the wage economy…. These elements of institution-building are 

surprising similar across rich and poor nations” (p. 46).  
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Policy Making in Developing Countries  

It is widely acknowledged that the diffusion of ICT has played important roles in developing 

and transitional countries. Mody, Bauer, and Straubhaar (1995) observe that, in developing 

countries, economic wealth is the first priority on the state’s list because the political power 

of a state is increasingly determined by accumulated capital, and “the state is a central actor 

with survival and consolidation interest of its own” (Mody, Bauer, & Straubhaar, 1995, 

p.184). Capital flow occurs largely among the state businesses, foreign investors and 

agencies and companies associated with the state. The state grants the monopolies rights to 

make deals more attractive to foreign investors “often with little attention to regulatory 

mechanisms or requirements to service the total population” (p.184).  

  Sandra Braman (1995) also identified the institutional forces - the state and its 

policy. “States as organizations exert their control by developing bureaucracies, rules, and 

regulations” (p. 14), and the “individual relates to the whole by engaging with bureaucratic 

structures” (p. 15). Discussing the features of states in developing countries, she concludes: 

Analysis of the state is more accurate if the state is understood as an evolving form 

than as something static. From this perspective, the use of new information 

technologies is not in reality making the state more vulnerable. Rather, states are 

experimenting with form and the network state is emerging…Because 

transformational power, with its orientation toward information, is the dominant 

form of power in this era, information policy is the key set of tools used to define the 

horizons of the state (p. 20). 

  McDowell’s (1995, 1997) study of the Indian state and its telecommunications 

industry showed that through the liberation of certain policies, the state allowed non-state 

expansion into new areas of software and computer services and builds up national telecom 

infrastructure. However, “India has also used other policies that require more state 

expenditure and intervention” (1995, p. 42), and “the Indian state continues to exercise and 

enforce structural power, a power that is designed to create and shape markets” (1997, p. 

186). 

 Sy (2001) explored the libertarian potentials of ICT used in Philippine culture and 

addressed issues of localization, nationhood and globalization, expecting to creatively and 

critically appropriate ICT into Filipino culture. “No technology emerges unscathed from the 
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biases of the society that created it. ….In electronic forms, colonization of the life world or 

“internal colonization” employs IT (especially communications media) as an instrument of 

social subjugation, marginalization and control. Insofar as IT is promoted by the state and 

capital primarily as an economic or business strategy” (pp. 304-305). 

  Rantanen (2001) discussed the use of ICT in post-Communist Russia and identified 

the established state structures and old technology as barriers of expansion of new ICT. He 

“sees the role of media as one which breaks down mass society and creates small 

communities” (p. 89). Because limited sources in the telecommunication sectors are 

committed to the Party’s control mechanism and government policy favored the public ICT 

for individual use, the social use of ICT “was not only technically difficult, but also heavily 

controlled” (p. 91). 

  According to these observations, the introduction and application of technology in 

developing countries or modernizing societies often expand monopoly capital in ways that 

meet the profit needs of transitional monopolies in authoritarian regimes, which, in turn, can 

protect their own interests by delaying real competition from privately-owned enterprises. 

“In many states, attempts are being made to improve the efficiency and financial autonomy 

of telecommunications bureaucracies through the creation of some form of decentralized 

public sector undertaking or corporation autonomous from the government, (e.g., Morocco, 

Tanzania, China). These steps could be interpreted as attempts to make the public monopoly 

work and thus keep privatization at bay for as long as possible” (Mody, Bauer, & 

Straubhaar, 1995, p. 192).  

  Tambini (1999) examined various aspects of democratic communication including 

information access, preference, deliberation and group mobilization, and she argued that 

new media would have a important and positive impact upon democratizing communication 

only within the appropriate regulatory and economic context, particularly regarding access 

to ICT. Unfortunately, however, using ICT to meet the needs of the state, rather than the end 

user, seems to have become “the dominant path to development” (Pye, 2000) in developing 

and modernizing countries.  

Summary of Chapter and Research Questions 

In this chapter, from the critical and cultural studies perspectives, which called for 

contextual understanding of all social phenomenon, we can see the power of the nation state, 
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commerce, and media policy-making in most societies. Media technology is one of the most 

important variables causing social progress, but it is not always the determining, nor the 

only, factor that makes society move in a desirable direction. It can be seen as a “dependent 

variable” in cases like China. For example, no matter how powerful ICT is, the Chinese 

nation state’s decisions on how to use it ultimately decide who can use it and how it can be 

used. Therefore, conceptualizing the nation state, commerce, and media policy-making as 

major factors that influence and even shape individual use of media is necessary and 

important. 

  While deregulation and private enterprises representing “the public interest” are hot 

issues in more developed countries, the power of the nation state in less developed countries 

remains a major concern for communication scholars because developing ICT industries 

provides rationales for more bureaucracies, widens the distances among classes, and 

strengthens the mismatch between government regulations and the social life of average 

individuals (Schiller, 1989; Meyer & Scott, 1992, Mowlana, 1997). As McChesney (1996) 

points out, “the great paradox of our age is that formal democracy extends to a greater 

percentage of humanity than ever in history; yet, concurrently, there may well be a more 

general sense of political powerlessness than ever before” (p.115).  

  Furthermore, in less developed societies, Meyer & Scott  (1992) argued that formal 

organization is more difficult, more highly rationalized with more authority relations, more 

rules and intervention by the nation state or the authoritative professions. As a result, 

mismatch between bureaucratic rules and social life arises. Thus, organizations are loosely 

linked to each other, rules are often violated, decisions are often unimplemented, or, if 

implemented, they are often done perfunctorily and with uncertain cosequencies. 

  As I noted in Chapter 1, this chapter has provided theoretical background for the 

discussions in Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8 and raises important research questions: 

1) What is the nation state trying to do with Internet technology in the national development 

and what are the roles the Internet plays in the Chinese society? 2) What are the nature, 

characteristics, and implications of policy-making and the regulations on Internet use in 

China? 3) In what ways does the government try to control Internet access and use at the 

macro level and at the micro level? 4) What are the mismatches between the state’s policies 

and regulations and individual users and private providers of the Internet?  
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  To link the macro level theories with micro level perspectives on the issue of 

Internet use and to fully explore answers to these questions, the next chapter, Chapter Three, 

will examine the Internet phenomenon from the perspective of the U&G approach. 
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CHAPTER THREE: NEW MEDIA RESEARCH 

 

In order to explore answers to the questions about Internet users’ perceptions and uses of the 

Internet addressed in the introduction, this chapter examines the uses and gratifications 

(U&G) approach and critical and ethnographic perspectives on media use. The first section 

begins with an overview of early U&G research and is followed by a discussion of using the 

U&G approach to study electronic media such as television and video recordings. The third 

section discusses the openness and evolution of the U&G approach as well as its 

weaknesses. The following section explains how the U&G approach is used to investigate 

the new digital technology phenomenon. The final section summarizes the chapter and 

raises some research questions concerning the use of the Internet in the Internet café setting.  

Uses and Gratifications Approach 

The U&G approach asks “not ‘what do the media do to people?’ but, rather, ‘What do 

people do with the media?” (Katz and Foulkes, 1962, p. 378). Using questionnaires and 

interviews, U&G researchers try to determine the “antecedents, motives, and outcomes of 

communication within interpersonal and mediated context” (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000, p. 

176). From empirical evidence, they argue that people communicate or use media to gratify 

needs with an active and purposive orientation. Their social and psychological 

characteristics affect how they use media. It is concluded that audience’s use of mass media 

can be categorized as instrumental and ritualistic (Rubin, 1984) uses. While instrumental use 

means using the medium to satisfy specific needs such as information-seeking, pleasure-

seeking, and problem-solving motivations, ritualistic use refers to using the medium without 

a specific purpose. 

Early U&G Research 

As early as the 1930s and 1940s, when there was a rapid diffusion of radio broadcasting to 

the average American household, some communication scholars began to switch their 

attention to the study of individual uses of mass media. Turning away from mass society 

notions such as propaganda theory and the “magic bullet” theory, they focused on an 

investigation of the personal attributes influencing media use. Lazarsfeld (1944, 1948), 

using newly developed social science methods such as surveys and field experiments, was 

the one of the first scholars to discover that the power of mass media was not necessarily as 
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strong as the mass society theorists described and feared. In his report about a national radio 

listening survey, he said, “preferences for one or another of the media vary according to 

certain personal characteristics” (1948, p. 9) of the listener such as gender, age, educational 

level and economic level. In other words, instead of being totally manipulated by the media, 

people made choices based on various sources of information and were influenced by many 

different factors other than mass media. Lazarfeld did not necessarily deny the power of 

media, but focused his attention on the nature of behavior of audiences. Seeing much 

research on the impact of media on people, he asked, “what about actual exposure of 

campaign propaganda?” and “the output of campaign propaganda is tremendous. But what 

of the intake? … Unheard propaganda is simply useless” (1944, p. 120). What part does the 

audience play? Along with the initial Nielson and Gallup research, Lazarfeld helped to 

conceptualize the idea of the “active audience”, a conception of the audience as “discrete 

psychological and demographic groups of uniform or averaged qualities” (Lenert, 1993, p. 

27). 

   From a psychological perspective, Cantril (1942, 1941) described the media 

audience’s gratifications sought (GS) and obtained (GO) from radio quiz shows. Discussing 

the individual’s pursuit of meaning, he identified four ways people learned: conditioning 

and cross conditioning of specific stimuli and response, internal structuration, external 

structuration and the desire for meaning (1941, pp. 53-62). While Belelson (1949) studied 

the functions of newspaper reading, Wolfe and Fiske (1949) explained why children were 

interested in comics. 

  These early works set the agenda for the research tradition known as “uses and 

gratifications,” an approach proceeding “from the assumption that social and psychological 

attributes of individuals and groups shape their uses of the mass media rather than vice 

versa” (Katz and Foulkes, 1962, p. 378), with the goal to “sort out what variables influence 

patterns of usage, attitudes, and functions related to any mass medium and try to establish 

linkage among them” (Greenberg and Dominick, 1969, p. 332). 

Television and U&G Research 

With television coming to the average American household, U&G approach was widely 

adopted to measure why people were engaged by this medium-what they wanted, and 

what they got from it. With the assumption that audience is active and discriminating, 
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U&G researchers focused their studies on audiences’ motivations to use the media. Katz 

and Foulkes (1962) discussed the use of the mass media as “escape.” Blumler and 

McQuail (1969) examined audience’s TV watching behavior during general election 

campaigns to investigate “why people watched or avoided party broadcasts; what uses 

they wanted to make of them; what their preferences are between alternative ways of 

presenting politicians on television”(pp. 10-11). Katz, Gurevitch, and Haas (1973) 

examined functions and dysfunctions of five kinds of media – radio listening, TV 

viewing, newspaper and book reading, and movie going and identified “the extent to 

which each of the five media functions to fulfill these needs” (p.166).  

In short, U&G scholars generally identified two types of media use (Rubin, 1984): 

a habitual (ritualized) and a non-habitual (instrumental). “Instrumental media use thus 

refers to goal-directed use of media content to gratify informational needs or motives and 

ritualized media use to a more or less habitualized use of a medium to gratify 

diversionary needs or motives” (p. 69).  

Criticism of U&G Approach and Its Evolvement 

As U&G grew in acceptances, it also drew criticism. It was criticized for  “being vague in 

defining key concepts (for example, “needs”), and for being basically nothing more than a 

data-collecting strategy” (Severin and Tankard, 2001). Stanford (1983) commented that 

U&G theory lacked internal consistency, that the definitions of needs were confusing, and 

“the discussion ranges far from the results, which do not support their theoretical 

underpinnings” (p. 247). Massey (1995) addressed the difficulty U&G researchers faced 

when trying to “provide empirical evidence” by using survey inquiry; “people were asked to 

respond to preexisting researcher-created lists of uses that may or may not relate to their 

own media uses and gratifications” (p. 330).  

  The question apparently became one of methodology. Most U&G researchers relied 

heavily on the survey method to collect their data because they believed that the respondents 

were aware of their own choices and had the ability to report it objectively. Some critics, 

however, did not like U&G interviews and questionnaires and the heavy dependency on the 

self-report data. Sometimes, respondents’ “answers and choices might be meaningless; 

nothing more than after-the-fact rationalizations” (p. 255). “A weakness with this type of 
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measure is that we do not know the respondent’ time frames” (Rosegren and Windahl, 1989, 

p.19). 

  Perhaps the most serious criticism of U&G is the one regarding the concept of active 

audience. McQuail observed that “the extent to which audience behavior is guided by 

specific and conscious motives has always been in dispute” (2000, p. 389). For instance, 

“habit is a controversial issue with audience research because it is commonly identified as 

an indication of audience passivity” (Rosenstein and Grant, 1997, p. 326). Rubin (1984) 

suggests that the concept of active audience may vary in kind as well as in degree and 

audience activeness is not an either-or matter and the concept could have a range of 

meanings, including utility, intentionality, selectivity, and imperviousness to influence. In 

terms of ritualized television use, “audience activity would involve the notion of utility, but 

apparently not a great degree of intentionality or selectivity” (Rubin, 1984, p. 76). In his TV 

viewing study, Rayburn (1996) found that “the level of exposure to public television content 

among respondents who made their own decisions concerning what programs to watch, but 

did not predict exposure for those who let others make the viewing decision” (p. 153). “The 

reasons for poor prediction may lie partly in difficulties of measurement and partly in the 

fact that much media use is actually very circumstantial and weakly motivated” (McQuail, 

2000, p. 389).  

  Furthermore, ritualized and instrumental audiences are not necessarily different 

people; rather, they might be the same people using the mass media at a different time, at a 

different location, or in a different manner. So instrumental and ritualistic uses of media are 

not necessarily dichotomous, “but are more likely interrelated. Just as audience activity is 

variable, individuals may use media ritualistically or instrumentally depending on 

background, time, and situational demands” (Ruggiero, 2000). “Audience concept has 

always been more problematic than it seems, because it can be defined and constructed in so 

many ways and has no fixed existence” (McQuail, 2000, p. 389).  

  Therefore, U&G scholars have realized that “the connection between attitudes to the 

media and media use behavior is weak and the direction of the relationship is uncertain” 

(McQuail, 2000, p. 389). The idea that “people bend the media to their needs more readily 

than the media overpower them” (Katz, Gurevitch, and Haas 1973, p.164-165) may be right 

to some extent, but other alternatives that affect the use of media should also be explored. 
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“Whatever the approach, most U&G scholars agree that concepts such as the “active 

audience” will have to be revised when applied to Internet communication” (Ruggiero, p. 

18). 

  In response to criticism, Windahl  (1981) proposed a “uses and effects model,” 

combining studies of media use and media effects. Blumler (1985) called for socializing the 

uses and gratifications approach by paying more attention to social factors that influence 

media uses. U&G focused too much on the individual and “a host of other roles emerging 

from the elaborately differentiated structure of modern society has virtually been ignored in 

uses and gratifications research” (Blumler, 1985, p. 51). He noted three limitations of U&G 

research when attempting to find out how social factors shape audience motives for media 

use. First, the research “depends entirely on prevailing gratifications models” (p. 48) 

without innovative variables. Second, the “research on the social sources of audience 

expectations has been heavily slanted toward the medium of television”, and third, “social 

factors have chiefly been conceived as initiating background influences in the gratifications 

process” (p. 48-49). Because of these problems, U&G has missed “certain social processes 

that significantly shape the media expectations of audience members” (p. 49).  

The Internet Technology and U&G Approach 

In recent years, with the wide spread of Internet technology, its uses have been positioned as 

a legitimate subject of mass communication and social science research. Morris and Ogan 

(1996) conceptualize “the Internet as a mass medium, based on revised ideas of what 

constitutes a mass audience and a mediating technology. The computer as a new 

communication technology opens a space for scholars to rethink assumptions and 

categories, and perhaps even to find new insights into traditional communication 

technologies” (p. 39).  

 Since the early 1990s a number of communication researchers have studied the 

Internet phenomenon using the U&G approach, and their studies have shown much diversity 

in foci, directions, and methods. Some researchers seek to discover the usability features of 

multi-model interfaces and identify the appealing technical factors and the human “touch 

feeling” (Rajani and Rosenberg, 1999). Others (Eastin and LaRose, 2000) measure the 

relationships between Internet self-efficacy and five other variables: usage, prior experience, 

outcome expectancies, stress and self-disparagement. They suggest that future research 
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should explore self-efficacy measures specific to achieving particular types of outcomes 

through the use of the Internet in order to understand better what influences the user in his 

or her use of the medium and what we can do to close the digital divide. Shah, McLeod, and 

Yoon (2001) tested the relationships between communication and community life. After 

considering variables such as demographics, social situation and social orientation, they 

summarized: “Internet use patterns more strongly influence trust in people and civic 

participation than do uses of traditional media, particularly among the youngest adult 

Americans” (p. 491).  

  Ebersole (1999) studied the World Wide Web (WWW) as an educational medium 

and identified motives of students to get on line in public schools. He uses the U&G 

approach to investigate the students’ attitudes toward and beliefs about the WWW, and 

their reasons for using the WWW. The values of the WWW were classified as a source of 

information, entertainment, and as a means of communication; the students rated the 

WWW highest for information, followed by communication and then entertainment. Thus, 

“while students believe the WWW to be a valuable source of reliable information, their use 

of the WWW suggests other motivations” (p. 15, on line source). It is interesting that his 

findings from the students’ self-reported use of the WWW were different from the uses 

suggested by the analysis of web site addresses visited by students. This latter analysis 

revealed that students preferred sites not suitable for academic research such as 

pornography, violence, hatred, and sexually explicit sites. He has also identified 

socialization is “an essential element in any discussion of adolescent media use.” (Chapter 

5, p. 5). Regarding attitudes towards adolescents’ use of the Internet, he pointed out that, 

because they were driven by commercial motives, the media’s agendas were often less 

conservative and less strict about this use than were those of other social agents such as 

schools, teachers, parents, and families.  

  In recent years, studies of Internet use in non-western countries have also begun to 

appear. Leung (1998) confirmed the usefulness of lifestyles of new media users in urban 

China as a new set of attitudinal variables to add to demographics. His findings suggested 

that the users direct their use to fit “ their social identity” (p. 790). In 2001, the same scholar 

looked at college students’ motives for chatting on ICQ – “I Seek You” - by using 

questionnaires. His data showed that relaxation, entertainment and fashion are instrumental 
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motives for chatting, and that ICQ is an instrument facilitating social relations and a major 

source of entertainment for college students in Hong Kong. Zhu and He (2002) adopted a 

chain process model to investigate how social status and personal attributes and technology 

features influenced the adoption of new technology and whether the adoption had an impact 

on the pattern of use. Then they looked at what impact of pattern of use has on learning, 

family functioning, leisure activities, work from home, and civil rights. Their findings were 

that socioeconomic status and perceived compatibility of the Internet affect both 

operationalizations of Internet use: amount of online time and diversity of online time. 

Cheong, (2002) looked for causal relationships between Internet use and a range of variables 

including demographics, media use, family functioning, assessments of media credibility, 

and perceived values of the Internet itself. He concluded that Internet users in Macao were 

more liked to be male, younger, better educated, and with a higher income than non-users. 

Lee, Kuo, and Choi (2001) studied Internet use patterns among secondary-one students in 

Singapore and reported: “Due to strong government support, the adoption rate in Singapore 

was high, especially among school children….However the issue of digital divide persisted 

although less pronounced among children than in the adult population” (p. 8) 

Critical and Ethnographic Perspectives on Audience Activities 

Critical and ethnographic researchers also study audience use of new media, but they ask 

broader questions and use different methods to conduct research on audiences. Like U&G 

researchers, they ask questions about how and why people use media. In addition, they 

address issues beyond personal characteristics of media users such as the democratic 

potential of the Internet (Dahlberg, 2001), the changing patterns of social interaction, 

solidarity engendered by digital technology, and creative and critical appropriation of ICT 

into indigenous culture (Sy, 2001), the social use of the media, state structure and the 

functions of big and small technology in a Communist society (Rantanen, 2001). Others 

describe the social identity of users in cyberspace (Turkle, 1997), encounters with mass 

media during a natural disaster (Massey, 1995), private uses in public spaces of the Internet 

café (Lee, 1999), and youth culture at Internet cafes in rural area (Lagran, 2002). 

  Most of these scholars have used qualitative methods to gather data because they 

feel that some social phenomena are hard to quantify. “There simply was no way to 

represent numerically the essence of what thousands of young people had experienced 
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during the concert or what the cultural meaning of music is to them generally,” Lull (1985) 

noted while studying uses of music by adolescents analyzing existing research and 

participating in and observing music concerts. In his study of music, the communication 

pattern was regarded as rules that governed use behavior, and he identified 28 purposes of 

using music ranging from distraction in an uncomfortable social situation to expression of 

oneself and entertainment, and then to acceptance and reinforcement of social values.  

  Sherry Turkle (1997) investigated how the new culture of the Internet affected 

people’s self-perception and how people constructed meaning and identify in their lives. She 

conducted participant observations and interviewed more than a thousand people, nearly 

three hundred of them children, and documented their experiences in cyberspace. Turkle’s 

book, Life on the Screen, “is a reflection on the role that technology is playing in the 

creation of a new social and cultural sensibility” (p. 22). She saw the games playing on the 

screen as simulations which “are not just objects for thinking about the real world but also 

cause us to reflect on how the real world has itself become a simulation game” (p. 71). She 

concluded that: “On one hand, the computer encourages a natural diversity of 

responses……On the other hand, computers are increasingly expressing a constellation of 

ideas….” (p. 267).  

  A New Zealand scholar (Dahlberg, 2001), taking a critical stand, evaluated the 

democratic possibilities and limitations of the Internet. He compared the normative 

conception of the public sphere with everyday online discourse and found out that vigorous 

exchange of opinions and reasonable criticism does take place within many online forums. 

However, there also are a number of factors limiting the expansion of the public sphere 

online. They included the increasing colonization of cyberspace by state and corporate 

interests, a deficit of reflexivity, a lack of respectful listening to others, the difficulty of 

verifying identity claims, the exclusion of many from online political fora, and the 

domination of discourse by certain individuals and groups. 

 Bakardjieva and Smith (2001) reported their findings of an ethnographic study of 

Internet use in Canada, discussing users’ interpretation and integration of the Internet into 

their everyday lives. By using structured personal interviews, group interviews, and a “tour” 

of Internet use – records of uses deliberately saved in the computer, the researchers 

identified five “little behavior genres”: “participation in online support groups; holding 
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together a fragmented national and cultural identity; sustaining globally spread social and 

family networks; political organizing; talking back to institutions of power; rationalizing 

everyday activities; connecting local ad global interest groups” (p. 80).  

Internet Cafe Studies 

Lee (2000), one of the few who has studied the Internet café phenomenon, surveyed, 

observed, and interviewed users in an Internet café in Britain to find out how they perceived 

and used the Internet. Her goal was to illustrate the social and material realities of Internet 

use and how the technology was made meaningful to the café users. Her questions 

distinguished Internet use in domestic spaces versus public spaces, and revealed how the 

nature of the social space influenced use patterns. In contrast to the popular notion that most 

Internet users “were educationally and economically disadvantaged” (p. 346), she concluded 

that, because of the nature of Internet cafes, there was “an increased sociality in use patterns, 

a more recreational attitude amongst consumers…, and an increased self-consciousness in 

use as people sought an opportunity to identify themselves publicly with a fashionable and 

hyped technology” (p. 346). 

 Lee’s study of Internet users in the café reveals that the users were not necessarily 

those who were new to this medium or did not have access to the Internet. Instead, the 

majority of the respondents had accessed the Internet before, and a third had domestic 

Internet access at home. Almost two thirds of the users were not local residents, and the 

Internet café provided a place for them to continue with their life routines. Nearly half of the 

users were either students or young professionals.  

 The expectation that Internet café users would be more recreational than task-driven 

was not supported in Lee’s study. “Interviews with users revealed that functional reasons 

predominated in why individuals were there, usually to email relative or friends” (p. 336). 

Away from home, many users used the public terminal out of “a desire for routination which 

was intimately bound up in the domestic and work routines” (p. 338). To a certain extent, 

“they were attempting to cultivate a sense of ‘at homeness’ a temporarily lost whilst away 

form their base” (p. 388). Socializing with family and friends during temporary stay in an 

unfamiliar place, the user perceived the café as serving as a distinct and dedicated space in 

an intimate bond with his or her daily life. A related reason for Internet use was “belonging 
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to a group”. Traveling users reported that the Internet facilitated “their global aspirations 

and helped to make them feel part of a distinct community of interest” (p. 343).  

 Another interesting point Lee made was that, because of the high visibility of public 

use in the cafes, some users might see Internet use as a symbol of being fashionable.  Those 

local residents were often motivated to use the Internet café by a desire to acquire 

knowledge, and not to be left behind. Such use “might for some users be part of a highly 

self-conscious cultivation of lifestyle” (p. 341). Noel, one interviewee, said he used the 

Internet to “ reaffirm his technological skills” and because it “allowed him to differentiate 

himself from his low-status job and his technologically ignorant work colleagues” (p. 342).  

 Internet use in cafes was also seen as a way to escape daily routines.  Noel used the 

Internet to talk to his family members and browsed entertainment websites after the night 

shift. Pam, another interviewee with a “mentally unstimulating job,” found “much 

enjoyment from the window onto the world provided by the Internet” (p. 343). Some other 

respondents saw the Internet as a social event, especially female users. “They are unlikely to 

have the problem of balancing Internet use with heavy familial or domestic commitments, 

nor do they have to compete with male household members for time on a computer” 

(p.344). Lee concluded that while most female users were devoted email users who were 

objective-oriented professionals, male users were more likely to browse entertainment sites 

or to be business users (p. 345). 

 Langran (2002) studied Internet cafes at gas stations in rural areas in Norway. She 

explained how technology and human interaction intersect in the Internet café setting and 

challenge “the common view of the Internet as symbolically attached to the urban 

community and a practical means to accomplish global reach” (p. 157). Adopting the 

methods of observations and interviews, her research revealed that, in this rural area, “the 

possible ‘global reach’ through the Internet is not interesting” to the young people, and “the 

Internet is perceived as an activity without any symbolic attachment to the urban” (p. 166). 

Large parts of the youth group are excluded from the adult culture and therefore the youth 

need a place to go to get “a kind of breathing space” or “a home away from home” “to 

construct spaces suited to their lifestyles and to communicate and mediate meanings within 

the village as well as the wider world” (p. 166). 
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Summary of Chapter and Research Questions 

This chapter has reviewed literature using the U&G approach, the assumptions behind the 

theory, and other media use research conducted with quantitative and qualitative methods. 

Although the U&G approach has been criticized by many for its too narrow focus on 

individual users, it is an evolving theory that holds promise in providing an alternative for 

investigating the Internet phenomenon, especially for gaining information about audience 

demographics and personal expectations and use of ICT. “By and large, U&G has always 

provided a cutting-edge theoretical approach in the initial stages of each new mass 

communication medium: newspaper, radio, television, and now the Internet” (Ruggiero, 

2000, p. 25, online source). U&G can be further strengthened by combining its results with 

critical and cultural studies perspectives and ethnographic methodology, which 

renders information about social and cultural phenomena that is more theoretically 

useful than is additional data resulting from further attempts to standardize and 

quantify the irregular world into cells for statistical treatment….A convergence of 

quantitative and qualitative research offers the greatest potential for accurate 

description and explanation of the significance of communications in all contexts 

(Lull, 1985, pp. 219-220).  

A critical and cultural studies perspective would call for a contextual understanding of  

Internet café phenomenon and suggest a dual focus, at the macro level and the micro level, 

that is necessary to capture the political environment and the dynamics of the interaction 

between the nation state, technology, and individual users. Drawn from both U&G research 

findings and the literature regarding media policy making discussed in Chapter 2, the 

research questions for individual use of the Internet are as follows: 

1: Who are the Internet users? 

 Asking this question is important because once we know who they are and how they 

use the Internet, further studies can be done to explain the complex interrelationships among 

technology, the nation state, and members of society. Most U&G researchers ask 

demographic questions while studying media use. When investigating new media use in 

urban China, Leung (1998) included questions about age, gender, income, and education of 

the user in his survey questionnaire. In his second research project about ICQ use, he also 

included demographic questions. Cheong (2002), to study Internet adoption and use in 
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Macao, gathered information about sex, age, education levels and monthly income. He 

wrote that, “…. results indicate that education, sex and income are the best predictors of 

Internet use” (p. 4, on line source). Zhu and He (2002) asked questions about respondents’ 

socioeconomic status such as education, family income, occupation and employment, and 

personal characteristics such as age, sex, and marital status in order to identify how these 

variables influenced Internet use and adoption. He noted that education “ has a significant 

impact on the six variables as a whole, which is mostly attributed to the impact on e-mail” 

(p. 17, online source).  

2: How do the Internet users in the cafés perceive the new medium? 

  This question has also been addressed by a number of audience researchers. Lee 

(1999) classified users’ perceptions of the Internet use in cafés as diversion, fashion, leisure 

outlet, socialization, and habitual and task-oriented use. Ebersole (2000) asked respondents 

to rate the WWW ‘s values as a source of information, entertainment, and as a means of 

communication. He discovered that “students rate the WWW highest for information, 

followed by communication, and then entertainment” (p. 3, online source). Studying 

Internet use, Zhu and He (2002) included in their questionnaire perceived characteristics of 

the Internet such as relative advantage, ease of use, and image. Leung (2001) analyzed 

gratifications of ICQ use and identified seven factors including affection, entertainment, 

relaxation, fashion, inclusion, sociability, and escape. All these studies concerned what 

Internet users expected the Internet to do, but none of them took place in non-western 

countries. Finding out how the Chinese Internet users perceive the Internet will be an initial 

effort in exploring alternative answers to the individual-technology relationship inquiry. 

3: How do the Internet users use the new medium? 

 Media use patterns are a major concern to many communication scholars, no matter 

whether they use quantitative or qualitative methods to collect data. In evaluating ICQ use, 

Leung (2001) asked the chatters to report how long they used ICQ, the number of times they 

chatted in a typical week and the average number of minutes they spent on an ICQ session 

and, finally, whether or not they had access to a computer at home. Identifying reasons for 

using the WWW, Ebersole (2000) categorized users’ motives into eight categories including 

research and learning, easy access to entertainment, communication and social interaction, 

something to do when bored, access to material otherwise unavailable, product information 
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and tech support, games and sexually explicit sites, and consumer transactions. Lee (1999) 

also discussed her participants’ uses of the Internet as diversion, social activity, enjoyment, 

fashion, social networking and association with a community of interest. 

No matter what aspect of media use is explored, U&G research findings can be 

categorized into four kinds of found motivations to use media according to McQuail’s 

(2000) classic typology of the personal and media interactions: 1) diversion such as 

escape from routines and problems or emotional release, 2) personal relationships such as 

communication for companionship and social utility, 3) personal identity such as self-

reference, reality exploration, and value reinforcement, and 4) surveillance such as 

information seeking or knowledge gaining. A fifth category, 5) fashion/life style, will be 

added to these four because several studies have proved it was an important motivation 

for people to use new ICT (Lee, 2000, Leung, 2001, Turkle, 1995). 

4. What relations, or gratifications, are established, or met by using the Internet? 

In a sense, this question implies a circular, dynamic and on-going process of how 

users perceive the medium, why they use the medium, and what they obtain by using it. 

Scholars have begun to ask questions not only about “ what computers do for us” but 

“what they do to us – to our relationships and our ways of thinking about ourselves” 

(Turkle, 1995, p.22). In a rural area of Norway, the Internet café was a “meeting place for 

the youth.” Langran (2002) stated that the rural youth viewed the Internet cafes as 

“technospaces” (p. 158) and used them as “informal meeting places where they can just 

sit down to ‘do nothing’” (p. 160). For many Americans, the Internet has become “a 

potent symbol and organizational tool for current grass-roots movements-of both right 

and left” (Turkle, 1995, p. 243); a space in which men and women build realities of 

romance less limited than in real life, or a form of resistance to their roles and identities 

in the real world. For net users in Britain, including many travelers, the Internet is 

perceived as way to cultivate a sense of being at home or a tool to dis-associate 

themselves from low status and unsatisfying jobs (Lee, 2000). 

5) What are users’ attitudes towards and their interactions with the state’s policies and 

regulations over Internet use? 

This question concerns the interactions between the Internet policy-making and 

Internet users in Internet cafes. I will link issues of government policies and regulations 
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at the national level to average users of the Internet at the local level. Exploration of 

answers to these questions will be presented in Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 

In this chapter, I describe the research strategy that I used to study the interrelationships 

between Internet technology, the nation state, and the social use of the Internet. Building on 

the conceptualization of the relationships presented in Chapters II and III, I provide a more 

detailed consideration of the challenge of a two-pronged approach to researching the 

Internet café phenomenon in China. The principle questions asked in the study are: 1) What 

is the nation state trying to do with Internet technology in the national development and 

what roles does the Internet play in the Chinese society? 2) What are the nature, 

characteristics, and implications of policy-making and the regulations on Internet use in 

China? 3) In what ways does the government try to control Internet access and use at the 

macro level and at the micro level? 4) What are the mismatches between the state’s policies 

and regulations and individual users and private providers of the Internet? 5) Within the 

Internet café environment, how do users perceive and use the Internet and what are their 

reactions to the policies and regulations governing its use? 6) In what ways do Internet café 

owners and managers enforce, frustrate, and avoid Internet policy and regulation?  

This chapter begins with a discussion of the qualitative design, followed by a 

description of the question-defining pilot study conducted before the main research. Then 

it explains what data were collected. The majority of the chapter focuses on the two 

components of the research design. One component is an analytical description of the 

political, social, and cultural environments, policy-making framework, and major policy 

documents at the macro level. The other is a discussion of field notes including 

observations, interviews, questionnaire responses, and other relevant data gathered at the 

micro level. The analyses that flow from these two distinct research strategies are 

complementary. In fact, I argue that both are essential because each answers different 

types of questions about the interrelationships of media, the nation state’s policy, and the 

social use of new media. 

Qualitative Design 

In this study, the term “qualitative research” is used as a general term to refer to non-

conventional or ethnographical approaches to researching the social world. The social world 

cannot be totally understood only in terms of causal relationships or by accumulating 
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numbers under universal laws. For a qualitative researcher, “The search for universal laws is 

rejected in favor of detailed descriptions of the concrete experience of life within a 

particular culture and of the social rules or the social patterns that constitute it” (Potter, 

1996, p. 127). Qualitative data collection techniques are effective in gaining rich and in-

depth data due to the employment of an exhaustive examination of cases, direct observation 

of the phenomenon, and real-time interaction with real people.   

 This study was designed to be conducted qualitatively based on the assumption that 

“human behavior is not random or idiosyncratic” (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998, p. 32). Neuman 

(2000) also explained that, for interpretive researchers, human behavior “may be patterned 

and regular, but this is not due to preexisting laws waiting to be discovered” (p. 72). If 

human behavior is not individually particular, then both quantitative and qualitative 

measurements should be reliable and valid to investigate the social world, though there are 

three distinctions between the two approaches to measurement. First, according to Neuman 

(2000), qualitative researchers do not have specific expectations or hypotheses before they 

start to collect data, and they begin their measurement during the data gathering, while 

quantitative researchers always design and state their hypothetical expectations and precise 

ways to conduct their research prior to data gathering. Second, in quantitative research, 

abstract ideas are transformed into numerical data, but data for qualitative researchers are 

usually written or spoken words, actions, sounds, symbols, physical objects, or visual 

images, which are not transformed into numbers. Moreover, the third difference is how the 

two styles link data to concepts. Quantitative style involves careful contemplation on 

concepts and concrete construction of measures before beginning collecting data; qualitative 

style also begins with careful contemplation on concepts, but its concepts are multiple, 

overlapping, and abstract, and researchers “develop many, if not most, of their concepts 

during data collection activities” (p. 157-158). 

  Due to these differences, reliability and validity are defined differently in 

quantitative and qualitative research. Reliability generally refers to “the extent to which 

different operationalizations of the same concept produce consistent results” (Bohrnstedt & 

Knoke, 1994, p. 14) in quantitative research, but for qualitative researchers, reliability 

means accuracy and comprehensiveness of the data collected. Qualitative researchers “tend 

to view reliability as a fit between what they record as data, and what actually occurs in the 
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setting under study, rather than the literal consistency across different observations" 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). In other words, reliability means the accuracy with which the 

researcher documents what he or she observes, hears, feels, and experiences. Although 

reliability of qualitative research is not as high as that in quantitative studies performed 

according to conventional standards, it can be achieved through triangulation of sources of 

data, methods, and theories. In qualitative studies, with the difficulty of studying constantly 

changing and complex social processes, the researcher should consider a wide range of data 

sources and use a variety of methods to reach a certain level of consistency.  

  While validity means “the degree to which its operationalization accurately reflects 

the concept it is intended to measure” (Bohrnstedt & Knoke, 1994, p. 14), qualitative 

researchers, as the instrument themselves, are concerned about truthfulness or authenticity 

of their interpretation. "Authenticity means giving a fair, honest, and balanced account of 

social life from the viewpoint of someone who lives it everyday" (Neuman, 2000, p. 171). 

Validity in qualitative research can be high because the investigation is a dynamically 

evolving process, and theories and observations interact with influence each other. The 

researcher has the advantages of going back and forth between her thinking and the data, 

drawing on other scholars’ thoughts, and examining her own reflections to develop new 

ideas or make adjustments to keep the target in focus. Therefore, “In both research styles, 

data are empirical representations of concepts, and measurement is a process that links data 

to concepts” (Neuman, 2000, p. 158). 

Pilot Study 

This study was designed to be completed in two phases. In the first phase when I had only a 

general topic of my dissertation research, a pilot study was conducted in order to get initial 

data, to develop some real sense of the Internet phenomenon, and to narrow my research 

topic, focusing on specific aspects of the Internet phenomenon subject. The pilot study was 

done continuously during 1999 and 2000, and it used unstructured and informal interviews 

with participants who were selected by a purposive sample drawn from those whom I knew 

or had a way to contact.  

  While I was on the campus of FSU, through my friends, neighbors, and student  

associations, I managed to identify and get in touch with those who newly came to FSU 

from China, such as schoolmates, visiting scholars, students, and their families. Once I got 
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to know my participants, I talked with them about their perceptions and use of the Internet 

in China. I was able to talk to them freely because we spoke the same language and we were 

not afraid of saying something not “politically correct” about the Chinese government. 

Later, part of the pilot study was conducted in Wuhan, a large inland city of China, in the 

summer of 2000. Again, I used purposive and snowball-sampling methods to informally 

interview 23 people. Interviewees included students, teachers, computer lab assistants, 

businessmen and managers, Internet users and non-users, all of whom were of Chinese 

nationality. My questions were usually conversational, asking participants whether or not 

they had computers, what they did with computers, what websites they had access to, what 

regulations they were aware of, what issues concerned them and how they felt and what they 

thought about the Internet. 

  Because the Internet policy analysis would be part of my study, I also began to 

gather policy and regulatory documents regarding Internet management and uses and some 

official statistics of Internet usage in China. There were two sources for these policy 

documents then: official speeches, regulations, and statistics were from the official web-site 

of the newly established Ministry of Information Industry – www.mii.gov.cn; and other 

information about policy and regulation was from my interviewees. The data on the civilian 

use of the Internet and users’ interactions with governmental regulations began to make 

sense when I finished the pilot study in 2001. At that point, I decided to narrow my research 

down to Internet cafes, their users and owners. 

  From these observations, interviews and document analyses, I began to think about: 

What roles does the Internet play in Chinese society? What are the nature, characteristics, 

and implications of Internet policy? Are there specific laws, or administrative procedures for 

individual users in the Internet café setting, and how are they carried out? Who benefits 

from these policies and regulations? This pilot study raised more questions: 1) Who are the 

users? 2) How do users view and use the Internet in the cafes? 2) What media services and 

content are made available or not available to them? 3) What are the regulations and 

administrative controls over the users and owners? 4) How do Internet café owners and 

users interact with Internet policies and regulations? 
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Rationales and Levels of Analysis 

 Summarizing what I obtained from the pilot study, I gave primary consideration to the 

socio-political context first and then evaluated the local dimensions of the interrelationships. 

In Chapter 2 and 3, critical and cultural studies theories were reviewed, and they would 

suggest that a dual focus is necessary to capture the political environment and the dynamics 

of the interaction between machine and humans. This dual focus is important for two other 

reasons as well. First, there are processes that must be examined at the national level. For 

example, the ideological shift from Mao Ze-dong’s idealism and utopianism to Deng Xiao’s 

pragmatism and realism originated at the national level in the 1980s. This change impacted 

not only national development, but also individual lifestyles. Since the open-door policy and 

economic reform started in the early 1980s, the Chinese people have begun their pursuit of 

personal happiness, worrying much less about the ideological purity and correctness strictly 

demanded by the Mao Zedong’s government. Because the Chinese have gradually realized 

that social activities are preferable to “class struggle” meetings, they are seeking more 

entertainment while paying less attention to and being less involved in political education. 

The change in ideology is also clearly reflected in policy-making and people’s daily life. For 

instance, in the early 1990s, the six-workday rule was changed to a five-workday system. 

“Thus, the ordinary people’s leisure time was doubled…Now, this change has also made 

changes in the lifestyle and leisure-time structure of the ordinary people, which has resulted 

in a higher demand for more and better television programming” (Hong, 1998, p. 116-117). 

Chapter 5, with a purpose to lay a groundwork for a broad understanding of Internet use and 

institutional forces that both enable and constrain that use, will present these broader 

dynamics of social change such as shifts in ideology, policy-making system, and cultural 

environments at the macro level. 

  While setting the larger background for the investigation, collecting and analyzing 

data at the micro level was equally important because the Internet café was basically a local 

phenomenon despite that it appeared ongoing in almost all large cities across the country. In 

Chapter 3, we discussed the critical and ethnographic approach to studying various kinds of 

media and this approach was adopted to investigate the net café phenomenon. Like many 

mass media technologies in China, the Internet spread from the state’s institutes at the top 

level down to net bars in local cities and towns. In their recent studies about Internet use, 
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communication scholars conducted their research at specific and local settings such as 

schools, colleges, and Internet cafes. Some of them tried to link the local phenomenon with 

issues at the macro level, but they essentially gathered and analyzed micro-level data such 

as interview notes, participant observations, questionnaire responses, and individual records 

of Internet use on computers that were used by research participants. The case study method 

was selected to elaborate an analysis of the Internet phenomenon because various 

dimensions of the development of Internet cafes were difficult to measure quantitatively. 

The research results will be presented and discussed in Chapter 6 about cafes, Chapter 7 

about users, and Chapter 8 about café owners and managers. 

Collecting and Analyzing Data at the Macro Level 

In qualitative studies, policy documents and statistics prepared or promulgated for official 

reasons are mute but important evidence for the researcher. Without the policy documents, 

public speeches, and official statistics, it is almost impossible to study the interplay between 

media and its audiences. Chapter 5, the next chapter, addresses three major questions 1) 

What is the nation state trying to do with Internet technology in the national development 

and what are the roles the Internet plays in the Chinese society? 2) What are the nature, 

characteristics, and implications of policy-making and the regulations on Internet use in 

China? 3) In what ways does the government try to control Internet access and use at the 

macro level? For the reader to see clearly the interrelationships between the mass media, the 

nation state, and the individual user, it is essential to study media policy and policy-making 

because the data that provide possible answers to these questions are embedded in the 

official speeches and documents. These documents have been publicized on line, in print, 

and at conferences. For example, Mao Ze-dong’s media policy statements published in the 

“little red book” were the ideological guidance for media policy making for decades.  

  Policy documents can be issued, at the top level, by the State Council of the central 

government, or by a single ministry such as the Ministry of Information Industry (MII) or 

the Ministry of Culture  (MC), or often by several ministries jointly. At the provincial and 

city levels, policy and regulation are usually made and issued according to those made by 

the ministries. For the policy document analysis, I used national, provincial, and local 

regulations as the units of analysis. There are two reasons for using all three levels. First, the 

national level policy and regulations always serve as guidelines for lower-level policy-
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making, as well as for monitoring individual users. Second, although the lower level 

regulations reiterate those written in the top-level regulations, they usually have varied and 

more specific provisions applicable only to the local situations, which are the focus of the 

study. Therefore, the research for this study was partly derived from the major policy 

documents and statistics promulgated and presented by the central and provincial and local 

governments. 

Collecting and Analyzing Data at the Micro Level 

I decided to use various methods to collect the most comprehensive data. In the second 

phase of data gathering, I went to the field to complete my data collection by means of 

participant observation, unstructured and semi-structured interviews, survey 

questionnaires, photographs of the sites, and local journalistic articles and news reports.  

Two issues concerned me before I went to the field: 1) in which Internet cafes was I 

going to conduct observations and interviews, and 2) how would I get permission to sit in 

a bar to observe and talk to people? 

I employed convenience sampling, combined with purposive sampling, to choose 

Internet cafes that I would do my research. Although I used convenience sampling, I 

considered the size, the location, and the ownership of the cafes. Purposive sampling was 

also part of the selection procedures. My focus was on the Internet cafes around 

universities because the majority of Internet users were young people, especially college 

students. According to a nationwide survey conducted by China Internet Network 

Information Center (CNNIC, 2002), 86.1% of the Internet users were college students 

and graduates or senior high students. If the list was sorted by the users’ occupations, the 

occupation “student” ranks at the top of all the other occupations such as “government 

cadres,” “teachers,” or “clerks in service industry”. Users who were under the age of 30 

accounted for 70.4% of all users in the country, but many universities, especially those 

not closely associated with the Ministry of Education (ME), were not adequately 

equipped with computers and networks. This will be discussed in Chapter 6 in detail.  

  The two research strategies at the macro and the micro levels allowed for the 

combination of distinctive strengths found in each approach. The historical overview of the 

political and social contexts and the explanation of media policy-making provided broad but 

critical perspective for the reader to better understand the larger environment in which the 
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Internet operates. The case studies of Internet cafes, owners, and users allowed us to situate 

Internet use patterns in specific locales and explored the internal dynamics of the Internet 

use in greater detail.  

Data Sources 

The research for this study was derived from six major sources: 1) official Internet policy 

documents and statistics, 2) observation notes, 3) unstructured and semi-structured interview 

transcripts, 4) survey questionnaire responses, 5) photographs of the sites, 6) journalistic 

articles and news reports. Among these were both primary sources and secondary sources. 

In the next paragraphs, let me describe each in turn, highlighting the limitations and 

strengths of each. 

Official Internet Policy Documents and Statistics 

One of the primary sources of data for this study was the Internet policy documents that 

served as guidelines for various kinds of Internet use for the whole nation. This material was 

useful in understanding official government perspectives on programs, the administrative 

structure, and the regulated businesses and individuals. National level documents were 

downloaded and printed from the Ministry of Information Industry’s (MII) websites: 

www.mii.gov.cn and from the China Interconnecting Network Information Center’s 

(CNNIC) website: www.cnnic.net.cn. Policies and regulation documents issued by local 

governments were downloaded and printed from the official websites of local Ministry of 

Public Security (MPS) offices such as: www.wh58.com and other websites. Interestingly, I 

was not successful despite many diligent attempts to get hard copies of local policy and 

regulation documents posted in Internet cafes from cafe owners and from some contacts in 

the Public Security Offices. However, when an Internet user told me the local official web 

site addresses, I printed everything I needed easily. Another way of obtaining the 

regulations was from owners who were required to attend training programs or mandatory 

meetings hosted by the local governments and local Public Security Offices. 

  Another source of information was official statistics about the Internet use in China. 

Because “Qualitative researchers are adamant about not taking quantitative data at face 

value” (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998, p. 153), I critically reviewed such information, compared it 

with other sources, and asked myself questions. I used the statistics to explore perceptions 
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and checked on my own ideas developed in the study in areas such as the Internet user 

groups, the general use patterns and the geographical diffusion of the Internet.  

 One limitation of policy document collection is being faced with too many 

documents. For example, it seemed that all levels and every Internet-related government 

office had issued regulation documents in various forms of announcements, management 

methods, rules, and requirements. To focus on the major documents, I read articles in 

official newspapers that explained these documents and instructed the reader which ones 

were the important, and I also talked to Internet café owners and users to understand what 

regulations they were aware of, and which regulations they thought were important. In this 

way I was able to focus on important national documents while being aware of the variation 

and specificity in local regulations.  

 The strengths of documents are that they represent a direct expression of the values 

of those who administer telecommunications institutes and thus can be used to study 

bureaucratic rhetoric, and also that they “may provide confirmatory evidence and strengthen 

the credibility of the results of interviews or observations (Potter, 1996, p. 96).  

Participant Observation 

Regarding access to the cafes, I first went to Internet cafes as a user. There I talked to the 

owner or the manager, identified my purpose and myself and asked whether or not they 

would allow me to sit in the café, observe, and talk to them and their customers. After I got 

their permission, I sat in the bars and observed. Finally, I decided to observe four individual 

net cafes which will be identified as net bars A, B, C, and D in the following chapters, one 

in a café in a commercial area and the other three in cafes around universities. Another 

selection criterion was whether the café was public or private. The issue about the sampling 

and informed consent from the survey respondents and interview participants will be 

discussed later in this section.  

  Participant observation is the most basic method for both quantitative and qualitative 

researchers. “Observation is the technique of gathering data through direct contact with an 

object- usually another human being” (Potter, 1996), and “qualitative researchers usually 

observe from a phenomenological perspective; they immerse themselves in natural 

environments and watch a situation as a diffuse, ambiguous entity and allow themselves to 

be struck with certain peculiarities or interesting happenings” (p. 98). In the summer of 2000 
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and 2002, I visited 27 Internet cafes, large and small, owned privately and by the 

government, around schools and in business areas, legal ones and illegal ones. I chose three 

around universities and one in a business area to do intensive observations, about 15 hours a 

week. Since my purpose was not to look for “representativeness” from these cafes, I 

selected several cafes in order to “maximize variations” (Potter, 1996, p. 105). These cafes 

had different appearances, locations, male and female owners, and operating styles. 

Considering that the time when I visited the cafes might affect the comprehensiveness of 

data, I arranged time sampling to visit the cafés at different times including morning, noon, 

afternoon, and evening and making my visits on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, 

Friday and on weekends. Each visit lasted one to three hours. At the beginning stage of my 

investigation, I simply registered at the front desk as a user in the café and used the Internet 

there while observing the physical and human environments (see APPENDIX B) silently. 

According to Bogdan and Biklen (1998), field study is characterized by its unobtrusive, 

natural approach to an actual setting with the direct source of data.  

  More detached observations are suitable at the beginning of field study, and it is 

appropriate to make the researcher as invisible as possible during this observational period 

while she or he takes field notes and reflects on everything she records and later records as 

observation comments (OC). I usually took notes after leaving the field because I found in 

my previous qualitative research that most people at the sites were not comfortable with me 

holding a pen and a notebook in my hand while observing or chatting with them. The 

observation guideline (See APPENDIX B) prepared for participant observations was very 

helpful and I used it every time I visited and observed the cafes.  

  Participant observation provides opportunities for the researcher to study the 

phenomenon of interest under natural conditions and to physically experience how the 

participants act and relate to each other in daily routines. The researcher’s position is a 

mixture of an insider and an outsider. I shared many ideas and feelings with the participants 

while keeping a distance from them, and I also recorded my own observations, reflecting on 

the data collected in order to gain a perspective at a distance.  

Unstructured and Semi-structured Interviews  

As time went on, I became more interactive with the participants and started semi-structured 

interviews. After I was familiar with the owners, the technical assistants, and some users, I 
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started talking to them, identified my purpose and myself, showed them the consent sheet, 

and asked them whether they would like to participate in my research. 

  Semi-structured interviews refer to loosely structured interview guides with 

questions, which are prepared before the interview and organized around several essential 

issues. Unstructured interviews mean the researcher keeps his or her mind open to accept 

and understand any situation that may happen at the settings. However, unstructured 

interviews do not mean going to the field with no ideas on mind. Bogdan and Biklen 

explain, “The open-ended nature of the approach allows the subjects to answer from their 

own frame of reference rather than from one structured by prearranged questions. In this 

type of interviewing, questionnaires are not used; while loosely structured interview guides 

may sometimes be employed….” (1998, p. 3). In semi-structured interviews, the wording of 

the questions and the order asking the question could change, unprepared questions might be 

asked, and prepared questions might have omitted; this all depends on the individual 

respondents and the situation of the interview. “[I]nterviews are seen as negotiated 

accomplishments of both interviewers and respondents that are shaped by the contexts and 

situations in which they take place” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 663).  

  In this study, I was not interested in determining what were average or representative 

Internet cafes, though I obtained background information about the users by conducting a 

survey. Therefore, I used both convenience sampling for in-depth interviews with the 

owners, managers, and users. Because my purpose was to collect the richest data possible, I 

tried to maximize variations in choosing potential user-interviewees. Although employing 

convenience sampling, I considered age, occupation, gender, and educational level when 

choosing interviewees in order to get as diverse as possible a body of perspectives and 

experience. I also had individual and group interviews with the Internet users and non-users; 

most of whom were interviewed outside the café. I usually brought a notebook with me 

because I wanted to write down as much as I could of what the participants were saying, 

while asking questions and listening to them. Most interviewees did not want me to tape-

record their talks, but let me take notes.  

  Purposive sampling was also used to conduct interviews with café owners, 

managers, and users. Purposive sampling means that the researcher uses her judgment in 

selecting cases or participants with a specific purpose in mind (Neuman, 2000). I talked to a 
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number of owners, managers, and users, but concentrated on three owners, who will be 

identified as Owners A, B, and Co-owner C. The managers in these cafes will be Managers 

A, B, and D. Key user interviewees will be identified as Users A, B, C, D, and E. Again, I 

considered age, gender, occupation, and café location in order to maximize the variations. 

The interviews were sometimes conducted inside and sometimes outside the cafes with 

owners and users. Most of them were done face to face, but some of them were conducted 

through email or telephone. The strength of the face to face interview is that the researcher 

can observe the participant’s nonverbal expressions and may change, add, and delete 

questions depending on the situation. Because the semi-structured interview is often 

conducted in a conversational style, interview transcripts can include verbal and non-verbal 

messages of the participants such as speaking tone, pace, and volume, facial expression, 

eye-contact, gestures, postures, and body movements. The challenge of semi-structured 

interviews is the possible influence of the interviewer, i. e., the researcher, on the 

interviewee’s responses. 

  Another way to get people to continue to talk to me when I was not at the site was to 

exchange messages through email. Therefore, even after I left the field, I kept in touch with 

them and heard new things from them such as the new regulation issued on November 15, 

2002. The advantages of email responses are avoidance of making the participant nervous, 

flexibility to ask or answer questions any time, and to receive thoughtful responses. The 

disadvantage is that the researcher can not see their faces and their nonverbal expressions, 

and also some participants can respond very slowly or even sometimes do not respond at all 

to the questions sent in email.  

Survey Questionnaire 

Pencil and paper survey as a methodology has a strong tradition in social science and most 

U&G researchers have historically used questionnaires and interviews to collect information 

from the respondents about their uses and gratifications. Since my purpose was not to look 

for something statistically representative, I designed a questionnaire which included both 

closed and open-ended questions (see APPENDIX A). I used a ‘quota’ sampling method to 

“get a preset number of cases in each of several predetermined categories that will reflect 

the diversity of the population,” (Neuman, 2000, p. 196). This quota sampling of qualitative 
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style was meant to choose respondents who were as diverse as possible in terms of age, 

gender and other background information. The respondents were all users in the net cafes. 

  In addition to five demographic questions, this paper-pencil questionnaire presented 

a list of 25 questions about individuals’ expectations and uses of media developed from the 

literature of U&G plus critical and ethnographic research on Internet use. I first translated 

the questionnaire from English into Chinese and then asked professionals to back translate it 

into English in order to ensure its accuracy. Perfect translation is impossible, but back 

translation will make the researcher’s translation closer to the original language (Chinese). I 

distributed 120 copies of the questionnaire and got 103 usable responses, of which six were 

only half completed. I prepared consent forms for the respondents to sign, but no one 

wanted to sign them because they thought it was better not to write their names on the paper. 

To compensate for this, I asked them first to see if they were willing to do this or not. If yes, 

I explained the survey’s purpose to each respondent orally before he or she started. The 

respondents were supposed to check off the closed questions and write their answers to the 

open-ended questions; the whole process took about 5-10 minutes. Most of the time, I 

handed the survey to each respondent and, when they finished, I simply collected the 

responses and kept them in confidential folders. Although I was not looking for any causal 

relationships, I found that the survey data illustrated general patterns of Internet use. 

Photographs of the Sites 

Photography has long been associated with social science. Researchers use the camera to 

record something that is difficult to describe otherwise, or “contains more information than 

it is convenient to record in written form” (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998, p. 101). I had planned 

to take pictures of the cafes inside and outside, but no owners allowed me to take pictures 

inside, therefore, I took pictures of the outside of eight net-bars. These pictures cannot tell 

much about the inside, but do show the environment in which the net-bars are located, 

physical appearance, and sizes of net cafes. The pictures taken were used as general visual 

aids and shown only to my committee members and will be destroyed after five years from 

the day they were taken.  

Journalist Articles, News Reports and Literature 

A thorough researcher inevitably discusses data generated by quantitative researchers and 

reviews relevant literature constantly during her research because current developments and 
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relevant literature may confirm proved patterns or present new trends.  Official journalistic 

articles and news reports were used for two different purposes: 1) to gain official 

information about he studied phenomenon, 2) to identify the government’s perceptions, 

attitudes, bureaucratic rhetoric, and actions regarding Internet use. This material proved to 

be very helpful in providing information about the interaction between the state and the 

individual user. 

Writing and Coding Methods 

Qualitative research, especially ethnographic study, is highly interactive in terms of 

gathering, reflecting on data and developing concepts simultaneously. The written results 

integrate observation notes, survey responses, interview transcripts, field notes and 

observation comments (OC), photographs, local policy documents, and journalist reports 

and accounts. “Concept formation is an integral part of data analysis and begins during data 

collection” (Neuman, 2000, p. 163) for the qualitative researcher. Unlike quantitative 

research, qualitative analysis is a circular procedure that codes data according to the themes 

of the research. Coding for this study included “the task of sorting [the data] into piles 

according to a scheme that you are to develop” (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998, p. 171). While 

gathering data, I began developing coding categories such as setting codes, perspectives 

held by participants, their use patterns, activity codes, and social and educational status 

codes. I looked especially for recurrent events and recurring phrases or words the participant 

uses in order to identify general patterns as well as details.  

  For a qualitative researcher, writing about data means analyzing the data. My 

approach for writing the analysis is the “interpretive realistic tale” (Potter, 1996, p. 239), 

meaning the arguments are essentially my selection and interpretations of the data though I 

used many little edited quotes from the research participants. The descriptions of the 

evidence represent my perceptions of the interactions directly observed and triangulated by 

synthesizing different theories, different sources of data, and data collecting methods.  

Presentation of Evidence. 

It is important to inform readers of the perspective from which you are writing the report. 

According to M. L. Smith (quoted in Potter, 1996, p. 85), there are two kinds of evidence in 

qualitative research: emit and etic. If the researcher only records and presents what the 

participants say and do using their perspectives and language, the evidence is emic. When 
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the researcher uses her words and viewpoints to describe the phenomenon, the evidence is 

etic. On one hand, I have attempted to include the “voices” of the participants so that the 

reader can make his or her own interpretations. The quoted speech of the participants has 

been edited as minimally as possible.  It is imperative that the study participants speak for 

themselves whenever possible because emit evidence can be quite revealing.  

On the other hand, etic evidence can sometimes be more objective. If the same participant 

were asked what Western websites he has accessed, what he would say might not be 

truthful. In this case, the researcher’s perspective, judgment, and interpretation - etic 

evidence - can be more accurate than direct quotations.  

  “The assumption of interpretation reminds us that there is no ultimate, defensible 

truth; there are only interpretations of it. Therefore, objectivity must not viewed as a fixed 

position reflecting truth, but instead as a relative position on a continuum” (Potter, 1996, p. 

85). To put myself toward a more objective position on this continuum, I used not only 

participants’ interpretation of their behavior (quotes from them), but also interpreted what 

they said in my own language and perspectives. From the practical viewpoint, “researchers 

must still categorize responses based, obviously, on their own notions and values” (Baran 

and Davis, 2000, p. 255).  

Limitations 

Methodologically, qualitative approaches also have weaknesses. The most obvious 

limitation of this study is the sample and methodology employed in its selection. Use of no-

probabilistic sampling for sites chosen and for users surveyed and interviewed restricts the 

generalizability of this study. Because of the non-random nature of the sample, 

generalization to the larger population of café users is discouraged. However, this study has 

helped to identify, document, and analyze motivations, attitudes, and reactions to the 

Internet that have not been fully explored to date and such identification, documentation, 

and analysis, however incomplete, has provided heuristic value for future research. Another 

limitation of this type of study is that the results of the survey questionnaire with the 

researcher-prepared questions in advance and the interview notes does not always work.  

  This problem was acknowledged by Samuel Ebersole (2000) when he used surveys 

to investigate WWW use by secondary school students. He reported that “students were 

simply attempting to provide a response that they thought would shock or startle the 
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researcher” (Chapter 5, p. 4, on line source). To overcome this difficulty, I tried to spend a 

lot of time with the respondents. I tried to make friends with them, and to be honest, kind, 

and even helpful to them. Because I had the advantage of being Chinese and conversing 

with them, I managed to create an atmosphere in which they would have few, if any, reasons 

or motivations to lie to me. I believe I was able to develop trust and rapport with them. 

A further limitation is that, though qualitative research is characterized by its natural 

approach to an actual setting with direct source of data, the researcher is not totally 

unobtrusive. Unavoidably, the researcher influences the setting and the participant in one 

way or another because a stranger is there and is asking questions. Bogdan and Biklen 

(1998) remind us, “the smaller the number of subjects the more likely you are to change 

their behavior by your presence….A large number of subjects, on the other hand, usually 

makes it easier to be unobtrusive”(p. 56). Again I used honesty and trust to establish rapport 

and to reduce suspicion regarding the purpose of the research.  

  An additional limitation was that official documents and the survey responses in 

Chinese had to be translated into English. While total accuracy is almost impossible because 

of different cultural, social, political and historical backgrounds in the two languages 

(English and Chinese), I did make an effort to translate the data as accurately as possible for 

American readers to comprehend. I had a Chinese English professor back translate my 

translations, and consulted with other English translations published in newspapers, online, 

and in academic articles. In these ways, presenting a clear and accurate picture of what was 

happening in the Internet café became possible. 

  Regarding the observation and interview environments, another concern was 

whether I should tell the participants that I was a researcher from an American university. 

On one hand, coming from the United States could be an advantage in the sense that United 

States is respectable for its high level of socio-economic development. In other words, there 

was built-in credibility. In my pilot study, there was little problem talking with people and 

finding out what they did and thought because most participants were people I knew and 

they were very cooperative. On the other hand, being from an American university could be 

a problem. In this field research, all participants were strangers, and some of them might 

have been suspicious of, or even unfriendly to, a researcher from the United States. 

However, being a kind of “native,” honest and friendly with them, I was able to earn trust 
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and rapport among the participants, especially the cafe owners. In addition, I started 

interviewing only after I spent some time at the sites, and all interviews were conducted in a 

conversational style without forcing anyone to answer my questions. I also prepared some 

small gifts for each of the key participants to thank them. For all these reasons people talked 

more freely and I believe that what I heard were mostly truthful. 

Summary 

This chapter began with a discussion of the qualitative design and then the pilot study to 

identify major research questions. Third, I stated the reasons why the following chapters 

were written and proposed a dual focus and multi-method strategy for studying the 

interrelationships among technology, the nation state, and the social use of the Internet. The 

next section discusses data sources including primary and secondary sources. The fifth 

section presents the specific techniques to collect and analyze data and the following section 

explains how data will be presented. This chapter concludes with a detailed reflection on the 

limitations and concerns of my methodologies. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE POLITICAL STRUCTURE AND TELECOMMUNICATIONS 

POLICY-MAKING SYSTEM IN CHINA 

 

 

As introduced in Chapter 2 and Chapter 4, this chapter looks at the Internet phenomenon 

from a macro-level perspective examining the nation state, its political system, its media 

policy-making system, and how ICT is related to the present modernizing processes in 

China. This chapter tries to answer these important questions: 1) What is the nation state 

trying to do with Internet technology in the national development and what are the roles 

the Internet plays in the Chinese society? 2) What are the nature, characteristics, and 

implications of policy-making and the regulations on Internet use in China? 3) In what 

ways does the government try to control Internet access and use at the macro level? This 

chapter is important because it provides the political background of China for us to better 

understand the interrelations between the state, technology, and the individual.  

The discussions in this chapter are based on data from primary sources such as 

long time participant observations, former Chinese political leaders’ speeches and works, 

and government media policy documents. Data from secondary sources include academic 

research articles, journalist accounts, and official statistics. The beginning section is a 

historical overview of the political system, the Communist culture, and the legal structure 

in China. The second section discusses the government’s effort to modernize China, and 

addresses important issues in the development of the telecommunications industry. The 

third section describes the Internet policy-making system and the main players involved 

in policy making, and the fourth section presents means of control over Internet use at the 

macro level. The last section summarizes this chapter. 

 It is argued in this chapter that 1) the political and policy-making system is 

characterized by its hierarchical structure, its one-way communication style, its decision-

making behind the closed door, and the coercive and punitive tone in regulations; 2) the 

nation state uses Internet technology as a double-edged sword, to promote its national 

economic growth on one hand; and to further legitimize and strengthen the leadership status 

of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) on the other hand; 3) the implications of this policy 

making can be a) the two levels of commercial actors: the state owned enterprises owning 
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and operating telephone, satellites, and the Internet industries, and the private Internet 

service providers such as Internet café owners are treated different, and b) the gap between 

the government use and individual use is widened; 4) social control of Internet use is carried 

out by Internet policy and regulation, by the governmental ideological education and 

propaganda through mass media, by the technical design of the Internet and monitoring 

software, and by administrative and legal means. 

The Political System and Communist Culture 

In 1949, after decades of turmoil and wars, the People’s Republic of China was founded 

with the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). During the first three 

decades of the new republic, a new social structure and a new legal system were formed, 

and a new political culture was gradually but firmly established.  

The Political and Legal Structure 

Throughout most of China’s long history, the government was often authoritarian in 

nature and sophisticated in styles of management. The relationships between common 

civilians and the state were based on carefully prescribed forms of behavior that covered 

every aspect of life. Even though the Communist revolution led by Mao Ze-dong 

overthrew the “old society” and advocated eliminating classes in the Chinese society, 

Mao’s government was still the highest and absolute authority, tolerating no 

disobedience.  

The Chinese government proudly announced in its first constitution in 1954 that 

China was a socialist state of the dictatorship of the proletariats exercising leadership 

over the state through the CCP (Qi, 1979). The Chinese Communist Party (CCP), via its 

Standing Committee of Politburo (SCP), was the ultimate decision-maker. The Politburo 

gave general directions and strategies regarding national economic plans, political 

discourse, and policy and regulations over mass media industries, and other important 

issues. The Standing Committee of the Politburo (SCP) of the CCP, the National People’s 

Congress (NPC), a legislative body, and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 

Conference (CPPCC) constituted the Chinese political system. The State Council 

representing the Central Government was the executive office of state power leading 

about three dozen ministries and commissions.  
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The most important characteristic of the Chinese political system was the double- 

leadership of government officials who were also the CCP members:  

All along, it had been common in the Chinese political structure for cadres 

occupying important posts in the party to “double” by occupying similarly 

important positions in the government. Because of this, it was almost never 

expected that governmental organs would come to play an independent role. In 

other words, the principle of CCP leadership was accomplished via this 

overlapping of posts (Kokubun, 1998, p. 72). 

Communist Party members occupied every important position in the central  

government. The appointment of top government officials provides vivid examples 

illustrating the political structure: every high- ranking party official held or is holding 

double posts in the Central Government as well as in the CCP. Mao Ze-dong was both 

the chair of the country and the chair of the Party’s Central Committee; Deng Xiao-ping 

was the chair of China after the Cultural Revolution and the Party’s General Secretary; 

then Jiang Ze-min was the president of China and the Party’s General Secretary at the 

same time. At present, Hu Jin-tao is the president of China and the Party’s General 

Secretary, with both positions taken from Jiang Ze-min. State administrative offices at all 

lower levels have followed the same pattern. Governors and mayors are always required 

to be the Party members. At the same time, the CCP also has its branches at all levels and 

its members in each office and in each village as leaders and supervisors. “At the apex 

were the party organs at national, provincial, and local levels, corresponding to the 

organizational structure of the party”(Yan, 2000, p. 509). With this partisan tradition of 

the double-role leadership and the Party’s regimentation through centralized policy-

making and coercive regulations, it is not surprising to see continuity of the Party’s 

control over China despite the challenge of the economic reform and introduction of new 

information and communication technology (ICT). 

This political and legal system was also structured with a hierarchical and 

monopolistic control exercised by the CCP-led government over every decision-making. 

Specific media policy and regulation were usually made by the State Council which 

“relies on the industrial ministries to formulate and carry out policies that the council will 

then rubber stamp” (Foster & Goodman, 2000, p. 13). Each ministry is headed by a 
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minister who is also a Party member. Provincial governments and people’s congresses 

are the second level under the central government. The next level down are autonomous 

districts, counties, and municipalities, followed by towns in cities and communes in the 

countryside, and at the end of the line are ordinary individuals. At all these levels except 

the individual level, each state ministry has its local offices that own, operate, supervise, 

and regulate the local media industry.  

The Communist Ideology and Political Education 

Politically and culturally, China was transformed from feudalism and an “old society” 

full of warlords and corrupt officials of the Nationalist Party to a new socialist society 

through the Communist revolutions. The slogan of the revolutions was to build an ideal 

society – socialism - in which classes would be eliminated and people would enjoy their 

rights: freedom of speech, volunteer labor, and equality before law. In the name of 

socialist construction, the central government advocated collectivism and patriotism on 

one hand, and classified people into “revolutionary” and “counter-revolutionary” on the 

other hand.  

Ironically, however, the CCP, which enthusiastically advocated the elimination of 

classes, became a new ruling class with political power and various kinds of privilege. 

The ruling status and the central government’s political and economic interests were 

eloquently defended with the notion that the wealth of society was owned collectively. To 

educate people that there was no longer “private property,” the source of evil, and 

everything was owned and operated by the “people,” the Party engaged the masses for 

decades in political movements such as “Rectification of Counter-revolutionaries” in the 

early 1950s, “Anti-Rightists Movement” in the mid-1950s, and the “Great Proletarian 

Cultural Revolution” from 1966 to 1976. In each movement, political education of 

masses was conducted through different media channels such as newspapers, magazines, 

picture books for children, big character posters, radio, and wired broadcasting, massive 

“class struggle” meetings, small group discussions, and stage performance such as 

dancing and singing. The purpose of the movements was to broadcast the Party’s voice to 

the masses and to direct and constrain the “mindset” of the masses. The mass media was 

always used to relay quickly the party’s political task to the audience. With a conviction 

that its political principles would benefit people by “helping” them to be politically moral 
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and correct, the Party’s re-education never stopped because “[p]ropaganda must be 

continuous and lasting-continuous in that it must not leave any gaps, but must fill the 

citizen’s whole day and all his days; lasting in that it must function over a very long 

period of time” (Ellul, 1973, p. 17). Consequently, the power of the Party was 

strengthened each time when involving the Chinese in the massive political education 

compaigns. People’s minds were cultivated to believe that whatever the Party said was 

moral and correct. 

Economic Reform and Telecom Development in China 

1979 was a year of monumental change when Deng Xiao-ping decided to open China’s 

door to the outside world and launched economic reforms. Along with the ideological 

transformation, the Chinese leaders realized the importance of ICT in promoting the 

nation’s economy and modernization, and thus decided to invest heavily in the 

telecommunications industry, build up telecom infrastructure, create new state agencies, 

and restructure the regulating regime.  

Fast Growth of Economy and Development of the Internet   

As a fast growing economy, China has become a powerful buyer and has pursued joint 

ventures with foreign companies, attracted foreign investment and imported great 

amounts of Western high technologies as well as other products and services. “Cisco has 

decided to invest $100 million in various activities within China. Bay Networks will 

establish an architectural lab in Beijing, and 3Com will invest $100 million in several 

activities, including networking. …and direct foreign investment rose from $162 million 

in 1990 to $1.3 billion in 1995” (Press, Foster, and Goodman, 1999). According to 

National Interest (Wolff, 1997), Time Warner, CNBC, Discovery Communications Inc., 

and U. S. Children’s Television Workshop have entered into a joint venture with the 

Chinese government. Microsoft, NBC, CNN, and Dow Jones “will sell programming to 

the Chinese without entering into joint venture with China’s state-owned companies.” 

Press et al  (Press, Foster, and Goodman, 1999) reported that, in 1996, China invested 

$13.038 billion in expenditure for telecommunication; and U. S. exports to China were 

$14 billion. These authors predicted that during the next decade, China would need more 

than $750 billion in new infrastructure including power generation systems and 

transportation equipment.  
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Due to the government’s heavy investment, favorable policy and administrative 

support, the nation with 1.27 billion people has become the world’s fastest-growing 

telecom market with people installing satellite dishes, adding new telephone lines, 

connecting computers to the Internet, and buying cellular phones at an unprecedented 

rate. Having entered the 21st century, China has 16.13 million computers ready to connect 

to the global networks through eight gateways approved by the State Council, and there 

were almost 50 million Internet users (www.cnnic.net.cn, 2003) by March, 2003. China 

also has more than 177,000,000 households using fixed telephones and more than 

140,000,000 mobile phones subscribers. The number of fixed telephone households is 

second only to the United States and the number of mobile phone users has exceeded that 

in the United States, making China “the number one” in the world (2002, 

www.mii.gov.cn). China had enjoyed two digit growth rates in most of the 1980s and 

1990s, and in 1998 it was moved from the World Bank’s lowest income classification 

and placed into the lower-middle-level-income category (Yan, 2000). 

Favored Institutes 

The early development of the Internet in China began with elite academic institutes and 

the military of the nation state. “China established its first Internet E-mail link to the 

outside world in the Institute of High Energy Physics (IHEP) of the Chinese Academy of 

Science (CAS)” (Wu, 1996, p. 699). The CAS, under the direct supervision of the 

Ministry of Education (ME), was the first institute to establish a computer network in 

China – CASNet - as early as 1987 (Yan, 2000, p. 516). To connect to the West, it “used 

an X.25 link to exchange information with the European Research Network” (Foster and 

Goodman, 2000, p. 11). China Education and Research Network, CERNet, was another 

earliest interconnecting networks based at Qing-Hua University in Beijing, a backbone 

network connecting academic and research institutions nationwide. Later, the government 

started “a series of Golden Projects to give the central government information on and 

control over the rapid decentralization of decision-making that was taking place as a 

result of the move to a market economy” (Foster and Goodman, 2000, p. 11).  The 

backbone for these projects was the Golden Bridge-GBnet. With strong support from the 

government,  “China Netcom started out as the IP Network Model Project and was 

sponsored by the CAS, the Shanghai government, the Ministry of Railways, and the State 
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Administration of Radio, Film, and Television (SARFT)” (Foster and Goodman, 2000, p. 

19).  

Another favored state institute was the military and the police, which had special 

networks together with bandwidth allocated for military purposes. Public security 

agencies and the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) were usually among the first to access 

and use the most advanced technologies. As early as 1998, China experimented with 

telemedicine links to the United States and “this pilot project is underway at some 

military hospital” (Press, Foster, and Goodman, 1998). The PLA also reportedly searched 

for foreign investors to help its effort to develop a national CDMA mobile network. The 

Ministry of Public Security (MPS) adopted the early wireless mobile technology in the 

1ate 1980s to track down those considered “trouble-makers.” For example, the Chinese 

political dissident Harry Wu was arrested immediately after he entered an almost deserted 

area in the Far West of China by the MPS, which used Motorola's telecommunications 

technology to accomplish its mission. 

The Nation State, Media Policy, and Social Use of ICT 

Historically in China, the gap between those in power and those without power was 

absolute and vast. Bureaucratic administrators were often closely associated with 

commerce and vice versa, thus forming an elite class with officials in the governments 

and scholars who attached themselves to the ruling class. Many high rank scholar-

officials were not only administrators, but also functioned as mediators, supervisors, 

regulators, and even juries and judges. While this elite class made decisions based on 

their own needs and interests to protect their special privileges and the status quo, the 

average people had hardly any rights to enjoy media technologies, which the government 

policy allowed in China. This section identifies problems in the relationship between 

authority and average people and between the public and private commercial actors. 

The Gap between State Use and Individual Use of ICT 

Traditionally, the nation state, with its elite class attached, had always been the first and 

main adopters of new ICT. Mass media technologies such as telephony, radio, and 

satellite were nothing new to China. For example, China already had telephones in the 

early decades of 20th century; the first CCP radio station was established in 1941 and 

first television station in 1958 (Yan, 2000, p. 500-503). 1n 1960 Beijing started exporting 
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programming to foreign nations. Micro cable transmission was used in 1964. China 

signed television programming exchange agreements with 27 countries in 1965, and 

satellite technology was used to transmit programming internationally in 1978 (Hong, 

1998, p. 146).  

 However, because of the rigid and coercive political principles and media policy, 

ordinary Chinese citizens were not allowed to listen to short-wave broadcasting from 

Taiwan, Hong Kong, and the Western countries. Television sets were not available in 

department stores until the 1980s, and when people got television at home, they were not 

allowed to watch foreign programs.  Telephones became available even later to ordinary 

citizens. “China hardly had any telecommunications infrastructure 20 years ago; very few 

families had telephones” (Yan, 2000, p. 517). It was not until the 1990s, after four 

decades of the Communist governance, that average families had access to home phones. 

  In the 1980s and the first several years of the 1990s, satellite television and the 

Internet were utilized by the nation state, the military, high-ranking officials, privileged 

university personnel, technocrats in state-owned enterprises, and the elite-class members at 

all levels. But for many Chinese, positive effects of the introduction of the new technologies 

have not materialized. Even today, civilians are not allowed to watch foreign programs on 

television delivered through satellite, except for a few privileged organizations such as news 

agencies, hotels that house foreigners, large hospitals, and institutes directly under the 

supervision of the ministries. These organizations are allowed to receive signals from Hong 

Kong, Macao, and Taiwan. On the contrary, satellite dishes for individual households are 

prohibited. Every now and then dishes for receiving “foreign” TV programs installed on the 

roof of resident houses are confiscated by the MPS offices after being located. Regarding 

Internet use today, the reported number of Internet users - about 50,000,000 

(www.cnnic.org.cn, 2003) - only accounts for 3.9% of the whole population in China. 

Two Commercial Actors Treated Differently 

The state-owned telecommunications industry is trying to open the market as wide as 

possible while still being the dominant monopoly, and is competing for a share of 

political power and revenue from the newly emerging telecom market. “Many of these 

government organizations hope to economically leverage their role in the Internet” 

(Foster and Goodman, 2000, p. 2). In Beijing, the MEI, MOR, MEP and thirteen other 
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state agencies submitted a joint proposal asking the central government’s permission to 

let them form China Unicom. In July 1994, China Unicom was officially founded and 

based in Shanghai. Soon after the establishment of China Unicom, “the Directorate 

General of Telecommunications (DGT) - the telecommunications operating arm of the 

MPT - was separated from MPT and was renamed China Telecom” (Yan, and Pitt, 1999). 

“MPT, as the telecommunications monopoly, wanted to maintain control of the fast-

growing and lucrative service market. MEI, a manufacturer of IT products, was a new 

player in providing services” (Foster and Goodman, 2000, p. 13). China Telecom, a 

branch growing out of the MPT, was a monopoly of the national telecom market, and it 

“was still directly under MPT’s control with independent rights in finance, investment, 

personnel, etc. Hence [China Telecom] was not a real enterprise, and the MPT was not a 

‘pure’ regulatory authority either” (Gao and Lyytinen, 2000, p. 4).  

Neither of the China Telecom and China Unicom has shied away from foreign 

investment. According to Yan and Pitt (1999), China Telecom and Telpo (a corporation 

affiliated to the MPT) jointly opened a branch in Hong Kong - China Telecom (HK). Its 

main function is to attract foreign investment and reinvest in the mainland 

telecommunications market. “In October 1997, China Telecom (HK) sold its 2.6 billion 

shares in Asia, Europe and North America, and has been listed on the Hong Kong and 

New York stock exchanges.” China Unicom, also eager to attract foreign investment, 

preferred a strategy of “China-China-Foreign.” “According to this scheme, a company 

owned by local government or one of China Unicom's’ shareholders establishes a joint 

venture with foreign companies" (p.249-250). 

Since the start, these two state-owned giants have been competing fiercely in the 

national telecommunications market. In many disputes between China Telecom and 

China Unicom, MPT, the former regulator, seemed to be in favor of China Telecom. For 

example, settlement over interconnection between China Unicom’s mobile network and 

China Telecom’s fixed network was stalled from 1994 to 1997 because “MPT appeared 

to have no intention of cooperating for interconnection” (Yan, 2000). Yan also gave eight 

examples from the provisions in MPT’s policy to illustrate China Unicom’s vulnerable 

position in the battles for the telecommunications market. In order to balance the power 

between Telecom and Unicom, the State Council set up a Steering Committee to 
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coordinate the competition between the two. After intensive debate and negotiation, in 

1998 the State Council finally allowed Unicom to be a national IP backbone to provide a 

gateway to the global networks. Its success was said to be due to the “solid political 

power gained through its broad IT base, personal ties with many top-level leaders” such 

as former president Jiang Zemin, “who was MEI minister in the early eighties” (Foster 

and Goodman, 2000, p. 14). 

However, it is important to realize that although the new policies and regulations 

promote competition, this competition has been confined to the state-owned enterprises 

(SOE) and coordinated by the government. Telecom and Unicom live under the same 

roof with the government and thus they do not have to lobby the government to make 

policy favorable to them, because the nation state is their parental supervisor who also 

desires to take advantage of the newly liberated telecommunications market. All SOEs 

have close association with the state ministries, which are always the most powerful 

buyers of foreign technologies and the main beneficiaries of the new ICT market. 

 As for individual or private businesses, the situation is not as encouraging. It was not 

until the end of 20th century that Chinese private enterprises were allowed in the market and 

that acknowledgment of the private sector was written into China’s Constitution (Roberts, 

Prasso, & Clifford,1999). While the state-owned enterprises are making enormous profit 

from the telecom market, the private Internet service providers are struggling to get a piece 

of the huge “cake.” But those who have no personal or business affiliation with the state 

institutes have little chance to join in the lucrative market. Telecommunications policy still 

presents difficulties for those who are not associated with the state, and “any ISP has to be 

licensed by MII and gain global access through one of the Interconnecting Networks” 

(Foster and Goodman, 2000, p. 59). Although an item protecting private ownership of 

enterprises was added to the Constitution in 1999, “some necessary laws like the 

‘Competition Law’, the ‘Antitrust Law’ are still missing” (People’s Daily, 1999, 15 March, 

quoted in Gao and Lyytinen, 2000, p. 3). 

 Chapter 6, 7, and 8 will discuss the state’s regulatory and administrative 

requirements and treatment of civilian users and private ISPs in detail. These chapters will 

also elaborate on the mismatches between the state’s regulations and the social life of 



 68

average people such as individual users and Internet café owners as well as their complaints 

and concerns about the enforcement of the regulations. 

Uneven Development of Telecommunications 

As a whole nation, China’s economic growth has been very impressive, but the development 

of the telecommunications infrastructure and services has been unbalanced. Inequality 

between capital/coastal cities and inland cities, between the rural and urban areas, and 

between the nation state and the average citizens, has been greatly increased.  

First, the pervasiveness of the Internet services is geographically uneven. Although there 

are more than 48 million Internet users in China, the majority of them are urban residents, 

especially residents in large cities such as Beijing, Shanghai, Guangdong and other 

coastal cities. According to a Chinese official survey in 2002, Beijing, Shanghai, and 

Guangdong are three cities with the most .cn domain names. Respectively, Beijing has 

38,658, accounting for 31% of all domain names in China; Shanghai has 13,115, 

occupying 10.5% and Guangdong has 19,854, 15.9% of the national totals. They are also 

the only three cities in China in which the percentage of domain names is over 10%. In 

every other province, county, or city, the number of domain names remains at four digits. 

Moreover, the distribution of websites reveals this same pattern. Beijing has 62, 

268 websites (21.2%), Shanghai has 33, 945 (11.6%), and Guangdong has 54,250 

(18.5%). If we add the totals together, these three cities account for 51.3% websites in the 

whole nation. This inequality reflects a gap at a deeper level as reported by some 

economic researchers:  

China’s eleven coastal provinces, with 40 percent of the country’s population, 

account for 80% of its exports. Of these eleven provinces and Beijing, eight are 

ranked as the richest eight provinces in China; the other four of them are well 

above average in terms of per capita income”(Khan and Riskin, 2001, 115-116).   

Another inequality is the uneven distribution of Internet technology and services 

between urban and rural areas. Because the national goals of promoting the country’s 

economy are profit-oriented, telecommunications and favorable policy have been made 

for urban residents, who have formed a market with enormous monetary potentials. 

“With the restructuring of distribution networks, low-density and low-consumption rural 

populations have non-profitable markets. The rapid growth in media contents and 
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channels often takes place in only large and wealthy cities. Cultural and artistic contents 

with limited commercial value are marginalized” (Ma, 2000, p. 27). The nation state’s 

policy and strategies have contributed to the persistence of high inequality between rural 

and urban residents. “Public finance is strongly biased against rural society, which 

receives a disproportionate share of public expenditure and investment” (Khan and 

Riskin, 2001, pp. 115-116). For rural residents, computers and Internet services are only  

luxury because an “imported Internet-ready computer would cost the average farmer 

more than 10 years’ wages. China’s 900 million peasants earned an average of 1,578 

yuan per person in 1995” (Wu, 1996, p. 702), and many peasants can hardly make ends 

meet, not to mention buy a computer. It seems the inequality between rural areas and 

cities has become even larger due to the development of the telecommunications 

industry. 

Finally, the average Chinese inside China are treated differently from those 

outside. The TV programs and Internet contents are different for the Chinese inside and 

those outside China. People’s Daily has two versions; one for domestic readers and one 

for Chinese people abroad. CCTV has an international channel especially designed for 

overseas Chinese that broadcasts different programs. One of the most popular websites 

www.sina.com has many versions; domestic versions have different contents from those 

on the international versions such as SINA US, SINA JAPAN, and SINA AUSTRALIA. 

For example, while the Chinese in the U. S. learned that Jiang Zemin had a Chinese “Air 

Force One,” most Chinese knew nothing about the extremely luxurious plane. Another 

recent example is that while many overseas Chinese knew about the disease SARS that 

started in Guangdong in November 2002, the average people inside China were not 

informed by either the government or the official media. It was said that because the two 

important national conferences would be held in early 2003 in Beijing, any news that 

might stir the public and affect the social stability was to be blocked. It seems to be a 

CCP tradition to make decisions according to its own political needs, not necessarily 

those of the Chinese people as the CCP has always claimed.  

Current Internet Policy-making System and the Major Players  

A common consequence of modernizing a country is the restructuring or expansion of state 

administrations, because the state constructs institutions as a signal of the state’s goal of 
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modernization and as a device for mediating contradictions inherent within the state (Fuller, 

1991). The Chinese policy-making system is one of the most sophisticated systems in the 

world based on a complex network of various kinds of relationships. Since the nature and 

main purpose of policy making is to educate and control, the media policy-making process 

is always one-way communication from the central government to the lower level 

administrations and down to individuals. The government has little interest in, and makes 

few efforts to survey, the needs of the average people.  

  However, the governmental ministries and institutions, together with the affluent and 

the educated, behaving like huge commercial conglomerates in capitalist countries, claim 

that they represent the people’s interests. “Three representations” theory developed by 

former president Jiang Zemin (the CCP representing advanced ideology, culture, and 

productive forces) has been the guidance for policy making, and along with the slogans of 

modernization, the CCP has outlined four roles of mass media in the reform years: 

1. to play a positive function for society by publicizing the policies of the Party and 

the government; 

2. to offer a set of socio-moral standards based on Marxism-Leninism and Maoism 

and to encourage and educate the people of the entire nation to strive to create a 

socialist civilization that is both materially and culturally rich; 

3. to help the Party and the government in the smooth running of the country and 

maintaining established social order and stability; and 

4. to follow the Party’s and the government’s guidelines, and to prevent anti-Party 

and anti-government coverage (Peng 1987, quoted in Hong 1998, pp. 3-5). 

During the early reform years, there were usually joint efforts in decision-making, and 

each ministry was made up of a large number of bureaus that operated and regulated 

media agencies or companies. The media-related ministries involved in media policy-

making included the Ministry of Broadcasting, the Ministry of Communications, the 

Ministry of Posts and Telecommunications, the Ministry of Culture, the Ministry of 

Education, Electronic Industry Ministry, and Ministry of Propaganda of the CCP (Qi, 

1979).  

  Under the State Council before 1998, the Ministry of Posts and Telecommunications 

(MPT), the Ministry of Electronic Industry (MEI), the Ministry of Radio, Film, and 
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Television (MRFT), the Ministry of Culture, the National Education Commission (NEC), 

and National Academy of Science (NAS), the Ministry of Propaganda, and the Ministry of 

Pubic Security (MPS) constituted the media policy-making body. Each of these state 

agencies had its own area of concerns. MPT was the most important player because it 

owned, operated, supervised, and regulated the national telecommunications infrastructures 

and services. MRFT was in charge of the operation of radio, film, television and their 

content. MEI took responsibility of managing the manufacturing of electronic products 

(Tan, 1999). The Ministry of Culture was responsible for the distribution of cultural 

products; the Ministry of Propaganda ensured that all media were operated under the 

supervision of the Party; and the Ministry of Education regulated all Chinese universities 

and schools. As a result, the decision-making process often turned out to be a furious 

struggle and competition among these players for their share of political power and 

economic benefits.  

  The years 1996 and 1997 witnessed incredible growth of the Internet market. A new 

office was established under the State Council to deal with the perceived problems 

associated with the Internet – the State Council Information Commission (SCIC). SCIC 

assumed the responsibilities of mediating and solving serious problems regarding Internet 

use. 

In 1998, the government finally decided to separate the regulatory and 

supervisory functions from the owning and operating telecommunications enterprises. 

The SCIC was turned into the Ministry of Information Industry (MII), a new regulatory 

body combining MPT, part of MEI, and Network Division formerly under the Ministry of 

Radio, Film, and Television (MRFT). This action was an attempt to copy the Federal 

Communication Commission (FCC) in the United States. However, unlike the FCC, the 

MII plays a much stronger role in importing and legitimating the bureaucratic structure. 

Also, the MII has become the first state agency which does not own or operate any media 

properties, though unofficial relations remain strong and the battles can still be seen in 

almost every piece of negotiation between China Telecom and China Unicom. 

  After the restructuring, the major telecommunications policy decision makers 

include: 1) the Ministry of Information Industry (MII), 2) the newly established State 

Administration for Radio, Film, and Television (SARFT), 3) the Ministry of Culture 
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(MC), 4) the State Administration of Industry and Commerce Management (SAICM), 

and 5) the Ministry of Public Security (MPS) (see Figure 2). Each of these ministries has 

its branch offices at all lower levels and at the local level, a new office was added to the 

MPS office to take the sole responsibility of supervising and controlling Internet cafes 

and Internet users in the cities and towns (see Figure 2). 

Under the Standing Committee of Politburo (SCP) at the top as the ultimate 

decision makers, there are many other government bodies also involved in policy-

making. They are: the Ministry of Broadcasting (MBMT), Xinhua News Agency, the 

Ministry of Education, the Ministry of News and Publication (MNP), the Ministry of 

Science and Technologies (MST), the Ministry of State Security (MSS), the Party’s 

Ministry of Propaganda, and the not-well publicized regulatory body National 

Commission on Encryption Code Regulation (NCECR). These agencies not only are 

involved in policy-making, but also issue their own regulations. Often, the ministries 

draft regulations for approval by the State Council and issue policy and regulation 

documents, usually titled “announcements” or “notifications,” which are conveyed down 

to the lower levels throughout the whole nation.  

Not only were there multiple players involved in policy-making over the 

telecommunications industry, but new offices were also added to the old ones from the 

top level to the local level. Following the instructions from above, the provincial and 

municipal level offices are required to make more detailed regulations according to the 

state documents. Governmental policy and regulations are executed by local offices of 

the Ministry of Public Security (MPS), of the State Administration of Industry and 

Commerce Management (SAICM), of the Ministry of Culture (MC), and the Provincial 

Telecommunications Management Bureau (PTMB). These local offices are also 

responsible for interpreting the state policy documents and issuing more specific 

regulations for local businesses of telecommunications. These offices supervise and 

monitor Internet-services and businesses. In this way, the well-organized structure is 

formed and a complex network of human relationships is woven as well. Recently, the 

central government has been trying to shift the responsibility of supervising Internet cafes 
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from the local MPS offices to the local MC offices, but the transition has been difficult 

(Wuhan Evening News, January 2003). This topic is addressed in greater detail in 

Chapters 6, 7, and 8.) 

Social Control Over Internet Use 

Internet services were not officially available until 1993 when the Institute of High Energy 

Physics (IHEP) connected Chinese networks to international networks for the first time. In 

the same year, the government began to issue important Internet policies and regulations. 

Main Policies and Regulations Issued since 1993 

According to these principles, from 1993 to 1998, MPT assumed its supervision over the 

telecommunications industry, identified major problems with Internet service providing 

businesses, and made regulations on ISP application procedures and Internet contents. On 

August 3, 1993, the State Council promulgated Document #55 which confirmed the 

tentative regulations drafted by the MPT that identified businesses in the market such as 

telephone, mobile phone, national VSAT, computing network, emailing, data exchange, 

text transmission. This document stated: 

1. The MPT will establish a system that supervises and processes applications for 

telecom operation licenses. Prospect operators within a province apply to the local MPT 

offices/administrations; the operators crossing provinces should apply to the central 

MPT. Without a permit from MPT, no organizations or individuals can operate 

telecommunications businesses. 

2. The applicants must apply before the designated deadline to MPT or its local 

administrations/offices and only after their application is approved can they start 

operating their businesses. 

3. Regional blocking is not allowed. The approved operators should accept the 

management, supervision and examination by the administrations of MPT. 

4. MPT should create a fair competition environment for all businesses. 

Telecommunications industries at each level should provide equipment and lines and 

related equipment to the approved businesses, which need them. 

5. Foreign businesses are not allowed to operate or be involved in the [Chinese] 

national telecommunications industry. No foreign businesses, organizations or 

individuals are allowed in public networks, specialized networks, and other 
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telecommunications Companies. Telecommunications operators must not attract foreign 

investment in any form to sell shares or to operate their business. 

6. MPT offices at each level assume the responsibility to supervise the stated regulations 

to be carried out. Violators will be penalized by warning, public criticism, closure of 

operation, confiscation of  illegal revenues, administrative fine, and suspension of 

operating license and so on. The administrations of MPT at each level must not take 

advantage of their authority to issue licenses by going “through the backdoor” in order 

to get personal benefits; once discovered, the violators will be severely punished. 

Document #55 was a guiding document and an authoritative voice from the 

central government to the whole nation. It made three points clearly: 1) Each and every 

telecom business should be under the supervision of MPT, 2) No foreign involvement is 

allowed without MPT’s permit, 3) If the regulation is violated, one should expect 

punishment. In accordance with to the six principles, the MPT issued a document of 

tentative regulation on telecommunications with 27 sections that detailed the application 

procedure. Document #55 also served as a guideline for provincial and municipal 

governments to compile often-repetitive regulations at their respective levels, in order to 

convey the “spirit” of the central government to the masses.  

In October 1995, the MPT issued “The tentative regulations regarding penalizing 

administratively the violators in telecommunications” with 34 rules explained in detail.  

The MPT reiterated the essence of its Document #55 issued in 1993 and added more 

provisions to it. In November 1995, MPT issued another document named a 

“notification.” This notification included five chapters with 31 subsections, which (MPT, 

1995) asked the approved operators to comply with the regulations including 

requirements of operators’ identification, price standards, advertisement and an annual 

report submitted to the MPT offices. It also made clear that the operator must not 

disseminate information containing messages that violate the state’s policy and 

regulation, divulge national secrets, threaten national security, or spread superstition, 

pornography, or other harmful materials. This notification was the first time the MPT 

seriously addressed the issue of the Internet content.  These regulations allowed the MPT 

to punish network users for browsing information that is “harmful” to the public security. 



 76

In April, 1996, the MPT issued another document comprising eleven sections 

titled “The managing methods on gateways to the Internet /World Wide Web.” It stated 

that every web site within the nation when connecting the Internet must do so through the 

state public gateways provided by the Directorate General of Telecommunications. No 

organizations or individuals could establish their own gateways (including satellite) to 

connect to the Internet. Again the MPT commanded the Directorate General of 

Telecommunications to design and provide gateways and to supervise Internet Service 

Providers (ISP). Those ISPs should apply to the MPT for licenses and permits, and they  

must report to the MPT every six months about their operations. 

In 1998, the Ministry of Information Industry (MII) was established as an 

independent regulatory regime to replace the old MPT. Since April 25, 2000 when the 

MII issued its first regulation, 28 more regulation documents have been promulgated 

(May 2003).  Its first regulation (MII, Document #1, 2000) clarified the duties of MII, 

explained terminology of telecommunications, and addressed Internet Protocol address 

(IP #) issues. “In order to promote the development of telecommunications, to keep fair 

competition, to effectively utilize telecommunication resources, we make the following 

methods according to relevant state law, codes and regulations.” In the “methods,” the 

MII states that it is in charge of the management of all Internet Protocol numbers and that 

it is the legal representative when dealing with international organizations. Reiterating 

previous articles, the document states that the MII administrations in provinces, 

autonomous regions, and municipalities directly under the central government are 

responsible for the management of telecommunications such as local and long distance, 

international telephony, mobile phones, cellular phones, pagers and satellite 

communication.  

On April 3, 2001, the MII, together with the MPS, the Ministry of Culture, and 

the State Administration of Industry and Commerce Management (SAICM), promulgated 

a comprehensive document called “Management Methods for the Businesses Providing 

On-line Services”. Containing 25 articles, this five-page document states the regulations 

applicable to both net bar owners and users. Specifically, Article #12 reads: any ISPs and 

the Internet users are prohibited from conducting the following: 

1. Resisting the basic principles defined by the Constitution 
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2. Endangering state security, disclosing state secrets, subverting the state authority, 

destroying the unity of the nation; 

3. Damaging the reputation and interests of the state; 

4. Inciting racial hatred, racial discrimination and damaging the unity of ethnic 

groups; 

5. Damaging the state policy of religions and propagating heresies and superstition; 

6. Spreading rumors, disturbing social order, and destroying social stability; 

7. Transmitting materials of obscenity, pornography, gambling, violence, murder, 

horror, and instigation; 

8. Insulting and slandering others and invading the rights of others; 

On November 15, 2002, a new policy document titled “Management Regulations 

about ISP Business Sites,” was issued by the State Council. This new document reiterates 

most of the previous regulation. However, because of a fire in a net bar in Beijing in June 

2002, and many news reports on the minors entering the bar, stricter rules have been 

applied: 1) all net bars nationwide are prohibited from being open between midnight to 

8:00am; 2) all minors are prohibited from being in the bars any time. 3) smoking is 

prohibited in all bars; 4) all net bar owners must apply for the new “Net Culture Business 

Permit;” and 5) the daily supervision of net bars is shifted to the local Ministry of Culture 

offices from the Telecommunications Management Bureau and the Public Security 

Bureau. 

Technical Design and Monitoring Software 

To have as much monitoring over Internet use as possible, the Chinese government has 

controlled the Internet design, imported filtering software, and employed monitoring 

technologies in addition to frequent sweeps and coercive regulations. Within the state 

policy-making system, every state agency and enterprise related to the telecom industry 

agrees upon the establishment of a national network of monitoring over Internet service 

providing and use, though their struggle for political power and economic benefit is often 

intense and lasting. Since the relationship of the nation state to the telecom industry is 

interdependent, like the relationship of “father and son” (Foster and Goodman, 2000), it 

is not too difficult a job to design the Internet in such a way that the government can 

watch over ISPs and individual users.  
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 As Lessig (1999) noted: “to understand the power a government might have, we 

must understand the architectures within which it governs” (p. 189). The architecture of the 

early four interconnecting networks in China - Chinanet, CASnet(CSTnet), Cernet, and 

Gbnet - is a good example of the government control over the Internet. The design is an 

effective way to control the information flow between the people inside China and the 

outside world. “CSTnet and CERnet are designed for exclusive academic usage, and these 

two plus Chinanet and Gbnet are the only nationwide ‘interconnecting units’ with state 

permit to have direct linkage with the global computer network. In other words, “the 

existence of other Internet Access Providers (IAP) in China’s cyberspace is illegal” (Qiu, 

1999/2000). It was not until March of 2002 that the state allowed another four 

interconnecting networks, all of them stated-owned backbone networks, to provide gateways 

to international networks. They are China Netcom, China Mobil, CIETNET, and Uninet 

(Press, Foster, Wolcott, and McHenry, 2002, p. 7-8). However, like the earlier four, the 

latter four are also state-owned backbone networks. 

Not only do the designated gateways monitor and limit the information flow 

between the Chinese and the outside world, but other Western-made technologies are also 

used to strengthen this monitoring. In September 1993, when a commercial Internet 

provider offered the Chinese access to the Web, Beijing took action. It constructed “the 

Great Firewall of China” to block “sites that the Communist Party considers morally or 

politically degenerate, from PENTHOUSE to Amnesty International and CNN” (Fang, 

1998). In the global technical realm, to control personal information, a host of 

technologies and industry standards are being designed to provide filtering tools such as 

the “privacy enhancing technologies (PETs) of encryption and cryptography, secure 

signature (e.g. VeriSign, Entrust), private standards-setting agencies (e. g. NetNanny, 

Platform Information Content Selector (PICS), and the Recreational Software Advisory 

Council (RSACi) standards being promoted by AOL, Apple, AT&T, DEC, IBM, 

Microsoft, Time Warner, among others” (Winsect, 2002, p. 110). Thus, “Chinese 

gateways to the Internet are therefore all controlled by means of a filter program, which 

incidentally was developed in the West and which blocks retrieval of pages and e-mails 

on the basis of certain keywords” (Romich, 1999, p. 13).  
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According to The Epoch Times (9/14/2002), the most recent action was the 

blocking of  “Google” and “AltaVista.” This article reported that two Harvard University 

academics, Edman and Zittrain, determined which web sites had been blocked by the 

Chinese government. They claimed that, among more than two thousand blocked sites, 

are the sites of Playboy, www.uscourt.org, and several well-known U. S. universities 

such as Columbia University, MIT, and CIT. The two researchers inferred that the 

government had blocked many entire sites partly because of its limited technical capacity 

to block part of a site. Since they cannot block just that unwanted segment of 

information, they block the entire web site. For example, the Chinese version of 

“Google” is blocked in China because if one types in “Jiang Ze-min” in Chinese or in 

English, such words and items as “evil Jiang Zemin” or “the crimes of Jiang Zemin” will 

pop up. It is said that once Jiang Zemin’s son discovered such entries, the entire search 

engine was blocked immediately. 

Monitoring Personnel, Legal Punishment, and Administrative Measures 

According to a news report (The Epoch Times, September 7-13, 2002), the Chinese 

government has hired 30, 000 technically intelligent “web warriors” to monitor the flow 

of information on line. These “warriors” are said to work under a secret department 

belonging to the MII, and they are able to “see all online activities of any Internet user” 

and “decrypt any transaction system” (p. 3). Regarding certain web sites and web content, 

individual users are prohibited to behave “undesirably.”  

While the regulations criminalize the behaviors of exchanging “unwanted” 

information, violators usually are not charged under civil law, but under criminal law: 

For individuals, few have been charged under Internet-specific regulations: 

Instead, they have all been found guilty of violating provisions of the Criminal 

Code. The elaborate regulatory framework serves, however, as a statement of 

policy, a justification for monitoring and surveillance, a set of guidelines for what 

constitutes “illegal” activity, and a deterrent to Internet users (www.hrw.org, 

3/20/02). 

According to A Human Rights Watch Backgrounder, 14 people were detained, 

arrested, or sentenced to prison during the years from 1998 to 2001 “as a result of posting 

material on the Internet” (www.hrw.org/backgrounder/asia/china-bck-0701, p. 9, 
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3/20/02). Among them were non-governmental organization advocates using the Internet 

to post articles, web designers whose purpose was to find missing persons through the 

Internet, middle school teachers posting criticism of the government on a bulletin board, 

writers and reporters who published articles criticizing government policy and regulation 

on line, and computer engineers and ordinary workers downloading foreign websites. The 

most widely known case was the one of Lin Hai, a software entrepreneur in Shanghai, 

who sent 30,000 email addresses to a U. S.-based on-line magazine run by Chinese 

dissidents in Washington. He was sentenced to two years in prison in 1998, but was 

“released six months early, after widespread international attention to his case” 

(www.hrw.org/press/2000/06china0626.htm, 3/20/02). 

Online police also watch or electronically monitor the chat rooms such as CICQ. 

They act like undercover police joining in the chat, according to a user. Once they find 

the chatters who have said something politically incorrect, “they can easily trace the IP # 

to the person,” one web monitor said. For companies which are connected to the Internet, 

regulations require them “to exchange information and to get a stamp of approval from 

the government before publishing previously unreleased information on the Web” (Foster 

and Goodman, 2000, p. 31). Sohu, a large ISP "whose leading investors include Dow 

Jones, Intel Corp. and Goldman Sachs, greets visitors to its chartroom with a reminder 

that 'topics which damage the reputation of the state' are forbidden. It then states, 'if you 

are a Chinese national and willingly choose to break these laws, Sohu.com is legally 

obliged to report you to the Public Security Bureau'" (www.hrw.org, 3/20/02). 

Finally, administrative measures such as license-application procedures, 

unexpected sweeps of private Internet cafes, and registrations required of users and café 

managers also add to the government’s effort to control. More government strategies to 

monitor Internet use will be further discussed in Chapters 6, 7, and 8. 

Summary 

This chapter has attempted to answer the following questions raised in Chapter 2: 1) What is 

the nation state trying to do with the Internet in the national development and what are the 

roles the Internet plays in the Chinese society? 2) What are the nature, characteristics, and 

implications of policy-making and the regulations on Internet use in China? 3) In what ways 

does the government try to control Internet access and use at the macro level?  
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  Effectively, the nation state uses the Internet technology as a double-edged sword. 

The Internet has certainly spurred the national economic growth and signaled its modern 

look with the development of telecommunications infrastructure and services on one hand; it 

has also strengthened the Party’s leadership status by creating a positive image to the public 

on the other hand. The liberating power of the Internet has been obvious only in the public 

sectors and in national economic development, and the Internet basically plays the role that 

the nation state wants it to play. 

  The current media policy making system, as before, is characterized by a 

hierarchical structure, one way communication and decision-making-behind-the-door styles, 

the multiple players involved, and the coercive tone in its regulations. Since the nature of 

media policy is to educate and to control, average Chinese civilians are limited by the 

government policy and regulations, while the government itself has long used ICT in the 

name of people’s interests and modernization of China. Several implications of policy 

making seem to represent serious problems, such as the widened gap between the state’s use 

and individual use, the distance between SOEs and private ISPs, and the forming and 

enhancing of national monopolies.  

  Signaling its efforts for modernization, the Chinese government has relaxed the rigid 

political system begun under Mao, tolerated commercialization of Party’s media, and 

allowed some media content that was once considered “bourgeoisie” and “imperialist.” 

However, the Party-led government is still practicing the Communist ideology, retaining 

control over the mass media, and trying to continue the political education. “Starting in the 

late 1980s, Chinese leaders adopted a new strategy for controlling the news media, a shift 

from informal to formal regulatory mechanisms” (Yan, 2000, p. 505). A large number of 

policies and regulations have been issued by the State Council, the MPT, and now the MII. 

These policies and regulations over Internet use appear to offer little encouragement to 

private ISPs and individual users. The regulations and monitoring measures seem to imply 

the government’s lack of trust of its citizens, basing its policy-making on the assumption 

that the people have to be educated, monitored, and controlled culturally, intellectually, and 

politically. “Web police” are employed, monitoring and filtering software is installed, and 

the architecture of the Internet is designed in such a way that information flow online can be 
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monitored. Administrative procedures are required of private café owners and Internet users 

in cafes and violators of regulations are punished legally. 

  This chapter has laid a groundwork for a broad understanding of Internet use and 

institutional forces at the macro level that both enable and constrain that use. The following 

chapters will elaborate on more specific interrelationships among ICT, the government, and 

individual use of the Internet by discussing Internet cafes in Chapter 6, users in Chapter 7, 

and owners of Internet cafes in Chapter 8. 

 

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 83

CHAPTER SIX: INTERNET CAFES AND THE ENVIRONMENT 

 

What are Internet cafés and who frequents them in China? In what ways does the 

government try to control Internet access and use at the micro level? How does 

individual/civilian use of the Internet differ from the governmental use? This chapter first 

presents a general picture of Internet cafes in a number of countries and describes their 

main commonalties. Second, I will explain the reasons for the emergence of net cafes in 

China and compare and contrast Internet facilities in foreign Internet cafes, government-

run cafes, and government offices in China with those in privately owned cafes and at 

universities in China. The third section draws a detailed picture of the setting, the 

surrounding environment, people, and service/product of Internet cafés under study. The 

forth section explains the local regulations over Internet cafes, local enforcement of the 

regulations, and media propaganda and parental attitudes towards net bars.  

It is argued in this chapter: 1) There seem to be big gaps between the public 

commercial sectors as well as government offices and private commercial sectors, such 

as private net cafes in terms of management and facilities of the Internet. 2) Services 

available in net cafes seem to be primarily entertainment oriented. 3) Means of control 

applied at the macro level are used at the local level too. 4) Mismatches exist between the 

state policies and regulations and the Internet use in a café setting. 

This chapter is based on an analysis of notes from participant observations, 

unstructured interviews, and responses from a survey questionnaire. The purpose of this 

chapter is to help readers visualize the physical and social features of a typical Internet 

café setting, the people in the setting, and daily activities at the setting. This information 

sets the background for discussions about Internet café users and owners, which will be 

presented in Chapter 7 and 8 respectively.   

The World-wide Internet Café Phenomenon 

The concept of the Internet café concept emerged in the late 1990s due to a combination of 

the high price of computers, inadequate availability of Internet services, lack of 

infrastructure, limited telephony, and large number of people traveling. The Internet café 

has different names in different countries. In China it is called “net bar,” in India “cyber 

café,” in Italy “Internet Train,” in Korea “cyworld” and “PC Room,” and in Peru “cabinas 
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publicas,” which means public booths. In the United States, Sears calls its computer stations 

“cyberkiosks.” EasyEverything, an Internet café company based in London, is considered to 

be the largest net café in the world. It has expanded its chain of Internet cafes across Europe 

and it opened its 21st café in New York City’s Times Square. “The Times Square location is 

impressive, occupying 18,300 sq. ft. across two levels. Lined up in banks are 800 Hewlett-

Packard Computers equipped with Web Cameras, Internet phones and flat-screen monitors. 

A snack bar on the ground floor sells coffee, bagels and other sustenance” (Scheraga, 2001, 

p. 78). 

 Whatever names they have, all Internet cafés are equipped with Internet-ready 

computers. Many cafes also provide additional peripherals such as printers, scanners, fax 

machines and Internet phones and Web cameras. Some cafes even offer “the requisite 

amenities for high-tech fun: T1 Internet cables, Pentium III processors with 3Dfx graphics 

cards, and low-radiation flat-screen monitors” (Renzi, 2000, p. 88). Most Internet cafes are 

not limited in terms of their business hours, and there are no limits on the number of 

computers in net cafes either. Outside the United States, Western Europe, and Japan, 

relatively few people have their own computers. According to a news article (Scheraga, 

2001, p. 78), Connecticut-based Nielsen/NetRatings reported only “about 20% of 

Europeans have Internet access at home” and “you still see offices where there are two 

PCs for 20 people to use.” Therefore, Internet cafes are very popular.   

  Generally speaking, young people form the majority of net café visitors and some 

cafes are even owned and operated by teenagers. For example, in her study of Internet cafes 

in Norway, Lagran (2002) noted, “For youth, these cafes provide an alternative to the local 

petrol station as a place to meet in public.” Lagran’s study was about “the local petrol 

station and the Internet cafes as technospaces for youth culture” (p. 157). Bower & Wentz 

(2000) said: “In London, packed easy Everything cafes often have long lines as budget-

conscious 16-to-35 year-olds drop in to check email, play computer games, seek jobs, or use 

the chat, entertainment, sports and travel services” (p. 1). In Tirana, Albania, “Most users 

are teenagers who rush to the cafes right after school.” Interestingly, one café owner was an 

18-year-old boy (Shameti, 2000, p. 9). 

  Another common characteristic of Internet cafes is the availability of training 

programs, sponsored and supported by government institutes, large companies, or UN 
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organizations. In Peru, Red Cientifica Peruana (RCP), a non-profit organization working 

with 43 institutions, has been set up to develop the Internet in the country. “RCP provided 

computer training to over 50,000 people in Internet cafes, each with 20 personal 

computers….RCP established 680 public Internet cafes across the country, providing 

Internet access at low cost to both urban and rural communities” (International Trade 

Center, 2000, http://proquest.umi.com). Some Indian net café entrepreneurs “conduct 

computer training classes in the low-traffic morning hours,” and in Egypt, the Internet-for-

civilians project was even more impressive: 

Technology Access Community Centres (TACCs) sponsored by UNDP are 

introducing IT to people who do not have access to computers because of income, 

education or location. A TACC is similar to an Internet café in that it has a phone, 

fax, computers, printers and Internet service…To date, Egypt’s three TACCs, with a 

mere 15 computers, have provided training for 2,000 people. ‘TACCs have a strong 

development role,’ says Sherif Hashem, advisor to the new Minister of 

Communication and Information Technology in Egypt. “But it is not easy for the 

centers to become self-sufficient. They need some support.’” (Anderson, 2000,  

p. 22). 

  In recent years, the Internet café phenomenon has spread all over the world, 

providing various groups of people, especially young people, with a practical means to 

socialize with others, to seek information, to conduct business, and to entertain themselves. 

Most Internet cafes are adequately equipped and few or no limits have been placed on ages 

of Internet users or business hours. The majority of café goers are young people, including 

large numbers of students. Also, many countries’ governments have made substantial efforts 

to assist and support their citizens, especially young people, to learn computer and Internet 

skills. 

The Emergence of  Net Bars in China 

To catch up with the rest of the world, the Chinese people are trying to acquire Internet 

technology and to surf on line. In order to facilitate faster growth in telecom sector, the 

government has made some adjustments to its policies governing ICT and the Internet, and 

political and social restrictions regarding Internet access and use have become less rigid. 

Statistics reveal that there is a dramatic growth in Internet diffusion in China. As recently as 
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1998, it was estimated that there were only 1.17 million Internet users in China (Tan, 1999, 

p. 263), but at the beginning of 2003, one official (CCNIC) survey reported that there were 

already more than 50 millions Internet users, and there were about 75,000 Internet cafes 

according to an official news report on China Central TV. 

  Why are there so many Internet bars in China? 

Reasons for the Boom of Net Bars in China 

First, high prices for personal computers and Internet services have prevented many 

people from owning and using computers. In addition to the high price of computers, the 

monopoly China Telecom, which dominates telecom markets in China with few 

competitors, usually charges more for Internet access than an ordinary family can afford. 

“Because of the telephone access charges, Chinese users still pay more than U.S. $15 per 

month more for full Internet access than do Americans. In addition, their average wages 

are significantly less” (Foster and Goodman, 2000, p. 83) than Americans. Without the 

financial ability to own a computer and enjoy the Internet services at home, most people 

view going to a net bar as a practical and less expensive way to catch up with others. 

Ordinary families might buy a computer and pay for Internet access only when there are 

educational needs in the family such as having their sons or daughters at college. As we 

discussed earlier in this chapter, only a small percentage of college students comes from 

families that can afford a computer and Internet services at home. As a result, many 

nascent private entrepreneurs, seeing a big opportunity to make profits and enabled by the 

new policy on private ownership, have managed to start and operate net bars, employing 

whatever means they can think of. 

  The emergence of Internet cafes in China is also a direct result of the scarcity and 

inadequacy of Internet services on campuses. Although college students are usually early 

adopters of new technologies compared with the general public, such technologies are not 

always accessible to college students at large. Internet access was initially limited to a small 

number of bureaucrats, faculty, and students at “key” universities at the national level. 

Beijing University and Qing-hua University in Beijing are two key universities at the top 

level, comparable in stature to Harvard and Yale in the United States. These key top-level 

universities are under the direct supervision of the Ministry of Education (ME) and usually 

receive more funding, support, and supplies from the ME than the key universities at lower 
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levels and much more than other “regular” universities. For example, CERNET, one of the 

earliest interconnecting network, is headquartered on the campus of Qing-hua University. In 

the 1980s, while a few key university campuses had access to the Internet, the rest did not 

even know the existence of the Internet. The following paragraphs describe three 

universities in the city under study in terms of their current Internet facilities.  

  University A is a “key university” at the national level, University B is a “key 

university” at the regional level, and University C is a “key university” at provincial and 

municipal levels.  

  University A is a key university under the direct supervision of the Ministry of 

Education (ME), but is not as close to the ministry as Beijing University or Qing-hua 

University. It enrolls students from all over China and has a comprehensive educational 

curriculum for undergraduate, masters, and doctoral students. Due to University A’s 

relatively weak relationship with the ME, it has only a few computer labs in selected 

colleges and departments such as the college of medicine, the college of biology and life 

science, the college of journalism and communication, the college of computer and 

mathematics and computer science. When interviewed by this researcher, a student from the 

college of medicine reported that the teachers were in charge of the lab and students at this 

university could use the computers only when there was no class in the lab. Students had to 

purchase tickets to use the Internet; one ticket lasted 50 minutes and cost about 0.50 Chinese 

yuan (8.2 Chinese yuan= $1). This student told me, “the lab is convenient, but it’s too slow; 

I often get frustrated with the computer there.” Since the computer center in the school 

library was not connected to outside networks, when students needed to get on line, they had 

to go the Internet cafes around the university. A 20-year-old female student from the college 

of foreign languages, which did not have computer labs, complained about the slowness of 

the computers in the school labs as well. She added that only about 20 percent of her 

classmates had their own computers. 

  University B is a regional key university enrolling students from the province of 

Hubei and adjacent provinces in south-central China. It is under the direct supervision of the 

education commission at the provincial level. At this school, according to several students, 

not every department had computer labs for student use. There were 100 computers in the 

school library, and students could go there to get on line by using a library card. But as one 



 88

student said, “the computers in the school library are not always available and it’s always 

crowded. We have to go there early to ‘fight for’ a computer; if you’re only a little bit late, 

there won’t be any computers left.” “Many of my classmates type their homework using my 

computer, save it on a disk, and then take it to the library to get on line and send it to our 

teacher” a female student from the city added. When I asked how many students did not 

have computers of their own, this interviewee said about 80% of the students did not.   

University C is also a provincial (state) university, enrolling students from all 

over the province as well as from the city.  But, since it is not directly related to the 

Ministry of Education, the situation is even less encouraging. There were computer labs 

in only a few colleges and departments such as the mathematics and computer science 

department, and the life science, and physics departments. Although there was also a 

computer center with more than 100 computers, all these labs and the center were only 

for computer-related classes when they were open to students. When I asked the director 

of the computer center whether the computer center was open to students during the time 

when there was no class, he simply replied, “nobody’s using them; they are just sitting 

there with the door closed. The school policy states that the center is designed to 

accommodate computer-classes.” Through interviews with the students at this school, I 

learned that the computers on campus were not all interconnected. Further, about 90% 

percent of the students did not have computers of their own. 

  In the city under study, there are 35 universities and colleges, 74 technical and 

educational institutes, 89 professional schools, and 521 middle schools (including high 

schools). While the student population, not including students of elementary schools, is 

about one million (www.wuhan.gov.cn), approximately one-seven of this city’s population 

of 7, 565, 000 people, there are only 900 completely licensed net bars, more than 600 

partially licensed, and about 400 unlicensed bars (Wuhan Evening News, 11/16/02). The 

ratio apparently shows the inadequate Internet facilities at schools and colleges and an 

urgent need for net bars to emerge. 

Comparison and Contrast of Internet Facilities  

Compared to Internet cafes in some other countries, which are well equipped with 

auxiliary facilities and supported by their governments, and operate with few restrictions, 

net bars in China are inadequately equipped for educational or information-seeking 



 89

purposes and poorly supported by the government. None of the net bars in the city under 

study provide computer-training programs helped or supported by the government. 

Furthermore, none of the bars provide printers, copy machines, fax machines, floppy disk 

slots in computers, or any writing or recording devices. The major services and products 

offered in net bars are games, movies, “China I-seek-you” (CICQ), and email. There is 

large amount of information on line, but there is no way to download or make copies of 

anything for research or educational purposes. It is very hard to do schoolwork or 

conduct academic activities in either city-run or privately run net bars because of the lack 

of space and assisting devices to facilitate these kinds of activities. This leads to a 

reinforcement of the perception among many Chinese people that net bars are basically a 

means of entertainment.  

Next, let us compare government use and civilian use of the Internet within 

China. Since the early 1990s, the government has called for a “computerization” of 

public organizations and offices. Government officials at all levels have their own 

information offices copying the State Information Office (SIO) as well as complete sets 

of equipment such as Internet-ready computers, printers, fax machine, telephones, copy 

machines, and scanners. In large State-owned-enterprises (SOE), each office has at least 

one computer and the corporation has its own Intranet to communicate among its 

employees, and it is very common for SOEs to do business nationally and internationally 

through the Internet. Some SOEs even attempt to have their own portals to the global 

networks: 

Every local and provincial government has an information office that is 

responsible for the release of government information. These information offices 

have developed their own portals that are tied together by the national China 

Economic Information Network (CEImet) of the State Information Office. These 

information offices often not only provide information but broker business 

relationships. Since the early nineties all sorts of government organs have 

attempted to sell databases or offer subscription services. Now these organs are 

developing their own portals (Foster and Goodman, 2000, p. 32). 

The government-owned Internet cafes, though also regulated by the law, have 

much better equipment and larger space. For example, under this investigation, the city-
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owned Internet café owned by the China Telecom is spacious with a big switch box of its 

own and more than one hundred computers in a comfortable environment inside. Another 

privilege it enjoys is that the manager of this bar does not have to go through the 

application procedures like other Internet café owners have to go because the China 

Telecom is part of the government itself. 

In striking contrast, due to the lack of government-funded training programs 

combined with their own thin financial resources, most small private enterprises still do 

their business in a traditional way without using computers. For individual use, most 

families do not have access to the new technology. Also, all privately owned Internet 

bars, most of which are family businesses, are small, crowded, and poorly equipped. 

They usually have 50-60 computers in relatively small rooms and their computer look 

older and less upgraded. There are no auxiliary facilities such as floppy disk slots in their 

computers, printers, or fax machines, and other writing and recording devices available 

for users. More importantly, private net bar owners have to go through complicated legal 

and administrative procedures to apply for operation licenses and permits.  

For most college students, the Internet is a luxury. On the Chinese campus, 

adequate Internet facilities and services are rarely available for college students as 

described in the second section of this chapter. Except for a number of privileged 

universities at the top level such as Beijing University, Qing-hua University, Fudan 

University, Shanghai Transportation University, and other five universities, the average 

students at other universities and schools are only the “second-tier users.”  

The following table (Table 1, p. 91)  is a demonstration of the distribution of new 

ICT in the city under study comparing facilities in private net cafes and at regular 

colleges with those in foreign countries, in public net bars, and in government offices and 

companies. 

The Net Bar Setting, People, and Services 

Interestingly, in China, Internet cafes are called “wang-bar,” instead of “cafes.” “Wang-bar” 

means “net bars” or “web bars” if translated literally. The term “net bar” has multiple layers 

of meaning. “Bar” is a concept often associated with a self-indulgent life style, adventurous 

spirit, and an intention to try something deviating from daily routines. The coining of the 

term “net bar,” however, partly explains how net bars are perceived by the Chinese people. 
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Table 1: Comparison of Distribution of ICT Facilities across the Board 

 

       Internet-ready Floppy         Printers   Fax    Copy         Scanner 
      Computers  Disk Slot   Machine 

Internet cafes in  
Foreign countries   yes  yes     yes yes yes  yes 
(discussed in  
Chapter 6) 
 
Government Offices   yes  yes     yes yes yes  yes 
 
SOEs Offices    yes  yes     yes yes yes  yes 
 
Universities     yes/no yes             yes/no   yes/no yes  no 
under study 
 
The City-run Net bar   yes  no  no no no  no 
 
Privately owned Bars    yes  no  no no no  no 
under study  
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The Net Bar Setting 

The Internet bars in China, both licensed and unlicensed, are often located on streets around 

schools and universities. They are frequently situated among small store fronts such as 

restaurants, photo shops, teahouses, real cafes, and grocery stores selling daily commodities 

and providing services to college students and other university people. Net bars share walls 

with adjacent businesses, and from the outside a net bar looks like any of the other shops 

that border it except for the sign “Wang-Ba” hung over it or posted on the wall. 

  Net bars range in size from 60 square meters to several hundred square meters. 

While bars owned by the government are usually large, with more than one hundred 

computers, privately owned bars are typically smaller, usually having 50-60 computers. 

Most bars do not sell coffee, tea, or snacks, though they have bottles of water and soft drinks 

for users to grab. Net bars used to be allowed to stay open for 24 hours a day, but a recent 

regulation requires them to be open only between 8:00am to midnight. On-line fees range 

from one to five yuan per hour.  Some bars charge less if one gets on-line for five to ten 

consecutive overnights. The fee is then only 5-7 yuan for the entire on-line time. Unlicensed 

bars, which are called “black” bars, always charge less than the licensed bars. 

 Four bars were visited for the purpose of this study. They are identified as Bars A, B, 

D, and the “black” bar. Bars A and B are privately owned licensed net bars, and Bar D is a 

government-run bar. These three privately-owned net bars, including the unlicensed bar, are 

small, crude, shabby, and not professionally equipped, while the government-owned bar is 

spacious,  with a comfortable environment and much better equipment provided by the local 

office of China Telecom, the state-owned telecommunications company that operates the 

bar. 

Net Bar A was a family business on the second floor of a gray two-story building 

with a narrow, steep open-air concrete stair case leading to its sliding door. Entering the 

door, there was a small space about eight feet wide and ten feet long, where an old 

wooden counter stood unstably with a pile of bottled-water racks leaning against it. 

Looking above, one could see quite a few licenses and certificates in frames on the front 

wall. On the left wall were white paper posters of official announcements and 

regulations. On the right, there was a clock hung high up on the wall. On the counter 

there were two stained registration books about an inch thick; one for users and the other 
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for bar managers or web monitors to sign in and sign out. There was a bare concrete floor 

in all rooms. A doorless doorway led to the three rooms inside. Two rooms were about 

the size of small classrooms seating 15-20 students each; while the third was about the 

size of an office seating 5-8 people. There were five window-style air-conditioners 

making steady noise all the time. The air conditioners made the crowded rooms cooler 

than most other bars which did not have any cooling facilities. Since there were no rules 

about smoking, customers were surrounded by smoke. There were about 55 computers on 

desks in several rows against the walls. The seats were so close to each other that the 

person sitting next to you could see what you were doing on line without even turning his 

or her head. Like all other net bars, there were no floppy disk slots in all computers, and 

there was no writing space, no copy machines, no printers of any kind, not to mention fax 

machines, Webcams, or other auxiliary devices. Walking through the three rooms, the 

general impression was that this bar was apparently poorly equipped except for the air-

conditioners, of which the owner was very proud. 

Downstairs of Bar A was a small but busy street full of little stores and street 

stands selling snacks and drinks. This little street was about just a few hundred meters 

long, but it had five net bars because it was directly facing the huge gate of University C. 

Most of the time, one could see a continuous flow of people coming in and going out of 

this little street, young and old, men and women, professors and students, and vendors 

and idlers. Almost all of Bar A’s customers were students from this university. 

Bar B also was a family business. It was similar to Bar A in terms of its physical 

appearance, inside arrangements, lack of adequate facilities, and outside environment. 

Inside, Bar B looked less crowded than Bar A because it had two floors. Although it had 

about the same number of computers as Bar A, it did not have air-conditioners. Its door 

was always open with plastic strips hanging down from the top of the door to separate the 

inside from the outside while letting some wind blow in. Walking into Bar B, you would 

immediately encounter rows of computers to the right. On the left, there were two simple 

top-only desks without any drawers put together in a shape of “7,” and that was where the 

cashier sat. On one of the desks there were two registration books, a ball pen, pieces of 

paper without paper clips, staplers, or other stationery in sight. Bar B and its computers 

looked old and there were no floppy disk slots in them. There were no printers or other 
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devices for educational purposes either. Like Bar A, it had about 50-60 computers since 

the government requires net bars to have at least 50 computers. 

Bar B was also on a street near a university. It was actually located right beside 

the back entrance of a university. The street in front of Bar B was even narrower than in 

the case of Bar A, but with heavier traffic because people, bicycles, three-wheel-motor 

cars, cars, vans, and trucks all came in and out of the university through this back 

entrance, which was about six meters wide. On both sides of the street there were stands 

of fast food, drinks, locksmiths, and other street vendors. Bar B was about only 50 meters 

away from the university, so it was busy all time, and like Bar A, almost all of its 

customers were college students. Its sign read “web-friends-club” of the university. 

Right across the street from Bar B there was a “black bar” on the second floor of a 

concrete-colored building. It had a very small sign that read “Wang-bar” facing sideways, 

and one could not tell it was a net bar from the street. You had to go upstairs using a 

stairway that was hidden at the side of the building. When I walked into the bar, I saw no 

licenses hanging on the walls. I asked the cashier, a young girl, whether I needed to show 

her my ID card. Without answering me, she ran to the manager (or the owner), a young 

man in his late twenties, and told him about me. Because of my age and maybe my dress, 

the young man looked at me suspiciously and told the girl something. Then the girl did 

not say a word to me when she came back to the front desk. The manager pretended to be 

busy with the computer about ten meters away from me. I sent a hello towards his 

direction, which he just ignored. Apparently, he did not want to talk to me. Later the 

manager of Bar B told me that the “black” bar owner would not talk to me because he 

might have thought I was a reporter, and he did not want to expose his bar to the public. 

When I asked how the black bar made any money, Bar B manager said that “black” bars 

usually charged less and did not check ID. They were located close to universities and 

high schools, so students would quickly learn about their existence. Therefore,  black bars 

did not have to worry about a shortage of customers. Other managers and users also 

reported that it was relatively easy to open an unlicensed net bar without going through 

the complex application procedures or paying taxes. “Some people living in a 

neighborhood near a university or a school could turn their living room into a net bar. 

They just need to buy a bunch of computers, connect them to the Internet, and there will 
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be students coming,” one college student said. Following official sweeps, “black” bars 

reportedly close down temporarily and reopen after the police have left. “If they have 

contacts in the local MPS offices, they don’t have any worries and fears,” reported other 

net bar owners. 

  Bar D was the only one in this investigation that was located in a commercial area, 

rather than near a school or university. Like other net bars, it was surrounded by all kinds of 

small businesses. It was on the second floor of a tall building belonging to China Telecom. 

Standing right at the entrance downstairs looking at its signboard, you would not realize 

how big this bar was. But when you walked into the entrance and climbed up a 10 feet wide 

staircase to the second floor, you would see a huge open space the size of a large ballroom 

in front of you. On the right there was the net bar occupying only a corner of the room, 

separated from the open space by a divider. At the entrance to the net bar, there was a glass-

walled office as big as four cubicles put together, to accommodate cashiers and human web 

monitors. The manager of this bar had his own office, unlike any private bar mangers. In his 

spacious office, there were a large switch “box” and huge cabinets standing against the wall,  

equipment that I had never seen in any private bars. There were 130 computers in the lab 

and three “Wang guan” – human web monitors present during operating hours. The 

customers of Bar D were mainly non-students. According to the manager, only 10-15% of 

his customers were students.  

  The manager was apparently very proud of the net bar: 

Yes, we have a very large bar, and are also well equipped. We’ve already switched 

from DDN to the broadband ADSL long time ago, so getting on line is very quick in 

our bar. We’ve all kinds of people coming in here, students, working people, jobless 

people, young and old, and some foreigners. What do they do here? Um… they 

exchange emails, they chat on line, and they play games, and foreigners usually 

check and send email. Our web monitors are [technical] professionals and they’re 

doing a very good job. Last time when we turned in our registration books, the MPS 

office praised our work.  

Bar D is not a typical bar in the sense that its owner is the government, which does not need 

to go through the application procedures although it has to follow the regulations governing 

all net bars. In the case of Bar D, regulations are basically for users, not the bar.  
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People at Net Bars 

To see what types of people who can be found in net bars, I visited more than twenty net 

bars and talked to many people. In every bar there is at least one cashier and one “Wang 

guan” (human web monitor). The cashier’s job is to collect on-line fee, check the ID of 

customer, give the user a card with a number of a computer that was assigned to the user 

(all computers in the bar were numbered and labeled) and register the user by watching 

him or her sign in and sign out. The “Wang guan” might either be a family member of the 

bar owner or a hired employee. The web-user monitor’s duty is to solve technical 

problems related to the computer and Internet connections.  

In Bar A, I observed that there was always one cashier and two web-monitors. 

Sometimes there were two cashiers standing shoulder to shoulder in the small space 

behind the old counter. They did not even have a bench or stool to sit on. The cashiers 

were all in their forties who had been laid off from their previous jobs. When the business 

was not so busy, they would chat and do something not related to their job. The web-

monitors walked around to see there were any problems; if there were no problems, they 

would sit down and play games themselves. On a typical day during the school term, Bar 

A was largely full, but before the final exam and when the summer or winter vacation 

began, there were not many people coming in because many students were not Wuhan 

residents, and they went home as soon as the school was over. The owner often 

complained about the downturn of his business during these vacations. 

Based on my own observations and interviews, I found that the overwhelming 

majority of users were young people whose age ranged from 17 to 27. Many of them 

were college students. Almost every time I walked into a bar, I felt awkward because no 

one in the bar was my age and I saw the curious and suspicious eyes of the mangers and 

cashiers “saying”: “What’re you doing here?” There were so few users who were over 

thirty that I was able to talk to only one older user who was in his early thirties during the 

entire observation period.  

In addition to observations and interviews, a survey, containing questions about 

users' personal information, was administered in a number of net bars in order to obtain a 

more detailed demographic profile of bar users. The results of the survey were consistent 

with what I observed and learned in the qualitative interviews (see Table 2, p. 97). 
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Table 2. Demographics of Internet Users 

 
Survey Sample from 4 Net Bars     Comparative data from CCNIC  

(N= 95) (2002)     vs  nationwide user survey (2003) 

 
Age:  Average 22. 05     Age under 30: 71.9% of all users 
 
Gender:  Male = 72  (75.8%)    Male = 59.3% 
   Female = 23 (24.2%)    Female = 40.7% 
   
Education: High school = 6  (6.3%)         Middle (Technical) school =12.9%
   Undergraduate =87 (91.5%)          High school = 30.6% 
   Master = 2 (2.2%)    Undergraduate = 53.7 % 
         Master = 2.3% 

Occupations:     (N = 89)  
   Students  = 77   87%   Students = 28%    
   Clerks  = 2 2.2%   Staff (assistants) 10.3% 
   Professors  = 4 4.5%   Teachers = 6.2%  
   Worker  =1 1%   Users in Service Industries 10.3% 
   Engineers = 3 3.3%   Users in agricultural business 1.0% 
   Administrator = 1 1%   Users in production &  
         Transportation 6.2% 
   Unemployed  =1   1%   Unemployed = 4.0% 
 

Years of using the Internet (June 2002)   N/A  
2.11 (years) on average 
 
Times of using the Internet during a week   Days on line per week   
2.4 (times) on average      3.4 days on average  
 
Hours of using the Internet each time    hours on line per week 
2.3 (hours) on average      9.8 hours on average 
  

Having a personal computer at home    N/A 

28 respondents  (31%)  
 
Personal (or Parents’) Monthly Income (N = 68): 
 Users with Monthly Income  
100-500 yuan                 29    (42.7%) under 1,500 Chinese Yuan:  
501-1000 yuan   17    (25%)    59.8% of all users nationwide 
1001-2000 yuan  16    (23.6%) 
2001-5000 yuan  4       (5.8%) 
5001-8000 yuan  2       (2.9) 
8001-10000 yuan 0 
10001 yuan and above 0 
 
*American $ 1 = Chinese yuan 8.2 (approximately).   *Source: www.ccnic.net.cn 
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The average age of the 95 survey respondents was 22 years. Users’ ages ranged 

from 18 to 28 with three exceptions. Most (87%) respondents were high school and 

college students, or graduates. Among them, the overwhelming majority (90%) had 

earned or were working on bachelor’s degrees. A few respondents (7.5%) had high 

school diplomas, and interestingly, only 2.5% of the users had a master’s degree. This 

may indicate that people with higher levels of education such as master or doctoral 

students and professors either use the Internet less than the younger people with 

undergraduate educational background, or they have access to the Internet at school or at 

home. In terms of gender, men accounted for more than three quarters (75.8%) and 

women less than a quarter (24.2%). 

The socio-economic status in the sample was not as high as that of those in some 

other countries. A large majority (67.7%) of the users or their parents (if they were 

students having no income) earned a salary between 100–1,000 yuan a month (See Table 

1). Only about one-third (31%) of all respondents had computers at home. Moreover, 

they started later than, and did not use the Internet as much as, the youth in some other 

countries. Most of them began surfing the Internet in the year 2000, and on average, they 

used the Internet between two and three times each week, each time spending two to 

three hours on line (see Table 2, p. 97).  

In short, the typical Internet user in net bars A, B, and C is likely to be male, 

young, and college educated with relatively low socio-economic status. Most of them 

were freshmen and sophomores and were still working on their bachelor degrees. More 

than two-thirds did not have their own computers. The users in net bars often get on line 

about twice or three times a week for two to three hours at a time. Most of them have 

been using the Internet only since 2000.  

Services & Equipment Provided in Net Bars 

When users entered the bar, they would come to the counter and show their ID to the 

cashier and then write their personal information, the number of the computer they were 

going to use and the starting time in the registration book. When they left, they paid the 

on-line fee, wrote down the time, and gave back the card with the computer number. It 

seems that both sides, the user and the cashier, knew well what to do and did it 

efficiently, and not much was said on either side. 
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Once seated in front of a computer, the user would quickly get to what he or she 

wanted because the user started being charged for online time at the moment of 

registration.  In all net bars, users could watch movies, chat with friends, exchange email, 

surf interesting web sites, read news, and play games. From my observations and 

interviews, I learned that playing games was the main activity for most users, especially 

male students. 

Popular games included: Counter Strike, Star Craft, War Craft, Legend-The Three 

Heroes, and Virtual Life. Counter Strike is an on-line game created in the United States. 

In the game, the police are on one side, and terrorists are on the other side. The player can 

choose to be a policeman or a terrorist. This game is usually played by multiple players 

simultaneously and the “fighting” always occurs in an urban setting. Sometimes the 

terrorists hold hostages using knives and guns, and the police try to rescue the hostages 

using guns. Battles begin between the two sides, the police and the terrorists. Whoever 

wins the battle will get money with which they can buy more weapons. One player 

described the game as “very violent,” and he sat there playing it for three hours! 

Star Craft is also an American game. It is not as violent as Counter Strike because 

the characters are human robots, “protosses” – a race of advanced aliens, and “zerg”- a 

race of barbarian fleshy monsters. The three “races” fight against each other, but their 

body figures do not look like human bodies and their blood does not look like real blood. 

This game involves the building of war facilities and preparation for war. Players have to 

spend at least half an hour to construct “command centers,” “supply depots,” “energy 

bay,” “refineries,” “barracks,” “airports,” “missile turrets” “bunkers” and “satellites.” It 

can be played by one player or by multiple participants. It was very common to see 

students coming to the bars in a crowd and playing the game together. A player said that 

when he was on line playing Star Craft, there were ten thousand others playing this game 

at the same time.  

Legend-The Three Heroes is a game created in South Korea, and it is the most 

popular game in China at present. The background and costumes are in ancient style. The 

Western-looking characters in the game include men and women such as warriors, 

knights, housewives, weavers, and magicians. There are a variety of jobs and players can 

play the role of a miner, an adventurer or a hunter. The virtual characters are like real 
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people and there are story lines associated with each one. Characters can “talk” to each 

other by typing their messages. There are many fights and characters wear armor and use 

weapons such as swords and knives to fight enemies and different strange “monsters.” 

There are 35 levels in this game. “If you want to climb to the 35th level, you have to play 

it every day for 12 hours and continue playing consecutively for more than a month,” a 

player told me. Many young students are obsessed with this game and stay in the bar 

playing it overnight, often forgetting about mealtimes. 

Virtual Life is a game mostly for girls. It is a game portraying the different stages 

in life including growing up, making friends, falling in love, dating, marriage, giving 

birth to a baby, romance, work, and leisure. It is also said to be very addictive for players. 

A 23-year-old student at University B said, “ My roommates are so involved in the game 

that they can go on for the whole day without eating anything!” In addition to these 

games, I heard that other games such as card games and gambling were also popular 

among users. However, I only observed card playing, but not gambling in the net bars I 

visited. During my interviews, no one had ever reported gambling on line. 

Whatever they did on line, most users stayed in the bar for two to three hours. I 

heard that some came to the bar around nine or ten o’clock at night and spent the whole 

night there because it was much cheaper to be on line overnight. Even after the 

imposition of new restrictions, some net bars still stay open after midnight. I had never 

stayed in a bar overnight because friends gave me warnings saying that staying overnight 

in the net bar could be dangerous. Therefore, I did not have the opportunity to observe 

“night” behaviors in bars. 

Local Regulations and Enforcement of the Regulations 

As discussed in Chapter 5, the central government has a number of ways to monitor and 

control civilian use of the Internet at the macro level. In addition, the government can 

control over Internet use at the micro level specifically with respect to net bars through 

several channels: 1) local regulations and media propaganda, 2) application procedures, 3) 

registration of “wang-guan,” 4) registration of users, 5) installation of monitoring software 

called “Ren-zi-xing,” 6) frequent checks of bars by local MPS officers. Each of these means 

of control is discussed in the following subsections. 
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Regulations and Propaganda 

Internet bars are governed by several regulations. First, it is mandatory for the owners of 

every net bar to put up two posters containing regulations, one promulgated by the 

Provincial Telecom Management Bureau (PTMB), with a size of 3 by 2 feet, and a second, 

smaller one, issued by the municipal Information Office or the local MPS office. The two 

are similar to each other, and read as follows: 

I. Abide by the state law, administrative codes and submit to supervision and monitoring 

the authorities. Do not violate regulations and commit crimes such as endangering the 

state’s security, damaging the social order, violating others’ rights. 

II. Net bar owners and managers must: 

 1. provide Internet services only in the business scope approved by authorities. 

 2. build up standardized system of users’ registration. 

 3. hang up your license, permits, and certificates in a place easy to see. 

4. do not provide any unhealthy games that are obscene, violent, with gambling or 

superstitious content in them. 

5. do not allow persons in the bar who are 18 years old or under 18 during 8: 00-

21:00 and during school days. 

6. stop and report any behaviors, prohibited by the law and administrative code, 

of those who take advantage of running a net bar to commit crimes. 

III. Net bar managers and users must not: 

1. produce or spread knowingly computer viruses and other destructive programs. 

2. access illegally the calculation/data base systems or destroy their functioning, 

data, and programs. 

3. conduct other behaviors prohibited by law and administrative code. 

IV. Net bar owners/managers and users are not allowed to produce, copy, and search for, 

publicize, and spread  information that contains the following: 

 1. information that is  against the basic principles stated in the Constitution 

2. damaging state security, leaking state secrets, subverting state authority, and 

harming the unity of the nation 

3. ruining the reputation and interests of the state 
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4. inciting hatred towards certain ethnic groups and racial discrimination, and 

damaging the unity of the different ethnic groups 

5. damaging the state policy concerning ethnic groups, and religions, and 

spreading heresy and superstitions 

6. spreading pornography, obscenity, gambling, violence, murder 

material/information or instigating crime committing 

7. insulting and slandering others, violating others’ civil rights 

8. any contents, that are prohibited by the law and administrative code 

    The local regulations merely repeat the central instructions issued by the 

government. Posting of these regulations is checked often by the local MSP offices.  

  Indirectly, the government sometimes regulates Internet use by engaging in political 

campaigns through propaganda through the mass media. Mass media such as newspapers 

and television have created a negative image of net bars by reporting problems and tragedies 

at net bars. The Wuhan Evening News, a popular daily newspaper, carried more two dozen 

news stories about problems in net bars during the six week period from November 15, 2002 

to January 6, 2003. Most of these stories carried a negative portrayal of Internet bars, 

reporting that how the “poison of net bars” has caused harm to young people and worry 

among their parents. Here are several examples of news reporting on net bars in the Wuhan 

Evening News. 

 On November 15, when the new regulation shortening the hours of net bars from 

24 hours to 16 hours (8am to 12 am) was issued, local news reporters went around to see 

the new regulation was carried out or not. They found that a “large majority of net bars 

are still open after the midnight. In a bar on a road near a university, a group of college 

students described the night as ‘the final revelry’.”  

A news story on the second day of the new regulation reported a signature campaign 

showing a photo about “150 students at ‘Red Scarf’ Elementary are signing to refuse to 

go to net bars.” It was reported that a lot of college students at xxx University recently 

went to see doctors for illnesses such as eye problems and arthritis that “resulted from 

sitting in net bars overnight. … Some net bar managers “ while admitting that smoking in 

the bar is unbearable, still put ashtrays on the computer desks because they want to please 

the customers.” The city officials are worried that “after the new regulation, some net bar 
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owners may turn off lights or close curtains in order to stay open. It would be very 

difficult to discover such activities, thus peril still exists.” 

On the front page (1/3/03), an article titled “Net Bars Summoning the Soul of Our 

Next Generation” exposed several net bars that allowed middle and elementary school 

pupils to enter, and these children reportedly played truant to go to net bars where they 

smoked, played games, and stayed overnight, forgetting about eating and sleeping.  On 

the page after this story, there was another one about an elementary student playing 

games on line. A photo attached to this story showed the mother of the child, picking up 

her son’s school bag, “begging her son to leave the bar.” 

On January 4, the same newspaper published a article titled “DAUGHTER, 

WHERE ARE YOU?” in bold square inch large characters. The story said that a reporter 

received a phone call from a father who was looking for his 15-year-old daughter. “His 

daughter has not been home for ten days. The parents have looked in net bars all over the 

city, but have not found her.” The story continued, their daughter used to be a good child 

and good student, “but since she started going to bars last November, she has turned into 

a different person. She no longer calls home to let her parents know where she is, and she 

often skips school and stays in bars overnight.” The story ended with the father’s letter to 

the newspaper that read: “Daughter, where are you? The Spring Festival is coming; we 

are all looking forward to seeing you. Come home soon.” 

On January 5, one news report described net bars as “more savage than tigers,” 

telling a story about an 18 year-old boy who died in the bar while playing. On the same 

page, there was an article about someone’s appeal to the government for more strict 

supervision over net bars. This advocate said she saw “the net bar is full of smoke; with 

some bad youth coming in and going out,” when she visited several bars. “That worries 

and hurts her because elementary and middle school students place themselves in this 

kind of environment.” 

Perhaps influenced by media, the parents of net bar goers viewed the bar almost 

as evil. The Internet, regarded as a powerful instrument for liberty and freedom in the 

West, is perceived by many Chinese as unnecessary or even harmful. Parents of school 

going children would prefer that they concentrate on schoolwork. Success in high school 

is a prerequisite for admission to college, and a successful career. While the use of 
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computers and the Internet for educational purposes is viewed as acceptable, their use for 

playing games is regarded as frivolous. A common cause of conflict between parents and 

their child is how much time if any the child should spend playing games on line. Most 

parents do not allow children to play games at home, and many teenagers stealthily do so 

in net bars. Usually they go to unlicensed net bars because “black” bars do not check IDs 

and always charge less. While a licensed bar changes users three yuan per hour on line, a 

“black” bar charges only 0.5 to one yuan per hour. Once the teenagers are in the bars, 

they are likely to play for many hours because they do not get the chance to play games 

easily. This is why many Chinese parents think negatively of net bars and sincerely 

support the government’s strict regulations over net bars.  

I was also able to have conversations with several parents who came to bars to 

look for their son or daughter. A woman in her late 30s, looking for her 17-year-old son, 

said, “From what I see, the Internet is not much use. My son used to come home for 

lunch every day, but now he’s going to bars every noon after classes without eating his 

lunch. I have to search for him everyday in those damned bars, running from one to 

another. It’s very frustrating. In my opinion, the net bar is no good at all, and it ruins our 

children. I’ll buy him a computer only if he is admitted to a university, so he’s got to 

study hard this year.” 

Another couple in their early forties who came to Bar A looking for their son, 

said, “Why don’t the government watch the bars? Our son is only 16, but he’s in bars 

every day, and he’s not come home for three days! We’ve checked several bars, but we 

don’t see a trace of him; we don’t know which bar he’s at.”  

Not only do non-user parents condemn net bars, even parents who are Internet 

users do not like net bars. One professor at University C, who had a computer in his 

office and a computer at home, remarked: “Students should concentrate on their studies 

during their college years or school years. Net bars are luring them with fancy games, 

which make them waste their time, energy, and money and distract them from college or 

schoolwork. I don’t want my daughter to go to bars because they spoil our kids.” Several 

other interviewees also expressed their concerns about net bars: “Net bars provide a place 

where teenagers can smoke and stay overnight, so they learn bad things; net bar owners 

only want to make money; these owners don’t care about the health and wellbeing of 
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these kids.”  An interviewee stated: “Those running net bars have ‘black’ hearts, 

…they’re vicious, they not only charge too much, but provide unhealthy and illegal 

Internet content to attract more customers.”  

In short, all the news stories condemn net bars and the public appears to welcome 

the new regulations of November 15, 2002. Every parent of bar goers wishes that his or 

her child would not go to the bar. Interview shows and other programs on television and 

radio broadcast a message that net bars are not good for youth. Even at the National 

People’s Congress Conference held in Beijing in March 2003, some representatives 

recommended more comprehensive and stricter regulations over net bars, calling for 

actions to “save the younger generation.” In sum, the official media and many users and 

non-users, especially parents, seem not to appreciate Internet technology. Instead, many 

of them even believe the Internet is not really useful or necessary. 

Permit and License Application Procedures 

The process of starting and operating a net bar is restrained by complex and time-

consuming application procedures that owners must go through. In April 1996, the MPT 

enjoined the Directorate General of Telecommunications, the predecessor of China 

Telecom, to be in charge of the construction, operation and management of the Internet 

infrastructure and services. The document, issued on April 3, 1996, stated that every 

individual and organization desiring to access the World Wide Web must apply to the 

appropriate MPT administrations through the state-regulated gateways. Applicants should 

submit a report on their web structure and number of connecting computers, domain 

names, IP addresses, and personal information of the registered customers. This issue is 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter 7. 

Installation of “Ren-zi-xing”  

“Ren-zi-xing,” monitoring software, is another example of the exercise of control using 

Internet technology itself. “Ren-zi-xing” is manufactured by one of the largest telecom 

corporations, the Golden Bridge (GB) and operated by the jointly GB and the MPS offices. 

Every net bar is required to install  “Ren-zi-xing”. In November, 2001, “In addition to the 

17, 488 Internet bars shut down, another 28,000 were ordered to install monitoring software 

soon,…The software was required as part of regulations issued by Beijing last year aimed at 

controlling the Internet’s use” (www.canoe.ca/CNEWSTechNews0111/). According to the 
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new regulations issued on Nov. 15, 2002, violators will be penalized with fines up to 15,000 

yuan.  

Registration of “Wang-guan”  

“Wang-guan” (human web monitors) are persons who are in charge of revolving technical 

problems at net bars. Technical problems span a wide range, including loss of electric 

power, busy modems, or users being cut off because they violated some regulations or did 

not pay the monthly fees on time. “Wang-guan” are also assigned another job by the local 

MPS offices: to watch Internet content and users. Thus, they are required to register for their 

shifts in the bars every time they are at work. As early as in 1993, the official policy 

documents stated that “no organization and individual should engage in activities that harm 

the national security and divulge state secrets; scan and read, copy, create and spread 

information that harms the national security, stir the social order, and disseminate 

pornography” (MPT document, 1993). “Wang-guan” were supposed to assume the 

responsibilities to monitoring Internet content and users, and of reporting any undesirable 

conduct that took place in their net bars. 

Registration of Users  

Users are also required to register each time they come to the net bar. In previous sections, I 

have described the registration procedures and how users cope with them. In the next 

chapter, Chapter 7, more details are discussed.  

Frequent Sweeps by Local MPS Officers  

A new office of local MPS, Office 10, was established solely with the specific task of 

overseeing net bars. This granted licenses to the owners of net bars, collected taxes for the 

Tax Affairs Office, checked the posting of regulations in all net bars, monitored net bars and 

users through “Ren-zi-xing,” and penalized and punished violators by fines or legal actions 

such as warnings, detention, or even arrests. Supervision over Internet use in net bars in 

Wuhan is still conducted by local police offices, even after the new regulations issued on 

Nov. 15, 2002, which required the local office of Ministry of Culture (MC) to assume the 

responsibility of supervising net bars. But officials from MC offices complained that: “local 

MC offices are not sufficiently staffed, short of funding, and lack the means to assure this 

responsibility” (Wuhan Evening News, 1/4/2003). 
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We have only 100 culture inspectors, whose responsibility includes inspecting 

over ten kinds of business such as audio/video/game lounges, dancing clubs, and 

net bars. There’re almost 2,000 net bars in the city, so we can only play the “role 

of the fire department”: we’re going to check those violators which are  reported 

in the newspaper (p. A2). 

Regardless of whether net bars are supervised by the local MPS offices or local MC 

offices, the managerial methods and the monitoring systems remain the same. One net 

bar owner put it this way: “We don’t care about the change; as before, we’ll have to pay 

taxes, follow the rules, and go through the formalities. They change the soup, but they 

don't change the ingredients, so whoever supervises us, it’s the same thing; it doesn’t 

matter.”  

Summary 

Compared with net cafes in other countries such as Egypt, India, Peru, Albania, Britain, 

and the United States discussed in the first section, China’s net bars appear to be less 

supported by the government, more poorly equipped, and more restricted. The striking 

contrasts between foreign net bars and the Chinese net bars indicate the Chinese 

government’s attitudes to civilian use of the Internet and how their policy and regulation 

influence that use. According to Herman and McChesney (1997), fundamental non-

technical policy-making for the Internet has been effectively turned over to the market, 

with whoever can generate the most profit in a position to set the terms for the 

development of the new medium. In China, the “liberated” market is under the direct 

control of the nation state, only a small number of individuals can enjoy the benefits of 

the Internet while the majority of ordinary people are kept out of cyberspace.  

Asian Gazette (4/25/03, A11). reported that although nine “elite” universities and 

colleges only account for 1% out of 900 regular educational institutes in China, the 

government offers them one-third of the annual national research grants. This means that 

the other 891 universities share two-thirds of the national research grants. This education 

policy has obviously led to sophistication of technology and research faculty on the 

campuses of the nine elite universities and inadequate equipment and human resources 

for the remaining 891 universities nationwide. Internet services are rarely available for 

student use except for computer science related classes at most regular academic 
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institutes. This situation has driven college and high school students to net bars, resulting 

in the boom of net bars around universities and schools. With so many restrictions, 

private net bar owners and users seem to be lagging further behind.  

  The net bar is viewed as a place where entertainment, more than education, is 

expected and where attendees detach themselves from their real life. Based on this 

assumption, net bars are generally seen as pleasure seeking sites, rather than information-

seeking places. Further, inadequately equipped net bars provide little space and few  

facilities for users to get on line for educational purposes. Net bar goers are seen as people 

who are more interested in seeking entertainment than committing themselves in 

educational activities, public affairs, and political discussions, and parents and media tend to 

hold negative attitudes towards net bars. 

In addition to a lack of support from the government, Internet bars are regulated 

directly and indirectly. It is technically possible for the government to use gateways and 

filtering software to monitor civilians’ Internet use. The government can also indirectly 

restrain the civilian use of the Internet by administrative means such as net bar licensing 

applications, “Wang-guan” registration, user registration, and local MPS officers’ check 

of net bars. Therefore, it appears to be that the Chinese government not only wants to 

regulate the Internet, but also looks for better ways to regulate.  

  This chapter explains the reasons why there are so many net bars in China. It also 

describes some typical Internet bars, the events going on in the café, and the kinds of 

government regulations that control operations and uses of the Internet, wide gaps between 

governmental use and civilian use of the Internet and between public and private sectors in 

Internet service providing. With this information in mind, the reader should have a better 

understanding of Internet café users and owners in the next two chapters. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: USERS’ EXPECTIONS AND USE OF THE INTERNET AND 

THEIR ATTITUDES TOWARD REGULAIONS 

 

Why do young people, especially college students, come to net bars? How do they perceive 

and use the Internet? What gratifications do they obtain? What are their reactions to the 

policies and regulations governing the use of the Internet? What are the mismatches 

between the state’s policies and regulations and individual use of the Internet? These are 

important questions when examining the multifaceted dimensions of the Internet 

phenomenon in China. In this chapter, I first discuss how users view the Internet and what 

they expect the Internet to do. Then I analyze how they use the Internet in net bars. In the 

following section, I explain what gratification users obtained by using the Internet. Then, in 

the last section I describe users’ attitudes toward and interaction with Internet regulations. 

  This chapter argues that 1) Users in net bars view the Internet and net bars as 

something new, fresh, fun, and useful, which is just opposite of the public attitudes toward 

the Internet and bars. 2) Users in net bars tend to use the Internet as a means to socialize 

with others and entertain themselves; few online activities involving public affairs or 

political discussion were observed or reported. 3) There seem to be mismatches between the 

government regulations and individual use of the Internet in net bars, which are reflected in 

users’ attitudes toward and reaction to the policies and regulations over Internet use. 

   The analysis presented in this chapter is based on data collected through a 

combination of participant observations, unstructured and semi-structured individual and 

group interviews, a questionnaire survey of Internet bar users, and news reports in local 

newspapers.  

Users’ Perceptions of the Internet 

This section describes five key informants participating in the informal interviews and 

analyzes the results of a questionnaire survey about Internet users in net bars. The five 

key interviewees are identified as Users A, B, C, D, and E. The following subsection 

reporting research results is based on the an analysis of a survey questionnaire responses 

from 95 participants. These multiple methods were adopted with qualitative and 

quantitative data triangulated in order to collect more accurate data. I first present 

results of observations and interviews, and then those of the survey questionnaire. 
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Results of Observations and Interviews 

User A was a 17-year-old boy who was attending a high school in a crowded 

neighborhood. His father was a blue-collar worker and his mother is jobless after being 

laid off from a factory a year before. This boy learned about the Internet when he was at 

elementary school, but used the Internet for the first time when he was in the middle 

school. He described the Internet as something "new, convenient, and fun." Since then he 

has often gone to net bars to listen to music, to watch movies, and to play game. He did 

not have a computer at home, so he often visited net bars with his friends or classmates 

mostly for playing games or watching movies. He said he went there only two to three 

times per week, usually playing 2-3 hours each time.  

Talking about games, he sounded excited, with his eyes shining: “The Legend is a 

fun game. We, my friends and I, often play the games together. You can be any character 

you want. I've tried the knight, the magician, and the miner. It's just like your real life. 

But it takes too many hours to go up to the top level. Because I don’t have time, I quit 

when I was at level 15.” Then I asked him: "So is the Internet useful?" He hesitated a 

second, "It should be; for example, you can find things on line which you can’t find 

elsewhere, like when I do my school work, I search on line.” But asked what specific 

materials he was looking for, he had no answers. Instead of saying the Internet was 

useful, he said the Internet “should be” useful, which suggested that he was not sure if 

playing games in net bars was a “useful” benefit of the Internet. He sounded as if he 

considered surfing the net for schoolwork to be what he was supposed to do. It is possible 

that he might have subconsciously felt guilty playing games on line because he was 

expected by his parents to search for educational information when he got on line at their 

expense. 

Most Chinese parents expect their children to spend their time and money on 

education, not on entertainment. Knowing this, teenagers look for “black” net bars when 

they want to get on line because “black” net bars always charge less than the legal bars. 

User A said he paid only 0.5 yuan per hour on line, and no bar managers had ever 

checked his ID. When I asked him whether the bars he went were “black” bars, he did not 

give me a straight reply. Instead he said, “they are in those out-of-way places and nobody 

notices them.” His classmates and friends would look around to find a “black” bar, then 
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they would let him know and they would go there to play games together. “Some net bars 

are in family houses. If some one has a two-story house, he can turn the downstairs room 

into a net bar, and the family can live upstairs. Then a family member can manage the 

bar, or they can hire someone to run it.” Obviously, this boy was familiar with all the 

black bars around his school “about four out of ten bars here are ‘black bars” he said. 

It seemed that older students were not as obsessed with net bars as younger ones. 

User B was a 20-year-old student at University A. Her father was a businessman and her 

mother worked at a hospital. She was a Wuhan resident and had a computer at home, 

which her parents had bought for her when she first enrolled in University A. But in her 

department and college there was no computer lab available for student use. Although 

there was a computer center in the library at her school, students could not get on line 

there because the computers were connected only internally within campus, not to the 

Internet. Although she was studying English, her professors did not require students to do 

their homework in English, so she did not use computer very much when she was at 

school. Like her classmates, she lived on campus and, when needed, got on line every 

two to three days. When she got home on weekends, “the computer is all mine.” 

When asked what benefits the Internet offered, she replied, “The Internet is a new 

way to encounter new things. It’s a new way to convey messages, to read, to send and 

receive mail, and to make friends, and it’s so convenient to do all of these. And of course 

it’s fun and fresh.” When I asked, “Why do you play games in the bar, not at home?” She 

responded that students, including those who had computers at home played games in the 

bar because of four reasons. First, the speed of the Internet connection at home was very 

slow, and the speed in the bar was much faster because many bars used fiber optic lines 

to widen the bandwidth. Second, it was not convenient to play games at home because 

games took too much space on the computer’s hard drive, and she did not have enough 

space to save the game when she had to quit playing in the middle of the game. She also 

had to buy monthly-payment “net magnetic cards” to play games. But in the bar, she said, 

“there was no end, one could come and go at his or her will without worrying about 

saving the levels played.” At home one had to buy games if he or she wanted to play 

different games. But it was impossible to have all the games because they were very 
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expensive. Net bars, however, provided different servers and games, which one did not 

have at home. Finally, “You don’t want to play games when your parents are home.” 

The Internet also gave her access to more news. She continued, “You can read big 

news in newspapers, and the content on official websites often remained the same all 

week long without being updated with any new news. Net bars provide convenient places 

for you to get on line, and if you want to know what is happening around you, or news 

that is not reported in official newspapers, you have to go to some websites to see them.” 

Shaking her head, she also pointed out: “But there’re problems with the Internet, too. For 

example, dating on line can be dangerous. The newspaper reported there were several 

cases of young girls being seduced, raped, and murdered because they met someone on 

line they didn’t know, who turned out to be bad guys.” 

User C was a male student in his early twenties from University C. His father 

worked at a hospital although he was not a doctor, and his mother was a public relations 

officer in a large construction corporation. As he was studying electronic engineering, he 

had asked his parents to buy a computer and Internet services at home. Nevertheless, he 

sometimes went to net bars to play games with his friends. There were about twenty net 

bars including several “black” bars around his university. Sounding sophisticated, User C 

commented: “The main characteristics of the Internet are its fast speed, its broad and 

comprehensive coverage of information, its message sending speed, and its 

convenience.” He used the example of playing online games: “The unique thing about the 

games on line is that they are endless; you can play them from morning till night without 

having to know the difference between day and night, and I like that.” He explained that 

if he wanted to play games at home, it would be too expensive because he had to buy 

different games. He also did not want his parents to see him playing games. “What are 

the disadvantages of the net? Well, sometimes there are too many things on line; it’s hard 

to manage all of them. And the chat rooms are always too chaotic and noisy; some people 

tend to easily spit out dirty words, offensive language; I don’t like that.”   

Asked why there were so many “black” bars, he said, “because more than 90% of 

my schoolmates do not have computers of their own, there is a great need for net bars, 

and it’s really easy to open a net bar. What one needs is a bunch of computers and a 

means of connecting them to the Internet. One can even turn a living room into a bar and 
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just hang out a saying ‘Wang Bar’ at the door, and some one will come. Because there 

aren’t enough legal net bars, where can you go? You have no place to go, so you have to 

go to ‘black’ bars.” 

  User D, a19-year- old boy, was a student at a technology school, who did not have 

his own computer at home. Since he was from a small town outside Wuhan and lived in the 

dormitory on campus, he often went to net bars with his schoolmates who came from the 

same town or county around Wuhan, about three to five times a week. When interviewed, he 

said, “I believe the Internet is very useful because it helps us to pass time, to search for 

needed material, and to make friends.” When asked about the benefits of the Internet to 

society, he said, “With the Internet, we’ll know more about the outside world, we’ll have 

more knowledge… be more open-minded; it also helps with social advancement and 

increases the mutual understanding between different peoples.”  

  Since his parents were far away and he had no relatives in the city, the net bar 

became a second “home” to him. I asked him why he did not go to see movies or window 

shopping or play balls during his spare time or on weekends. He replied: “Going to movies 

is too expensive. One movie would cost you 20 to 30 yuan, plus snacks and drinks, about 50 

yuan for a two-hour movie? It’s not worth it. I don’t have much money, so I don’t feel good 

about window-shopping. Playing basketball? There’re not enough people; it’s boring to play 

by yourself. So I go to net bars. You can spend three to five yuan and watch a movie, chat 

with friends, or play games for a couple of hours.”  

  There were about ten bars near his school, and all of them were within walking 

distance. The net bars were scattered among small businesses such as restaurants, grocery 

stores, or photo shops. User B said, “the net bars are not expensive and not far away, so it’s 

very convenient and useful for us students.” He added that if he did not go to a bar for three 

days, he would feel bored and “empty” inside. 

  User E, in his early thirties, was a graduate student studying computer science at 

University A. Although he had his own computer and did not go to bars as often as younger 

students, he knew the bar well. He could name all the games played at the bar, know who 

would go there, and familiar with the bar environment. Once a web monitor in the computer 

lab in his department, User E thought it was not necessary for college students to own a 

computer or buy Internet services unless one was a computer-science major: 
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In my opinion, it’s unnecessary for freshmen and sophomore to buy computers; it’s 

of little use to them. Especially if they don’t have the ability to control themselves, 

it’s better not to have one. Most students use the computer to play games, wasting 

their time. It’s not really useful to them. If they want to play games, there’re a lot of 

net bars around the school they can go. 

  Most interviewees saw the Internet and net bars as basically pleasure-seeking places, 

not much as tools for academic research or educational purposes. Some believed the Internet 

should be useful, but they could not explain clearly the real usefulness of the Internet. Some 

thought the Internet was not of much use unless one was a computer science major. Similar 

perceptions were reflected in users’ responses to a survey that was administered in a number 

of bars.  

Results of the Survey Questionnaire 

How people perceive a medium and what gratifications they seek to obtain are two concerns 

of media researchers. Communication scholars have treated expectancies as equivalent to 

gratifications sought. Palmgreen & Rayburn (1985) noted: 

Research in the social sciences has demonstrated rather convincingly that much 

human behavior is shaped by our perceptions of behavioral outcomes – 

expectations (italics in original) that have been acquired through experience, 

through communication with others, and via processes of inference and 

deduction….A fundamental assumption of uses and gratifications models, that of 

an active audience members do have perceptions of the gratifications available 

from various alternatives, and that they act upon these perceptions (p. 61-72). 

According to the theory of Palmgreen and Rayburn, communication scholars  

should understand how media users see the medium before they investigate its use. The 

purpose of the survey was to have as many participants as possible and asked them to 

indicate their expectations about the Internet, as well as their uses of the medium. In Part I 

of the survey, there are two columns, one “expectation column” and the other “use column.” 

Both expectation column and use column consisted of a list of 17 items of  “what do you 

expect the Internet to do for people?” including five categories: 1) diversion/escape, 2) 

entertainment/pleasure, 3) sociability/personal identity, 4) surveillance/information seeking, 

and fashion/cultivation of life style (see Table 3, p, 115)  
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Table 3: Users’ Expectation and Use of the Internet in Net Bars (N = 103, 2002) 

 

 Percentage of Respondents Marking the Categories:       Expectation    Use  

Diversion/escape  

  To give you something to do to pass time  88%  38% 

  To avoid face-to-face communication   51%  18% 

  To escape problems in your daily life   47%  21% 

 

Entertainment/pleasure 

  To play games      76%  29% 

  To watch movies and animates    78%  48% 

  To access interesting and useful sites   83%  70% 

 

Sociability/personal identity 

  To chat with people and to find old friends  83%  71% 

  To communicate with those you know via email  83%  71% 

  To join in discussion or belong to a chatting group 47%  19% 

 

Surveillance/information seeking 

  To find out what is going on in the world  80%  58% 

  To get sports and social event information  80%  57% 

  To study and do research in a new way   58%  34% 

  To learn how to use computer better   44%  27% 

  To know foreign economies, politics, and cultures 74%  43% 

 

Fashion /cultivation of lifestyle 

  To go along with the fashion    66%  27% 

  To live a life with higher quality    51%  13% 

  To be a modernized social member   37%  27% 

 

Others:       0%  0%  
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  The first category of diversion/escape had the largest percentage of responses with a 

majority of the students (88%) marking the term “to pass time.” Under the category of 

entertainment and pleasure were three items: to play games, to watch movies or video clips 

and the like, and to search for interesting or useful websites. More than three quarters of the 

respondents checked to play games and to watch movies, and a considerable number (83%) 

saw the Internet as a tool to search for interesting or useful websites. Another high-

percentage response was an item under category three: sociability/personal identity.  

  Category three included three items: to chat with friends or to look for old friends, to 

send and receive email, and to belong to a group and participate in group chat or 

discussion.  It is interesting to notice that, while most respondents expected to use the 

Internet to chat with friends (83%) and to send and receive email (86%), the number of 

respondents who marked participation in group discussions was low (47%). This could 

mean that more people felt comfortable sending email to friends and chatting with them, 

rather than wanting to join in a group discussion. 

  Their perception of the Internet as an educational tool was also weak. While only 

58% of the respondents said they used the Internet “to do research or homework in a new 

way,” even fewer respondents (44%) ticked “to learn how to use computer better.” Only 

about one-third believed using the Internet was a way “to live a modern life style.” While 

about half of the respondents (49%) did not expect the Internet to be used to “live a life with 

higher quality,” a great number of them (88%) expected to use the Internet to “to pass time.”  

  In Part II of the survey, the respondents were asked to rate the Internet as a tool of 

communication, information source, and entertainment respectively on a scale from zero to 

one hundred. The average score for these three functions of the Internet were 78, 78, and 73 

respectively. 

  To summarize, the most frequently chosen items were “to pass time,” “to search for 

interesting and useful websites,” “to chat with friends,” and “to send and receive email.” In 

other words, the overwhelming majority saw the Internet as a means to simply pass time and 

socialize with friends. These responses may suggest that the Internet is seen as useful for 

passing time and entertainment, not as much as an instrument to bring about higher quality 

of life or help civilians become actively involved in public affairs and political discussions. 
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A lack of interest in public forums or group discussion was constantly revealed in 

participant observations, in-depth interviews, and the survey questionnaire. 

Use of the Internet in Net Bars 

Do the users use the Internet the way they expected to?  

  The answer is yes and no. From my observations and interviews, most users, 

especially young males used the Internet mostly to play games, watch movies, or exchange 

email. User B explained that her classmates and she went to bars mainly because they 

wanted to check email, chat, or play games, “very few students go to the bar to search for 

educational materials or do academic research because most websites have not much 

substance; they are very simple like empty shells. For example, you can hardly find 

anything on our school’s web-site.” Using the Internet as a tool for education, participation 

in public discussions, or learning computer skills was hardly ever mentioned or observed in 

both interviews and observations. 

The Internet does appear to meet some of the users’ expectations. For example, 

the responses to survey questions about their use showed that the two highest-percentage 

responses were “to chat with people” (71%) and “to communicate with those you know 

through email” (71%), which was consistent with their responses to questions about their 

expectations. These responses in the “use column” were basically parallel to the 

responses to the same categories in the “expectation column” except for the item of 

“playing games” (see Table 3, p. 115). 

On the other hand, some of the users’ expectations of the Internet were not met. 

For example, less than one-third of the questionnaire respondents said they got on line “to 

play games” in the “use column.” Several explanations for this inconsistency are 

possible, though. First, the use of a convenience sample of interviewees means the 

researcher could interview only those who were willing to talk, and this may have 

resulted talking to people with similar personalities and habits. Most of my interviewees 

expressed their interest in playing games with friends. All of them agreed to be 

interviewed and were not reluctant to answer any questions. For example, Users A, C, 

and D were similar to each other when talking about playing games though they did not 

know each other and were not related to each in any way. User A told me he went to net 

bars at noon between classes in the morning and in the afternoon. User C said, “The 
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games are addictive. For example, I like to play ‘Counter Strike’ in which you can play 

the role of a bad guy or a policeman. The setting is like realistic and the fights between 

the two sides trying to hold hostages and rescue hostages are very real and exciting. 

Sometimes I skip classes to play games.” User D reported that sometimes he stayed in net 

bars for hours that he forgot about all other things except how to go to the next higher 

level of the game he was playing games with his friends. 

 The second reason why the item “to play games” was marked by fewer 

respondents reflects users’ reluctance to tell others about their game-playing in the bar. 

For example, User A, after describing his three favorite games and how he played them 

in detail, explained that he also used the Internet to do school work, "I only go to the bar 

one time each week. And I also search web sites to get interesting photos to put in my 

school projects.” He implied that he did not play very many games, but rather used the 

Internet for educational purposes. It could be that while answering the questions about 

their use, respondents were subconsciously reluctant to tell others they played games. 

They habitually tended to have a sense of guilt about this aspect of their behavior, and 

were likely to be defensive when questioned about it. Therefore, some survey 

respondents who played games might have subconsciously ignored or avoided the 

question about game playing without self-awareness. 

The third reason may be that because the majority of students (72% of the 

questionnaire respondents) did not have computers of their own and their families had 

relatively low incomes, they were less likely to spend money on game playing. Many of 

them got on line for just a few minutes to check their email. Therefore, some of them 

may have rarely gone to net bars and actually played little games and they did not want to 

say they used the Internet to "play games".  

This problem of high price of Internet access is widespread as Wu (1996) has 

observed: 

Chinese Net users have to pay for both sending and receiving E-mails. For 

CERNET, the costs for the Internet services are 8000 yuan up front, plus 2000 

yuan monthly service fees and 10 yuan per kb for receiving and sending E-mails. 

Ordinary academics cannot afford that. Both Beijing and Shanghai Post and 
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Telecommunications Bureaus charge private PPP accounts for 300 yuan up front 

and 100 yuan for 6 h[ours] a month or 400 yuan for 40 h[ours] (p. 702). 

For this reason, many students shared the same account to use the Internet. “There 

is a significant amount of account sharing among users. It is estimated that every account 

is shared by an average of eight people” (Foster and Goodman, 2000, p. 50). What Wu 

observed in 1996 still could be seen in 2002. Quite a few interviewees under this study 

also explained this kind of practice among themselves. One girl with a personal computer 

in her dorm room said, “My classmates always come to our room to use my computer 

because the computer lab in the library is overcrowded all the time. It’s very common for 

use to share an account.” 

Perhaps for the same reason, compared with the responses in the "expectation 

column," of the survey, responses in the "use column" seemed to illustrate a different 

picture about “passing time” or “escape.” Asked about their expectation of the Internet, a 

great majority (88%) of respondents believed they would use the Internet “to pass time.” 

However, only 38% said they actually used the Internet to “pass time.” While the lowest 

percentages (37% and 44%) of the respondents in expectation column were for the items 

“to live a modern life style” and “to learn to use computer better,” the lowest percentages 

(18% and 13%) of the respondents in use column marked the items “to avoid face-to-face 

communication” and “to live a life with higher quality”.  

Of the survey respondents drawn from the four bars in the study, the percentages 

reporting that they used the Internet for the three uses under the first category 

“diversion/escape” were quite low (38% to pass time, 18% to avoid face-to-face 

communication with others, and 21 % to escape the problems in daily life). However, 

The majority of the respondents responded higher usage for “chatting with friends or 

looking for old friends” (71%) and “sending and receiving email” (71%) under 

“Sociability/personal identity” category. Only a small number (19%) of all respondents 

said they got on line “to belong to some groups” or “joined in some group discussions.” 

In short, the results of the survey, observations, and interviews showed that the 

top four uses of the Internet were “to chat with friends,” “to surf interesting and useful 

websites,” “to send and receive email” and “to play games.” These four uses suggested 



 120

that using the Net for entertainment and socialization were the most popular on line 

activities among net bar users.  

Net Bars and Social Relationships 

Most users in net bars were college students who lived in dormitories where there was no 

access to telephones, televisions or computers. Their dorm rooms were crowded and 

lobbies were narrow with little space for public gathering. Moreover, forms of 

entertainment were rarely available on campus. The students coming from the same city 

sometimes went home on weekends, while those from other towns and cities or rural 

areas had few places to go after school. Both urban and rural students visited bars very 

often because that gave them something to do at night and on weekends. 

  As discussed in the previous two sections, the responses reflected users’ needs to 

socialize with others, to pass time, and to entertain themselves. A girl of 22 at University 

B explained why college students liked to surf in cyberspace: 

In cyberspace, your social status does not matter; your right to express yourself is 

the same as that of others and you will be heard as much as anyone does. Whether 

what you say is welcomed or not does not depend on your social status, but it 

depends on whether what you say is attractive and if the subject of discussion is 

interesting to someone else. You can say what you want to say. Especially, the 

college students are at an age when they tend to express themselves. They know 

that their real identities are not known by others on line. They don’t have to worry 

about being criticized by parents, teachers, or society. They want to enjoy the 

freedom of playing different roles in cyberspaces. This virtual role-playing not 

only relieves the dissatisfactions with their life, but also gives a fantastic feeling 

of satisfaction derived from playing virtual roles that are not possible in real life, 

such as being the conqueror in war games or the one involved in romance in 

chivalry games.  

When asked why he went to bars to play games or chat with friends, another 

student answered: “Because playing games on line is something your parents don’t want 

you to do. Getting on line in the bar, you escape your parents’ watching and you can feel 

the freedom…. Also, in the bar you can play with your friends there; the atmosphere is 
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very good; it’s fun.” User B said, "If I can't get on line for two, three days, I start feeling 

uncomfortable, and my fingers start 'itching'; my ten fingers are eager to hit the buttons." 

For youth, these net bars provide an opportunity to meet in a place where human beings 

and technology intersect in constructing and expressing their values and understanding of 

life. The Internet assumes the role of a playmate and “a home away from home” 

(Langran, 2002, p. 166). As a result, many young people stay overnight in net bars. Many 

users were not happy when the curtailment of hours was announced in the regulation 

issued on November 15, 2002. A local newspaper (Wuhan Evening News, 11/16/02) 

reported that the students said that, “spending the night in the bar was a very inexpensive 

way to entertain ourselves; if we can’t stay here overnight, then what are we going to do 

at night?” A girl said, “Our dorm closes at 11:00pm; sometimes if we’re up here to play 

and forget about the time, we can stay overnight because going to other places will be too 

expensive.” A couple of other interviewees also expressed “emptiness inside” if they 

were not able to get on line. The reporters commented that students were staying 

overnight in bars because “they have a lot of time, they are ideologically liberal, and they 

have little money.”  

Spending time with friends or classmates in the bar was a way for users to get a 

sense of equality and freedom, to satisfy their curiosity by playing virtual roles in chat 

rooms or in games, to taste different life styles, and to have a public gathering in private 

bars. To many Internet users, the net bar was like a second “home” where they could 

hide, indulge themselves, and ignore the outside world. The net bar was like a real bar in 

which they could try adventures, play with friends, and feel free to do what they could 

not do at school or even at home.  

Regulations over Users in Net Bars and Their Reactions  

For net bar users, registering to use the computer was mandatory each time they came to a 

bar. “In 1996, the government required everyone with an Internet account to register with 

the local Public Security Bureau, which has been looking into putting up a firewall around 

the Internet to block the entry of all ‘undesirable’ content” (Wolff, 1997). The local public 

offices required every user to write down 1) his or her name, 2) home address and phone 

number, 3) ID number (like the driver’s license number), 4) the number of the computer he 

or she was assigned to use (all computers in net bars were numbered), and 5) the date and 
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time the user used the computer in net bars. When users walked out of the bar, they were 

required to sign out and put 6) the ending time in the final column of the registration book. 

The last column is for the “Wang-guan” (human web monitor), to write something down 

when necessary. This seven-columned registration book was required to be turned in to the 

local MPS offices each month for a thorough check by public security officers. 

  Moreover, users’ access to certain websites was limited. In the second part of my 

survey, there was a list of six Chinese-language websites (See Appendix A, Part II) for 

respondents to test whether they could access them. These six web sites, based in the United 

States, were not typically anti-government or about human rights, but they were very 

popular among Chinese residents in the United States. However, because these websites 

contained some articles exposing political and academic corruption in China, especially 

among some high-ranking officials and a couple of “key” universities, most Chinese on the 

mainland were prevented from seeing them. The survey results showed that out of 91 

respondents, only two checked the “Omnitalk.com,” seven checked “cnd.org,” four checked 

“xys.org,” six checked “wensuecity.com,” six checked “fgh.org.” I also tried these six 

websites in net bars myself, but I could access only one of them, namely“sina.com”, and it 

was a different version of the same web site that I had surfed in the United States. This 

meant that the content of the Chinese version of “sina.com” was different from the 

“sina.com” web site in North America. 

Finally, individuals, including net bar goers, were not allowed to create their own 

personal web sites. Given that web designing is one of the most common online activities 

in many countries, it was surprising to learn that the Chinese within China are prohibited 

from having their own personal websites. Indeed, none of the participants in this study 

had their own websites. “What is clear is that individuals will not be allowed to develop 

successful websites in complete autonomy from the state. In fact, personal websites were 

banned in China as of May 1, 2000” (Foster and Goodman, 2000, p. 32). 

Self-censorship Rule 

Most users’ interaction with the regulations can be described in part as self-disciplined 

behavior. “Self-discipline” is an important constituent of cultural sophistication in 

traditional Chinese culture. Self-control, as opposed to self-indulgence, means that a 

moral person should not gamble, abuse alcohol, or seek sexual pleasure. In today’s 
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Communist culture, it means a moral person should not look at the harmful materials 

considered “bad” or “unhealthy” by the Communist culture. Compliance with official 

policies and regulations were seen as behaviors that young people were expected to 

perform. For example, as a girl, a student of 19, said: “I believe we college students 

should concentrate on studies, not on playing games or watching something unhealthy. 

Living in the dorm without parents watching over us, we should discipline ourselves.”  

Most net bar goers appeared to be obedient to the regulations. From my 

observations, very few users had any problems with the registration procedure and it 

seemed as if every one abided by the rules. At times, when users forgot their ID, cashiers 

allowed them in without saying anything. During all my observations of the four bars, I 

hardly observed any conflict between bar managers and the users. Everybody entering the 

net bar automatically went to the front desk to fill in the registration forms and paid the 

online fee when they signed out. Not many words were said on either side. In the bar, you 

often heard the sounds of games and movies, but not much else. Sometimes, with 

headphone on the ears of users, the bar was even quieter though it was often full of 

smoke. Since smoking was not prohibited in public spaces. It looked like every one was 

well behaved and totally absorbed in the roles being played in the virtual world. On the 

other hand, users used fake IDs or did not always bring their ID. Sometimes, they even 

accessed the web sites prohibited by the government. As User C said, “there’re some 

smart people in China; the government cannot filter everything coming through their 

gateways. The owners sometimes can get something from somewhere.” 

Users’ Attitudes and Reactions to the Regulations 

Did every user obey the rules? Did they obey them all the time? Were they willing to obey 

them? Not necessarily. The analysis of interview notes suggested three general kinds of 

response. First, younger users knew little about regulations and looked puzzled when asked 

about the regulations or the ownership of the Internet. Second, most users claimed that the 

regulations were important and necessary and expressed their support of the regulations. 

Third, many users said policies were necessary for society, but not relevant to them because 

policy and politics did not concern them. 

Talking about the importance of the Internet regulations, User A, the 17-year-old 

boy, said, “I don’t know. As long as I can have fun in net bars, I don’t care about 
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whatever the regulations are.” But he knew that young people under 18 were not allowed 

in net bars. “My mother says we are too young and don’t have the ability to control 

ourselves; when we grow older, it will be OK [to go to bars]. So now I don’t come to bars 

as often I did before.” When I asked him about what changes he would like to see if 

changes could be made, he said, “the government should get rid of all ‘black’ bars, and 

the bars should lower the online fees, and put printers there.” This seemed to contradict 

his behavior of going to black bars all the times, but what he said suggested that his main 

concern was about lowering the charges and increasing the fun and convenience he could 

get from net bars. 

In response to my questions about the government ownership, supervision and 

regulation regarding net bars, User B said, “It doesn’t matter who owns the Internet; as 

long as the speed of the Net is fast, the environment is clean and comfortable, and the 

computers are new, I’m happy.” She believed that Internet policy and regulations were 

important and necessary, but failed to explain why. Like many of her schoolmates, she 

said that she was not concerned about the “big issues” involving policy and politics.  

User C was older than A and B, and he answered the questions about Internet 

policy and regulations in a more specific manner: “Considering the current situation of 

China, the regulations are necessary. Why, because you’re not supposed to look at those 

unhealthy things, and that’s Chinese culture, Chinese values. In the Chinese culture, no 

matter if you are an adult or a young child, it’s always considered immoral to look at bad 

(porn) websites.” He analyzed the two “disadvantages” regarding the control over 

Internet use. The first one was that Internet policy and regulation were too strict, greatly 

limited, and even hindered the social use of the Internet. Second, the “reactionary” and 

“yellow” websites were other kinds of  “harm” corroding the traditional culture and 

causing the stability of society. But between these two “harms,” the first one was not as 

serious as the second one. Therefore, he said, “the government prefers the one with 

lighter negative consequences to the more serious one; that is to have rigid, strict, and 

repetitive regulations over Internet use to prevent people from seeing bad things.” He 

then explained that this was not necessarily his own personal opinions, or what he 

thought people should do, but this opinion was very popular among the Chinese people 

“because the issuance of strict regulations at least matches the culture.”  
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  Talking about Internet policy and regulations, User D said he was aware of the 

regulations on the age limit of users and about “reactionary and yellow” websites that  users 

were prohibited to surf. When I asked him whether or not he thought the policy and 

regulations were important and necessary, he nodded his head, “Yes. Why? I think because 

if you look at those unhealthy web sites, your mind will be polluted.” Like some other 

interviewees, he talked somewhat like an official newspaper in terms of using expressions 

such as “mental and spiritual pollution” and “social progress.” 

User E, responding to the questions about Internet policy and regulation, 

commented on the blocking of Google: “It (blocking) is none of my business, and it 

didn't surprise me at all; it is just daily routine. Whatever web sites they want to block, I 

don’t care. Policy-making is the politicians’ business, it’s not relevant to us ordinary 

persons.” After a second, he added: “Any policy could be good and bad, and if there are 

no regulations, the society will be in disorder.”  

Like User E, many other respondents said they wanted the government to have a 

“formal” and “standard” management of the Internet and to prevent “unhealthy” 

materials on line and “reduce spiritual pollution.” At the same times, however, they also 

wanted “more information,” and “wished to know more websites outside of China.” One 

student said, “the news on line is not really new, replacing the old news with new news is 

too slow. And the government should strengthen its management.” In sum, many of users 

held the attitude that “regulation-has-nothing-to-do-with-me.” 

A brief examination of users’ responses to pornography on line can also reflect users’ 

reactions to Internet policy and regulations. In China, pornography sites are called 

“yellow” sites. Pornography is considered “spiritual pollution” and is totally banned. 

Every regulation, regardless of whether it is from the central government, from the 

province, or from the city, states that pornography is prohibited and it is illegal for any 

one to access “yellow” webs, no matter if they are adults, young children, or old people. 

Pornography in cyberspaces is a major concern for communication scholars and a big 

headache for policy makers and parents, but for bar owners, it offers alternatives to attract 

more customers. According to the owners and managers of the net bars under study, in 

cyberspace, there were much more pornography sites than “counter-revolutionary” sites 

because of the severe punishment for the latter. Most users were aware of the 
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pornography sites because, as an owner described, “there are very few ‘reactionary’ sites, 

but a lot of ‘yellow’ sites.” Although he knew how to find a “yellow” site, by “clicking 

the ‘history’ button,” User C reported that, “No matter if they are adults or children, it’s 

not moral for them to look for the yellow pages. Wherever you go, you will see 

regulations on the walls, in newspapers, on the screens, but, because it’s very difficult to 

get all the licenses, some bar owners use porn to attract customers to make more money.” 

He added, “I always followed the regulation.” 

Female students seem to be aware of online pornography too. One of three girls in 

a group interview noted: “We believe the regulations are very necessary. We never look 

for the yellow sites, but some bars around our university provide that kind of yellow sites 

under the name of ‘flower-care programming.’” The other two added that they had never 

accessed yellow sites but had heard about them. 

The regulations posted on the walls of the bar about pornography and obscenity 

are similar to the Communications Decency Act in the United States and similar laws in 

other countries in terms of prohibiting illegal possession, production, and distribution of 

pornographic materials. However, it is different from others in that it does not 

specifically describe what is porn, what is art, and what is education. A more important 

difference is the unilateral prohibition in China. In Western countries, laws on porn are 

applicable to those under 18 and only “child porn” is banned completely. In other words, 

adults are not prohibited from possessing, producing, or distributing pornographic 

materials as long as they do not make offers to minors or the material does not contain 

“child porn.” In contrast, in China, adults, as well as children, are not allowed to access 

porn sites. If they do so and are reported, they will be considered to have violated the law, 

and other people will talk negatively about them. Publicizing nudity and sexual activities 

is a taboo in most part of China. During all my visits and observations, I never observed 

anyone surfing on a “yellow” site in net bars. 

Summary 

The Internet users in the net bars under study were mostly college students who usually 

perceived the Internet as a means of entertainment, socialization and communication. 

While there was a certain amount of useful information available on line in China, this 

study indicated that the users were either unaware of it, ignoring it, or unsuccessful in 
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finding it. Instead, most users used the Internet basically as a tool for playing games, 

watching movies, and exchanging email.  

More interestingly, users showed an ambivalent attitude toward Internet policy 

and regulations and mismatches between regulators and users. “The lack of foresight and 

coordination at both the policy level and the technical level among government agencies 

has created many bureaucratic hurdles for the development of the Internet. ….For 

example, although the Ministry of Public Security has issued computer security in 1993, 

few Chinese knew about it, not to mention implementing it” (Wu, 1997, p. 703 & 704). 

Individuals follow the government policies even less. Recent attempts to regulate web 

content available to Chinese Internet users are in the forms of regulations, on-screen 

warnings, and web monitors’ watching, and media created negative images of net bars. 

There appeared to be public support for even greater regulation of net bars. Ironically, 

most users of net bars were not aware of the regulations except for the limits on age and 

bar hours.  

This “regulations-have-nothing-to-do-with-me” attitude illustrates a complex but 

interesting cat-and-mouse relationship between the government and the individual.  The 

government allows users to have “a small piece” of the Internet, and users think they 

have the whole thing. Tasting the “sweetness” of the Internet, users want more. But the 

government is reluctant to give more because of its own political needs and economic 

interests. Therefore, they call for self-censorship and hope that people will behave 

themselves keeping in mind the Party’s long term political record, and its power to 

punish violators. As one net bar manager said, “Knowing someone is watching over their 

shoulder is enough.” At the other hand, users know how to go around the regulations to 

get more of what they want. With an attitude of “the regulations-have-nothing-to-do-me,” 

some say that as long as the Internet connection is quick when they are on line, they do 

not care about policy and regulations. Others show no interest in “big issues” such as 

policy making and politics. There appears to be a disconnection between official 

regulations governing the Internet and the attitudes of everyday Internet users. Meyer and 

Scott (1992) have noted that in developing countries, there is often little coordination 

among government institutions and some mismatches between the state policies at the 

national level and the social life of individuals at the local level. This mismatch appears 
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to cast in China as well. In the words of an interviewee: “The government has policies, 

these people (net bar owners and goers) have strategies.”  

Having discussed the relationships between the official regulations and individual 

users of net bars, the next chapter, Chapter 8, examines the relationships between the 

government and the owners and managers of net bars. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: INTERNET BAR OWNERS AND MANAGERS 

 

Moving from net bar users and their interactions with Internet and government regulations, 

this chapter focuses on the owners and managers of privately owned net bars, who are the 

indispensable “bridge” connecting the Internet, individuals, and the government. This 

chapter begins with the profiles of three bar owners and their family members, who actually 

run the bars. It also profiles the manager of a city-run bar. This is followed by a discussion 

of their perceptions of a net bar and what they say they do. Then I explain the double roles 

the owners and managers play in the interactions between the individual use of the Internet 

and the government’s surveillance over its use. The third section identifies and analyzes 

owners’ and managers’ complaints and major conflicts involving the owners, the 

regulations, and the enforcement of the regulations. A summary is provided in the final 

section. The analysis in this chapter is based largely on the field notes from participant 

observations, unstructured and semi-structured interviews, and journalistic accounts in local 

newspapers. 

  It is argued in this chapter that 1) Café owners and managers play a double role in 

the information flow on line, being both the regulator and the regulated; 2) There are 

mismatches between private café owners and the state’s policies and regulations over 

Internet use, and this reflects a contradictory time in China; 3) Because of the mismatches, 

some owners and managers are playing a cat-and-mouth game with the authorities. 

Profiles of Three Owners and Their Managers 

This section deals with three net bar owners and their managers and the manager of a city-

own bar. These owners and managers were introduced in Chapter 4. While I visited about 

27 net bars during my investigation, the focus of my in depth study was my observations 

and interviews in three privately owned net bars, which were family businesses and one 

government-owned bar.  

Three Owners and Four Managers 

In this chapter, the three net bar owners and the city-run bar manager are identified as 

Owners A, B, and Co-owner C, and Manager D. The managers in the three private bars are 

identified as Manager A, Manager B, and Co-owner C herself as Manager C. Manager D 

was in charge of the government-run bar. 
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  Owner A was a short man about sixty years old with a weather-worn but smiling 

face, always holding a lit cigarette between his fingers. He worked in the city’s public 

security (MPS) system and bragged about his “contacts” in the local MPS offices though he 

did not tell me what he did in the MPS system. His bar was small and crowded, so he 

suggested we go to a tea house to drink tea while talking. He accepted my interview request 

without any hesitation and was eager to talk about his difficulties in running a bar. During 

the interviews, he was cooperative and talkative and answered all my questions. He 

explained why he had opened this bar. His daughter used to work in a newspaper agency, 

but two years ago she was laid off. His son who had computer skills did not have a job after 

graduation from a technical school. “They need money,” the father said. “I borrowed money 

and sold our house to open this bar.” He believed he also did something good for others who 

were laid-off by hiring them as cashiers in his bar. “Because of the government policy and 

the overall ‘social climate,’ many were laid off. The cashiers I hired are all those laid off; 

now they can earn at least several hundred yuan per month.” In his mind, his purpose of 

opening this bar was to not only to make a profit, but also to provide jobs for his grown-up 

children. 

  Owner A’s son was one of the web monitors in the bar, and his daughter was 

Manager A. I had quite a few interview sessions with her because she was in the bar almost 

every day. She was about 30 years old and the mother of a six-year-old son. Like her father, 

she was open-minded, friendly, and expressive. The first time I interviewed her, she said, 

“I’m going to pour out ‘bitter water’ (complaints), if you want to hear.” She was very busy 

all the time coping with problems such as a police check, salesmen from the  local China 

Telecom office, or other unexpected troubles including electric power failure or water 

leaking, but she still accommodated my requests and talked to me with frequent 

interruptions. 

Owner B was a full-time doctor working at University C medical clinic beside 

which his bar was located. Like Owner A, Owner B also owned the bar as a family 

business. I scheduled the interview with him through his son, who was Manager B and a 

web monitor in the bar. The doctor, Owner B, suggested we have the interview in his 

clinic office because he indicated that he did not have time after work. He was tall and 

had a serious-looking face. He wore a pair of thick glasses. During the interview, 
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speaking slowly, he talked specifically about the tedious, time-consuming, and 

demanding procedures he went through to apply for the licenses and permits for his bar 

and openly criticized the government and its media propaganda. Because his wife had 

retired from her job early due to an illness, he had felt he had to make “a decent living” 

by starting his own business. However, he stated, “I almost regret it; I didn’t realize it 

was so difficult to run a bar and we haven’t made much money, but they said (the MPS 

Office), ‘you can not sell or transfer the net bar to others; you either run it, or close it 

down.’ If I had known, I would not have started it. Fortunately, my son has good 

computer skills and he knows all the technical requirements, so he is taking care of the 

bar.” His motivation to open a net bar was similar to Owner A in that they both wanted to 

earn money and give their children a chance to work. 

His son, a young man in his twenties, was a cautious manager. When I visited the 

bar for the first time, Manager B was especially alert and somewhat tense and nervous. 

He seemed to be holding back something he did not want me to see or know. However, 

after I had talked with his father, he became relaxed, let me sit in the bar to observe, and 

helped me with my questionnaire survey. Still, it was not until much later that he began to 

share with me his views, thoughts, and feelings about the Internet and relevant 

regulations. He spoke carefully until the time I left the site, and upon request, he gave me 

his email address, which never worked. 

 Net Bar C was owned by two persons, but I only talked to one of them, Co-owner 

C, because the other owner did not seem to be actively involved in the daily operation of 

the net bar. Co-owner C or Manager C was a woman in her forties, and the mother of a 

19 year-old girl. She ran her bar privately near a university after an “early retirement”. 

She served as both a co-owner and the manager. Because a friend introduced me to her, 

she was easy-going and talked to me freely without any reservation. Although she was 

busy all the time, she tried to respond to my questions during my site observation and 

through email even after I left the site. Among the four owners, she was the most 

outspoken, and was most critical of the local MPS officials. Although she did not focus 

on the need to make a profit as urgently as the other two owners had, she worked hard to 

attract as many customers as she could. At first, she and her partner had opened their bar 

on the campus of a large university, but when that university was promoted from a 
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“second rank” to a “first rank” university, they were ordered to relocate off the campus. 

Recently, because of the fierce competition with other bars newly started in the same 

area, they had to move again to another place: “We’ve replaced the 30 old computers 

with new ones and bought another 20 new computers. I’m exhausted because of the 

moving, and I’ve lost six pounds. Finally, things seem to have fallen into place, but I had 

to ‘rack’ my brain for new ideas on how to make our business prosperous.” Co-owner C, 

whose husband was a full time professor at the university, was determined to make her 

bar successful and perhaps more importantly, to be successful herself. 

  Unlike the other three bars, which were privately owned, Net Bar D, located in a 

commercial center, was owned by the city. Since the manager did not own the bar, I identify 

him as Manager D. Manager D was a young man in his early thirties, of medium height. He 

dressed casually, was polite and spoke slowly. Manager D seemed relaxed, not tense, about 

my visits and readily accepted my request to interview him. He was the full-time manager of 

the bar and the only one who had an office of his own among all the managers I 

interviewed. As a manager, he did not have to go through the complex application 

procedures for licenses and permits granted by the city. Electricity, water, computers and 

other equipment inside the bar was all provided by the government, and he only took care of 

the ADSL fee (on line fee), maintenance fee, and the salaries of three web monitors. When 

asked why the city had opened this bar, he said, “People need to get on line for all kinds of 

reasons. We have all kinds of people coming in here, students, working people, jobless 

people, young and old, and some foreigners. They play games, chat with friends, and send 

emails.” He looked comfortable while talking and sounded fond of the sophisticated 

equipment in his bar and proud of his job: 

Yes, we have a very large bar, and we are also well equipped. We switched from 

DDN to the broadband ADSL long ago, so getting on line is very quick in our bar. 

Our web monitors are [technical] professionals and they’re doing a very good job.  

Although Bar D was much larger and much better equipped, it did not seem to have many 

customers. Perhaps because it was not around a school or university, this bar was not as 

busy or crowded as those private bars located around universities. Every time I visited Bar 

D, there were only a few people sitting at the computers. The manager and the two web 

monitors were not busy either. I interviewed the manager in his spacious office and had long 
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conversations, twice lasting an hour without any interruption. Manager D did not speak 

adversely of the government or complain about difficulties operating the bar. Later, when I 

asked him through email about the state of his business, he always said “it was so, so,” but 

he did not seem to be overly worried about the net bar as the other three owners did about 

theirs. 

Perceptions of the Internet and Net Bars 

Regarding the usefulness and importance of the Internet and net bars, net bar owners hold 

views opposite from those held by the local newspapers and the public. They describe 

different pictures of the Internet and Internet bars.  

 Owner A, though not praising the Internet technology for its ability to bring 

freedom, thought the Internet was “good” because “it produces dollars.” “Look at the 

China Telecom; they’ve earned hundreds of millions of yuan by providing Internet 

services.” But he said his bar did not make very much money. “Those who know 

nothing about net bars think we’re making big money, but that’s not the case.” He 

calculated, “The highest income is 1,500 yuan a day, but the lowest is 300 yuan a day, 

and if we made only 300 yuan a day, we can not make ends meet. If we made at least 

500 yuan a day, we don’t earn a huge profit, but we can make ends meet.” Owner A saw 

the Internet basically as a way to make a profit, and he did not talk about other benefits 

of the Internet. But he was concerned about providing a good environment for students 

and satisfied with the level of demand for his services, because there were often many 

students coming to his bar. He said, “It’s so hot in the summer. Few others have air-

conditioners in their bars, but we have five. They cost us a lot, but if we make the 

environment cool and comfortable, more students will come to our bar.” He disagreed 

with the public perception in terms of how much money net bars could make, and he 

implied that others did not understand the difficulties of running a bar.  

  His daughter, Manager A, was not very much interested in my question about what 

the Internet could do for individuals or society. She was mainly concerned about attracting 

more customers and dealing with technical and other problems in the bar. However, she did 

not allow her six-year-old son to go into the bar to play games, and she did not even have an 

email address herself. She said that because her brother was taking care of the “technical 

stuff,” she was only dealing with administrative problems. She expressed a dissatisfaction 
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with notion favored by the media and many others that “net bar owners have ‘black hearts’ 

and only want to make money.” She told me “we have to cover a lot of expenses each 

month; the truth is that we hardly make much money.”  

  Owner B, unlike Owner A, directly criticized the mass media:   

The media call the Internet “spiritual opium,” but I don’t think so. In my personal 

opinion, it’s not right to totally criticize the net bar. Instead, I think we should 

strongly encourage net bar development. What’s wrong with watching movies, 

playing games and searching for information? If we want to positively influence 

our kids, it’s the responsibility of the entire society, families, and the school….not 

just net bars. In only two decades, computer technology has already proven very 

useful. 

Like his father, Manager B, who was running the bar daily, did not think much of 

the media criticism of net bars. He believed his bar “provides good services to his users, 

who don’t have computers of their own, especially the non-Wuhan residents and students 

from the rural areas around Wuhan. So we’re doing good things for them.” In the bar 

every day, Manager B believed he understood the needs and interests of college students 

very well, and “what the media say is the government’s propaganda. Actually, the 

government does not want net bars to grow.”  

Co-owner C saw her bar as well justified: “At this university, they have a 

computer center, but the school doesn’t want the kids to play games or chat on line, and 

the kids say the line in school is too slow. So they come to my bar because the speed’s 

faster than their school’s and cheaper than at their home…yeah, they’re happy here.” To 

co-owner C, her net bar was not a money making machine, but a needed tool to fill the 

gap between the needs of college students and the poor service provided by the 

university. 

All private net bar owners opened the net bar business because they wanted to 

make a profit, to offer job opportunities to family members or themselves, to honor their 

families, and to provide Internet services to those who did not have a personal computer 

and Internet services at home. 

  Manager D sounded more official and sophisticated while talking about the Internet. 

He commented that the Internet closed the distance between people and “compared to other 



 135

media such as television, radio, and newspaper, it is faster and wider, and it saves natural 

resources.” I asked him whether he knew what the newspaper said about net bars, and he 

answered:  

I think, the Internet’s future is bright. The media always say the net has negative 

effects and disadvantages. Actually I don’t quite agree with that, and I believe the 

advantages are more than the negatives. …. The Internet is like electricity, it can be 

useful or harmful. It can light a bulb, or it can kill people. …There are good things 

and bad things on line, but for sure the net helps us increase our knowledge and raise 

the effectiveness level of the job we do. The key is how to manage the bars.  

  Manager D apparently thought himself as a good manager because “the last time 

when we turned in our registration books, the MPS office praised our work,” he said.  

The Double Roles of the Owners and Managers in Net Bars 

Net bar owners and managers in China play a unique role in the social use of the Internet, 

very different from that in other countries. They are simultaneously the ones who are 

regulated as well as regulating. The following sections describe how on one hand they are 

regulated and monitored by the government, and how on the other hand they help the 

government monitor their customers. 

The Regulated and Monitored 

All net bars are regulated by the policies and regulations issued by government agencies 

at different levels and by other means of supervision. In this city as in other cities in 

China, the first hurdle that net bar owners have to jump over is the application procedure 

for licenses. It is mandatory for net bar owners to apply for eight different licenses, 

certificates, or permits in order to start their businesses. It means that they have to do 

paperwork with the MSP office, the MC office, the SAICM office, and the Provincial 

Telecom Management Bureau. They are also required to obtain permits from the Fire 

Control Department of the city, local Ministry of Health Care (MHC) office, the Office of 

Tax Affairs, and sometimes the Community Management Committee (CMC).  

 Dealing with multiple agencies, net bar owners find the application procedures 

very tedious, complex, difficult, and time consuming. Owner A compared the process of 

starting a business to “shoveling earth with a needle.” In order to get his application 

approved quickly, he decided to give the officials “red envelopes” as many others did. 
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“Red envelope” refers to bribes given to an official in order to gain opportunities or 

privileges. Owner A said openly, “in addition to a 10,000- yuan application fee, I gave 

the key officials ‘red envelopes’ when I applied for the licenses.” While saying this, he 

did not sound or look embarrassed or ashamed at all, as if he saw the red envelopes as 

part of a regular procedure. 

According to Owner B, it took him eight months to obtain all licenses and 

permits. He started at the MPS Office 10 in April 2000. “Then I ran from one 

(government agency) to another, one after the other, carrying my personal background 

information folder, my ID, and my resume with me all the time. It was on the last day of 

2000 that I finally had everything ready.” Owner B continued stating that too many 

government offices “want to supervise me and want money from me. Even the CMC on 

my street acts as one of my supervisors.”  

Due to the complexity of the process and length of time spent on “running for 

licenses,” it is common that net bar owners want to have some “acquaintances” in the 

local MPS offices to bribe the officials. If he does, things would be easier for him. Co-

owner C recalled that when she applied for the licenses and permits, she was frustrated 

because she had to deal with different people in many different offices. “You have to 

meet everybody’s (officials) requirement. If you overlooked or forgot someone, things 

would not go well for you.” Although she complained about the corrupt bureaucracy she 

was dealing with, she had made an effort to look for “contacts” in the local MPS offices. 

“If you want to have your application approved soon, you have to be acquainted with the 

officials.” When I asked her how long it took for her application to be approved, she said  

“more than a month.” “What would happen if you did not have any ‘contacts’ in the 

offices?” I asked. She told me: “some officials may ask for more supplementary 

application materials, or put aside and postpone the approval of your applications.”  

Moreover, these eight licenses, permits or certificates have to be checked four to six  

times by the MPS offices during a year and renewed every year. Owner A, B, and Co-owner 

C all complained that they “barely made any money” because of various kinds of fees and 

taxes. They thought they were too often required to change their licenses or apply for new 

ones. Every time they substituted the new ones for the old ones, they had to pay 50-100 

yuan. To the owners, it was not uncommon that the government often collected additional 
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fees. For example, after a fire in a Beijing net-bar, all net bar managers and web monitors 

were required to go to a workshop for fire prevention training. Each person was charged 200 

yuan for the one hour training program, which granted him or her a fire prevention 

certificate.  Unfortunately, though, getting a business started did not mean the end of the 

ordeal.  

  After net bars are approved to open, their daily operation is monitored by various 

means. The required registration of “Wang-guan” is an administrative measure to regulate 

the net bar. “Wang-guan” means “web monitors,” if translated literally. These people are 

usually family members of the owner or someone hired by the owner. In a small bar with the 

minimum 50 computers required, there are usually one or two monitors; in larger bars with 

more than 100 computers, there are about three to five monitors.  

  The original responsibility of web monitors was to solve technical problems and help 

customers use computers. However, in order to hold the bar owner responsible for his or her 

customers’ activities in cyberspace, the MPS offices assign to these monitors the job of 

watching users. Web monitors are required to sign every time in a register when they begin 

their shift. Like workers who use their “time cards” or “time stamps” to record the time they 

come to work and leave work, web monitors must sign in and sign out. However, in 

addition, they were required to record each time their name, phone number, ID number, and 

the date and hours when they were in charge of the bar. At the end of each month, the owner 

of the net bar is supposed to turn in the registration book to the local MPS offices. In this 

way, if any violators are exposed, government officials can always go back to find out who 

did what and who should be held responsible for the violation. 

  Another method of control is the installation of “Ren-zi-xing,” which is monitoring 

software produced by the Golden Bridge Company. “The software was required as part of 

regulations issued by Beijing last year (2000) aimed at controlling the Internet’s use” 

(www.canoe.ca/CNEWSTechNews0111/). According to the new regulations effective from 

Nov. 15, 2002, violators, who did not have the monitoring software installed, would be 

penalized with fine up to 15,000 yuan. One net bar owner described this software as “on line 

police”: 

We have to buy it from Golden Bridge Corporation (GB), operated jointly with the 

MPS offices. The GB people came and installed it in our bar… If anyone surfs 
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forbidden websites such as Fa Lun Gong, counter-revolutionary, or “yellow” (porn) 

web-pages, the monitoring computer will send out a ring, by which time, our Wang-

guan (web monitors) are supposed to walk to the user and tell him or her to stop 

surfing the illegal site. If after 15 minutes the violator is still on the illegal web-site, 

the MPS office will call our bar; after 30 minutes if the user is still on, the people 

from the public security office will come to the bar to check. This thing (Ren-zi-

xing) in the bar is directly connected to the MPS office; they can see everything here 

from their office.  

  To ensure that the bar owners do their job, the local MPS officers frequently 

“sweep” bars to see who fails to block web-sites that are defined as subversive or unhealthy 

by the regulations, and who violates regulations such as allowing in minors under 18 years 

old of age. The daughter of owner A, Manager A, told a story, explaining her role as one 

who was regulated: 

This afternoon, while we (the cashiers) were sitting here, several public MPS 

officers stormed in without saying hello to anyone at the front desk. They went 

straight into the computer rooms checking everybody’s ID. A couple of students 

didn’t have their students ID with them; I know they are students, over 18, because 

they often come to our bar….But the PS officers rebuked me for allowing them 

in….they yelled at me like they might yell at a criminal; I was scared. Then they 

took away all the licenses and permits without letting me explain anything….What 

am I going to do? 

  Later I learned that Owner A, the girl’s father, went to Office 10, which was 

specifically in charge of issues regarding Internet bars (it also collects tax for the Tax 

Affairs Office) and negotiated with people there using his personal “contacts” (he worked in 

the public security system). Three days later, he got the licenses and permits back and was 

penalized 5,000 yuan for violating the regulation. 

  Unannounced and unexpected sweeps by the local MPS offices are nothing new to 

bar managers. On a Sunday when I visited the big “public” net bar in the commercial area, 

Manager D told me there had been a sweep the night before. He said, “the MPS officers 

often come to bars to check. I heard they checked 500 bars and took away a number of 

licenses last night, but we’re fine because we’re well behaved.”  Responding to these checks 



 139

and sweeps, most bar owners were complied with regulations because they knew they were 

supposed to think positively of the regulations, and obeying the MPS officials had thus 

become a habit for many. 

The Regulator 

Trying to monitor the civilian use of the Internet, the Chinese government has assigned part 

of its supervisory power to net owners and managers. In 1994, “China’s State Council 

issued its Executive Order No. 147, Security Regulations for Computer Information Systems 

in the People’s Republic of China, which requires owners of computer systems to 

implement access control, administrative control and personnel control” (Wang, 1999). It is 

clear that net bar owners and managers are expected to work as agents for the MSP offices 

and are responsible for users’ behavior in the bar.  

The government is determined to have a say over who has a website in China and 

which websites are seen in China. Clearly, if ISPs are able to bypass the 

Interconnecting Network regime, there is a potential that the Chinese government 

will lose its ability to monitor traffic and block certain websites….Internet service 

providers are responsible for their customers and are required to make backup tapes 

of all SMTP (email) traffic that passes through their networks” (Foster and 

Goodman, 2000, p. 23 & p. 40-41). 

In their role as regulators, net bar owners have to do all the following: 1) to post 

regulations on the walls, 2) to give warnings on the screens of the computers or at the 

door, 3) to require users to register before they use their computers, 4) to watch 

customers over their shoulders, and 5) to report “unwanted” behaviors in their bars to the 

MPS offices. Interacting with regulations every day, all the owners and managers 

interviewed for this study, expressed the view that these regulations are necessary and 

important. Owner A said, “Most users were self-conscious and self-disciplined, and we 

also put warnings on the screen telling them not to surf the ‘yellow (porn)’ sites or 

reactionary sites; they know they’re not allowed to see those unhealthy sites; those are 

simply not good for them.” Manager D believes that the regulations were important and 

necessary because “some of these young people need to be educated not to look at the 

bad web-pages,” and that “these kids cannot control themselves; they should be taught 

self-discipline.” In the four net bars, all owners have the licenses and permits hanging on 
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the walls. Even Co-owner C, who does not agree with the regulation and is not happy 

with the application procedures, has a complete set of licenses displayed. 

It seems true that most net bar owners or ISPs follow the instructions from above 

and show their support, at least in public, for the government policy and regulation. For 

example, it was reported that when Zeng, an owner of an ISP company, was interviewed 

about Internet content, he replied: 

I think you have to establish the regulations first and open the door later. This 

is a very smart decision by the government….I think that there are two ways to 

stop people seeing something. You can block his eyes or you can tell him not 

to look at it. I think that mature teaching methods should involve advice not to 

look at such content, explain to people that they will derive no intrinsic benefit 

from this content (Global Telecoms Business no43, Nov. 1999)”. 

  Another example is that “Wang Zhidong, chief executive and co-founder of 

Sina.com, China’s most popular Internet portal, says he doesn’t have a problem with the 

Chinese government’s efforts to regulate the Internet industry or censor content, calling the 

efforts ‘reasonable’”(Jones, 2001). Mr. Zhang, an owner of a private Internet company said 

he “would not hesitate to shut down chat groups where politically sensitive ideas were 

exchanged” (Wu, 1996, p. 706). In short, in the words of a scholar: “Though often heralded 

in Western media as democracy’s pipeline-builders, these businesspeople [in China] usually 

have visions for Chinese Internet development that are pragmatic and complementary with 

state strategy” (Kalathil, 2002, p. 6). 

The Mismatches and the Cat-and-Mouse Game 

Although most bar owners said they upheld the policy and regulation, sometimes their 

behaviors did not support their claims. Their role of enforcing the regulations sometimes 

contradicted their interests and put them in a dilemma.  While the regulations restricted 

Internet use, the desire to earn more profit makes net bar owners try to go around the 

regulations or bend them. In this investigation, the four most common problems identified 

are these: business hours, ID checking and teenager-admission, game policy, and failure of 

officials enforcing regulations on “black” bars.  

 

 



 141

Business Hours 

Lengthening the bar’s hours and lowering the price for getting online overnight is an 

effective way to attract customers, especially college students. Net bars in China used to be 

allowed to stay open 24 hours a day. But when a net bar near a university in Beijing was set 

on fire on purpose by two teenagers and 24 college students died on June 16, 2002, tighter 

regulations were imposed. Although the cause of the fire was a personal dispute between the 

bar owner and two teenagers and had nothing to do with the Internet directly, this incident 

triggered larger and more frequent sweeps nationwide. On November 15, 2002, a new 

regulation was issued by the State Council that ordered all net bars in China to be open only 

from 8am to 12 midnight.  

  However, whether or not this regulation is actually carried out depends on individual 

net bar owners. Many owners do not think the new regulation is desirable. Co-owner C 

believed the new regulation was not necessary “because college students are adults and they 

can control themselves. My bar has run for more than two years, but I’ve never seen any 

user staying in the bar for several days and nights.” In spite of the regulation shortening their 

business hours, if owners want to earn more money and take the risk of being caught, they 

can always come up with methods to keep the bar open overnight. User A, the 17-year-old 

boy, reported that as long as they covered the lights or the bar was located in a deep lane or 

on a back street, the police would not find them. Another interviewee, a 22-year-old college 

student said that many of the net bars around her university were still open after 12am. A 

local newspaper, Wuhan Evening News, (11/16/2002), reported that their reporters went out 

in all directions checking on more than 30 net bars and found that “the majority of the bars 

were still open after midnight.” Several bar owners told the reporters that they had only read 

about the new regulation in the newspaper; they had not received the official notification. 

They also told the reporters that the on-line fee was only 1-2 yuan per hour during the day, 

and their revenue from overnight users accounted for one third of the whole income per day, 

so they would consider raising the price when they implemented the new hours. Close to 

three months after the regulation was issued, users and managers said they still saw many 

net bars that were open overnight. A college student at University B said, “the new 

regulation doesn’t seem to work; a lot of net bars are open overnight in spite of knowing the 

law.” Manager B complained: “Our bar stays open until the midnight, but some other bars, 
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who have ‘contacts’ in certain government departments, still admit customers after 

midnight.” 

ID Card Checking 

Net bar owners are supposed to check every user’s ID card. The ID card is like the driver’s 

license in the United States. On the card are the name, gender, date of birth, residence 

address, and a one-and-half inch photo of the card-holder. Every one above the age of 14 is 

required to have this ID card. When one moves to live in another city, she has to show her 

ID. If one looks for a job, he has to show the ID to the employer. Checking the ID card is 

one of the essential duties a manager/cashier is required to perform. The user must put his or 

her name, ID number, and other important information in the user-registration book. If the 

ID card column is empty, the owner will be held responsible when the MPS offices find out, 

but the owner seems to always have countermeasure strategies to “cope with the authority,” 

as Owner B once said. 

  From my observations and interviews, most cashiers in legal bars checked users’ ID  

while unlicensed “black bars” never did. In one “black bar” I saw no licenses hung on the 

walls. I asked the cashier, a young girl, whether I needed to show her my ID card. Without 

answering me, she ran to the manager (or the owner), a young man in his late twenties, and 

told him about me. Because of my age and maybe my address, the young man looked at me 

suspiciously and said something to the girl. Then she came back to the front desk, and did 

not say a word to me. Further, the manager pretended to be busy with the computer about 

ten meters away from me. When I sent a “hello” in his direction, he just ignored me. 

Apparently he did not want to talk to me.  User A, the17-year-old boy and the youngest 

interviewee, told me that there were many net bars around his high school, barely 200 

meters away, and most of them were in small and out-of-way lanes. “They’ve never checked 

my ID. After I pay, they simply let me in.” Illegal bars have no licenses, and no registration 

books for users and no web monitors to sign in and sign out. 

Even in legal bars, the ID checking rule is not always respected or obeyed. 

Regarding the user registration book in legal bars, several young people said, “If you 

don’t want leave that column (ID) blank, you can make up an ID number and put it there. 

The manager doesn’t care. There are so many names; how can the police check 

everyone?” That strategy seems to work, because when I went to legal bars for the first 
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time, I tested the cashiers or the web monitors by telling them I did not have an ID card; 

none of them refused to let me in. While licensed net bar managers often check the ID 

card, it is also common for them to ignore some of the regulations for various reasons. 

The main reason is to admit as many customers as possible. Co-owner C was especially 

dissatisfied with the local government offices. She said: “Regulations? The regulations 

are just for us licensed bars; what about those who are running illegal bars but have 

contacts inside the MPS offices?  If I’m too strict with the students, who’ll come to my 

bar? Nobody will come!” 

  Another problem is the admission of young people under 18. Since the regulation 

says the user must be 18 years old or older, allowing users under 18 being in the bar is a 

violation of the law and is seen as immoral by the general public. But again, owners are not 

strict about this. They take their chances. User A, the 17 year-old boy reported that he went 

both legal and ‘black’ bars and was often allowed in without any questions being asked. 

User B said that once she forgot her ID and was driven out by the manager who knew the 

police would come and check his bar that afternoon. One day when I sat in a bar observing, 

one worried couple hurried into the bar and went straight to the computer room looking for 

someone, with sweat on their foreheads. When the cashier at the front desk asked what they 

were doing, the mother said, “Our son has not been home for three days. We’ve searched ten 

bars and haven’t even seen a soul of him. We’re here to see whether he is here.” The cashier 

let them check the three computer rooms. Obviously their son was not in the bar because 

they walked out and went to another bar across the narrow street. There are also many news 

stories reporting the problem of underage users. 

Complaints about the Game Policy   

All bar owners try to make their bars attractive by installing more interesting games, but 

what games can be installed is strictly controlled by the Ministry of Culture (MC). Every 

game played in net bars, no matter whether it is a domestic product or foreign-made, must 

be inspected through the MC offices before being installed. This process is called “landing.” 

“Landing” games are considered legal; “non-landing” games are not legal. However, many 

non-landing games, especially those imported games with foreign brands, are the ones that 

young people like to play. Because the regulations on games are so strict, net bar owners 

expressed their unhappiness with the restrictions. Co-owner C commented, “I don’t think 
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much of the game policy that prohibits non-landing games. It’s not necessary because those 

games that students obsessed with are games on line (through MC offices). They want 

control because the government can make money out of them (games).” Owner A thought 

the bars needed more foreign-made games and websites “to come in because their quality is 

better. But we are not allowed to provide any non-landing games because the MC office will 

charge us if they find out. All games have to be approved by MC offices before they come 

to our bar.” Even Manager D who was in charge of the city net bar did not like the game 

policy: “Most young users like to play games, but there are not enough good games for them 

to play. All games have to go through the inspection of the Ministry of Culture office… and 

I think the regulations are unnecessarily strict about that.”  

“Black” Bars and Enforcement of Regulations 

Black bars are unlicensed bars whose owners have not gone through the application 

procedures, do not pay taxes and do not assume the responsibilities that a legal bar owner 

does. In addition, they charge less. In other words, overall they spend less and earn more. 

Therefore, all the four net bars owners including Manager D expressed their resentment 

of “black” bars almost every time I talked with them. 

Legal bar owners usually do not criticize the law and regulation, but they do 

complain a lot about the enforcement of them. The first time I visited Bar A, the owner, 

pointing to the bar just across the little lane, told me, “That bar doesn’t have the complete 

set of licenses, but they’re still running. Of course I’ll not do that.” Owner B was also 

critical of black bars. Actually, there were two black bars on his street, one right across 

the street from his bar and other one just at the next third door. Owner B did not 

understand why the officials “did not see the ‘black’ bars right under their eyes; they just 

ignore them… Perhaps the bar owners have contacts in the offices. If you have an ‘inner 

line,’ you don’t have to worry even if you run a black bar.”  

All net bar owners under study blamed the local police for the problem of ‘black’ 

bars. They thought the MPS offices should check on and close down illegal bars. 

Owner/Manager C said that the MPS Offices collected tax from legal bars, but they did 

not check on those illegal bars. One time she asked the police, “’why don’t you check on 

the bars without licenses; only pick on us?’ They replied, ‘we can’t even check on all the 

bars with licenses, how can we check black bars? We don’t have time.’” She continued, 
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“but they have time to check on us about six times a year. Is that ridiculous?” The police 

officers also told her to report “black bars” if she found them. In her words: 

The Communist Party’s policy, from the very beginning, has been to restrict only 

those who abide by the law and behave themselves. You’ve registered in their 

offices, so they know your address. Then they not only have you pay various 

kinds of tax and fees, but also buy the registration books and subscribe to their 

newspapers. There is more: you’ll be penalized when you are not careful; you 

have to remember to send the key officials “red envelopes.” However, black bars 

merely need to “take care of” a few key officials and then they don’t have to pay 

other fees. This way both sides are benefited from the deal; only the nation suffers 

losses. 

Manager D was concerned about the problem of ‘black’ bars because the daily income of 

the bar was part of his salary. He recounted: 

Often the policy and regulation are good guides for us, but the problem is that the 

enforcement of regulation is not carried out well or fairly. No matter what you do, 

personal relationship is very important; for example, there’s one bar down this 

street that the MPS office has never checked because the owner is a son of some 

police chief officer. Nobody’s ever touched that bar.  

  Another perspective, however, was expressed by Bar B owner and his son, Manager 

B. Talking about the government’s control of Internet use, the father asked, “Our 

government is always afraid of others’ propaganda, why aren’t others afraid of ours?” 

His son, Manager B, remarked that the government had control over Internet use not only to 

make profit, but, perhaps more importantly, to prevent and delay the free flow of news and 

information: “Of course they want to monitor,” he said. “First, they can make money by 

issuing different licenses, registration books, and selling newspapers; second, they want to 

block news, especially the bad news.” Then he gave two examples. One was about an 

incident of a group of miners being trapped in a coal-mine who died without much effort 

being made to save them by the government-run mining company several months before. 

“At that time no newspapers had been allowed to expose this accident, but the story got out 

on line somehow, so the (official) newspapers had to report it.” The second story was about 

a patient’s family members beating a doctor in Wuhan. He said, “It was also exposed on line 
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first, then in newspapers reluctantly. Without the Net, how can we know what’s 

happening?” Manager B believed it was the government’s attitudes: 

The government imposes too many restrictions on Internet use. Actually, the 

government doesn’t want to expand the Net because once people are connected with 

the global society, it’s hard to prevent them from knowing the things the government 

doesn’t want them to know. Once they knew the truth, they would want to know 

more.  

Summary 

There are several aspects of these responses of net bar owners and managers that are of 

noteworthy importance. First, the owners and managers directly expressed their 

disagreement with the public opinion and the mass media, which were characterized by the 

Communist notion that entertainment use of the new technology should be secondary to 

educational use. Furthermore, all owners of the three privately owned bars claimed that the 

purpose of running a bar was to make money, implying that they had the right to make a 

profit just as the state owned enterprises (SOEs) did though the public opinion was against 

them. They believed that they were doing things beneficial to their customers and society. 

They were saying: “Don’t blame net bars if something bad happened; we are doing our 

business complying with the law, and we serve the people.” Their motivations to open and 

operate net bars were to make a profit, to provide jobs for the family members or 

themselves, to bring honor to their families, and to serve people’s needs. 

  Second, as a double role player, all the net bar owners and managers, especially the 

privately owned bar owners and managers, complained about the formalities they had to go 

through in order to open and to operate a net bar. The difficulties of starting and running a 

net bar reflect the reluctance of the government to allow private businesses to prosper and 

perhaps an unintentional brewing of the hostile the attitudes of the mass media and the 

general public, especially parents, towards net bars. On the other hand, owners’ regulatory 

role conflicted with their basic interests of running the bar and determined their interactions 

with the government and their customers. With such mismatches, net bar owners and 

managers have tried to follow the rules, but at the same time, they often risk violating or 

ignoring the regulations in order to draw in more customers. 



 147

  Finally, all owners and managers showed little interest in discussing the possible 

benefits of the Internet in promoting individual freedom, in helping users actively 

participate in the public affairs, or in democratizing society. Also, although they believed 

that the government policy, supervision, and regulations were necessary and important, they 

were indifferent to policy and political issues. Although a number of owners and managers 

complained gravely about the unfair treatment of legal bars compared with “black bars,” 

none of them voiced their dissatisfactions publicly or joined together to take action. 
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CHAPTER NINE: CONCLUSIONS 

 

I have cast a broad net in this dissertation to determine the key factors affecting the 

interrelationships among Internet technology, the nation state, and individual users in China. 

In this chapter, I highlight key findings and their implications for the study of the Internet 

phenomenon and the human relations with the Internet more generally. This chapter tries to 

answer the six principle questions raised in the introduction: 1) What is the nation state 

trying to do with Internet technology in national development, and what are the roles the 

Internet plays in the Chinese society? 2) What are the nature, characteristics, and 

implications of policy-making and the regulations on Internet use in China? 3) In what ways 

does the government try to control Internet access and use at the macro level and at the 

micro level? 4) What are the mismatches between the state’s policies and regulations and 

the practices of individual users and private providers of the Internet? 5) Within the Internet 

café environment, how do users perceive and use the Internet and what are their reaction to 

the policies and regulations governing its use? 6) In what ways do Internet café owners and 

managers enforce, frustrate, and avoid Internet policy and regulation?  

The Nation State and Internet Technology 

Throughout history, politics often changes at the same time technologies evolve. Some 

have argued that the controlling capacity of ICT often best suits the strongest interests of 

the ruling class. In capitalist societies, ICT is shaped by a few private corporations, which 

enthusiastically advocate deregulation in the name of the “public interests” (Aufderheide, 

1999). American scholar Herbert Schiller sharply pointed out: “The American economy 

is now hostage to a relatively small number of giant private companies, with interlocking 

connections, that set the national agenda (1996, p. 16). He noted that this power “is 

particularly characteristic of the communication and information sector in which the 

national and cultural-media agenda is provided by a very small and declining number of 

integrated private combines” (Schiller, 1996, p. 16). 

 Like the private combines in the United States, a few government-owned 

corporations in China, assuming the role of modernizing China, have dominated the 

telecommunications market and controlled Internet use. It appears that in modernizing 

countries, new ICT often plays the role that the nation state wants it to play; that is, it 
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meets the needs and interests of the transforming power of the nation state. Over the last 

two decades, the telecommunications industry in China, by restructuring, merging, and 

expanding, has increasingly become an indispensable component of the national 

economy and the dominant player in and major beneficiary of the newly emerged 

telecom market. The state owned telecommunications industry with the new ICT that 

signals the modernization processes and promotes the national economical development 

has grown greatly in size, breadth, and productive capability. For the Chinese 

government, Internet technology functions as a double-edged sword, on the one hand 

making enormous profits for the nation state from the newly emerging telecom market 

while on the other hand strengthening the leadership status of the Chinese Communist 

Party, the ultimate authority. These state owned enterprises (SOE), which have long been 

monopolies of media industries that set the national agenda and created the national 

cultural atmosphere for decades, are now only becoming stronger financially and 

politically. Therefore, even though challenged by new ICT such as computer networks, 

satellite broadcasting, and the Internet, the Chinese government has been able to 

successfully turn the challenge into a useful tool for its own use, at least for now.  

The Nature, Characteristics, and Implications of Policy Making 

The media policy-making system in China is a political system, and its current decision-

making processes and outcome exemplify the theory that “transformations in regulatory 

approach can best be seen as a political process” (Horwitz, 1989, quoted in Aufderheide, 

1999, p. 12). This political system, like every other government-administered organization 

in China, practices double leaderships: one administering business and the other supervising 

employees’ ideology. In each organization, the Party representative wields as much power 

as, or often more power than, the administrative supervisor, who is usually required to be a 

Party member. Decisions are essentially made according to the political and economic 

interests and needs of the nation state, and justification of “public ownership” constitutes 

much of the policy-making process. 

  In this environment, policy making is characterized by a hierarchical structure, a 

one-way communication style, decision-making behind closed doors without public 

participation, and an educational and coercive tone in regulations. The delivery of 

government policy and regulation is always one-way communication from the central 
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government down to provinces, to cities, and finally to the smallest working units and 

average people. In addition, multiple state agencies are involved in decisions with each 

having its own interests. In the case of Internet policy-making, five state agencies are 

actively involved with several other agencies less actively involved. This system is centered 

at the national level and then extended hierarchically to the municipal level, establishing a 

complex personal relationship network, while also forming a sophisticated administrative 

structure. Consequently, several problems have occurred. 

  First, linking government regulation with industry invariably results in abuse by 

profit-minded officials who utilize their power to benefit themselves through official 

relationships with the businesses they oversee.  

  Second, the gap between state use and individual use of ICT can widen because 

Beijing promotes the national program to computerize all governmental offices while 

monitoring and limiting individual use by political education, technical design, 

administrative procedures, legal measures and the high pricing of computers and Internet 

services. The good of the nation state always comes before personal considerations. 

Mowlana notes: “the gap between the communications channels used by the society or 

nation-state and individuals within that society is enormous,” and “the individuals remain in 

the realm of a traditional or semi-traditional communication and information system” (1997, 

pp. 179-181). The Internet reaches the average people in China through private and often 

illegal channels, as was the case in Russia. There, “globalization first reached the second 

society through small, informal and often illegal communications technology through its 

innovative social use (often collective) rather than mass scale technological availability and 

individual use” (Rantanen, 2001, p. 101). Individual users in China are only the “second 

users” who have to access the Internet, sometimes, through some “illegal” channels such as 

“black” net bars. 

 Furthermore, in the name of modernization, the Party-led government tends to 

make policies and regulations that are more favorable and less restrictive to the state 

owned enterprises (SOEs) than to private sectors and individual users. This policy-

making is justified with “collective goals of the national development” and “collective 

efforts to compete with foreign companies.” In the past two decades, SOEs have played a 

public role to “serve the people” as well as an internal role to serve their own commercial 
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interests. For example, China Telecom and Unicom have dominated the fixed telephone, 

mobile phone, and Internet markets in China to date.  

For decades, public ownership has been considered to be an essential 

characteristic of socialism in China. The logic of this ideology is that private ownership is 

the source of all social evil. The Communist revolution is justified because it eliminates 

the source of evil and creates a new government that represents the interests of the 

people. Therefore, representing people, the government should own the nation’s property 

and resources, and thus, the state-owned enterprises must be guaranteed. They do not 

have to make a profit to survive. It was not until the 1980s that certain private businesses 

were allowed in China. To this day no private media businesses such as radio, television, 

newspapers, satellites, or the Internet are allowed. Although the Chinese constitution 

began allowing private ownership of certain businesses in the last year of the 20th 

century, the ownership of Internet connections to the outside world by individuals is still 

prohibited; “any ISP has to be licensed by MII and gain global access through one of the 

Interconnecting Networks” (Foster and Goodman, 2000, p. 59). While these monopolies 

are only becoming richer and stronger, small private businesses are only allowed limited 

space to grow due to numerous regulations and administrative/legal requirements for 

their daily operation.  

Means of Control over Internet Access and Use 

Technology allegedly decentralizes and democratizes, but ironically, in China, it brews 

and enhances concentrations of power. Herbert Schiller (1996) argued: “Computers have 

played a major role in facilitating the transnationalization of corporate operations and the 

growth of centrally controlled regimes” (p. 52). The ownership, diffusion, utility of the 

Internet technology, and Internet policy making in China provides evidence that almost 

exactly matches Schiller’s claim. Since the nature of policy-making in China is to educate 

and control, average users of the Internet as well as those private ISPs who are not 

associated with the government, are still under the watch of the authorities. 

  The most important way to control something is to control the mindset of people. In 

China, the political climate has gradually but steadily developed through time and through 

numerous “educational” campaigns by the ultimate controller – the CCP. Within the 
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confines of this climate, virtually all ambition, courage, curiosity, invention, and self-

expression are smothered. 

  At the macro level, the government continues its long-term political education 

through its media (every mass media is official; no media is owned or operated privately) 

and promulgates policy and regulation of prohibitive and coercive nature over ICT use, 

especially civilian use. As far as Internet use is concerned, the Party-led government exerts 

its political and administrative power absolutely, though at present “this rehabilitated 

bureaucratic-authoritarian regime maintains its power more by legal and administrative 

means than by strong coercive apparatuses” (Ma, 2000, p. 27). Since 1993, the government 

has issued dozens of regulations and set up a number of new administrations to deal with the 

new ICT - specially the Internet and its use. Also the architecture of the interconnecting 

networks is designed in such a way that any civilian Internet user has to go through the state 

“gateways” to communicate with those outside China. The MSP and MSS have hired net 

“warriors” to watch over net users and used a variety of software to filter information flow 

on line. Setting up restrictions for private ISPs and requiring them to go through complex 

and time-consuming formalities and processes for the operating license of Internet-

providing businesses are additional ways to control Internet use. Consequently, “whether or 

not this comprehensive monitoring is implemented everywhere, the threat alone may be 

enough to deter users from visiting politically sensitive sites” (Kalathil & Boas, 2003, p. 

26). 

  In addition to the macro-level policies, regulations, and other controlling measures, 

local governments issue more regulations over civilian use of net bars. “Renzixin,” a 

monitoring software, is required to be installed in each net bar for the local MSP office to 

monitor individual users. Owners and managers of net bars are required to assume the 

responsibility of watching over their customers and reporting any “unwanted behaviors.” 

“Wang-guan,” human net-bar-monitors, are supposed to register in the MSP delivered 

Registration Book every time they are on duty. Access and use of the Internet are also 

limited by the requirements for the net bar’s location, its business hours, and users’ ages. 

Those who are admitted into the bar have to register in a second MSP delivered Registration 

Book each time they come to the bar. Their name, resident address, ID number, computer 

number used, time of usage, and their telephone number are recorded in the book for the 
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local MSP office to check. Moreover, the local MSP office often sweeps net bars without 

any announcement or notification in advance. 

  If we ask the question of whether the liberating Internet technology poses a threat to 

authoritarian regimes or limits the government's ability to regulate the content of online 

services, the answer in this case seems to be negative. Castells (1996, 2000) and many other 

contemporary intellectuals have argued that, because of the liberating nature of digital 

technology, the Internet is freeing people from authoritarian control and is limiting, 

decentralizing, and weakening the power of the government. While many warmly embrace 

the advent of the Internet for enhancing individual freedom, Lawrence Lessig (1999) points 

out that not only can cyberspace be regulated, but also that the government or commercial 

actors tends to look for more effective ways to regulate.  From a legal perspective, Lessig 

claims that the nature of the Internet does not decide whether or not it is regulable; it is the 

architecture of the Internet that determines the regulability of the Internet. “Some 

architectures of cyberspace are more regulable than others; some architectures enable better 

control than others….its architecture is its politics” (1999, p. 20). Confirming Lessig’s 

theory of cyberspace “regulability,” the findings of this investigation on net bars have 

shown that the Internet can be regulated and is regulated in China. 

  In summary, the means of control include: 1) policies and regulations over Internet 

use; 2) political education and media propaganda to create a political environment across the 

country; 3) technical design of the Internet and monitoring/filtering software; 4) national 

technocrats serving as “net warriors” to watch individual users; 5) administrative measures 

such as the license and permit application procedures required of net bar owners, and 

registrations required of users and web monitors; 6) unannounced and frequent 

governmental sweeps of net bars; 7) warnings posted on walls or on the screen and legal 

punishment of regulation violators.  

Mismatches between the Regulations and Average Citizens 

With the policy making behind closed doors without citizens’ participation in addition to the 

state’s strategies of control, mismatches between the regulations and social life of 

individuals have been created though unwillingly. As Meyer and Scott (1992) said, “the 

legitimacy of a given organization is negatively affected by the number of different 

authorities sovereign over it and by the diversity of inconsistency of their accounts of how it 
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is to function” (p. 202). Because the policy making process is not consistent and transparent, 

there seems to be a lack of mutual understanding, and local officials do not know to whom 

they should listen and which regulations they should follow. They are confused about the 

statutes, enforce the rules incorrectly, and even ignore them or doing nothing. Sometimes 

lower-level officials are reluctant to take responsibility since their supervisors do not share 

authority with them, and they can be perfunctory in executing regulations. 

   There are also some mismatches between the state policies and regulations and 

average citizens such as Internet bar users and owners. They tend to have ambivalent 

attitudes toward the policy and regulation, “double-think” when interacting with 

government officials, and play “games” with the authorities. The following sections will 

reiterate net bar users’ and owners’ interaction with the state and with the Internet.  

Internet Users in Net Bars  

According to the China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC) as recently as 

January 2003, 19.4% of all Internet users, about 9,700,000 people, got on line in Internet 

cafes. In the same survey, CNNIC reported that Internet users under 30 years of age 

accounted for the majority (71.9%) of all users in the nation and almost all of them (97.2%) 

had an educational background as students in college, high school, middle schools, and/or 

other professional schools. From my own observations, interviews, and the survey, most 

Internet cafe goers are high school and college students who do not have their own 

computers at school or at home. These young people are ideologically liberal. They have 

considerable spare time but little money.  

  They view Internet technology as something fresh, exciting, and fun, and they expect 

the Internet to help them to escape from real life, to socialize with others, and to entertain 

themselves. Most of them use the Internet in net bars “to chat with friends,” “to surf 

interesting and useful websites,” “to send and receive email” and “to play games.” These 

four uses suggest that for entertainment and socialization are the most popular uses among 

college students and high school students. These results are essentially consistent with other 

studies on Internet use in other countries. Regarding gratifications users have obtained, 

interview and survey responses indicate that, escaping from daily life, many young people 

come to cyberspace, and they can change their roles, try new identities, and to break down 

divisions of gender, class, and race (Turkle, 1997). Other users try to prove self-value and 
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worthiness or distinguish themselves from others by using the Internet (Lee, 1999). Still 

others are looking for a place away from home to gather together with friends (Langran, 

2002). In this study, it seems that use of the Internet in net bars is basically entertainment 

oriented. Users satisfy their desires and needs described above by playing games, trying new 

identities, and communicating with others via the Internet. Few online activities for the 

purposes of education, public affairs, or political discussions are identified and observed. 

  Users’ attitudes toward Internet policies and regulations can be described, in general, 

as ignorance, indifference, and avoidance. The net bar users observed and interviewed in 

this study seem to have ambivalent feelings about the management of the Internet by the 

government, especially the local government. While users say the regulations are important 

and necessary, they often ignore them or show little respect for them. While they express 

their support for the regulations, they sometimes violate them by surfing certain Internet 

content they are not allowed to. While they believe the regulations are good for stability of 

society, they think the regulations “have nothing to do” with themselves. They love to surf 

on the net, but do not like to go through the registration process. Although users often 

follow the rules, they sometimes tend to avoid the regulations by not bringing their IDs with 

them, using fake IDs, or making up phone numbers. Playing a “cat-and-mouse” game, they 

know net bar managers are on their side. If the café customers are caught, they do not have 

to worry too much because they know they can come back after the police leave. Findings 

of this study reveal that due to strict Internet use regulations and a large number of students 

in urban areas, Internet users sometimes have to go to “black bars,” which always charge 

less and do not check IDs. In general, their political apathy and lack of interest in public 

events well reflect the mismatches and distance between the nation state’s Internet policies 

and the individual users.  

  What has shaped use of the Internet and users’ attitudes toward regulations? There 

are several possible answers. First, the language of Internet content is basically English. The 

Chinese web sites, especially academic and educational sites, provide very general 

information of the organizations represented with little substantial content or resources. A 

student described these sites originated in China in this way: “They look like useful web 

sites, but they are ‘empty shells’ without much substance inside.” Because of the lack of 

substantial informational content and links in Chinese language, information seeking and 
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public discussions on line, especially those related to news of foreign sources and political 

issues, are much limited. 

  Second, the current Internet policies and regulations on individual users are 

essentially prohibitive and coercive, and they prevent the potential of the Internet to be fully 

developed. The regulatory punishment of individual “violators” prohibits most users from 

risking their time and money doing something that is punishable. The government’s media 

propaganda repeatedly told young people not to go to net bars while advocating 

“computerizing” the (government) offices nationwide. As one key informant comments: the 

Party’s policy and regulation have always been made and intended for the average civilians, 

not for government officials. For individual/civilian users, access to certain content is 

controlled and monitored. Many users are not aware of important and useful information 

and resources because they can only access those that are available to them. Instead, 

punitive regulations and multi-level monitoring make them practice self-discipline when 

individuals use the Internet in net bars. 

  Third, inadequate equipment and the physical arrangement of net bars is also a 

barrier for users. They cannot fully see and use the Internet to its true potential. Since most 

net bars are intended largely by the owners to provide only entertainment services, there are 

no floppy disk slots in the computer, no printers, no copy machines or fax machines, no 

extra desks and chairs, no writing or recording devices, and no study space for users. 

Therefore, it is impossible for patrons to download, save, or print out what they need and to 

study. Even if students want to do schoolwork in net bars while on line, there is simply no 

way to do so.  

 Finally, perhaps the most important factor shaping the users’ perceptions and use 

of the Internet is the government’s own attitudes toward the social use of the Internet. 

One Chinese scholar points out:  

China has no department or school to train people for information services. 

Graduates of computer departments have gained knowledge of electronic 

information services, but are not familiar with information collection, processing and 

dissemination. Their grasp of economy, management and law is also far from 

satisfactory….Education of the public about the Internet has also left much to be 

desired (Wu, 1996, p. 704). 
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China’s economy is growing rapidly, but the vast majority of its people have failed to 

benefit from the modernizing process and are “further disenfranchised and alienated by that 

very process” (Zhao & Schiller, 2001, p. 147). It is not unfair to say that individual use of 

the Internet is skewed toward entertainment partially because of the lack of necessary 

acknowledgement and support from the government. 

Net Bar Owners’ Reactions to Internet Policies and Regulations 

Like net bars goers, the owners and mangers of net bars, were early adopters of Internet 

technology in the diffusion process in China. They are also adventurous entrepreneurs in the 

reform years and the only private commercial sectors in media industries. Serving as 

unofficial liaisons linking Internet technology and ordinary people as well as the 

government and individual users, these owners and managers are playing double roles in 

information flow in cyberspace. On one hand, they are assigned the job to enforce the 

regulations over their customers and reporting illegal web-sites and net bars to the police. 

On the other hand, they are regulated by administrative measures, watched by monitoring 

software, and checked by the local MPS officers. Sandwiched between the authorities and 

individual citizens, net bar owners have to make a choice, whether to obey the regulations 

and enforce limitations on Internet users or to ignore the regulations in order to make a 

greater profit by admitting as many customers as possible.  

  Net bar owners’ attitudes and behaviors reflect a time of contradiction. As Meyer 

and Scott (1992) explain that in less developed societies, formal organization is more highly 

rationalized with more authority relations and more rules and intervention by the nation 

state. “Organizations in a state-centralized system, subject to the requirements of rational 

appearance, are likely to be simpler, and to leave out much activity that may actually be 

necessary” (p. 277). Thus, mismatches between bureaucratic rules and social life arises 

despite an interdependent relationship between them.  

  At the macro level, while the Party encourages economic growth, it tries to hold to 

the principles of socialism. Many of the regulations over Internet use often turn out to be 

more of a façade than anything else. The government may enforce its regulations when it is 

convenient or beneficial or when there is no choice. People in authority are invariably more 

interested in their special privileges than in fulfilling the obligations that come with their 

authority. Some incumbent officials are mainly concerned about their authoritative position 
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and do not make much effort to enforce rules exactly. Some new officials want to put their 

stamp on the industry and do not want to be locked into place by rules that cannot be easily 

changed. Among state organizations, the internal structural elements “are only loosely 

linked to each other and to activities, rules are often violated, decisions are often 

unimplemented, or if implemented have uncertain consequences, technologies are of 

problematic efficiency, and evaluation and inspection systems are subverted or rendered so 

vague as to provide little coordination” (p. 24). 

  At the micro level, most net bar owners and managers are constantly trying to 

balance their two different roles in this dilemma. To be successful at managing the situation, 

and to survive, they must regularly obey the regulations but at times ignore or bend them.  

Many of the owners and managers have a form of "double think"; while they do not really 

believe the policy and regulations are good for them, they still express their agreement with 

them and show their obedience. While some bars are violating the regulations by providing 

some "illegal” web-sites in order to attract more customers, they say they do good things for 

their customers. While they play a “cat-and-mouse” game with government officials, they 

blame “black” bars for all bad user-related behaviors (such as young children smoking and 

gambling in bars). While the owners and managers are jealous of and resent those who have 

an “inner-line” within the MPS system, they themselves want to be acquainted with the 

officials in the system. While they say the policy and regulations are necessary, they still try 

to “beat the system.”  

  The public commercial sector and companies, in a relationship of child-father with 

the nation state, own and operate the main interconnecting networks with little 

administrative or legal restraints, but private ISPs have to go through the complex and time-

consuming application procedures and to meet various kinds of requirements by multiple 

government agencies. Due to its political and institutional power, the CCP headed 

government has been able to manage the conflicts between national capitalist development 

and socialist ideology and to keep control over the telecom market and media use. But, 

small private entrepreneurs do not have the power and privilege or financial ability to cope 

with this contradictory situation.  

  Their strategy to deal with the “system,” therefore, is to play a “guerrilla war” (The 

Epoch Times, 2002, September 14-20, 4) with the authorities. For example, private net bar 
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owners had to grease palms to get permits to start their businesses in the first place. Then 

they have to work harder and longer hours than state employees in addition to taking much 

greater risks because laws pertaining to private enterprise do not provide sufficient 

protection, and prejudice toward private enterprise is still strong and disrupting. The fierce 

competition among private net bar owners and strict regulations has made owners and 

managers sneaky and greedy as well as smart and strong.  

  As a result of the mismatches, the more regulations the government issues, the 

less attention individuals pay to them. It is not uncommon that when regulations from the 

top pass down to individuals such as net bar owners or users, large amount of information 

can be lost in the conveying process at any bureaucratic level. Many policies and 

regulations over Internet use are not actually enforced in reality. When regulations reach 

individual users and café owners, they interpret the regulations to suit themselves or 

ignore them altogether. Owners want to attract more customers by ignoring and bending 

the regulations; users try to meet their personal needs by avoiding and breaking the rules. 

Their attitudes and behavior reflect an interdependent, dynamic, and complex relationship 

between the nation state and the individual. The “cat-and-mouse” game seems to be 

continuing for a long while. 

  In conclusion, the government’s regulation and control over the civilian use of the 

Internet, whether on purpose or not, has had a number of social implications.  

  First, because “the central state often imposes a structure that appears to be uniform 

and strictly regulated” (Fuller, 1991, p. 21), the Chinese government is likely to expand and 

sophisticate its administrative structure. The means of control and restrictions over Internet 

use has certainly reinforced the concept of unquestioning obedience to authority and to the 

status quo in the existing social, economic, and political system, and has also reinforced the 

political atmosphere in which “self-censorship” is advocated and practiced. The Chinese 

people may face dangers  “like the loss of privacy, like the censorship of filters, like the 

disappearance of an intellectual commons….” (1999, p. 233).  

 Another implication is the shape of public attitudes toward the Internet and net bars. 

Official media propaganda about net bars in the nation has apparently influenced parental 

attitudes toward net bars where millions of young people surf in cyberspace. In this study, 

most adults, especially the parents of net bar goers, severely criticize net bars and their 
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owners and managers for letting young people in to net bars. The parents believe that net 

bars are simply not good for young people and blame net bar owners for the bad conduct of 

their children. The government policy and regulations and its official media propaganda 

seem to have contributed to these negative, even hostile, attitudes.  

 The negative attitudes about the Internet can hinder Internet use in two ways. First, 

young users seem to feel guilty when they go to bars because they are aware of public 

attitudes and their parents’ complaints. Second, some teenagers may stay in net bars longer 

and play more undesirable games because they know that once their parents find out, they 

are not sure about whether they will have the “next time” to come to bars. Once they are in 

the bar, they tend to play a long time. Also, teenagers’ tendency to resist parental advice can 

lead them to doing something more when parents do not want them to do. On the side of 

parents, two factors keep them away from Internet learning and use. First, many of them 

cannot afford a personal computer and Internet services at home, and more importantly, 

many of them do not think the Internet is necessary or useful. 

  Moreover, it is a common government practice to give responsibility to people who 

have no authority. For example, the government assigns net bar owners, who have no legal 

authority, the duty to monitor their customers while some government officials, having 

authority, do not take their responsibilities. The results of this type of supervision and 

management could work against creativity, honesty, and responsibility. Officials can be 

corrupted and abuse their power for personal benefit because they report only to their 

supervisors with no obligations to those under them. Net bar owners can become dishonest 

businessmen trying to avoid regulations to please their customers. Individual users can 

develop perverse and contradictory attitudes toward regulations and laws. They ignore and 

break laws any time it suits their purpose and as long as they believe they can get by with it 

because significant portion of their behavior is based on political expediency, not their own 

true feelings. Average people are more or less on their own when it comes to interpreting 

and implementing government policy, and they do so to a great extent on the basis of their 

own views and experience.  

  Many observers claim that the Internet is a tool to produce diverse opinions and 

democracy because various kinds of people participate without central control. Ironically, 

though, one phenomenon the author notices among the users and bar owners is their apathy 
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for politics in contrast to their enthusiasm for online games. Their Internet use is basically 

characterized by pleasure-seeking activities, and they show little interest in civic 

participation in public affairs, or in searching for academic information or other political 

and educational activities. A few respondents even perceive the computer as useless and 

unnecessary for college students except for playing games and sending email unless the 

users are computer-science related majors.  

  As discussed in Chapters 6 and 7, individual use of the Internet is largely shaped by 

the larger social and institutional environment. Chinese authorities appear to make little 

effort to encourage individual use of the Internet by providing financial support, computer-

skill training, or other educational programs. Internet services are not always available for 

student use on campuses, and net bars are poorly equipped. In this sense, Internet users are 

hardly an “active audience” because they have “choices” only within a small scope, which is 

monitored and controlled. It is true that they have freedom to send email, or to watch a 

movie, or to play a game, but they can choose only from what is available to them. 

  The social implication of their use is that individual use of the Internet is much 

skewed toward entertainment, and thus the Internet seems to be “empowering consumers, 

not citizens” (Ma, 2000, p. 31). If the government hardly encourages or supports the civilian 

use and over-regulates the Internet, it is very difficult for the people to actively participate in 

politics or become involved in public affairs. Neither net owners or users are interested in 

politics, nor are they concerned about policy and regulation. When they are politically 

apathetic, they may not care much what the government does and how it does it, and may 

not actively participate in public discussions. Unfortunately, in China, the question is 

probably more about the “appearance,” rather than the “disappearance,” of the “intellectual 

commons” noted by Lawrence Lessig (1999). 

  In short, the government of China has acknowledged and accepted Internet 

technology for governmental use, but has made little serious effort to shape and to develop 

the Internet in such a way that all citizens can gain access to it. This is perhaps because the 

state does not know how to deal with the new medium and simply extends policies for other 

media to the Internet technology. But more likely, because it has been a tradition that the 

Chinese government creates a privileged class of powerful bureaucrats while taking control 
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over individual use of ICT, the elite class can take full advantage of the Internet technology, 

and net bars can be easily turned into a form of control.  

Limitations of Findings and Direction for Future Research 

Because there were no official statistics specifically on net bars in China, it was difficult to 

select users in net bars at random for this research project. Although attempts were made 

during each phase of this study to diversify research participants, care must be taken in 

using the results of this interpretive study. It is possible and likely, for example, that 

individuals who did not wish to participate in this study, by not responding to the research 

inquiry, or by being unwilling to be interviewed, may differ in some manner from the group 

that participated. 

  Second, those I observed and interviewed were basically young people ranging in 

age from 17 to 27. Because of the age difference between the interviewees and the 

researcher, I may not have obtained absolutely true responses from the interviewee. In other 

words, the answers they provided may have been the kinds of answers they would give to 

their parents if the same questions were asked. This raises the possibility that if the 

researcher were about the same age of the participants, the answers from them might be 

different. 

  This study was conducted during the period from 1999 to 2003 while the rate of 

computer purchasing increased greatly. Whether the composition of net-bar-goers is going 

to change or not is another concern. It is possible that the group under this study may not be 

the main Internet users at net bars any more in the near future. Also regarding time, during 

the course of the study, there may be some contextual changes that have not been identified 

such as the change of the administration of the central government. In other words, some 

Internet policies and regulations may have changed without being documented here. 

  Moreover, I was not able to elicit evidence about specific relationship between bar 

owners or managers and the local police officers. The types of double role net bar owners 

play may vary from time to time, from one owner to another, and from one net bar to 

another bar. Most net bar owners have their own micro network, and this relationship 

between net bar owners and the local regulation-enforcement officers is very complex and 

developed behind closed doors, which are not observable. 
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  Fifth, for qualitative researchers, validity means truthfulness or authenticity of their 

interpretation. Authenticity means giving a fair, honest, and balanced account of the studied 

phenomenon “from the view point of someone who lives in it everyday” (Neuman, 2000, p. 

171). Qualitative researchers have the advantage of going back and forth between their  

thinking and the data, drawing on other scholars’ thoughts, and examining their own 

reflections to develop new themes or make adjustments to keep the target in focus. But in 

this study, my perspective as a researcher could have been biased because of my cultural 

and educational background and my previous experiences in the People’s Republic of 

China. In choosing the Internet phenomenon to do research and certain theories to guide this 

study, I selected them because I leaned toward the theories with which I shared similar 

views. The written result of this research is my interpretation of the phenomenon, and it 

could be biased. As Potter says, “in qualitative research the assumption of interpretations 

remind us that there is no ultimate, defensible truth; there are only interpretations of it. 

Therefore, objectivity must not be viewed as a fixed position reflecting the truth, but instead 

as a relative position on a continuum. On that continuum, objectivity is a position that is 

closest to the phenomenon being examined” (1996, p. 85). In addition, the reliability, 

accuracy and comprehensiveness of the data in this study (Neuman, 2000) may not be as 

high as I expected because of the difficulty of studying constantly changing and complex 

social processes, though, to reach a certain level consistency, efforts were made to 

triangulate different research methods, sources of data, and theoretical perspectives. 

  It is hoped that the findings of this study will be useful to future researchers 

interested in exploring the complex relationships among the nation state, technology, and 

individual users in modernizing countries. Actually, when studying any ICT phenomenon, 

we can not separate technology from society and all its political complexities. When 

studying individual use of ICT, we should examine media-use and policy making structures, 

processes, and outcomes. The Internet is here to stay and it will continue to be an important 

instrument for information dissemination and personal expression. What communication 

scholars should do is to “dethrone” (Schiller, 1989, p. 173) technology. There is no reason 

to be confident that technology alone can democratize our society or spread freedom on our 

earth. In many countries, whether more developed or less developed, “a narrow range of 

familiar materials are transmitted” regardless of the technological capacity (Schiller, 1989, 
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p. 173) by either the nation state or commerce, or a combination of the two. In other words, 

media technology is only a “dependent variable” in many cases. Predictions about which 

direction China is going with its newly developed telecom industry are beyond this study, 

but it can be said that the possibility of a democratic society for China is primarily 

dependent on what happens to the political system, its media policy making, and the 

national institutional environment. 
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APPENDIX A 

Survey Questionnaire – the Internet Users (Part I) 

You expect the Internet:         You use the Internet: 

diversion/escape  

 To give you something to do to pass time 

 To avoid face-to-face communication 

To escape problems in your daily life 

 

entertainment/pleasure 

To play games 

To watch movies and video clips and the like 

To surf interesting and useful sites 

 

sociability/personal identity 

To chat with people and to find old friends. 

To communicate with those you know through email. 

To join in discussion or belong to a discussion group 

 

surveillance/information seeking 

To find out what is going on in the world. 

To get sports and social events information.  

To do research in a new way. 

To learn how to use computer better 

To know foreign politics, economies, and cultures 

 

fashion /cultivation of lifestyle 

To keep up to date with the fashion 

To live a life with higher quality 

To live a modern life style 
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Survey Questionnaire – the Internet Users (Part II) 

Other questions about your Internet use 

For how long have you been using the Internet? 

Approximately how many times per week do you use the Internet? 

About how many hours per week do you use the Internet? 

Do you have computer at home? 

What are your favorite web sites? 

 

What are your main complaints about the Internet? 

 

What is the approximate percentage of international, national, and local news 

       respectively that you read on line? 

As a source of information, how would you rate the Internet service? 

As a source of entertainment, how would you rate the Internet service? 

As a source of communication, how would you rate the Internet service? 

Any other comments? 

 

Demographics: 

Your occupation                             Your Gender        Age        Your highest education 

Your monthly income, or your parent(s)’ annual income if you don’t work? Circle one: 

100-500,  501-1000,  1001-2000,  2001-5000,  5001-8000,  8001-10,000,  10,001 or above 
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APPENDIX B 

Observational Questions – the Internet Cafes 

Physical Environment 

1). How large and how old is the café? 

2). What are the surroundings of the café? 

3). What is the general appearance of the café? 

4). How many computers are there in the café? 

5). What is the furniture arrangements? 

6). What are on the walls or boards? 

7). What is the atmosphere during the day and night? 

8). How long does it open? 

9). What are the sitting arrangements in the café? 

10). Is it the same every day? 

Human Environment 

1). What does the owner complain about? 

2) What is the approximate percentage of male or female users during a typical day? 

3). How does the owner or the technical monitor check in customers? 

4). Do the users talk to the owner or the monitor other than check in and out? 

5). If they do, what do they talk about? 

6). How are the users treated in general and in specific? 

7). What other activities go on in the café besides getting on line? 

8). What is the relationship between the owner and the user? 

9). What rules and regulations do the user ignore? 
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APPENDIX C 

Questions for Interviews – Café Owners 

1). When and how did you start this Internet café? 

2). What did you do before you started this cafe? 

3). How do you see yourself, as an entrepreneur or second job worker? 

4). To whom have you applied for the license to run the cafe? 

5). What are the legal and administrative procedures have you gone through? 

6). Do you have control over what websites are available in your café? 

7). Have you ever experienced any difficulties since you started this net café? 

8). What is the procedure of allowing a customer to use your computers? 

9). What do you think is your major achievement besides profits by running this café? 

10). What do you wish you could do to make the café more attractive? 

11). What benefits does the Internet have for you as an individual? 

12). What benefits does the Internet have for our society? 

13). Are you aware of any Internet policy and regulation? 

14).Do you think they are necessary and important? 

15). What would you like to see if changes of policy and regulation can be made? 

16). Do you think the Internet should be owned and supervised by the government or in the 

private hands? 
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APPENDIX D 

Questions for Interviews – Café Users 

1. Why do you come to bars to get on line? 

2. Are there any times you can not get to the web-sites you want to? 

3. Have you ever heard, read, or experienced difficult ties of using the Internet in the café? 

4. What benefits does the Internet have for you as an individual? 

5. What benefits does the Internet have for our society? 

6. Are you aware of any Internet policy and regulation? 

7. Do you think they are necessary and important? 

8. What would you like to see if changes of policy and regulation can be made? 

9. Do you think the Internet should be owned and supervised by the government or in the 

private hands? 

10. What do you like to see if changes of the Internet can be made?  

 

*In the field, many more questions were asked of the participants about their perceptions, 

their use, and their comments on the Internet phenomenon. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 170

 

 

 



 171

 

 

 

 



 172

 

 

 



 173

 

 

 



 174

 

 

 



 175

REFERENCES 

Abbott, J. (2000) Democracy@internet.asia? Vehicle for political change and transformation, 
elite playground or new commercial frontier? Paper presented to the International Studies 
Association Annual Convention, Los Angles, 14-18 March. 
 

A Human Right Watch Backgrounder (2002). Freedom of Expression and the Internet in  
China. Retrieved March, 2002 from www.hrw.org./backgrounder/asia/china-back-
0701.htm  
  

Albarran, A. B., and Umphrey, D. (1993). An Examination of Television Motivations and 
program preferred by Hispanics, Blacks, and Whites. Journal of Broadcasting and 

Electronic Media, 37, 95-103. 
 
Anderson, T. C. (2000). Egypt’s cyber cafes for the poor. Choices, v.9 no2, p. 22-3. 
 
Asian Gazette (4/25/03, A11). “The ‘Special Force’ Consisting of Nine Universities” (Chinese  
 Language), South-west America version. 

 
Aufderheide, P. (1999). Communications Policy and the Public Interest. The Guilford Press, 
 New York. 

 
AsiaPulse News (June 29, 2000). “China’s Leading Internet Co. Shanghai Number One ISP 
 Join Forces.”  
 
Bakardjieva, M. & Smith, R. (2001). The Internet in Everyday Life. New Media and Society.  
 Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. Vol.13(1) p. 67-83. 
 
Baran, S. J., & Davis, D. K. (2000). Mass Communication Theory. Foundations, ferment, 

 and future. Wadsworth, CA: Belmont. 
 
Becker, J., Hedebro, G., & Paldan, L. (Eds.). (1986). Communication and Domination. 

 Ablex Publishing, New Jersey: Norwood. 
 
Belelson, B. (1949). What “missing the newspaper” means. In P. F. Lazarfeld & F. Stanton 
 (Eds.), Communication Research 1941-1949, New York: Harper. pp. 111-129. 
 
Blumler, J. G., McLeod, J. M. & Rosengren, K. E. (Eds.). Comparatively Speaking: 

communication and culture across space and time. Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications.  
 
Blumler, J. G. and McQuail, D. (1969). Telvision in Politics: Its Uses and Influence. Chicago:  
 University of Chicago Press. 
 
Blumler, J. G. (1985). The Social Character of Media Gratifications. In Media  

 Gratifications Research-current perspectives. p.41-59. K. E. Rosengren, L. A. Wenner, P.  
 Palmgreen, (Eds.).: CA: Sage, Beverly Hills.   



 176

 
Bogdan, R. C. & Biklen, S. K. (1998). Qualitative Research for Education. Needham Heights,  
 MA: Allyn and Bacon. 
 
Bohrnstedt, G. W. & Knoke, D. (1994). Statistics for Social Data Analysis. Itasca, IL: F. E.  
 Peacock Publishers, Inc. 
 
Bower, E. & Wentz, L. (2000, November 27). Like a Virgin. Advertising Age, v. 17 no 49, p.  
 1-16. 
 

Bowman, C. (2000). An Era of Fundamental Change. Foreign Affairs, March-April, v.79, 2, 

 80. 
 
Braman, S. (1995). Horizons of the State: Information Policy and Power. Journal of  

 Communication, Vol.45 No. 4: 4-24. 
 
Bryant, J. G. and Zillmann, D. (1984). Using television to alleviate boredom and stress. 
 Journal of Broadcasting, 28, 1-20. 
 
Cantril, H. (1941). The Psychology of Social Movements, New York: John Wiley & Sons, 

 Inc.  
 
Cantril, H. (1942). Professor quiz: A Gratifications study. In P. F. Lazarfeld & F. Stanton 
 (Eds.), Radio Research 1941, New York: Harper. pp. 34-35. 
 
Carey, J and Quirk, J. (1989). The Mythos of the Electronic Revolution. In J. Carey (Ed.).  
 Communication as Culture. Winchester, MA: Unwin Hyman, Inc. 
 
Carey, J (1989). (Ed.) Communication as Culture: essays on media and society. Winchester,  
 MA: Unwin Hyman, Inc.  
 
Carey, J. (2001). The Sense of an Ending: On Nations, Communications and Culture. An  
 unpublished paper. 
 
Castells, M. (1996, 2000). The Rise of the Network Society. Blackwell Publishers Inc. MA:  
 Malden. 
 
Cheong, W. H. (2002). Internet Adoption in Macao. Journal of Computer Mediated 

 Communication. 7(2) January,  
 

Coe, R. and Wilber, C. (1985). Capitalism and Democracy: Schumpeter Revisited. University 
 of Notre Dame Press. IN: Notre Dame. 
 
Crawford, R. (1996). Computer-Assisted Crises. In  Invisible Crises (pp. 47-81). Gerbner, G.,  
 Mowlana, H., & Schiller, H. (Eds.). WestviewPress. 
 



 177

Creech, K. (2000). Electronic Media Law and Regulation. Butterworth-Heinemann, MA: 
 Woburn. 
 
Curran, J., and Park, M. (Eds.) (2000). De-Westernizing Media Studies. Routledge. NY: New  
 York. 
 
Dahlberg, L. (2001). Computer-Mediated Communication and the  Public Sphere: A Critical  
 Analysis. Journal of Computer Mediated Communication, October, Vol. 7 Issue 1.  
 
DeFleur, M. L., & Ball-Rokeach, S. (1989). Theories of mass communication. 5th ed. New  
 York: Longman Publishing Group. 
 
Denzin, N. K. & Lincoln, Y. S. (2000). Handbook of Qualitative Research. (2nd Ed) Thousand  
 Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 
 
Dery, M. (1996). Escape Velocity: cyberculture at the end of the century. Grove Press, NY:  
 New York. 

 
Eastin , M. .S. & LaRose, R. (2000). Internet Self-efficacy and the Psychology of the Digital  
 Divide. Journal of Computer Mediated Communication, September, Vol. 6 Issue 1.  

 
Ebersole, S. (2000). Uses and Gratifications of the Web among Students. Unpublished 
 Dissertation. Retrieved September, 2002 from: http://faculty.uscolo.edu/ebersole/diss. 
 
Ebersole, S. (2000). Uses and Gratifications of the Web among Studenets. Journal of  

 Computer Mediated Communication, September, Vol. 6 Issue 1.  
 
Ellul, J. (1965). Propaganda – The formation of men’s attitudes. Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.  
 (Vintage Books Edition). 
 
Epoch Times. (2002, September 7-13). China’s “Web Warriors” Monitoring Web Users. 3.   
 

Epoch Times. (2002, September 14-20). Harvard Experts Testing Web Blocking Rules. 4. 
 

Epoch Times. (2002, September 14-20). The Guerilla War Exploded between Net Users and  
 the Government. 4. 
 

Fang, B. (1998). Chinese “Hacktivists” spin a Web of Trouble-The regime is unable to control  
 the Internet. U. S. News and World Report, September 28, 47. 
 
Ferguson, Y. and Mansbach, R. (March, 2000). Technology and the Transformation of Global 

Politics. Paper presented at the annual convention of the International Studies Association, 
Los Angeles, California. 

 
Finkelstein, S. (1969). Sense and Nonsense of McLuhan. International Publishers, Co., Inc.,  
 New York. 



 178

 
Fortner, R. (1993). International Communication- history, conflict, and control of the global  

 metropolis. Wadsworth, CA: Belmont. 
 
Foster, W., Goodman, S. E. (2000). The Diffusion of the Internet in China. A Report of the  
 CISAC, Standford University. 
 
Fraser, M. (2002) Canada’s authoritarian regime in broadcasting. Retrieved from  
 http://www.legal-rights.org August 2003. 
 
Fuller, B. (1991). Growing up Modern: The Western State Builds Third-World Schools.  
 Routledge, New York. 
 
Frederick, H. (1993). Global Communication and International Relations. Wadsworth, Inc.,  
 CA: Belmont. 
 
Friedmann, T. (2000). The Lexus and the Oliver Tree. New York: Anchor Books. 
 
Gao, P. & Lyytinen, K. (2000, September). Transformation of China’s Telecommunications  
 sector: a macro perspective. Elservier Science Ltd. P. 719-730. 
 
Gerbner, G., Mowlana, H., & Schiller, H. (Eds.). (1996). Invisible Crises. WestviewPress,  
 Global Telecoms Business, no 43 (Nov. 1999). 
 
Goodhardt, G. J., Ehrenberg, A. S. C. and Collins, M. A. (1987). The Television audience:  
 Patterns of viewing (2nd ed.). Aldershot, England:Gower. 
 
Government Internet Policy Documents (Chinese Language). (1993-2002). Retrieved 2000 – 
2003 from the World 
 Wide Web:  http//www.mii.gov.cn & http//www.wh58.com 
 
Greenberg, B. S. and Dominick, J. R. (1969). Radical and social class differences in teen- 
 agers’ use of television. Journal of Broadcasting, 13, 331-344. 
 
Gunaratne, S. A. (2000). Hand Book of the Media in Asia. Sage Publications India Pvt Ltd.  
 New Delhi. 
 
Hamelink, C. J. (1986). Is Information Technology Neutral? In Communication and  

 Domination (pp. 17-24). Becker, J., Hedebro, G., & Paldan, L. (Eds.). Ablex  
 Publishing, New Jersey: Norwood. 
 
Hawke, C. S. (2001). Computer and Internet Use on Campus. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass,  
 Inc. 

 



 179

Harasim, L. M.(Ed.). (1993). Global Networks-Computers and International 

 Communication. Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Massachusetts: Cambridge. 
 
Head, Sterling, Schofield, Spann, and McGregor. (1998). Broadcasting in America. New York: 
 Houghton Mifflin Company. 

 
Herman E. and McChesney, R. (1997). The Global Media: the New Missionaries of Corporate  

 Capitalism. Wellington House, London. 
 
Hong, J. (1998). The Internationalization of Television in China. Praeger Publishers, CT:  
 Westport. 
 
Hoover, K. (2000). Backers of trade with China seek small biz reinforcement. The Kansas City 

 Business Journal, March 12, v.18, 28, 9. 
 
Hudson, H. E. (1997). The paradox of ubiquity: communication satellite policies in Asia.  
 (paper from the 1997 telecommunicaitons policy research conference). J. K. MacKie- 
 Mason, & D. Waterman (Eds.). p. 235-249. 
 
Information about arrests related to Internet use can be found on the World Wide Web  
 (Retrieved March 20, 2002 from): 
 http//www.hrw.org/backgrounder/asia/china-bck-0701.  
 http//www.hrw.org/press/2000/06china0626.htm 
 
Information about Internet users and uses can be found on the World Wide Web:  
 http//www.ccnic.net.cn 

 
Innis, H. A. (1951). The Bias of Communication. University of Toronto Press, Canada. 
 
Janda, R. (Summer, 1999). Benchmarking a Chinese Offer on Telecommunications: Context 
 and Comparisons. International Journal of Communications Law and Policy. Issue 3. 

 
Jones, G. (2001, August 6). By Bits, Web use eroding China’s formidable control. The Dallas  

 Morning News.  

 
Kalathil, S. (2002, Winter). Chinese Media and the Information Revolution. Printed form the  

Media Freedom in Asia” issue of Harvard Asia Quarterly from 
www.ceip.org./files/publications/kalathil_harvardasia.asp. 
 

Kalathil, S. & Boas, T. C. (2003). Open Networks, Closed Regimes. Carnegie Endowment for  
 International Peace, Washington, D. C. 
 
Katz, E., and Foulkes, D. (1962). On the Use of the Mass Media as “escape”: clarification of a 
 concept. Public Opinion Quarterly, 26, 377-388. 
 
Katz, E., Gurevitch, M., & H. Haas (1973). On the Use of the Mass Media for Important  



 180

 Things. American Sociological Review, vol.v38, April: 164-181. 
 
Khan, A. R. & Riskin, C. (2001). Inequality and Poverty in China in the Age of Globalization.  
 New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 
 
Kiesler, S. (Ed.). (1997). Culture of the Internet. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates,  
 Publishers. 
 
Kokubun,  R. (1998). ‘The Essence of Contemporary Chinese Bureaucracy: Socialism,  
 Modernization and Political Culture’, pp. 69-91 in K. E. Brodsgaard & D. Strand (Eds.)  
 Reconstructing Twentieth-Century China, Clarendon, NY: Oxford University Press Inc.. 
 
Kutais, B. G. (Ed.). (1999). Internet Policies & Issues. New York: Nova Science Publishers. 

 
Lagon, M. (2000). The “Shanghai Coalition”: the chattering classes and China. Perspectives on 

 Political Science, v. 29 nol, Winter, 7-16. 
 
Lagran, A. S. (2002). The petrol station and the Internet café: rural technospaces for youth.  
 Journal of Rural Studies, Elsevier Science Ltd. p. 157-168. 
 

Lasswell, H. D. (1927). Propaganda Technique in the World War. New York: Knopf.  
 
Lazarfeld, P. F., Belelson, and Gaudet (1944). The People’s Choice: How the Voter Makes up 
 His Mind in a Presidential Campaign. New York: Duell, Sloan & Pearce. 
 
Lazarfeld, P. F., Belelson, and Gaudet (1948). Radio listening in America; the people look at  
 radio again. Report on a survey conducted by the Naitonal Opinion Research Center of 
 the Univ. Of Chicago, New York: Prentice-Hall. 
 
Lee, W., Kuo, E., & Choi, A. (2001, May). The Internet, Mass Media and Interpersonal 
 Contacts as Information Sources: A Singapore Study. Paper for presentation at the annual  
 conference of the International Communication Association. 
 
Lee, S. (1999). Private Uses in Public Spaces: a study of an internet café. New Media and  

 Society, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Vol 1(3): 331-350. 
 
Lenert, E. (1998). A Communication Theory Perspective on Telecommunications Policy.  
 Journal of Communication. Autumn, 3-23. 
 

Lessig, L. (1999). Code and Other Laws of Cyberspace. New York: Basic Books. 
 
Leung, L. (1998). Lifestyles and the use of new nedia technology in urban China. 
 Telecommunications Policy, Vol.22, No. 9, pp. 781-790. 
 
Leung, L. (2001). College student motives for chatting on ICQ. New Media and Society.  
 Vol3(4): 483-500. 



 181

 
Lin, C. A. (1996). Looking back: the contribution of Blumler and Katz’s Uses of Mass 
Communication to Communication Research. Journal of Broadcastiing and Electronic Media, 
Vol 40, pp. 574-581. 
 
Lippmann, W. (1922, 1949). Public Opinion. Collier-MacMillan Canada, Ltd. Toronto. 

 
Lull, J. (1985). The Naturalistic Study of Media Use and Youth Culture. In Media  

 Gratifications Research-current perspectives.  K. E. Rosengren, L. A. Wenner, P.  
 Palmgreen, (Eds.).: CA: Sage, Beverly Hills.  
 
Lull, J. (1995). Media, Communication, Culture: A global approach. New York: Columbia  
 University Press.  
 
Ma, E. K. (2000) Rethinking Media Studies. in De-Westernizing Media Studies (pp. 21-34).  
 Curran, J., and Park, M. (Eds.) (2000). Routledge. NY: New York. 
 
Massey, K. B. (1995). Aanalyzing the Uses and Gratifications Concept of Audience Activity  
 with a Qualitative Approach: Media Encounters During the 1989 Loma Prieta Earthquake  
 Disater. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, Vol39, p. 328-349. 
 
McChesney, R. W. (1996) The Internet and U. S. Communication Policy-making in Historical  
 and critical perspective. Journal of Communication. Winter, 98-124. 
 
McDowell, S. D. (1995). The Decline of the License Raj: Indian Software Export Policies.  
 Journal of Communication, Vol.45 No. 4: 25-50. 
 
McDowell, S. D. (1997). Globalization, liberalization and policy change: a political 

  economy of India’s communications sector. St. Martin’s Press, Inc. New York. 
 
McLuhan, M. (1964). Understanding Media: the extensions of man. A Mentor Book,  
 NY: New York. 
 
McLuhan, M. (1967). Medium is the Massage. Random House, NY: New York. 
 
Mcquail, (2000). McQuail’s mass communication theory. Thousand Oaks, London: Sage   
 Publications. 
 
Meyer, J. W. & Scott W. R. (1992). Organizational Environments - Ritual and Rationality.  
 Sage Publications, Inc. 
 
Mody, B., Bauer, J., & Straubhaar, J. (Eds.). (1995). Telecommunications politics:  

 ownership and control of the information highway in developing countries. Lawrence  
 Erlbaum Associates, Inc. NJ: Mahwah. 
 
Moore, R. (March, 2000). Outside Actors and the Pursuit of Civil Society in China:  



 182

 Harnessing the Forces of Globalization. Paper presented at the annual convention of the  
 International Studies Association, Los Angeles, California. 

 
Morris & Ogan (1996). The Internet as Mass Medium. Journal of Communication. Winter,  
 39-50. 
 
Mowlana, H. (1997). Global Information and World Communication. SAGE, London. 

 

Neuman, L. (2000). Social Research Methods-Qualitative and quantitative approaches. A  
 Pearson Education Company, MA: Needham Heights. 
 
Newhagen, J. E. and Rafaeli, S. (1996). Why communication researchers should study the  
 Internet: A  dialogue. Journal of Communication, 46, 4-13. 
 
Nordenstreng, K. and Schiller, H. (1993). Beyond National Sovereignty. Ablex Publishing 
  Corporation. NJ: Norwood. 
 
Paccagnella, L. (1997). Getting the seats of your Pants Dirty: Strategies for ethnographic  
 Research on Virtual Communities. Journal of Computer Mediated Communication, June,  
 Vol. 3 Issue 1.  
 
Palmgreen, P., and Rayburn, J. D. (1979, April). Uses and gratifications and exposure to public  
 television: A discrepancy approach. Communication Research, 6(2), 155-180. 
 
Palmgreen, P. & Rayburn, II, J. D. 1985) An Expectancy-value Approach to Media  
 Gratifications, p. 61- 72. In Media Gratifications Research-current perspectives.  K. E.  
 Rosengren, L. A. Wenner, P. Palmgreen, (Eds.).: CA: Sage, Beverly Hills.   
 
Papacharissi, Z., and Rubin, A. M. (2000). Predictors of Internet Use. Journal of Broadcasting 

  & Electronic Media, Spring, Vol. 44 Issue 2, pp. 175-197. 
 
Petras, J. (2000). China in the Context of Globalization. Journal of Contemporary Asia, March,  

 v3, 1, 108. 
 
Potter, W. J. (1996). An Analysis of Thinking and Research About Qualitative Methods.  
 Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publishers. 
  
Press. L., Foster, W., and Goodman, S. (1998). The Internet in India and China.  
 www.isoc.org/inet99.  
 
Pye, L. W. (2000). Globalization and the Postcolonial World: The Political Economy of  
 Development. Economic Development & Cultural Change, January, v.48, 2, 425. 
 
Qi, W. (1979). China- A General Survey. Beijing: Foreign Languages Press. 
 
Qiu, J. (Winter, 1999/2000). Virtual Censorship in China: Keeping the Gate Between the  



 183

 Cyberspaces. International Journal of Communications Law and Policy. Issue 4. 
 
Rantanen, T. (2001). The old and the new. New Media and Society, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
 Publications, Vol3(1): 85-105. 
 
Rayburn, J. D. (1996). Uses and gratifications. In M. B. Salwyn and D. W. Stacks (Eds.), An  
 integrative approach to communication theory and research (pp.145-163). Hillsdale, New  
 Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
 
Renzi, J. (2000, November). Cyber Space. In Interior Design. NY: New York, V. 71 no14  

 p. 88-9. 
 

Reuters, (2000). China Enacts Sweeping Rules on Internet Firms. Reuters, October 2. 
 
Roberts, D., Prasso, S., & Clifford . M. (1999a). China’s New Capitalism. Business Week. 

  September 27, 50. 
 
Roberts, D., Prasso, S., & Clifford . M. (1999b). China’s New Revolution. Special Report,  
 Business Week. September 27, 72. 
 
Romich, M. (1999). Internet in China. Informatik Forum, Band 13, Nr.1, April, 10-14. 
 
Rosengren, K. E. & Windahl, S. (1989). Media Matter: TV use in childhood and adolescence.  
 Norwood: NJ: Ablex. 
 
Rosenstein, A. W. and Grant, A. E. (1997). Recconceptualizing the role of habit: a new model  
 of television audience activity. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media. 41, 324-344.  
 
Rosengren, K. E., Wenner, L. A., & Palmgreen, P. (Eds). (1985). Media Gratifications  

 Research: Current Perspectives. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications. 
 

Rubin, A. M. (1984). Ritualized and Instrumental Television Viewing. Journal of  

 Communication 34: 66-77. 
 
Ruggiero, T. E. (2000). Uses and Gratifications Theory in the 21st Century. Mass  

 Communication & Society, Winter, Vol. 3 Issue 1, pp. 3-40. 
 

Salvaggio, J. L. and Bryant, J. (Eds). (1989). Media Use in the Information Age: Emerging  
 Patterns of adoption and consumer use. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates,  
 Publishers.  
 
Schameti, S. (2000, March). Tirana’s link with the world. World Press Review, v. 47 no3, p.9. 
 
Scheraga, D. (2001, May). Logging on with lattes. Chain Store Age, v.77 no5, p.78. 
 
Schiller, H. I. (1989). Culture, Inc.: the corporate takeover of public expression. Oxford  



 184

 University Press, Inc. NY: New York. 
 
Schiller, H. I. (1996). Information Deprivation in an Information-Rich Society. In  Invisible  

 Crises (pp. 15-26). Gerbner, G., Mowlana, H., & Schiller, H. (Eds.). WestviewPress. 
 
Severin, W. J. & Tankard, J. W. (2001). Communication Theories: Origins, methods, and uses 

  in the mass media. Addison Wesley Longman, Inc., NY: New York. 
 

Shah, D. V., McLeod, J. M., & S. Yoon, (2001). Communication, Context, and Community.  
 Communication Research, 28, 464-506. 
 
Shreves, R. (1999). A New China Gateway. Asiaweek, November 5, 38. 
 
Silva, J. (2000). As President Release WTO details, AOL’s Case calls for NTR. RCR-Radio  

 Communications Report, March 20, v.19, 12, 32. 
 
Standford, S. W. (1983). Comments on Palmgree and Rayburn: Gratifications sought and  
 media exposure. Communication Research, 10, 247-258. 

 
Sy, P. (2001). Barangays of IT-Filipinizing mediated communication and digital power. New 
 Media and Society. Vol3(3): 296-312. 
 
Tabb, W. (2000). Understanding the Politics of Globalization. Monthly Review, v.51 10, 1. 
 
Tambini, D. (1999). New Media and Democracy. New Media and Society, Thousand Oaks,  
 CA: Sage Publications, Vol(3): 305-329. 
 
Tan, Z. (1999). Regulating China’s Internet: Convergence toward a Coherent Regulatory  
 Regime. Telecommunications Policy 23, 261-276. 
 
Turkle, S. (1997). Life on the Screen. Touchstone, New York. 
 
Wang, E. (1999). ICT and economic development in Taiwan: analysis of the evidence.  
 Telecommunication Policy 23, 235-243. 
 
Wang, G. (1999). Regulating Network Communication in Asia: a Different Balancing Act?  
 Telecommunications Policy 23, 277-287. 
 

Wang, Z. (2003). China’s Nine Universities Forming “Crack Troops”. Asian Gazette. 25 April:  
A11. 

 
Webster, F. (1995). Theories of the Information Society.  Routledge, NY: New York. 
 
Windhal, S. (1981). “Uses and Gratifications at the Crossroads.” In G. c. Wilhoit and H. De 
 Bock, edds., Mass Communication Review Yearbook. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 
 



 185

Wired, (March, 2000). Get Wireless- Cellular Standards Worldwide. vol. 8, Issue 3, 127. 
 
Wolcott, P., Press, L. McHenry, W., Goodman, S., & Foster, W. (2001, November). A  
 Framework for Assesscing the Global Diffusion of the Internet. Journal of the Association 

  for Information Systems, Vol. 2, Article 6. 
 
Wolfe, K. M., and Fiske, M. (1949). The Children Talk aobut Comics. In P. F. Lazarfeld and F.  
 N. Stanton (Eds.), Communication Research, 1948-1949, New York: Harper & Brothers.  
 pp. 3-50. 
 
Wolff, D. (1997). China. Com? The National Interest, Fall, 73. 
 
Wu, C. J. (2001, 2002). Speeches at the 24th Pacific Telecommunications Convention and other  
 occasions, interview transcripts, mii.gov.cn. 
 
Wuhan Evening News, News Stories, November, 2002 – January 2003. 
 
Wu, W. (1996). Great leap or long march: some policy issues of the development of the  
 Internet in China. Telecommunications Policy, Vol.20, No. 9, pp. 699-711. 
 
Yan, X. and Pitt, D. (1999) One country, two systems: contrasting approaches to  
 telecommunications deregulation in the Hong Kong and China. Telecommunication 

  Policy. 23, 245-260. 
 
Yan, X. (2000). Fixed-Mobile Interconnection: The Case of China and Hong Kong Sar. A Case 
  Study conducted as part of a series of Telecommunication Case Studies under ITU. 
 
Zhao, Y. (1998). Media, Market, and Democracy in China: Between the Party Line and the  

 Bottom Line. The University of Illinois Press, Urbana and Chicago, IL. 
 
Zhao, Y. (2000a). From Commercialization to Conglomeration: The Transformation of the  
 Chinese Press within the Orbit of the Party State. Journal of Communication. Spring,  

 vol.50 No. 2. 3. 
 
Zhao, Y. (2000b). Caught in the Web: the public interest and the battle for control of China’s 
  information superhighway. The Journal of policy, regulation and strategy for  

 telecommunications information and media. February, vol.2 No. 1. 3. 
 
Zhao, Y. & Schiller, D. (2001). Dances with wolves? The journal of policy, regulation and  

 strategy for telecommunications information and media. April, vol. 3 no2. 
 
Zhu, J. H. & He, Z. (2002, January). Diffusion, Use and Impact of the Internet in Hong Kong:  
 A Chain Process Model. Journal of Computer Mediated Communication. Vol. 7 (2). 

 
 
 



 186

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

 

Hua Lin Sun is originally a native of Hubei, China. She lived there for many years 

and then came to the United States in the early 1990s when she left her teaching at Hubei 

University. Her academic background includes four degrees – a bachelor’s degree in 

English from Hubei University, a master’s in English from Henan University, China, 

another master’s in education from Frostburg State University, Maryland, and a Ph. D in 

mass communication from Florida State University, Tallahassee. 

Hua Lin has been a college instructor for 16 years, and her career includes several 

years of experience at a small public radio station (WFWM) in Frostburg, Maryland, 

where she worked as an administrative assistant and hosted a “World Music” program.  

Her teaching and research interests are in mass communication, media and policy 

studies, and cross-cultural communication. After graduation from FSU, she will teach 

communication courses at Richland College in Dallas, Texas. Currently, Hua Lin lives in 

Plano, Texas, with her husband, Gang Wu, and her son, Paley Wu. 

 

 

 

 


	The Florida State University
	DigiNole Commons
	12-1-2003

	Internet Policy and Use: A Field Study of Internet Cafes in China
	Hua Lin Sun
	Recommended Citation


	01_Table_of_Contents
	02_dissertation_7

