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Papers

An Observational Study:

How Censorship in China Allows Government Criticism but

Silences Collective Expression (American Political Science Review, 2013)

Experimental and Participatory Studies:

Reverse Engineering Chinese Censorship (Science, 2014)

Methods:

General Purpose Computer-Assisted Clustering

and Conceptualization (PNAS, 2011)

A Method of Automated Nonparametric Content Analysis

for Social Science (AJPS, 2010)

Computer-Assisted Keyword and Document Set Discovery

from Unstructured Text

Copies at GaryKing.org
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Chinese Censorship

The largest selective suppression of human expression in history:

implemented manually (within a few hours of posting),
by ≈ 200, 000 workers,
located in government and inside social media firms

A huge censorship organization:

(obviously) designed to suppress information
(paradoxically) very revealing about the goals, intentions, and actions
of the Chinese leadership
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Chinese Social Media: Fractured over 1,400+ sites

hi.baidu 12%

bbs.voc.com.cn 5%

bbs.m4.cn 4%

tianya 3%bbs.beijingww.com 2%

(Plus 59% from Sina Blog)
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The Goals of Censorship make Social Media Actionable

Everyone knows the Goal:
Stop criticism, protest, & collective action about the state,
its leaders, and their policies Wrong

What Could be the Goal?
1 Stop criticism of the state Wrong
2 Stop collective action Right

Implications: Social Media is Actionable!
Chinese leaders:

measure criticism: to judge local officials
censor: to stop events with collective action potential

Thus, we can use criticism & censorship to predict:

Officials in trouble, likely to be replaced
Policies that generate dissent (& interest of leaders)
Government action outside the Internet
Dissidents to be arrested; peace treaties to sign; emerging scandals
Disagreements between central and local leaders

 A big prize, but payable only if we have the goals right
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Our Observational Research Design: 5 Steps

1 Monitor 85 content areas over 6 months

2 Download each social media post, the instant it appears

3 Revisit each later to check if it was censored
(carefully, from computers all over the world)

4 Repeat 11,382,221 times

5 Analyze with new methods of computer-assisted text analysis
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Censoring Collective Action: Riots in Zencheng
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Censoring Collective Action: Ai Weiwei’s Arrest
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Low Censorship on Policy: One Child
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They can’t follow the conversation; our new keyword methods can!

The same task: (1) the analyst’s job, (2) language drift
(#BostonBombings  #BostonStrong),(3) People hiding in plain sight,
(4) Look-alike modeling,(5) Starting point for sophisticated automated
text analysis
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Social Media (analyzed the right way):

Enables detailed, continuous, predictive monitoring of every Chinese
government, leader, policy, dissident, scandal, company, etc.
Predicts state actions when other sources are silent
Applicable to other countries

New statistical methods widely applicable beyond China:

Following conversations when people try to evade authorities, use
language creatively, achieve political purposes, etc.
Predicting action on the ground
Understanding large volumes of text in any language
Applications to brand monitoring, government analysis, sentiment
analysis, investments, news, advertising, etc.

27/1



For more information

GaryKing.org

28/1



Appendix

29/1



Censorship to Preempt Collective Action: Ai Weiwei’s
Arrest

30/1



Censorship to Preempt Collective Action: Ai Weiwei’s
Arrest

Mar 19 Mar 29 Apr 08 Apr 18

0
.0

0
.2

0
.4

0
.6

0
.8

1
.0

2011

%
 o

f 
P

o
s
ts

 C
e
n
s
o
re

d

Actual %
censorship

Predicted %
censor trend based
on 3/19−3/29 data

Mar. 29,
5 days prior

Apr. 3,
Ai Weiwei Arrested

30/1



Censorship to Preempt Collective Action: Ai Weiwei’s
Arrest

Mar 19 Mar 29 Apr 08 Apr 18

0
.0

0
.2

0
.4

0
.6

0
.8

1
.0

2011

%
 o

f 
P

o
s
ts

 C
e
n
s
o
re

d

Actual %
censorship

Predicted %
censor trend based
on 3/19−3/29 data

Mar. 29,
5 days prior

Apr. 3,
Ai Weiwei Arrested

Placebo Test:

30/1



Censorship to Preempt Collective Action: Ai Weiwei’s
Arrest

Mar 19 Mar 29 Apr 08 Apr 18

0
.0

0
.2

0
.4

0
.6

0
.8

1
.0

2011

%
 o

f 
P

o
s
ts

 C
e
n
s
o
re

d

Actual %
censorship

Predicted %
censor trend based
on 3/19−3/29 data

Mar. 29,
5 days prior

Apr. 3,
Ai Weiwei Arrested

Placebo Test: Most
extreme of all effects

30/1



Predicting the South China Sea Peace Agreement

31/1



Predicting the South China Sea Peace Agreement

Jun 12 Jun 22 Jul 02

0
.0

0
.1

0
.2

0
.3

0
.4

0
.5

0
.6

0
.7

2011

%
 o

f 
P

o
s
ts

 C
e
n
s
o
re

d

Predicted % censor
trend based
on 6/10−6/20 data

Actual %
censorship

Jun. 20,
5 days prior

Jun. 25,Peace
Agreement

31/1



Predicting the South China Sea Peace Agreement

Jun 12 Jun 22 Jul 02

0
.0

0
.1

0
.2

0
.3

0
.4

0
.5

0
.6

0
.7

2011

%
 o

f 
P

o
s
ts

 C
e
n
s
o
re

d

Predicted % censor
trend based
on 6/10−6/20 data

Actual %
censorship

Jun. 20,
5 days prior

Jun. 25,Peace
Agreement

Placebo Test:

31/1



Predicting the South China Sea Peace Agreement

Jun 12 Jun 22 Jul 02

0
.0

0
.1

0
.2

0
.3

0
.4

0
.5

0
.6

0
.7

2011

%
 o

f 
P

o
s
ts

 C
e
n
s
o
re

d

Predicted % censor
trend based
on 6/10−6/20 data

Actual %
censorship

Jun. 20,
5 days prior

Jun. 25,Peace
Agreement

Placebo Test: Most
extreme of all effects

31/1



Censorship Pre-empting Collective Action: Wang Lijun’s
Demotion

32/1



Censorship Pre-empting Collective Action: Wang Lijun’s
Demotion

Jan 23 Jan 30 Feb 06 Feb 13

−
0
.2

0
.0

0
.2

0
.4

0
.6

0
.8

1
.0

2012

%
 o

f 
P

o
s
ts

 C
e
n
s
o
re

d

Jan. 28,
5 days prior

Feb. 2,
Wang Lijun
demoted

Actual %
censorship

Predicted %
censor trend based
on 1/18−1/28 data

32/1



Censorship Pre-empting Collective Action: Wang Lijun’s
Demotion

Jan 23 Jan 30 Feb 06 Feb 13

−
0
.2

0
.0

0
.2

0
.4

0
.6

0
.8

1
.0

2012

%
 o

f 
P

o
s
ts

 C
e
n
s
o
re

d

Jan. 28,
5 days prior

Feb. 2,
Wang Lijun
demoted

Actual %
censorship

Predicted %
censor trend based
on 1/18−1/28 data

Placebo Test:

32/1



Censorship Pre-empting Collective Action: Wang Lijun’s
Demotion

Jan 23 Jan 30 Feb 06 Feb 13

−
0
.2

0
.0

0
.2

0
.4

0
.6

0
.8

1
.0

2012

%
 o

f 
P

o
s
ts

 C
e
n
s
o
re

d

Jan. 28,
5 days prior

Feb. 2,
Wang Lijun
demoted

Actual %
censorship

Predicted %
censor trend based
on 1/18−1/28 data

Placebo Test: Most
extreme of all effects

32/1



Uncensored Posts (w/o Collective Action Potential)
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Uncensored Posts (w/o Collective Action Potential)
Critical of the State

This is a city government [Yulin City,
Shaanxi] that treats life with contempt, this
is government officials run amuck, a city
government without justice, a city govern-
ment that delights in that which is vul-
gar, a place where officials all have mis-
tresses, a city government that is shameless
with greed, a government that trades dig-
nity for power, a government without hu-
manity, a government that has no limits on
immorality, a government that goes back on
its word, a government that treats kindness
with ingratitude, a government that cares
nothing for posterity. . .
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Censored Post (with Collective Action Potential)
Supporting the State
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Censored Post (with Collective Action Potential)
Supporting the State

The bombing led not only to the tragedy of
his death but the death of many government
workers. Even if we can verify what Qian
Mingqi said on Weibo that the building de-
molition caused a great deal of personal dam-
age, we should still condemn his extreme act
of retribution. . . . The government has con-
tinually put forth measures and laws to pro-
tect the interests of citizens in building de-
molition. And the media has called attention
to the plight of those experiencing housing
demolition. The rate at which compensation
for housing demolition has increased exceeds
inflation. In many places, this compensation
can change the fate of an entire family.
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