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Research Question 

What is the role of  
communication in the 

facilitation of  regime stability 
and regime change? 



 Stability Maintenance is Tricky 

http://timpeters.org/general/trying-to-nail-jell-o-to-the-wall-and-knowing-when-to-quit/ 

Bill Clinton at Johns Hopkins University on March 8, 2000:  
Now, there's no question China has been trying to crack down on the Internet 
-- good luck. That's sort of like trying to nail Jello to the wall.  



Why Taiwan？ 
 

Successful media-driven 
democratization during military rule 

by a strong state.  
 

Excellent comparative case for 
studying developments in China 

 



Communication Power Theory 
1)  Theory explains how state and societal actors utilize 

communication to influence political outcomes. 

2)  Derived from in-depth study of Taiwan and China but 
applicable to countries of all regime types, including 
cases outside East Asia.  

3)  Contributes to research on political stability and regime 
transitions, authoritarian resilience and adaptation, and 
democracy.  

4)  Theory focuses on the role of communication and 
assumes other factors related to regime change are 
held constant.  



Communication Power  
傳播權利 

Explains how both state and societal 
actors utilize political 
communication to influence political 
stability and political change 

 



First Dimension 第一個維度 

Power over the media infrastructure and 
the means of  information production and 
distribution 

èAffects “gate-keeping,” media access and 
distribution, and the political economy of  
information production 

*Media=mass media and digital media  



Second Dimension第二个維度 

Power to influence information and 
media content 

èAffects political knowledge and 
short-term perceptions through 
media framing, agenda-setting, and 
priming  
 

  



Third Dimension 第三個維度 

Power to promote certain narratives, 
discourses, ideology, and value-laden or 
symbolic language 

èAffects preferences and identity and 
perceptions of state legitimacy by 
encouraging certain values that affect 
interpretations of information 



Evaluating Power Shifts? 
� Capacity of  state and societal actors to 

found and run media or to influence 
regulations governing media industry 

� Dramatic changes in media content in 
terms of  pluralism, freedom of  
expression, and propaganda 

� Challenges to official narratives, 
ideology, language, and identity  



Communication Power 
Authoritarian regime 
may be quite stable, 
although the loss of 
communication power 
could lead to regime 
change 

Stable democratic 
polity, with regularized 
contentious politics 

Unstable authoritarian 
or democratic polity due 
to low economic 
development levels, civil 
war, or revolution 

Democratizing polity, 
regime change likely in 
authoritarian political 
systems 
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First Dimension:  

Martial Law Era 
Major Party-
State Media  

Dissident Media  
(異議媒體)  

Regulations  Political 
Economy  

Coercive 
Measures  

Central Daily 
News 中央日
報, United 
Daily 聯合報 , 
China Times 
中國時報 , 
Taiwan TV台
視, China TV
中視, Chinese 
TV華視  

Free China 自由
中國, Public 
Commentary 
Daily 公論報, 
Literary Star 文
星 , Independent 
Evening Post  
自立晚報, 
University 
大學, Taiwan 
Political Review    
台灣政論,      
Eighties 八十年
代, Formosa 美
麗島  

1951 
newspaper 
ban restricts 
number of  
licenses to 
31; ban 
remains in 
place until 
martial law 
ends in 1987.  

Largest mass 
media were 
KMT-owned, 
state-owned, 
or KMT-
financed and 
coopted; 
China Times 
and United 
Daily very 
profitable; 
dissident 
media 
vulnerable 
and 
unprofitable  

Party, 
government, 
and military 
harassment 
and  
imprisonment 
of  journalists 
and editors, 
censorship, 
and 
confiscation 
of  print 
publications  

Sources: Feng 1995; Lee 1993 



Second Dimension:  
Evidence of  Transition  

 

Content Analysis of  Taiwan’s Two Largest Daily Newspapers 

Year  Pluralism Criticism Propaganda 

1978 22 12 47 

1986 37 19 33 

2003 47 30 16 

2013 38 29 17 

Frequencies are the percentage of  articles out of  sample of  1,739 for 1978, 2,356 for 
1986, 1,422 for 2003 and 1,113 for 2013. Unit of  analysis is individual article; total 
sample size is 6,630 articles. Note: percentages do not equal 100 percent.  
 



Third Dimension: 1950-60s 
Party-State Media Dissident Media 

Main Narrative Martial law and restricted 
rights necessary prior to 
retaking the mainland  

Democracy and equal 
opportunity for 
mainlanders and 
Taiwanese (Free China) 

View of the Regime “Free China,” sole 
legitimate government, 
Cold War ally of the US  

Chiang Kai-shek’s 
personal dictatorship 

Goals Consolidation of the 
authoritarian system 

Democratization for 
national salvation 

Identity Chinese  Westernizing Chinese 
  



Third Dimension: 1970-80s 
Party-State Media 
 

Dissident Media 
 

Main Narrative 
 

Stability essential for 
economic development  

Democratization and 
equal opportunity for 
all Taiwan citizens  

View of  the Regime 
 

“Free China,” Republic 
of  China, anti-
Communist  

Illegitimate 
mainlander 
dictatorship with 
outmoded views 

Goals Oppose 
democratization, 
identification with 
Taiwan and Taiwan 
independence 
movement 

Place Taiwan at the 
center of  political 
priorities; reform the 
system to make 
Taiwan a liberal 
democracy 

Identity 
 

Chinese Taiwanese 



Ideological Transformation 
�  Advocacy of  democratic opposition becomes 

mainstream 

�  Dramatic shift in popular narratives from 
China to Taiwan, from “retaking the 
mainland” (反共復國) to“Taiwan 
independence” （台灣獨立） 

�  Dissident media closely tied to democratic 
opposition, elections and mass mobilization  

�  Mass media—i.e. United Daily and China 
Times—legitimated political opposition 
through negative reporting and demonization 



Short-Lived Dissident Media,  
Long-Lasting Effects 

The end of  martial law (1987) hastened the 
demise of  dissident media. Causes were 
economic pressure from formerly party-
state-affiliated conglomerates and low 
standards of  professionalization.  

Yet the third dimension transformation was 
not rolled back, as media freedom 
increased along with greater opportunities 
for participation in electoral politics… 

 

 



Comparison with China:  
1st Dimension Power 

  Main Players Actions Capacity Effects 

State Power Central CCP 
leadership, Central 
Propaganda 
Department, 
Ministry of Industry 
and Information 
Technology, State 
Council Information 
Office, Ministry of 
Commerce 

guide public 
opinion, 
information 
control, increase 
support for regime  

issue laws and 
regulations, block 
foreign sites, 
personnel 
appointments, 
domain name 
controls, site 
closure  

restrict market 
access, induce 
compliance with 
rules, self-
censorship, limit 
inward 
information, 
technological 
innovation  

Societal Power netizens, 
corporations, online 
social networks and 
communities 

pushback, non-
compliance with 
restrictions, 
circumvention  

establish 
websites, blogs, 
and social 
networks; evade 
restrictions, 
access blocked 
sites; “exit” 
Chinese Web 
spaces (fanqiang) 

limited offline 
mobilization, 
online 
mobilization less 
limited, i.e., 
opposition to 
Green Dam Youth 
Escort software 



 
China: 2nd Dimension 

   Main Players Objectives Capacity Effects 

State Power mass media, 
including Xinhua, 
corporations, 
major web 
portals, blog 
service providers  

promote state 
policy, protect 
special 
interests, 
practice 
“damage 
control” for the 
regime 

circulate 
propaganda, 
frame news 
favorably to 
regime, block 
or eliminate 
unauthorized 
content  

set political 
agenda, 
opposing 
perspectives 
eliminated or 
attacked 

Societal 
Power 

corporations, 
journalists,  
bloggers, 
netizens  

self expression,  
dissent, 
challenge 
authority, 
reinterpret 
official views, 
advocate social 
change, 
political 
participation  

reframe the 
news and 
reinterpret 
official media 
accounts, i.e., 
satire and egao 
have gone 
“viral;” organize 
protests 

influence 
reform-minded 
media, 
influence 
political 
agenda, voice 
alternative 
perspectives, 
criticize state 
policy and/or 
state leadership  



Second Dimension:  
 

Chinese Newspapers in Beijing, Shanghai, Guangdong 

Frequencies are the percentages of  articles out of  a sample of  6,692 articles. Percentages do 
not equal 100 percent.  

Year Pluralism Criticism Propaganda 

1980 6 7 40 
1988 3 6 35 
2003 4 5 49 



China: 3rd Dimension 
  Main Players Actions Capacity Effects 
State Power Central 

Propaganda 
Department, 
State Council 
Information 
Office, Central 
Party School 
publishing 
houses, mass 
media, think 
tanks, education 
system  

influence 
people’s 
political 
language, 
values, and 
beliefs  

regulate 
production of 
culture; create, 
revise, maintain 
pro-regime 
discourses, 
create ideology 
political 
terminology 
(tifa), and 
discourses  

public uses 
state 
discourses, 
internalize 
ideology, 
identify and 
support party 
leadership of 
the state, 
rationalize and 
justify political 
domination  

Societal 
Power 

reform-minded 
media, top 
bloggers, social 
groups, foreign 
media, INGOs, 
Maoists, religious 
organizations, 
ethnic minorities 

social or 
political 
change, 
resistance 
dominant, 
intellectual 
autonomy, 
maintain 
cultural identity  

produce rival 
ideology, coded 
language 
(grass mud 
horse), blog 
about 
alternative 
views  

official 
discourses 
challenged and 
state ideology 
undermined 



 
Power in Chinese Cyberspace: 

What is different “after the Internet?” 

�  Societal actors have gained communication 
power across all three dimensions; the greatest 
empowerment of  the citizenry has occurred in 
the 2nd and 3rd dimensions.  

�  State leaders and institutions have upgraded 
their capacity to guide public opinion through 
favorable breaking news of  coverage, selectively 
assuaged critics through political reform, and 
harassed or repressed radical advocates of  
public causes 



Hard to See the Rainbow 

http://chinadigitaltimes.net/2014/10/sensitive-words-umbrella-revolution/ 



China Case:             
The Takeaway… 

u Chinese state and society have demonstrated 
considerable creativity in protecting and 
advancing their communication power. 

u Result is a fragile regime with a dynamic and 
increasing pluralistic information environment 
in which the expression of  dissent is “normal” 
and the boundaries on “radical” political forms 
of  participation are imperfectly enforced. 

u Missing element: communication power in the 
hands of  political opponents with opportunities 
to challenge authority offline 

 

 

 



Taiwan’s Balanced Transition 
Throughout the transition, Taiwan’s party-
state media adapted considerably—
frequently voicing public concerns even to 
oppose them—to remain in the 
mainstream and in a competitive market.  

During the transition, party-state media 
relayed state positions, facilitated state-
society “negotiation,” furthered public 
awareness of  political reforms. 



Thanks for Listening! 
感謝聆聽，感謝大家 

Ashley Esarey (葉敘理) 

University of Alberta 

esarey@ualberta.ca 
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