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Abstract 
 

The Mass Line is a Chinese governance ideology. It is characterized by a 
high rate of direct engagement between political elites and the masses. The 
masses engage elites with their demands, while elites are obligated to 
internalize and meet those demands through state action. Mass Line 
governance seeks to strengthen these interactions, thereby cultivating a 
regime responsive to the public’s needs. Existing research into the Mass 
Line shows the ideology’s enduring relevance to China’s (real-world) 
domestic political sociology. Yet to be examined is whether the ideology 
affects online state-society relations. Thus, it is worthwhile to ask, does the 
Mass Line exist in cyberspace? This is especially important given that the 
average citizen spends most of their discretionary time online making 
cyberspace a major sphere of Chinese social life. This paper frame’s the 
Mass Line concept through general systems theory to explain Chinese e-
governance and online state-society relations. It argues that there exists a 
digital Mass Line. The digital Mass Line is pursued and realized through 
Chinese e-governance and can be observed functioning through state-
operated online institutions. This paper examines the e-government case. 
The argument is qualitatively tested against a diversity of case data, 
including policy documents, personal statements, the design and function of 
online institutions, netizen behavior, and numerical surveys and indexes. 
This paper supports the view that: (1) the regime designs its online 
institutions to enable and foster elite-mass direct engagement; (2) that 
engagement allows social demands to flow from society to state, stimulating 
responsive state action; (3) demands are generated through mass political 
participation and responsiveness through communicated resolutions; (4) 
channels for direct engagement bypasses subordinate authorities 
undermining obstructive behavior from local officials; (5) the institutions 
mobilize netizen watchdogs by disseminating oversight enabling 
information; (6) the participation-responsiveness dynamic supports regime 
legitimacy by enhancing the public’s sense of political efficacy; (7) 
institutional design features mobilize netizens to participate through state-
preferred communication channels; and (8) “moral authority” provides the 
social contract that circumscribes online Mass Line modes of elite-mass 
interactions. The research is theoretically significant because, unlike in the 
existing literature that characterizes the regime’s responsiveness as 
defensively motivated and a reaction to the masses’ demands, this paper 
shows that, in cyberspace, analogous social processes result from a 
proactive regime and goal-oriented state action. 

Key Words: China; authoritarian resilience; responsiveness; Mass Line; e-
governance; digital politics; online state-society relations; e-government; 
legitimacy; political participation; systems theory 
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摘要 

 

群眾路線是中國的治理思想，其特點是政治精英和群眾之間的高度直接接觸。 

群眾向精英們提出他們的要求，而精英們則有義務將之內部化並藉由國家行動

滿足這些要求。 群眾路線治理力圖加強這些互動，從而建立一種響應公眾需求

的制度。 現有的群眾路線相關研究顯示，該意識形態與中國（現實世界）的國

內政治社會學具有長遠的關聯。 文獻中為被討論的是該意識形態是否影響線上

的國家與社會關係。 因此，值得探究的是，網絡空間中是否存在「群眾路

線」？ 鑑於一般公民大部分閒暇時間都在使用網路，網絡空間可謂中國社會生

活的主要場域，更凸顯了前述問題的重要性。 本文通過通用系統理論構建了

「群眾路線」概念，以解釋中國的電子政務和線上的國家與社會關係。 本研究

主張現今中國社會存在著「數位」群眾路線，它透過中國政府的電子政務被奉

行與實現，亦可於政府經營的線上機構中觀察到此數位群眾路線的現行情況。

本文審視了電子政務案例，並針對各種案例數據進行了定性檢驗，包括政策文

件，個人陳述，在線機構的設計和功能，網民行為以及數值調查和索引。 本文

支持以下觀點：（1）政權設計其在線機構，以提供管道促進精英與群眾的直接

互動； （2）這些互動可以使社會需求從民眾端流向政府端，從而激發響應性

的國家行動； （3）社會需求是由大眾政治參與形成的，政府的回應是經由溝

通後的決議而產生的； （4）政權提供的溝通管道繞過次級當局，直接面對民

眾，以破壞地方官員的阻撓行為； （5）機構透過宣傳「政府賦監督權於民」

的消息以動員網民監督機構； （6）「群眾參與，政府回應」的模式增強了大

眾對政治效能的意識，進而支持了政權的合法性； （7）此溝通制度的設計在

於鼓勵網民使用國家偏愛的溝通管道參與政治； （8）「道德權威」提供了社

會契約，界定了數位群眾路線中政治精英與公眾的互動模式。 該研究具有重要

的理論意義，因為與現有文獻不同，現有的文獻定調政權回應的動機為防禦性

的，是群眾需求趨動被動產生的反應。本論文表明，在網絡空間中，類似的社

會過程是由政權主動推行且具目標導向的國家行動。 

關鍵詞：中國；威權彈性；政府回應； 群眾路線； 電子政務； 數位政治；在

線國家社會關係；電子政務；政權合法性；政治參與；系統理論 
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1  Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Mass participation and activism are regular features of Chinese political life (Tang, 

2016). Chinese citizens show little reluctance to criticize their government (King et 

al., 2013). When the regime fails to address society's needs, the citizenry is entitled to 

confront their rulers by demanding state action (Tong & Lei, 2010). This political 

culture results from the Chinese people's belief that the government must serve their 

interests to deserve their support. For its part, the regime agrees. The state is obligated 

to listen to the people's demands and address their needs. If the state cannot perform 

this function, the regime loses its right to rule (Tang, 2016). Therefore, to survive, the 

regime must continuously legitimize itself by demonstrably serving the public interest 

(Schneider, 2018).   

How this social contract, known as the Confucian principle of moral authority, 

manifests in contemporary China, is captured by the Mass Line. The Mass Line is a 

Chinese governance ideology from the revolutionary era. It emphasizes direct 

engagement between the masses and political elites (Tang, 2016). The Mass Line 

instructs elites to consult the masses, interpret their suggestions, and actualize the 

resulting policies. For the system to work, the masses must be forthright and willing 

to express their demands to elites. Elites, in turn, must be willing to listen to and 

adhere to those demands. Through ongoing elite-mass interactions, Mass Line 

governance ideology has created a political system responsive to the peoples’ needs. 

By prioritizing mass political participation and regime responsiveness, Mass Line 

governance confers a high degree of legitimacy, as measured by political efficacy, 

upon the Communist Party (Tang, 2016). Political efficacy is a standard measurement 

of legitimacy. It refers to "the feeling that individual political action does have, or can 

have an impact upon the political process" (Cambel et al., 1954, p. 187). 

Responsiveness refers to state actions that adhere to social demands (Meng et al., 

2017). 
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1.2 Mass Line as a System of Governance 

Mass Line governance ideology describes the party-states input-output function. The 

regime absorbs inputs as demands originating from the masses. The regime then 

internalizes and converts those inputs into outputs as resolutions adhering to said 

demands. This dynamic creates a pattern of two-way direct engagement between the 

masses and elites, forming the direct link. The direct link is the communication 

structure whereby inputs convert to outputs (Easton, 1965; Tang, 2016). That 

structure is characterized by bottom-up demand flows from the masses to elites 

stimulating top-down flows of resolutions from elites to the masses. Mass Line 

ideology orients the governance of state-society relations towards maximizing its 

access to social inputs and its capacity to convert those inputs into outputs. It achieves 

this by strengthening the direct link which involves reducing the friction and 

accelerating the flows between elites and the masses (Tang, 2016). 

The direct link bypasses local authorities thereby solving a systemic problem of 

Chinese governance. A systemic and pervasive challenge facing the Chinese political 

system is the systemwide malfeasance amongst local or "grassroots" level officials 

which hinders effective governance. A lack of central oversight often leaves local 

officials with unchecked power over the grassroots levels of society (Zhang et al., 

2013). Such officials take advantage of the many rent-seeking opportunities presented 

to them. Consequently, well-intentioned, public-serving policies originating from the 

Center often have limited real outcomes by the time they trickle down to the local 

official charged with policy execution (O'Brien & Li, 2006).  

Local officials go to great lengths to preserve their rent-seeking positions. They do so 

by preventing the public from accessing policy and regulatory information. Without 

such information, locals are unable to recognize malfeasant behavior preventing 

officials from being held to account. Local officials will also ignore and suppress any 

just complaints made against them. Direct communication between political elites and 

grassroots society overcomes these problems. Policy information and policy execution 

are delivered directly from the Center to the masses, and masses make complaints 

directly to the Center, thereby enabling grassroots oversight of local officials. Both 

top-down and bottom-up engagement bypasses local authorities, thereby undermining 

the potential for obstructive behavior.  
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1.3 Research Question 

The Mass Line is an essential concept for understanding China's contemporary 

sociopolitical environment. The processes outlined above are salient from Mao's time 

to the present (Tang, 2016). However, thus far, these features of the Mass Line have 

only been formally examined in the "real world." What is still lacking is an inquiry 

into online society. With 830 million internet users nationally, each spending an 

average of 28 hours a week online (CIW, 2019)—most of their discretionary time—

the internet has become a dominant sphere of Chinese social life. Given the scale of 

China's online society, there is good reason to ask: to what extent can the Mass Line 

explain Chinese e-governance1 in the context of state-society relations? In other 

words, is there a digital Mass Line? This paper takes a qualitative approach to answer 

the question using David Easton's input-output analysis to assess central policy, 

official interviews, online state-society interactions, institutional structures and 

change, and representative surveys and indexes.  

 

1.4 Main Argument 

This thesis finds that the Mass Line concept can be generalized to the digital domain 

to explain central features of Chinese e-governance and China's online political 

sociology. Chinese e-governance seeks to maximize its access to and absorption of 

online inputs and its capacity to convert them into responsive outputs. This agenda is 

achieved through online institutions like state-run microblogs and government e-

portals. These institutions are designed and operated by the state. They also facilitate 

the two-way, elite-mass direct engagement, thereby institutionalizing the direct link. 

Through the digital Mass Line institutions, netizens can directly engage elites with 

their demands. Those demands stimulate an official response: elites respond directly 

to demands, as communicated resolutions, through the very same institutional 

channels. Moral authority is the social contract the circumscribes the interactions 

between the online public and digital state. Forging the online direct link undermines 

 
1 E-governance refers to the state’s “use  of  information  and  communication technologies (ICTs) to 
support public services, government administration, democratic processes, and relationships among 
citizens, civil society, the private sector, and the state” (Dawes, 2008, p.81). For this paper, because it 
investigates an authoritarian political system, “democratic processes” shall be signified by any public 
participation in the political process. This paper focuses narrowly on the e-governance of online state-
society relations. 
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local officials' obstruction opportunities, which, in turn, improves regime 

responsiveness, good governance, and netizen oversight. By creating online channels 

for netizen participation (input) and regime responsiveness (output), Chinese e-

governance enhances regime legitimacy as measured by netizens' sense of political 

efficacy. 

Incorporated into these online institutions is a mobilizational agenda. In its pursuit of 

realizing a digital Mass Line, the regime must find ways to reveal and acquire 

netizens' demands.  Acquiring such social inputs requires an online society willing to 

make their demands known to the state. The online structures of digital Mass Line 

institutions achieve this by incorporating design features that foster mass political 

participation. These design features create a fluid and convenient user experience, 

thereby decreasing participatory friction stimulating participation. The resulting 

participation occurs through the online institution. In its effort to reign in malfeasant 

local officials, the regime uses its online institutions to disclose oversight enabling 

information, thereby mobilizing netizen watchdogs. By wielding such information, 

watchdogs can effectively scrutinize the actions of officials.  

To be sure, China is a large and diverse country with a correspondingly, diverse 

bureaucracy. Therefore, the Mass Line as an e-governance ideology inevitably fails to 

translate into universal state action. Past studies have identified conditions where the 

Mass Line’s input-output dynamic fall flat: officials are less willing to address a 

petition if the netizen petitioner holds a non-local Hukou (Su & Meng, 2016) or is of a 

“non-Sinicized” ethnic minority (e.g. Uighur) (Distelhorst & Hou, 2014); or if the 

official perceives ongoing antagonism between the public and the state (Meng et al., 

2017).  Nevertheless, the analysis that follows points to the existence of a widespread 

(albeit not universal) governance ideology appreciated by both higher-level 

authorities and subordinates alike.   

While this paper does not show whether the state’s realization of this ideology 

legitimizes the regime, it does show that officials operate on the assumption that 

realizing the ideology confers legitimacy. Officials thus value and adhere to the 

ideology in their pursuit of social stability. The findings suggest that officials view 

that the regime’s legitimacy is reflected by the public’s sense of political efficacy and 

that strengthening the input-output dynamic enhances that efficacy. Consequently, 
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Chinese e-governance strives to augment the public’s sense of efficacy. However, it is 

important to note that it remains unclear whether officials’ assumptions are correct.  

Regardless of Mass Line e-governance’s limiting conditions, or that state actions 

bolstering the input-output dynamic may not legitimize the regime, this paper has 

found evidence of a widespread governance ideology valued by authorities. As the 

word “ideology” implies, it is a belief system that may not find validation under 

empirical scrutiny. Nonetheless, that ideology helps explain officials' actions and 

statements, institutional design and change, and the contents of official policy. 

 

1.5 Theoretical Framework 

1.5.1 What is the Mass Line? 

The Mass Line is political ideology dating back to China's revolutionary era. The 

ideology prioritizes forging a "close and direct relationship between the Party and the 

masses, or between political power and society." Realizing this state-society direct 

link requires "accessible elites, a high rate of mass behavior, and elite-mass 

interaction." The direct link is a communication structure consisting of interactions 

between political elites and the masses (Tang, 2016, p.6).  

From the state's perspective, the Mass Line is a governance ideology that obligates the 

state to consult the masses, interpret their needs and wants, and concretize those 

demands as policy. Mao best articulates the theory of Mass Line governance: 

In all the practical work of our Party, all correct leadership is necessarily "from 

the masses, to the masses." This means: take the ideas of the masses (scattered 

and unsystematic ideas) and concentrate them (through study turn them into 

concentrated and systematic ideas), then go to the masses and propagate and 

explain these ideas until the masses embrace them as their own, hold fast to 

them and translate them into action, and test the correctness of such ideas in 

action" (Mao, 1967, p.119).  

Mao's conception of the Mass Line describes the party-state's input-output function. 

Inputs originate from the social environment and manifest as demands The demands 

are communicated to the state, thereby entering the political system. Through the 

political system's decision-making process, the inputs are converted to outputs (i.e. 

state action). For the political system's ongoing persistence, the system must receive 
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sufficient inputs in terms of both quantity and quality. At the same time, the resulting 

outputs must be effective and, to a certain degree, adhere to the demands (Easton, 

1965).   

The input and output functions of a political system are tangible through the system's 

input-output institutions. Input institutions absorb society's demands to "perform the 

social functions of interest articulation and aggregation." Output institutions realize 

the state's agenda by translating abstract policies into tangible policy measures 

(Huntington, 1968).  

Through the direct link, elite-mass interactions allow the Center to gauge society's 

demands (input), which enables the regime to effectively meet those demands through 

accurately targeted state responses (output) (Tang, 2016). A Mass Line system of 

governance seeks to strengthen the direct link to improve the party-state's input-

output capacity. 

Another way to conceptualize the Mass Line is in terms of bottom-up flows of social 

demands and top-down flows of regime responses. The strength of the direct link, 

then, reflects how effectively elite-mass interactions facilitate upward flows of 

demands from society to the state, the party-state's ability to absorb and internalize 

those demands, and the state's capacity to meet those demands through top-down 

flows of state responses.  

For society more broadly, the Mass Line is imbedded in Chinese political culture. 

Political culture refers to society's "psychological or subjective orientations toward 

politics" (Almond & Verba, 1963). Chinese society is conditioned to directly and 

contentiously engage elites with their demands. The conditioning's roots originate 

from the Confucian principle of moral authority: "an implicit concept of a social 

contract in which the elites serve the interest of the masses who in return grant 

political support for the state" (Tang, 2016, p.9). If the state cannot meet its obligation 

to deliver on the people's needs, the Mass Line political culture encourages and 

empowers aggrieved citizens to confront rulers with their demands (Tang, 2016; Tong 

& Lei, 2010, p.499). The state, too, recognizes the principle of moral authority, 

acknowledging that the political system's legitimacy rests on the regime's capacity to 

meet society's demands. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001813

 

7 
 

Moral authority is then a social contract that underpins the Mass Line (Tang, 2016). It 

implies a two-way expectation: society expects elites to serve their interests while 

elites feel obligated to meet those expectations. Hence, why citizens voice their 

demands—they believe the state owes them something, and the state is obligated to, 

within reason, meet those demands. Elites agree with this sentiment obligating their 

response to the public's demands (Tong & Lei, 2010). Without both elites and the 

masses sharing faith in the principle of moral authority, Mass Line enabling political 

participation and concomitant state responsiveness would fail to materialize. It is the 

social norm that propels mass participation and obligates regime responsiveness.  

The Mass Line's normative orientation makes it analytically useful to use Weber's 

ideal-type concept (Weber, 1978). A Mass Line ideal-type would involve frictionless 

engagement between the Center and the masses.  Upward flows of demands and 

downward flows of responses would occur seamlessly, without any interference or 

delay. Of course, the Mass Line ideal-type, as an idealized vision for society, is 

forever a societal goal and never a reality.  Nevertheless, applying the concept is 

useful in analyzing, understanding, and contextualizing the logic that underlies the 

participatory modes of the masses, the state's actions, and institutional development, 

all of which have orientations towards realizing a Mass Line ideal-type.  

 

1.5.2 The Real-World Mass Line 

The Mass Line was traditionally analog, functioning only in the real-world (i.e. non-

digital). One can observe the real-world Mass line as contentious collective action. 

During the revolutionary era, the direct link involved the Center directly engaging the 

masses with mobilizational, ideological discourses. Regime initiated mass 

mobilization (regime mobilization for short) is mass mobilization that results from 

direct persuasion and organization, and indirect encouragement, tolerance, and 

cultivation by the regime (Tang, 2016, p.102). Direct forms of regime mobilization 

involve the propagation of official discourses, from the Center to the Masses, through 

state-controlled communication channels (Schneider, 2018; Tang, 2016; Zeng, 2015). 

The Chinese Communist Revolution saw Mao directly engaging the Chinese 

peasantry to mobilize them against the Nationalist government. The direct link was 

forged with the Center directly engaging society through mass political rallies and 
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state-controlled media. The masses directly engaged with the Center through 

revolutionary action. During the Cultural Revolution, the Mass Line mobilized the 

Red Guard to destroy Mao's political rivals and purge capitalist and traditional 

elements from Chinese society. During the great leap forward, the Mass Line to 

mobilize society towards (failed) rapid industrialization (Tang, 2016).  

The real-world Mass Line of contemporary China starts in the reform era. Deng's 

"opening-up" policies meant the ideology's role in instigating revolution was no 

longer relevant. However, the Mass Line persisted evolving to address the social 

challenges of rapid economic growth, such as official corruption and environmental 

degradation. Here, the Mass Line is observable through public protests providing 

inputs as demands stimulating outputs as regime responsiveness (Tang, 2016). This 

change resulted from necessity: the Marxist-Leninist ideology and the idea of endless 

revolution could no longer support the incumbent political system. After that, the 

regime's legitimacy became built on economic performance, as reflected in the social 

welfare of the average citizen (Zeng, 2015). 

China's multi-tiered hierarchical political structure creates challenges for Beijing's 

efforts to monitor local officials leading to pervasive principal-agent problems 

(Lorentzen, 2017). Consequently, local level malfeasance frequently goes unchecked. 

The lack of oversight leads local officials to ignore central policy and pursue rent-

seeking (O'Brien & Li, 2006). Both undermine the regime's credibility and 

governance capacity. To overcome this difficulty, the regime has turned to the public 

for help, mobilizing citizens to oversee local cadres (O'Brien & Li, 2006; Tang, 2016; 

Tong & Lei, 2010).  

Society directly engages the Center with their demands through protest, forming the 

direct link's bottom-up component. To perform their duties, citizen watchdogs must 

"tattle" on their local leaders by bringing the malfeasant behavior to the attention of 

higher-level authorities. For effective oversight, citizens must understand the Center's 

policies. One strategy to mobilize watchdogs is to provide locals with the prerequisite 

information by ordering local officials to disseminate policy documents, requiring the 

documents to be publicly available at local state offices, or broadcasting such 

information through state-owned media. Only when they have access to this 

information can citizens identify when the "rights promised" by the Center diverges 
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from the "rights delivered" by local authorities (Tang, 2016; O'Brien & Li, 2006). 

Once locals do identify a divergence, they must bring the issue (i.e., their demands) to 

the attention of higher-level authorities. For this, a tried and true method is a protest. 

Protesters typically demand the punishment of local cadres, financial compensation, 

and the granting of any other rights owed (O'Brien & Li, 2006; Tong & Lei, 2010). 

Typical examples include rural protests over illegal land seizures and labor protests 

over unpaid wages. In both cases, the visible, confrontational, and disruptive nature of 

protests brings governance issues to higher-level authorities' attention. Protests thus 

enable the grassroots to directly engage elites, thereby providing a  direct 

communication channel from the grassroots to elites where demands (i.e., inputs) flow 

upwards, bypassing local authorities (O'Brien & Li, 2006; Tang, 2016; Tong & Lei, 

2010; Weiss, 2015).  

 

1.5.3 Regime Responsiveness 

By enabling the upward flow of social demands, the Mass Line stimulates regime 

responsiveness. As mentioned, Mass Line governance's input-output function is to 

improve and expedite top-down regime responses to social demands originating from 

below.  The concept of responsiveness captures the effectiveness of the regime's 

responses. Chen et al. (2016) define responsiveness as "the extent to which officials in 

the regime adhere to the demands of societal actors" (p.384) while Meng et al. (2017) 

define it as "the ability of citizens to influence policy, or, conversely, the adherence of 

policymakers to the preferences of citizens" (p.4). Both definitions are useful. The 

former is more usefully applied to measure responsiveness, while the latter illustrates 

the two-way, state-society relationship that underpins the concept.  

Responsiveness requires that "[f]irst, citizens are willing and able to express their 

preferences through channels that reach the political leaders. Second, leaders are 

willing to incorporate these demands into policy. Finally, leaders can and do 

incorporate some of these demands into policy" (Meng et al., 2017, p.4). When 

citizens use online channels to communicate their demands to the Center, who 

subsequently takes action to meet those demands, we are witnessing regime 

responsiveness and, thus, inputs converting into outputs.  
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The Center responds to protestors' demands through direct engagement. The higher 

authority directly engages discontented citizens, bypassing local authorities to resolve 

a given problem. Resolutions typically involve the punishment of ineffectual cadres, 

central policy enforcement, and financial compensation for justly aggrieved citizens 

(O'Brien & Li, 2006; Tang, 2016; Tong & Lei, 2010). This type of top-down 

responsiveness adheres to the logic of Mass Line governance. The regime's response 

results from its absorption of the masses' demands, and those demands are met 

through top-down direct engagement (Tang, 2016). In short, the two-way direct 

engagement between the grassroots and political elite forges the direct link. The 

interactions are characterized by protests, as a source of bottom-up demand flows, 

stimulating top-down resolutions.   

The direct link strengthens the regime's input-output capacity is the two-way 

bypassing of local authorities resulting from Center-mass direct engagement.  Local 

officials have a strong incentive to obstruct the citizen oversight process. Being 

accused of corruption not only complicates rent-seeking but can land one in prison. 

Furthermore, the cadre evaluation system rewards local cadres for maintaining social 

stability, which includes minimizing "mass incidents" (i.e., protests) (Tong & Lei, 

2010). These motivations create a perverse incentive structure where local cadres are 

willing to go to great lengths to obstruct official information dissemination and 

suppress protests, even if the aggrieved citizens' complaints are justified (Meng et al., 

2017; O'Brien & Li, 2006).  

The direct link can overcome this obstructive behavior. Despite this, the reality is that 

local governments are well-positioned to prevents this. If a Mass Line ideal-type were 

realized, the downward flow of policy information and the upward flow of "tattling" 

would occur seamlessly, without obstruction. This, however, is not the case because 

local governments act as intermediate institutions—institutions that place layers of 

rules, processes, and procedures between the Center and the masses (Tang, 2016). 

They are thus ideally placed to weaken the direct link. To preserve the informational 

asymmetries necessary for rent-seeking, local cadres will obstruct the dissemination 

of authoritative information originating from the Center. They also attempt to 

discredit and delegitimize citizen watchdogs' accusations (O'Brien & Li, 2006). Local 

cadres often resort to underhanded (including violent) means to quell protests (Cai, 

2008; O'Brien & Li, 2006). Thus grassroots activism is a high-risk proposition. While 
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protesting is an effective strategy to bring demands to the Center by bypassing local 

authorities, it also risks invoking local officials' wrath who are willing to go to great 

lengths to obstruct the direct-link to prevent the Center for receiving the demands. 

Societal change towards the Mass Line ideal-type undermines the capacity for local 

obstruction. As direct engagement between elites and masses becomes increasingly 

seamless, local authorities' positioning becomes increasingly marginalized. In the 

ideal-type Mass Line Center-mass relationship, local authorities would be completely 

marginalized and consequently unable to obstruct the Center-mass interactions. 

However, the current system provides plenty of opportunities for obstruction, 

resulting in significant risks for grassroots activists and a dearth of input information 

for the Center.  These obstruction opportunities thus make protest an imperfect 

mechanism for direct engagement and as a source of inputs. 

Besides selectively disseminating official information, another strategic aspect of 

regime mobilization involves the designing Mass Line institutions to foster political 

participation. Institutions are designed to increase the volume of social inputs and the 

state's capacity to absorb those inputs. These institutions forge the direct link without 

the need for citizens to resort to protest. A prominent example is the letters and 

requisitions (xinfang) system, which allow citizens to make complaints in person or 

by mail. The xinfang system's design enables locals to make complaints against local 

authorities by delivering petitions directly to higher levels forming a state-sanctioned 

channel for bottom-up direct engagement (Minzner, 2009; Tang, 2016).  

While the xinfang system's design effectively fosters mass participation via the direct 

link, it has its flaws. Local officials attempt to obstruct petitioners from "going to 

Beijing," intercept written petitions sent by mail, and threaten locals whom they 

suspect may submit a petition (O'Brien & Li, 2006). Moreover, the output capacity is 

underdeveloped. While some petitions induce responses from elite officials, the 11.5 

million petitions received per year (2002) inundated the system leading the vast 

majority of petitions to go unaddressed and unresolved (Minzner, 2006). However, 

what the xinfang system does show is that institutions designed in line with Mass Line 

governance ideology effectively foster mass participation without citizens having to 

resort to protest. In this way, the bottom-up flow of demands is "atomized" rather than 
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made collectively. Here, mass participation comprises of an aggregate of atomistic 

demands (Distelhorst & Hou, 2017). 

 

1.5.4 Regime Legitimacy 

The Mass Line's input-output dynamic generates regime legitimacy via political 

efficacy. Legitimacy is defined as "the capacity of the political system to engender 

and maintain the belief that existing political institutions are the most appropriate or 

proper ones for the society" (Lipset, 1959, p.64). It is reflected in the "public's belief 

that the regime is lawful and should be obeyed" (Nathan, 2003, p.13). 

 "Sense of political efficacy" is an established indicator of regime legitimacy. 

Political efficacy refers to "the feeling that individual political action does have, or 

can have an impact upon the political process. … It is the feeling that political and 

social change is possible and that the individual citizen can play a part in bringing 

about this change" (Cambel et al., 1954, p. 187 cited by Balch, 1974). Efficacy can be 

evaluated whenever we observe citizens expressing belief in, or the lack thereof, their 

ability to exert political influence through political participation.  

Political efficacy has two sub-types, internal and external. Internal (political) efficacy 

refers to "one's belief in their competence to understand and participate effectively in 

politics;" that the means of influence are available to them (Balch, 1974, p.24; Tang, 

2016). Internal efficacy reflects legitimacy through indicators of political 

participation. Anything that strengthens one's belief that they may influence the 

political process increases the individual's internal efficacy while acts of political 

participation signify internally efficacious individuals. Those who feel powerless to 

make change experience little or no internal efficacy and are therefore unlikely to 

participate.  In the context of the digital Mass Line, internal efficacy can be evaluated 

when we observe: (1) the regime creating, encouraging, and/or intentionally tolerating 

the usage of online participatory (i.e., input) channels, (2) netizens using said 

channels, and (3) online participation in the form of political self-expression or 

activism. 

External (political) efficacy refers to "people's beliefs that their governments will 

respond to their demands"; that the regime is responsive to their influence attempts. 

(Balch, 1974, p.24; Tang, 2016). External efficacy reflects legitimacy through 
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indicators of regime responsiveness.  Anything that strengthens one's belief that the 

regime will respond to their demands increases the individual's external efficacy. 

External efficacy can be evaluated when we observe: (1) the regime expressing 

recognition and intention to address social demands made through online channels, 

(2) the regime taking action to meet those demands (i.e. output), and (3) the degree to 

which resolutions adhere to the preferences of citizens.  

Mass Line governance generates legitimacy by cultivating the input-output dynamic. 

By supporting mass participation, the regime bolsters the public's sense of internal 

efficacy while simultaneously gaining useful input information. Building the state's 

capacity to absorb those inputs and convert them into responsive outputs increases the 

public's sense of external efficacy. Thus the Mass Line's normative orientation 

increases the regime's legitimacy by bolstering the public's internal-external efficacy. 

 

1.5.5 A (Real-World) Mass Line Framework 

Significant features of the Mass Line in contemporary China this paper investigates 

can be conceptualized as follows: Two-way direct engagement between political elites 

and the masses forges the direct link, a communication structure. This linkage enables 

mass participation to bring demands directly to the Center, which stimulates regime 

responsiveness. The direct link enables bottom-up demand flows and top-down state 

resolutions to bypass local authorities, thereby undermining local obstruction. The 

principle of moral authority is the social contract underpinning the relationship by 

supporting the public's right to political participation while obligating the regime to 

respond to demands. The regime adheres to Mass Line governance ideology leading it 

to seek evermore social inputs. It pursues those inputs by mobilizing mass 

participation through (at least) two strategies. The first is to disseminate oversight 

enabling, official information that mobilizes grassroots watchdogs who can then 

scrutinize local authorities' actions. The second involves designing Mass Line 

institutions to encourage mass participation through state-sanctioned communication 

channels.   

To be sure, the framework does not capture the total richness and sophistication of the 

Mass Line. For example, there is no consideration of the Mass Line's historical role in 

disseminating propaganda. 
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1.5.6 The Digital Mass Line 

The online sociopolitical environment is different from its real-world counterpart. By 

way of fundamentally changing how social interactions occur, the internet has granted 

authoritarians new, previously unfathomable powers to monitor and influence those 

interactions. Mass participation is largely "atomized," resulting not from group 

behavior like protests but rather from the aggregate of millions of disparate 

individuals (Distelhorst & Hou, 2017) interacting with a digital state through their 

personal smart devices. These differences make it conceptually and analytically useful 

to differentiate between a real-world Mass Line and a digital Mass Line. The 

differentiation enables us to ask: to what extent can the real-world Mass Line explain 

state-society relations in cyberspace. 

Like its real-world counterpart, the digital Mass Line's direct link results from direct 

engagement between the online masses and political elite, except now, those 

interactions occur within cyberspace. The online direct link strengthens the state's 

input-output capacity by enabling online mass participation to facilitate the upward 

flow of social demands, provide a channel by which the state can absorb those 

demands, and enables the delivery of top-down resolutions. Here, too, the state-

society relationship is supported by the principle of moral authority and oriented 

towards the Mass-Line ideal-type. However, the internet makes in-person 

communication absent. Instead, state-society interactions occur solely through 

exchanges of digital information. 

In the case of e-government, the direct link is forged within the state's online 

institutions. These digital Mass Line institutions function as the digital "face" of the 

state, are where Mass Line patterned state-society interactions occur, and are where 

inputs convert to outputs. Citizens interact directly with the state through an 

institution's automated features (e.g., downloading policy documents) and directly 

engaging elites through institution communication channels (e.g., e-petition systems). 

Since the institution's design reflects the designer's (i.e., the state's) goals (Schneider, 

2018), their design and functions evince the state's preferred modes of state-society 

interactions and the institution's instrumental purpose—to realize a digital Mass Line. 

To do so, institutions are designed to foster mass participation, respond to online 
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demands, facilitate elite-mass interactions, and disseminate oversight enabling 

information. The processes occur through the direct link as exchanges of digital 

information flowing between the masses and the state.  

The design of digital Mass Line institutions strengthen the direct link, thereby 

increasing the state's input-output capacity. Through state-sanctioned interactive 

spaces like e-petition systems, chatrooms, blogs, and microblogs, citizens can make 

demands of the state to which the state responds. Here, netizens communicate directly 

to political elites their needs and wants. Elites subsequently respond to these demands 

with resolutions. The responses go beyond the severe demands that warrant protests, 

such as official corruption. While the digital Mass Line is structured to enable netizen 

oversight of malfeasant officials, the institutions also seek to resolve more mundane, 

day-to-day demands like providing basic public services or answering questions on 

how to fill out forms.  

The digital Mass Line institutions enable netizen oversight and undermine local cadre 

obstruction. Central policies, such as land procurement and tax laws, are publicly and 

visibly published online, giving all citizens equal access. The disclosures reduce the 

information asymmetries that traditionally prevent grassroots oversight. The Center 

has gone even further by requiring local bureaucracies to publish budgetary 

information on government e-portals, thus expanding citizen oversight into 

government spending (Jiang & Xu, 2009; Noesselt, 2014).  While China's digital 

Mass Line governance censors netizen communications that threaten the regime more 

broadly, complaints against local officials are intentionally tolerated (King et al., 

2013). 

Higher authorities have established online institutions designed to foster mass 

participation through elite-mass online interaction in the form of e-petitions systems, 

chatrooms, and blogs. The mechanisms are purposed to let locals engage the higher 

authority with local governance problems (Jiang & Xu, 2009; Noesselt, 2014). 

Moreover, institutions are designed to make political participation and the retrieval of 

authoritative information fluid and convenient for netizens, thereby encouraging mass 

participation and increasing the public's capacity for oversight. By containing center-

mass interaction within cyberspace and since China's internet architecture and control 

is controlled by provincial and central authorities (Hu, 2011), barriers are placed in 
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the way of grassroots level officials seeking to obstruct the direct link.  Just like the 

real-world Mass Line, here too, the direct link, both in terms of bottom-up 

participation and top-down state action, bypass local authorities.  

The digital Mass Line, like its real-world counterpart, generates legitimacy as 

measured by political efficacy. When netizen watchdogs expose corruption or local 

incompetence, they express particularistic demands for change within their 

communities.  The watchdogs participate publicly and openly in the political process. 

They feel free to voice their concerns, investigate their governments, and aid in 

undesirable officials' punishment—this reflects a high sense of internal efficacy. 

When netizens request public service provision, they do so because they believe their 

efforts will bear fruit. They believe that netizens can influence the state to the degree 

that stimulates response—again reflecting high internal efficacy. When the state 

responds to netizens' demands through its resolutions, this heightens netizens' belief 

that the state does and will respond to their demands, increasing external efficacy.  

The digital Mass Line framework (fig. 1.1) generalizes the real-world Mass Line to 

the digital domain. The framework captures the relationship between a political 

system, Chinese e-governance, and its environment, online society. It shows how the 

Chinese regime applies the Mass Line logic to its approach to e-governance and 

online society's reciprocal role in realizing the Mass Line's interactive dynamic. State-

society interactions exist as exchanges of digital information between the online 

masses and digitally enabled political elites (and the online institutions those elites 

oversee). Those two-way communication flows form the direct link. From below, 

social action occurs as online mass participation generating demands flowing upwards 

to the state, which are then converted into outputs as responsiveness through 

downward flows of communicated resolutions. There are two state actions beyond 

responsiveness. These actions mobilize online mass participation through direct 

engagement. First, Chinese e-governance strives to disseminate oversight enabling 

information directly to the online masses. This agenda aims to mobilize netizen 

watchdogs and expand the capacity and effectiveness of their oversight. Second, the 

state's online institutions that netizens directly interact with integrate design features 

to encourage (i.e., mobilize) mass participation. Achieving the second goal involves 

designing input-output institutions with a convenient and fluid user experience. The 

regime's mobilizational agenda aims to increase its supply of input information and 
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the effectiveness of grassroots oversight. The direct link is structured to bypass local 

authorities, reducing their capacity to obstruct the two-way direct engagement.  

Chinese e-governance seeks to strengthen the direct link, which (1) increases the 

quantity and quality of inputs, the effectiveness of outputs, and the capacity to convert 

inputs into outputs; (2) disseminates official information; (3) undermines local 

obstruction; and (4) heightens grassroots oversight. Online political participation 

increases citizens' sense of internal political efficacy, while regime responsiveness 

increases external efficacy.  

It is worth noting that the three types of state action this paper investigates are 

interrelated but for analytical purposes, separated into distinct categories. For 

example, institutions are designed to aid in disseminating authoritative information 

and facilitating the input-output process. Or, netizens often request information 

through input systems, which, when the state provides, is a resolution (output).  
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Fig. 1.1. Digital Mass Line Framework Diagram. Created by Author
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1.6 Assumptions 

The digital Mass Line framework is tested against official policy documents, officials' 

personal statements, the design and function of online institutions, and netizen 

behavior. The digital Mass Line as a governance ideology, political culture, social 

contract, and institutions each generate a set of expectations for testing.  

If the Mass Line guides China's e-governance ideology, we should expect to observe 

in central policy documents and the statements of officials: (1) a high value placed on 

online social inputs and a desire to accumulate more; (2) a governance goal to 

encourage mass participation as a means to recognize the public's needs better; (3) a 

sense of urgency to address online demands, that it is pertinent to do so quickly; (4) a 

governance goal to disseminate oversight enabling official information to the online 

masses; and (5) a belief that e-governance should realize two-way direct engagement 

between the online masses and political elites to improve regime responsiveness 

If the Mass Line features in the political culture of online society, we should expect to 

observe in netizen behavior: (1) netizens directly engaging political elites with their 

demands; (2) the netizen expectation that the state will listen to and address their 

demands; (3) a willingness to participate through direct link structured participatory 

channels; and (4) netizens using said channels to "tattle" to higher-authorities on the 

malfeasant behavior of local authorities. 

If moral authority circumscribes state-society relations in cyberspace then we should 

expect to observe: (1) mutual recognition by both the state and society that netizens 

are entitled to make demands of the state, and that the state is obligated to respond to 

those demands; and (2) a shared belief that the regime's legitimacy is dependent upon 

the realization of the input-output dynamic.  

If the design and function of the state's online institutions adhere to Mass Line ideals, 

we should expect to observe: (1) state-sanctioned communication channels designed 

for two-way direct engagement; (2) on the input side—low barriers to participation, 

the capacity to handle large volumes of online demands, the promotion of input 

systems, and the active usage of input systems by netizens; (3) on the output side—

high response rates, responses coming directly from political elites, responses that 

provide resolutions to demands, and prompt responses; (4) concerning mass 

mobilization—design features that to make participation a convenient and fluid 
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experience for netizens, and publicly available oversight enabling information; and 

(5) design features targeted at increasing netizens' sense of internal and external 

political efficacy.  

If the regime's online institutions develop over time towards a Mass Line ideal-type, 

we should expect to observe: (1) increasing input-output capacity as indicated by 

increasing netizen participation and state resolutions via the direct link; (2) increasing 

quality and quantity of oversight enabling information; (3) decreasing barriers to 

online political participation; and (4) advancements in the effectiveness of 

communication channels that enable Mass Line modes of two-way direct engagement. 

Chapters three and four tests the above expectations against a diversity of 

observations, including official documents, personal interviews, quantitative surveys, 

and qualitative case studies. 

 

1.7 Research contribution 

This paper makes five contributions to the existing literature. First, it shows that the 

Mass Line concept can be effectively generalized to explain online state-society 

relations. Second, it demonstrates how the Mass Line can be usefully framed through 

Easton's general system's theory (Easton, 1965). Third, it lends support for existing 

theories of rightful resistance (O'Brien & Li, 2006), populist authoritarianism (Tang, 

2016), and mass protest in China (e.g., Perry & Selden, 2010) (see section 5.2.4.1) 

Fourth, it identifies theoretically significant differences between how the real-world 

and digital Mass Line operate. The existing literature on real-world mass participation 

characterizes the regime as reactive and defensive. Here, the regime reacts to the will 

of the masses, in an ceaseless struggle to resolve demands that arise organically from 

the grassroots. The regime's hyperresponsivity is motivated by the belief that regime 

survival depends on its ability to resolve public demands.   

Mass participation stimulating regime responsiveness is also observed in cyberspace. 

The relationship dynamic, however, is inverted. Rather than a defensive and reactive, 

the regime proactively fosters mass participation and institutionalizes procedures of 

responsiveness. Thus, the digital Mass Line differs from its real-world counterpart 

because, in cyberspace, the participation(input)-responsiveness(output) dynamic 
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results not from a reactive regime desperate to temper the masses' demands; instead, it 

is the outcome of actively pursued regime goals (see section 5.2.4).  

Lastly, it sheds light on an aspect of regime transformation in China. It highlights how 

old political ideas like the Mass Line and Moral Authority have evolved to function 

within contemporary China as an information-based society. The analysis shows ways 

that ICTs are leveraged to realize traditional governance ideals within a digital social 

environment. The concluding chapter discusses which features of this governance 

approach persists and which have changed. 

 

1.8 Chapter Outline 

This chapter (Chapter 1) begins by background information on the Mass Line. It then 

introduced the digital Mass Line concept, the research question, and the paper's main 

arguments. Next details the digital Mass Line framework before concluding with the 

assumptions and research contribution.  

Chapter 2 includes the research methodology and literature review. It explains the 

reasoning for using qualitative methods and overviews the data sources. The literature 

review identifies the gaps in the existing research and summarizes the existing 

research bodies upon which the digital Mass Line framework is built.  

Chapter 3 is the first of two analytical chapters for the e-government case study. The 

chapter begins by examining "The Internet in China," an official whitepaper to 

identify six governance principles that support the regime's Mass Line approach to e-

governance. The remaining analytical sections show that these six governance 

principles are manifest throughout China's e-governance hierarchy. The chapter 

finishes by testing the digital Mass Line argument against different levels of central 

policy.    

The second analytical chapter (Chapter 4) tests the digital Mass Line argument against 

subnational state actors and grassroots participatory behavior. It examines the 

functioning and evolution of digital Mass Line institutions both individually and in 

aggregate. It also explores the participatory strategies netizens pursue when engaging 

the state through such institutions.   
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Chapter 5 concludes. The chapter starts with an overview of the paper's research 

findings. It ends with a discussion that explores the research's significance and 

theoretical implications, states the paper's research limitations, and identifies areas for 

future research. 
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2  Methodology and Literature Review 

2.1 Methodology 

This thesis applies the logical approach outlined in Van Evera's book, Guide to 

Methods for Students of Political Science (1997). The book presents a three-step 

method for testing a given framework:  

1. Theory: The researcher must first "state the theory" (p.56).  

2. Hypotheses and Expectations: The researcher must apply the theory to 

generate testable hypotheses, which, in turn, are used to generate expectations 

(i.e., predictions) for testing.  The hypotheses must encompass all the 

framework's causal relationships. The expectations state "what we should 

observe in the case if the theory is valid" (p.56)  

3. Testing: The final step tests the expectations. This step involves "the 

explor[ing] of the [data] looking for congruence or incongruity between 

expectation and observations" (p.56)—the greater the congruency, the more 

successful the test.  

Very rarely can a single test, whether it be quantitative or qualitative, definitively 

prove a hypothesis. The potential always exists that additional causal variables and 

antecedent conditions lurk beyond the investigator's awareness.  The best approach to 

overcome this issue is to perform many tests; the more, the better. Each test result 

"weigh[s] in the total balance of evidence but are themselves indecisive" (Van Evera, 

1997, p.32). With enough tests, it becomes apparent whether the balance of evidence 

weighs heavily in favor of or against a given hypothesis (Collier, 2011). In the interest 

of performing many tests, investigators should design tests that require the least 

amount of effort. "Least amount of effort" means performing tests using readily 

available observational data. This translates into using pre-established numerical 

datasets or acquiring case study data from previously completed case analyses (Van 

Evera, 1997). This paper hews to this logic, drawing upon a diversity of data, 

including policy documents, case studies, laws, speeches, e-government indexes, 

interviews, and netizen petitions, to perform multiple tests. 
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Determining whether quantitative or qualitative methods are best suited to test a given 

hypothesis depends on the available data structure and the research agenda (Lorentzen 

et al., 2017; Van Evera, 1997). Quantitative methods are ideally suited for 

determining the covariational relationship between variables. The investigator is 

interested in "whether or not changes in X produce changes in Y." To yield robust and 

relevant statistical tests, quantitative research requires large-n, numerical data sets that 

accurately reflect variable parameters. In contrast, qualitative research is better suited 

for determining the "causal process by which X influences Y." The investigator aims 

to evaluate the causal mechanism(s) linking the two. Qualitative research employs a 

diverse range of observations drawn from relatively few cases. Consequently, robust 

case study analyses require detailed documentation of the cases (Collier, 2011; Van 

Evera, 1997).  

This study investigates an explanatory mechanism, the Mass Line, that underlies 

official decision-making regarding e-governance. The emphasis on causal 

mechanisms favors qualitative methods. From the individual actor's perspective, the 

Mass Line constitutes a belief system. Thus, testing the assumptions requires 

evaluating actor beliefs, decisions, perspectives, and their strategic setting and 

information, which requires the use of contextual information and transcript evidence 

(e.g., "the public or private communications of actors directly involved in the case"; 

"what decision makers in the case and those around them actually said and wrote"). 

Both are hard to quantify and require reasoned interpretation, thus supporting 

qualitative methods (Lorentzen, 2017, p.478-9). 

Furthermore, a relatively small central elite sets China's national governance agenda. 

Here, again, a qualitative examination is preferable. Finally, the study seeks to explain 

institutional change over time, a process that is challenging to investigate with 

statistical methods. 

To be sure, there are limitations to this study's qualitative approach. Quantitative 

methods, specifically social survey plus multivariate analysis, would enable strong 

tests for efficacy related variables. Unfortunately, no existing, off-the-shelf dataset 

adequately measures the above parameters. This dearth of data does, however, 

highlight an opportunity for a follow-up study (see section 5.3.1)—one involving a 

social survey and statistical analyses. 
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2.1.1 Data sources and Testing Strategy 

E-government: The e-government case tests this paper's arguments. Chinese e-

government is a research domain rich in data.  E-government refers to the 

"government's use of technology, particularly web-based Internet applications, to 

enhance access to, and delivery of, publicly funded services to citizens, business 

partners, employees, and other government entities" (Stier, 2015 p.271). Scholars 

generally assume the Chinese state uses online surveillance to gauge social discontent. 

However, the inner workings of these processes are mostly state secrets. Compared to 

policy measures and institutions like the Great Firewall and Golden Shield, E-

government is far more transparent. This is in part due to the nature of e-government: 

to deliver state services to non-state parties.  

Central Policy: Chapter 3 tests the digital Mass Line thesis against central policy. In 

China, "central policy" includes "essentially all authoritative pronouncements, ranging 

from Party documents, laws, State Council regulations, and leadership speeches to 

editorials by special commentators in prominent newspapers. Central policies can be 

both as general as 'guidelines'… or as specific as regulations” (O'Brien & Li, 2006, 

p.6). 

The analysis starts with the "The Internet in China," a 2010 whitepaper published by 

China's Information Office of the State Council (IOSC, 2010) to identify six 

principles that guide Mass Line e-governance. It then tests the generalizability of the 

six principles and the digital Mass Line framework by evaluating key central policies 

including the Government Online Project (GOP), China's first nationwide e-

government project; Decree No. 17, a powerful decree that enforces the GOP; central 

policy at the ministerial level (the Ministry of Environmental Protection); and the 

"occupy microblogs movement," the policy signal that instigated the national 

development of state-run microblogs.  

Researchers taking advantage of e-government's relative transparency have developed 

a substantial literature on the topic. The literature is divisible into three areas, e-

portals (government websites), mayoral inboxes (online petitioning mechanisms), and 

microblogs (state usage of microblogging platforms). All three are the subject of 

multiple, in-depth, academic case studies. Government e-portals have been detailed 

by Chen et al., (2016), Jiang & Xu (2009), Jun et al. (2014), Pan (2019), Su & Meng 
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(2016), and Zhang et al. (2016); mayoral inboxes by Distelhorst & Fu (2019), 

Distelhorst & Hou (2017) and Hartford (2005); and official microblogs by Ma (2013, 

2014), Noesselt (2014), Qin et al. (2017), and Schlæger & Jiang (2014). Also, the 

United Nations (multiple years), World Bank (2007), and OECD (2005) have 

published reports covering Chinese e-government more broadly. This paper utilizes 

data on e-government from the above literature to test the digital Mass Line 

framework.  

Moreover, research into Chinese e-government has been active for almost two 

decades, making it an excellent case to test institutional change over time. Institutions 

reflect the values of its stakeholders. As institutions develop, the expression of those 

values become more articulate and overt. Therefore, if the assumptions are correct, we 

should expect the Mass Line's features to become increasingly prevalent as China's e-

government institutions develop, a strong test that demonstrates covariational patterns 

with time-series data.  

Noteworthy data-sources this paper draws upon include: the UN's online services 

index of Chinese provincial e-portals developed by Wu & Bauer (2010); years of field 

research by Hartford, who carefully traces the evolution of the online mayoral inboxes 

in Hangzhou & Nanjing; the 2013 Local Governance Public Goods Survey (Yang & 

Meng, 2014) which measures cadre receptivity to online inputs; metadata by 

Distelhorst and Fu on petitioning strategies for over 8000 netizen petitions; field 

research documenting the functioning of a municipal microblog by Schlæger & Jiang 

(2014); data on petitions and state responses on China's Local Leadership Message 

Board, a mayoral inbox type institution by Su & Meng (2016); and National surveys 

of provincial (Jiang & Xu, 2009) and prefectural (Distelhorst & Hou, 2017) e-portals. 

 

2.2 Literature Review 

This section begins by reviewing the existing literature upon which the digital Mass 

Line framework is built. These include theories found in the authoritarian 

responsiveness, e-government, and popular protest literature. It goes on to explain 

how the theories can be integrated under the Mass Line concept conceived in Tang's 

2016 book "Populist Authoritarianism." Gaps in the existing literature are then 

identified to show why investigating a digital Mass Line is a worthwhile endeavor. 
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Finally, approaching the research through general system's theory is argued to be both 

novel and useful. 

 

2.2.1 Authoritarian Responsiveness 

The literature on authoritarian responsiveness examines how authoritarian political 

systems stimulate agents of the regime "to adhere to the demands of societal actors" 

(Tang, 2016; Chen et al., 2016, p.384). Concerning the China case is two relevant 

academic research areas, one is on real-world institutions and the other on digital 

institutions. Real-world responsiveness focuses mainly on China's "quasi-democratic" 

institutions.  Examples of such studies include works by Truex (2016), who shows 

how legislators of the National People's Congress, despite a lack of meaningful 

elections, represent and actively pursue the interests of their constituents; and 

Martinez et al. (2011), who find that village-level elections improve the 

responsiveness of the local leadership.  

Starting in the 2000s, China has experienced rapid developments in its e-government 

systems. Chinese e-government, due to its public service function, is relatively 

transparent compared to other areas of e-governance such as the censorship regime. 

This transparency results in well-structured, public archives of state-society 

interactions. Utilizing these "digital trails" of interactions, scholars have tested 

theories of responsiveness in the context of digital politics. Data mining techniques 

applied to analyze netizen petitions create large-n datasets. Statistical methods are 

then applied to gauge the regime's responsiveness to the public's online demands. 

Such works show that increased online interactions with and stronger demands of the 

state increases responsiveness (Distelhorst & Hou, 2014, 2017); while consistently 

high official response rates to online petitions occur across a diversity of online 

petitioning systems (Chen et al., 2016; Su & Meng, 2016).   

While the above literature also identifies conditions that limit or retard 

responsiveness, overall, the literature supports the view that, within China's 

authoritarian political system, are institutions conducive to a responsive regime. 

Moreover, those institutions confer certain advantages (and some disadvantages) in 

terms of responsivity compared to their liberal democratic counterparts, and likely 
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prove a significant source of regime legitimacy (Jiang & Xu, 2009; Meng et al., 2017; 

Tang, 2016). 

Other scholars have assessed the values upon which responsive authoritarian 

institutions are built. Meng et al. (2014) identify cadre receptivity to online and 

offline public demands as a pervasive trait among elite cadres. Distelhorst and Fu 

(2019) identify participatory strategies that reveal social values underlying the 

conversion of grassroots participatory demands into responsive policy outcomes.  

Research into Chinese e-government overlaps with the above literature. These works 

tend to take a broader view by investigating the interrelations between open 

government, good governance, political participation and communications, and 

regime responsiveness and legitimacy. Jun et al. (2014) find that interacting with 

officials and acquiring official information through e-portals increases perceptions of 

government transparency and capacity, increasing perceived oversight and 

responsiveness. These improved perceptions support regime legitimacy. Noesselt 

(2014) argues that the dissemination of official information enables netizen oversight 

through state-backed microblogs resulting in increased perceptions of state 

transparency and responsiveness and reduced perception of official malfeasance. 

Increased room for political participation and perceptions of good governance 

increases regime legitimacy. Zhang and Chan (2013) argue that publishing 

departmental budgeting on government e-portals results in the rapid dissemination of 

official information. The disclosures create new opportunities for political 

participation by opening the state to wider public scrutiny, which, in turn, promotes 

fiscal prudency. Better use of the public purse strengthens legitimacy. Jiang and Xu 

(2009) argue that official online platforms encourage netizen participation, 

disseminate authoritative information, increase interactions between state and society, 

and provides a means for netizens to express and the state to respond to netizen 

grievances, all of which are processes that increase regime legitimacy.      

These studies point to a shared measure of regime legitimacy—the public's 

perceptions of its participatory capacity. That is, positive self-perceptions in their 

capacity to make demands of the state and positive beliefs that the state will address 

those demands. What these works hint at but fail to state explicitly is that Chinese e-

government supports legitimacy through state-led efforts to heighten the public's 
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sense of political efficacy. The above e-government literature supports the view that 

efficacy is generated through: (1) Chinese e-government fostering mass online 

participation by creating institutions for netizens to vent their grievances, which the 

regime utilizes to increase responsiveness; (2) transparency via public disclosure and 

the proactive dissemination of official information fosters participation by enabling 

netizen oversight. The resulting increased scrutiny holds the government to account, 

which in turn improves responsiveness; (3) allowing communications between 

officials and netizens to be publicly viewable so that online society witnesses public 

demands being made and met. The above qualities of Chinese e-government increase 

netizens' belief that they can effectively participate in politics and that the regime 

listens to and addresses their demands as indicated by political efficacy. 

This paper adds to the existing responsiveness literature by contributing a qualitative 

aspect to the existing research dominated by quantitative methods as well as 

formalizing the political efficacy argument. 

 

2.2.2 Mass Political Participation through Protest 

A major theory of China's contentious politics argues that mass participation as 

protest helps maintain stable state-society relations. These scholars primarily view 

protests as a mechanism that checks cadre malfeasance and improve the regime's 

governance capacity (e.g., Chen & Xu, 2017; O'Brien & Li, 2006; Perry & Selden, 

2010; Tong & Lei, 2010). Lorentzen (2013, 2014) argues that the visibility of protests 

assists watchdog reporters' corruption investigations and brings discontented 

communities out into the open. Weiss (2015) argues that protests can help 

differentiate regime threatening collective action from protests deserving 

compensation. The "safety valve" argument finds that protests pent up political 

frustration by providing a channel for venting grievances (Weiss, 2015). Tong and Lei 

(2010) argue that, when protestors demand a state response to their problems, the 

protestors are endorsing the government's authority and its capacity to deliver public 

goods. The general assumption shared by these scholars is the belief that mass 

participation through protest enables the bottom-up follows of social demands, 

thereby bringing state failings and public grievances to the attention of the Center. 

The Center then utilizes this information to improve its quality of governance. 
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Tong & Lei (2010) go on to identify that the Confucian principle of moral authority 

supports China's contemporary protest culture. Per the teaching of Confucian 

philosopher Mencius, "a salient feature of Chinese political tradition is … the 

responsibility of the government in the provision of people's welfare. Such political 

culture encourages and empowers protesters to rise up from the bottom of society to 

challenge government leaders" (p.499). This philosophy sets forth a social contract 

where the public is empowered to engage in principled protest against the state if the 

state is unjust, malicious, or unable to provide society's basic needs.  

An influential theory of contentious politics in China is O'Brien and Li's (2006) theory 

of rightful resistance. Rightful resistance is a form of popular contention found in 

China where grassroots activists apply officially promoted laws, policies, and values 

to check malfeasant and deviant political elites (p.2). They do so by pointing out 

differences between the actions of local officials and central policy. That difference 

creates the room for grassroots activism via oversight. This form of activism 

strategically and deliberately circumvents local officials who, usually being targets of 

grassroots watchdogs, attempt to obstruct the oversight process. Watchdogs actively 

work to bring their grievances directly to more sympathetic, higher-level authorities 

who have a vested interest in ensuring local officials adhere to central policy.  

The Center tolerates protests because the Center cannot effectively oversee local 

officials, despite the official view that protests threaten social stability and regime 

resilience (O'Brien & Li, 2006). The state's tolerance makes protest a de facto state-

sanctioned communication channel by which activists can, through direct 

communication to higher-level authorities, effectively pursue the realization of their 

political demands (Lorentzen 2013, 2017). 

This paper contributes to the existing literature by showing how the theories found in 

the protest literature translate to digital politics. 

  

2.2.3 A Theory of Populist Authoritarianism 

Tang's (2016) theory of populist authoritarianism builds upon both the mass 

participation and authoritarian responsiveness literature. His work is novel in its 

application of the Mass Line concept to synthesize both research domains under one 

framework. In doing so, he demonstrates the historical, cultural, and ideological 
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underpinnings of the regime's authoritarian responsiveness, China's mass participatory 

society and the relationship therein.  

Tang identifies that the principle of moral authority provides the social contract where 

principled protest at the grassroots level obligates the regime to listen and respond to 

those demands. He conceptualizes protests as bottom-up flows of social demands 

from society to the state and responsiveness as top-down state action from state to 

society. Protests are a mechanism for bypassing local authorities, thereby 

undermining local obstruction by communicating directly to the Center. The Center 

responds to those demands through intervention, an act of top-down responsiveness 

that also bypasses local officials to address protestor demands through swift 

extrajudicial action. These processes increase oversight of local authorities, decrease 

official malfeasance, and improves the quality of governance. The interaction between 

bottom-up flows of demands and top-down flows of responses continuously bypasses 

what Tang calls "intermediate institutions" (e.g., lower-level governments), creating a 

communication structure that Tang labels the direct link.  

The direct link signifies the ongoing two-way direct engagement between the masses 

and the Center that continuously bypasses intermediate institutions, and finds its roots 

in the "from the masses, to the masses" of Mass Line ideology. Moreover, due to a 

lack of intermediate institutions, the direct link increases the speed of two-way 

engagement, allowing bottom-up flows of demands to convert into top-down 

responses quickly. The Mass Line thus improves responsiveness by accelerating 

engagement speed. Tang finds that mass participation and responsiveness generate 

regime legitimacy. The public's willingness and belief in their capacity to 

meaningfully participate in politics and the public's belief that the regime will listen 

and correspondingly address their demands generate diffuse support for the political 

system.  

Tang argues that the Mass Line ideology is both the political culture and governance 

ideology that explains Chinese governance over state-society relations and the 

ongoing dynamic of state-society relations. Tang has thus applied the Mass Line 

concept to create an overarching framework that models patterns between bottom-up 

participation and top-down state action through a particular communication structure, 

the direct link.  
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2.2.4 Is there a Digital Mass Line? 

Yet to be explored in the existing literature is whether the Mass Line concept explains 

digital interactions between the online masses and the digital state. This thesis 

contributes to the literature by testing whether the Mass Line, as conceptualized in the 

theory of populist authoritarianism, can also be applied to explain state-society 

relations in cyberspace.  

Thus far, the notion of a Mass Line in cyberspace, or digital Mass Line, has received 

scant attention and is only informally touched upon in existing literature. In academic 

journals are two articles, each providing single sentence mentionings of a digital Mass 

Line. In a 2016 article by Su & Meng, the authors state that the growth of online 

petition systems where officials publicly respond to online messages "highlights the 

importance of the 'Mass Line' in the digital era" (p.54). In their study of online 

mayoral inboxes, Distelhorst and Hou (2017) state that the constituency service 

provided via mayoral inboxes is "one of several 'mass line' institutions that purported 

to facilitate direct consultation between citizens and officials while maintaining the 

concentration of power in the Communist Party" (p.3).  Outside the peer-reviewed 

literature is an essay published on the University of Hong Kong-based China Media 

Project website by David Bandursky (2020). He argues that President Xi's call for the 

revival of the Mass Line in state-society relations instigated the December 2019 

regulatory reforms in Chinese e-governance. The new regulations call for the 

"diversification of the agents of internet ecology governance" by promoting a 

"collaborative [internet] governance model," which ought to include more 

involvement from netizens (Bandursky, 2020). While thought-provoking and 

deserving of further investigation, Bandursky's argument is conjectural—the essay 

does explicate the connection between these reforms and Xi's purported Mass Line 

agenda. 

Thus, there is an apparent deficit in our understanding of how a digital Mass Line 

functions and no formal framework for analyses in the existing literature. Beyond the 

need to formally determine if a digital Mass Line exists (which the paper finds strong 

support for) are the questions: What governance principles guide it? What norms, 

values, and social contracts underpin it? How does a digital Mass Line differ from the 
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real-world Mass Line; how are they similar? How do the top-down state resolutions 

and bottom-up mass participation, and the interactions therein manifest in the digital 

realm? This thesis works towards answering these questions. 

The online sociopolitical environment is fundamentally different from its real-world 

counterpart providing a strong incentive to investigate the Mass Line in cyberspace. 

The following are several qualitative differences that suggest the Mass Line functions 

differently in cyberspace and, therefore, deserving of research: (1) No protests. 

Contentious collective action cannot occur in cyberspace. While coordinated online 

behavior may foment protests (King et al., 2013), nothing occurring within 

cyberspace constitutes a protest. What other mechanisms then exist where mass online 

participation enables the upward flow of social demands? (2) Temporal and spatial 

shortening. The internet allows instant communications between a greater diversity of 

actors across vast distances (Eltantawy & Wiest, 2011; Wolfsed et al., 2013). (3) 

Digital state power. The Chinese regime's hegemony over the online architecture and 

communication flows (Hu, 2011; Jiang, 2012) within its domestic cyberspace add a 

new power dimension unique to the online sociopolitical environment. (4) 

Institutional differences. There are differences in the design and functioning of digital 

institutions versus real-world institutions. In China, the average netizens interact with 

the digital state through their smart devices. Quite different from interacting with the 

state's physical establishments. This difference leads to the next one, (5) interactions 

in cyberspace occur through exchanges of digital information between citizens and 

the state; in-person interactions are removed from the equation. (6) Interactions via 

digital information exchanges leave a "digital trail." This trail means that all netizen 

and state behaviors can potentially be indexed, archived, searched, reviewed, and 

analyzed. Lastly, (7) Official information is easily accessed. Anyone with a 

smartphone can access the gamut of officially published information—anytime, 

anywhere. Moreover, information can be updated in real-time to reflect changes in 

official statistics, regulations, and laws. 

The above differences between the two environment make juxtaposing the real-world 

Mass Line upon the digital environment likely to result in incomplete and unsatisfying 

explanations. How then has the Mass Line migrated to cyberspace? What are the 

similarities and differences? Despite any differences, can we still observe the same 

underlying logic in the governance ideology explicated by Mao?  
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This paper contributes to the existing literature by applying the Mass Line concept to 

provide an overarching framework that helps explain China's state-society 

relationship in cyberspace. In doing so, it tests major theories found in the protest and 

responsiveness literatures. In addition to providing support for these theories, it also 

shows that while a digital Mass Line does indeed exists, there are differences between 

its digital and real-world manifestations. The digital Mass Line found while operating 

under the same governance ideology and political culture manifests in online state-

society interactions and digital institutions differently than those found in the real-

world. This paper helps explicate those similarities and differences (see section 5.2.6) 

both in the less tangible domains of governance ideology and political culture, and the 

more tangible domain of digital institutions, participatory modes, and state 

resolutions.  

 

2.2.5 Building Upon the Existing Literature 

This research is novel in applying Easton's general system's theory (Easton, 1965) to 

frame the Mass Line concept while incorporating additional features found in the 

responsiveness, protest, and e-government literature. 

The digital Mass Line framework is novel in its application of Easton's general 

systems theory. This thesis applies systems theory to bring mass participation and 

responsiveness literature, and the Mass Line concept under an overarching 

framework. It then demonstrates the usefulness of the framework through the 

application of Easton's input-output analysis. It is novel in the following system 

configuration: mass participation as an input originating from the environment; 

responsiveness as an output of the political system; the Mass Line provides the 

communication structure, the direct link, whereby inputs convert to outputs.  

Applying input-output analysis via the Mass line concept simplifies and clarifies the 

relationship between mass participation and regime responsiveness. It shows that the 

major theories of mass participation and responsiveness, and the Mass Line can be 

usefully thought of together under one framework. Doing so shows how systems 

theory is applicable to describing and understanding the interactions between the 

digital state and online masses. 
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The digital Mass Line framework liberally adopts concepts from Tang's theory of 

populist authoritarianism. Like this paper, Tang argues that Mass Line governance 

ideology shapes contemporary Chinese policymaking and institution building; the 

direct link supports mass political participation, bypasses local obstruction, enables 

the upward flow of social demands, and stimulates regime responsiveness; a state-

society social contract empowers society to make demands of the state and obligates 

political elites to internalize and respond to those demands; participation and 

responsiveness are essential determinants of political efficacy. 

From this conceptual foundation, this paper views mass online participation to 

generate bottom-up flows, from society to state, of inputs as demands. The state 

converts those inputs into downward flows of outputs as resolutions responsive to 

those demands. The direct link produces the communication structure whereby 

netizen inputs convert to state action.  The network is structured to bypass local 

authorities, thereby undermining obstruction, increasing responsiveness, and 

governance quality. Online mass participation generates legitimacy as internal 

efficacy, and responsiveness generates legitimacy as external efficacy.  

Additionally, this paper incorporates from rightful resistance and e-government 

literature the view that the dissemination of authoritative information, conceived as an 

additional top-down flow, mobilizes mass online participation via oversight. This top-

down flow of official information occurs through the Mass Line's direct link. Also 

incorporated is the view that digital institutions' design can foster netizen participation 

within state-sanctioned channels, swiftly deliver resolutions to online demands, and 

demonstrate to the online public the input-output process. 

 As the following analysis shows, China's digital sociopolitical environment largely 

conforms to these existing theories. Nevertheless, analysis identifies notable 

differences. The concluding chapter explores those differences and their theoretical 

implications. 

 

2.2.5 Authoritarian Resilience  

The scholarship on authoritarian resilience traditionally focuses on formal institutions. 

The resilience literature investigates how authoritarian institutions engender high 

degrees of external legitimacy and internal stability (Fewsmith & Nathan, 2019; 
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Gilley, 2003; Li, 2012; Nathan, 2003). Frequently examined institutions relate to 

cadre promotion, leadership succession, and bureaucratic reform. This paper, too, 

focuses on institutions and legitimacy and broadly seeks to understand sources of 

resilience beyond the performance legitimacy conferred by economic development. 

Dominating the discussion are the post-reform emergence of formal institutions such 

as meritocratic promotion systems, petitioning systems, rules for transparency and 

oversight, court and legal systems, and environmental standards (e.g., Nathan, 2003; 

Tang, 2016; Zhang et al., 2013; Zeng, 2016). This research also recognizes the 

importance of such "tangible" institutions. However, it aims to highlight the 

importance of informal institutions like ideology and culture, and the effect these 

informal institutions have on the functioning and development of the formal 

institutions that undergird regime legitimacy.   

Nathan (2003), in his research agenda-setting article "authoritarian resilience," posits 

several institutional sources of regime legitimacy, including that the input capacity 

official institutions generate legitimacy through internal efficacy. In broad literature 

that followed, however, the role of a state's input function is underemphasized. 

Furthermore, Nathan does not address the output side, without which the inputs have 

little meaning. Inputs are only useful to a political system insofar they are the "raw 

material" from which outputs are made. Lastly, to understand the connection between 

inputs and outputs, one must also examine the communication structures and 

processes by which input information converts into outputs (Easton, 196). This paper 

further builds on Nathan's suppositions by assessing the communications that connect 

the input with the output, thereby providing an expanded depiction of the relationship 

between the political system and the social environment in the context of regime 

resilience.    

To be sure, Chinese e-governance strengthens the regime's resilience in ways not 

captured by the digital Mass Line framework. China's rapid economic and 

technological advance towards superpower status could not have occurred without the 

internet. The internet also provides Chinese citizens with countless hours of 

affordable entertainment. Chinese e-governance aims to capture these economic and 

social dividends, which, in turn, strengthens the regime. However, this is not unique 

to China, let alone authoritarian regimes. Most states attempt to regulate the internet 

in ways that contribute to economic growth and mass entertainment. This paper looks 
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at an altogether different issue: why and how do authoritarians influence and respond 

to online participation? 
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3  Central-Level E-Governance: Ideology and Policies 

3.1 Chapter Overview 

This chapter examines the central government’s official position on e-governance 

both in terms of ideology and policy. It shows that the Center pursues a digital Mass 

Line as conceptualized in the previous chapter. To determine the regime’s e-

governance ideology, the “The Internet in China” whitepaper by the Information 

Office of the State Council (IOSC) is analyzed. This comprehensive whitepaper 

espouses six principles orienting the institutional development of China’s internet 

regime.  Four of the six principles are social rights. These are the right to know, to be 

heard, to participate, and to oversee. Each right represents a social contract. This 

means the public can expect the state to support and protect that right while the state 

is obligated to deliver it. Consequently, the four rights form supports a governance 

ideology that fosters the formation of a digital Mass Line. The remaining two 

principles are governance agendas. The first agenda emphasizes response speed to 

social demands. The second agenda focuses on developing direct channels of 

communication in cyberspace which forms the state-society direct link underlying a 

digital Mass Line.  

What follows is a case study on e-government. The remainder of the chapter examines 

central e-government policies. The policy analysis shows that the Center adheres to 

the six principles and actively pursues the realization of a digital Mass Line. Four 

policies are examined: first, is the Government Online Project (1999)(GOP), China’s 

first national-level e-government initiative. As is typical of the beginnings of 

nationwide initiatives, the GOP is a non-descript, policy signal; second, is Decree No. 

17 of The General Office of the State Council (2001). By employing the power of 

decree, No. 17 demonstrates the GOP’s formalization as an institution. The third 

policy looks at environmental disclosure laws. This series of laws require public 

disclosure of official environmental information through e-portals. Also, the 

Environmental Protection Law of 2014 shows how Beijing views the inextricable 

relationship between open government and political participation as concomitant. 

Moreover, by narrowing the focus to environmental governance illustrates the 
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implementation of the GOP and Decree No.17 at the ministerial level. Lastly, is the 

“occupy microblogs” movement. The Movement demonstrates the Center’s 

willingness to incorporate emerging ICTs and digital media into its e-governance. 

After the policy analysis, their effective implementation is supported by official 

statistics 

Reliance on central policy and official statistics, however, has its limits. The policies 

may not be properly interpreted or may experience lackluster execution by 

subordinate bureaucracies and the statistics are admittedly superficial. The following 

chapter (Ch.4) addresses these shortcomings by investigating e-government at the 

organizational level to show that adherence to the six Principles and the pursuit of a 

digital Mass Line permeates the state’s organizational hierarchy 

 

3.2 The Internet in China Whitepaper  

3.2.1 Whitepaper and IOSC Background  

In June 2010, the Information Office of the State Council (IOSC)2 published The 

Internet in China (IOSC, 2010). 3 The document, an official whitepaper, explains the 

party-state’s position on e-governance. At the time of publication, the IOSC was 

China’s most powerful central agency for the formulation and implementation of 

internet policy and the management of domestic cyberspace. In 2014, the offices of 

the IOSC were transferred to the newly created Cyberspace Administration Council 

(CAC), China’s current central internet regulator. 

The IOSC’s whitepaper provides an authoritative statement of the regime’s internet 

policy orientation. The document’s defined purpose is to introduce  “the facts of the 

Internet situation in China and elaborates on China's basic policies on the Internet and 

basic views on relevant issues, thereby providing an overall picture to the Chinese 

people and the peoples of the rest of the world of the true situation of the Internet in 

China” (IOSC, 2010, p.1). While the document covers three major policy domains 

including international relations and economic growth, the following analysis will 

solely focus on sections covering the role e-governance plays in managing state-

 
2 Also referred to as the State Council Information Office (SCIO) 
3 This section references the official English translation published by the IOSC 
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society relations. The document is deserving of analysis because it goes beyond 

explaining governance in terms of formal policy or institutions. Noteworthy is that 

this is the only document, during research, found to provide a comprehensive and 

official expression of the values that underpin the trajectory of Chinese e-governance. 

The paper’s heavily normative dimension consequently evinces what the regime 

envisions as an ideal-type of online state-society relations.  

 

3.2.2 The Four Rights 

Chinese e-governance strives to guarantee four social rights. These are “the public’s 

right to know, to participate, to be heard and to oversee” (p.6). Each right refers to a 

social contract between society and the state. They obligate the state to deliver the 

rights which, and netizens are justified to expect the state to adhere to them. By 

extension, the four Rights represent what citizens can justifiably hold the state 

accountable for. By declaring the rights, the regime formally acknowledges this 

contract. The right to know privies netizen access to authoritative information, the 

right to participate bolsters mass political participation, the right to be heard involves 

the state’s obligation as an input institution, and the right to oversee enables netizen 

oversight. By vowing to protect and promote the four rights, the regime is committing 

to uphold the ideological foundation that supports an ideal type of e-governance. 

Consequently, these values provide insight into the regime’s preferred social structure 

and sanctioned modes of communication for Chinese digital society. Taken together, 

the regime, through the four rights, reaffirms its obligation to adhere to and realize a 

digital mass line. 

 

3.2.3 Right #1: The Right To Know 

The right to know refers to the state’s recognition of society’s just entitlement to 

official information and that the state is obligated to provide that information. Chinese 

e-governance aims to satisfy the people’s right to know by providing online sources of 

authoritative information. This includes information covering policies, regulations, 

and budgets (p.5). Such information is a precondition for netizen oversight.  

The internet is considered a technology that enables the “transparency of government 

information” (p.5). The paper states that the internet shall be used as a means of 
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“publicly disclosing information,” “conveniently keeping the public informed” and as 

a channel for the “[prompt release of] authoritative information.”   

The document touts the state’s regulatory commitment towards this agenda. It cites 

Article 15 of the 2008 Regulations of the People's Republic of China on the 

Disclosure of Government Information. Article 15 signals to government agencies to 

“take the initiative in disclosure of government information” via government websites 

(p.5). The establishment of 45,000 government e-portals is cited as proof of the 

regulation’s success. The e-portals are then praised for assisting netizens to quickly 

find relevant official information (p.5). 

The top-down transformation of cyberspace to satisfy netizens’ right to know 

strengthens the state-society direct link. The establishment of official e-portals creates 

channels of direct communication. This allows official information to be transmitted 

directly to the online masses which, in turn, makes accessible the information 

necessary for netizens to scrutinize the actions of their political overseers. 

 

3.2.4 Right #2: The Right to Participate 

The right to participate is a social contract that supports a participatory and 

efficacious online society. By endorsing the right to participate, the regime commits 

to protecting and promoting netizens' right to freely express themselves and to 

provide digital means for them to better do so.  

The right to participate captures the regime’s quest for a large, active, and efficacious 

online population who are forthright in expressing their convictions and wants.  This 

is required to activate the input side of a digital Mass Line. The whitepaper celebrates 

the rapid increase in online participation. Commended is the mass of socially active 

netizens consisting of 220 million bloggers, 66% of Chinese netizens, whom, through 

digital media like blogs “frequently place postings to discuss various topics” to “fully 

express their opinions and represent their interests [emphasis added]” (p.6).  

The paper states its support for participation enabling technologies and for digital 

platforms that realize the right to participate. China’s online content providers are 

touted for “attaching great importance to providing netizens with opinion expression 

services.” Developments made by digital platforms (e.g. WeChat) are praised for 
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providing “a broader scope for people to express their opinions.” Advances in digital 

technologies are valued for increasing the “convenience for Chinese citizens to 

participate in online communication and content creation” (p.6). The regime cherishes 

the potential ICTs have in realizing the right to participate. Actors that develop 

technologies synergetic with the Right receive the tacit support of the government. 

By orienting e-governance towards realizing the right to participate, the regime aims 

to foster an efficacious digital society. Such a digital culture is necessary for the 

voluntary, forthright, and outspoken participation that underpins a digital Mass Line. 

The regime, therefore, values both protecting the right to participate while finding 

new ways to realize the right within netizens’ online life. By demonstrating a 

commitment to the right to participate, the regime signals its desire to create an online 

social environment where netizens can, without reserve, engage in forms of 

participation necessary for the mass line to flourish in cyberspace. Realizing the right 

to participate through state action constitutes regime mobilization because that action 

increases the social inputs the regime seeks by fostering mass participation. 

To be sure, China’s extensive system of online censorship seemingly contradicts the 

regime’s claim to uphold the right to participate. The reality, however, is more 

nuanced. The sophistication and scale of China’s digital censorship are well 

recognized in the academic literature and amongst China watchers (e.g. Cook, 2019; 

King et al. 2013, 2014; Mackinnon, 2009; Roberts, 2018; Ruan et al., 2020). Heavy 

state expenditures in cutting edge technologies like machine learning and a roughly 

two million-strong workforce of censors have made China the worst abuser of internet 

freedom globally since 2015 (Shahbaz & Funk, 2020). Yet, with some notable 

exceptions like criticizing censors and yellow content (e.g. pornography), censorship 

predominantly targets participation that risks spilling into real-world collective action. 

The issue of the apparent contradiction between the regime viewing mass 

participation as a social right coexisting with the worlds’ least free internet is explored 

in the concluding chapter.  

 

3.2.5 Right #3: The Right to be Heard 

The right to be heard refers to the understanding that when society makes demands 

the regime will listen and by extension, respond to those demands. Demonstrating that 
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the state has heard and internalized the concerns of netizens is necessary for effective 

regime responsiveness (Meng et al., 2017). The Right to be heard provides citizens 

with the expectation that, if they make demands of the state, the state will 

acknowledge and internalize those demands. Likewise, the state is obligated to 

establish input institutions where citizens' demands can be absorbed and then acted 

upon. The third Right is also important to generating legitimacy as external efficacy. 

External efficacy is bolstered when netizens believe that the government will listen 

and ultimately respond to their concerns. (Balch, 1974; Tang, 2016; Meng et al., 

2017).  

In deference to the right to be heard, the paper points to several successes in 

transforming the internet into a state sanctioned input institution. First, exalted are 

Party leaders who “frequently log onto the Internet to get to know the public's wishes” 

(IOSC, 2010, p.7). This signals support for officials who via the internet directly 

engage the public. Second, the paper notes how the internet is used to gauge public 

opinion as an input for policy making during the co-occurring annual sessions of the 

National People’s Congress (NPC) and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 

Conference (CPPCC) (p.7). The sessions, known as the National Lianghui, are when 

paramount national decisions are made. The paper, therefore, alludes to the role of 

online social inputs in affecting political decision making at the highest level. Said 

differently, the interests of the online masses should reflected in the national agenda. 

Third, it explains how, between 2007 and 2010, several million pieces of advice and 

suggestions were received through the internet. That the public’s commentary 

provided a valuable reference for the government to improve its work (p.7). This 

signifies that the state is obligated to internalize the demands of the online masses; 

policymaking should reflect that internalization.  

The language the document employs while explaining the right to be heard bears 

striking similarities with Mass Line ideology. The paper explains that “the internet 

has become a new channel for the Chinese government to get to know the people's 

situation and amass the public's wisdom, and consequently exercise governance for 

the people and improve its work.” There is a significant ideological similarity here 

with Mao’s description of Mass Line ideology quoted in section 1.6. Both emphasize 

the role of state-mass direct engagement, in this case through the internet, to absorb 

public demands. Both also emphasize how the two-way dynamic enables the state’s 
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effective functioning as an input-output institution. These notions are reinforced when 

the whitepaper says that realizing the right to be heard is seen as “playing an 

increasingly important role in helping the government get to know the people's 

wishes, meet their needs and safeguard their interests” (p.7). 

 

3.2.6 Right #4: Right to Oversee 

The fourth and final right, the right to oversee, empowers netizens to oversee the 

government. The first three rights provide the conditions necessary to realize the 

fourth right. By supporting the right to know, to participate, and to be heard “the 

Chinese government has actively created conditions for the people to supervise the 

government” thus demonstrating the “great importance [the government attaches] to 

the Internet's role in supervision” (p.7). The paper is chiefly nondescript as to the 

specific modes of netizen supervision. Regarding governance issues, it merely says 

that “over the past few years a great number of the problems reported through the 

Internet have been resolved” (p.7). This does, however, support the view that Chinese 

e-governance should enable netizen participation to facilitate the flow of bottom-up 

demands and top-down policy responses. Only one form of supervision explicitly 

defined—netizen oversight of corrupt and malfeasant officials. According to the 

document, the internet is to be structured to better “facilitate the public's reporting of 

corrupt and degenerate officials” (p.7). This specific mentioning shows the 

importance the digital Mass Line plays in leveraging mass online activism to 

overcome problematic officials operating at the grassroots level. 

In sum, the four rights capture the state-society social contracts that support a digital 

Mass Line. The Rights consequently evince the values that underlie Chinese e-

governance. These values, if realized, orients state action towards a Mass-Line ideal 

type 

 

3.2.7 Governance Agenda #1: Speed 

In addition to the four rights, Chinese e-governance has two additional agenda that 

supports a digital Mass Line. The first is speed: the regime believes that responses and 

information dissemination should be fast. The Center requires all levels of 

government “to investigate and resolve in a timely manner [emphasis added] all 
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problems reported to the government by the public via the Internet, and to inform the 

public of the results” (p.7). In addition, to satisfy the people’s right to know Beijing 

“requires governments at all levels to … give prompt explanations to issues of public 

concern” and to “promptly [release] authoritative information” (p.5). 

The regime’s quest for speed strengthens responsiveness. As Su & Meng (2016) 

explain, speed is a core feature of responsiveness. Easton argued that the time 

between input and resultant output was a crucial factor in determining regime 

persistence. Prompt action indicates a responsive regime, while a sluggish response 

evokes a regime inconsiderate to society’s needs. By extension, whether the regime 

responds to needs promptly or with considerable delay affects the external efficacy of 

a populous. The regime’s emphasis on speed consequently strengthens its output 

function (Tang, 2016). Moreover, response speed strengthens the right to know 

through prompt responses to netizen information requests. 

 

3.2.8 Governance Agenda #2: Direct Communication Channels 

The second agenda seeks to promote the development and usage of direct channels of 

state-society online communication. The document says that the internet is viewed as 

a “bridge facilitating direct communication between the government and the public.” 

This direct link provides the social structure required for speedy responses and 

advancing the four Rights. More specifically, linkage facilitates the right to oversee 

and the state’s input-output function while supporting a social structure conducive to 

Mass Line type interactions.  

The direct communication channels enable the right to oversee. To assist citizens to 

directly contact their officials, “the great majority of government websites, relevant 

email addresses and telephone numbers are made public, so that the governments can 

be informed of problems in their work” (p.7). This shows the importance placed in 

developing direct channels to enable the right to oversee. They are, in part, established 

for anti-corruption purposes. The document points to informant websites run by the 

Supreme People’s Court, the Supreme People’s Procuratorate, the CCP Central 

Commission for Discipline Inspection and the Ministry of Supervision (p.7). These 

websites enable netizen watchdogs to anonymously report to Beijing their 

observations of cadre corruption. Since the direct link is realized via e-portal, 
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communication from the grassroots activists to the Center occurs seamlessly while 

mitigating obstruction by local officials. 

The direct channel enables the state’s input-output function. The document praises 

instances where party leaders use the internet to engage in “direct online 

communication with netizens to discuss state affairs and answer their questions” (p.7). 

Elites discussing state affairs with netizens bring netizens into the political process 

thereby strengthening the right to participate and the state’s input function. Answering 

questions in real-time is speedy helping satisfy society’s need for authoritative 

information (i.e. the right to know). It signals to netizens that elites do listen and 

respond to their concerns thereby strengthening the right to be heard and the state’s 

output function. Also, the paper states that the current standard procedure for 

governments at all levels is to directly “consult the public via the Internet before 

formulating policies of particular importance” (p.7) This indicates that the 

incorporating social inputs into the policymaking process is deemed imperative for 

decisions with high social consequence. This, again, demonstrates the value placed on 

direct engagement through digital means to improve the state’s input-output 

efficiency. 

The state-society direct link is the social structure that supports a digital mass line. As 

the paper summarily puts it, the internet provides a “direct channel for the people to 

exercise their right to know, to participate, to be heard and to oversee” (p.7). As these 

direct channels strengthen responses become speedier, and imparted are the social 

conditions required to cultivating the four Rights. By extension, the regime’s vigorous 

pursuit of such channels supports the realization of a digital Mass Line. 

 

3.2.9 The Whitepaper in Summary 

Promulgating the four rights and prioritizing speed and direct channels of 

communication orients Chinese e-governance towards realizing a digital Mass Line. 

With the right to know, the public can expect the state, and the state is obligated to 

use the internet as a means to promptly and efficiently deliver authoritative 

information to the public. The exchange of information between state and society 

contributes to the direct link and provides the knowledge necessary for netizens to 

pursue oversight. With the right to participate, the public can expect the internet to 
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serve as a space for the open expression of their convictions and concerns, while the 

state is obligated to support technologies, firms, and regulations conducive towards 

such a participatory environment. The right to participate ensures a digital 

environment adequate for the cultivation of an efficacious and participatory society. 

This is required for the upward flow of social demands. With the right to be heard, the 

public can expect their online demands to be heeded by authorities, while the regime 

is obligated to demonstrably receive, internalize and respond to those demands. This 

right supports the two-way direct engagement where bottom-up demands are met with 

top-down responses. With the right to oversee, the public can expect to play a part in 

monitoring government action especially in regards to overcoming malfeasance. The 

right obligates the state to develop online reporting channels and to support the work 

of netizen watchdogs. This provides a just motive for netizens to engage in online 

activism while expecting cooperation from the state whenever such activism promotes 

good governance. 

Beyond the four Rights are two governance agendas. The first is increased 

responsiveness through speed. The regime prioritizes improving the speed in which 

the internet functions as an input-output institution. Temporal considerations are 

involved when the public evaluates their political system’s responsiveness. 

Promptness in demonstrating that social demands are heard and resolved improves 

political efficacy indicating a strengthening of regime legitimacy. The second 

emphasizes the development of direct communication channels between political 

elites and the public. The utilization of officially sanctioned channels of state-society 

direct engagement is a fundamental component of mass line governance. This was 

true of Mass Line ideology during the revolutionary era and continues to hold today. 

If mass line governance is to succeed in cyberspace, there must also be state action 

that develops and promotes the usage of direct channels of communication. Here, 

speed again plays a part: increasing the rate of interaction between elites and the 

masses strengthens the direct link by shortening the perceived distance between the 

two groups (Tang, 2016) thereby bringing the state closer to the people.  

These six principals support a digital Mass Line’s ultimate goal: regime 

responsiveness. It is worth recalling that regime responsiveness requires: first, citizens 

willing and able to express their preferences through communication channels that 

reach the political elites; second, elites who are willing to incorporate those demands 
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into policy; and third, elites who can and do translate those demands into policy 

(Meng et al., 2017, p.4). The six Principles orient state action towards realizing that 

process. As discussed, responsiveness increases netizens’ sense of external efficacy. 

Since responsiveness cannot be realized without political participation, the regime 

must also support the public’s sense of internal efficacy by fostering an efficacious 

online public.  

 

3.2.10 The Six Principles’ Caveats 

To be sure, one should take IOSC’s proclaimed governance ideology with a grain of 

salt. The whitepaper is written for Chinese citizens and an international audience 

(IOSC, 2010, p.1), not for members of the Communist party. The ideological 

discourse that guides party elites often differs from those projected to the public 

(Zeng, 2015). One should, therefore, be skeptical of the document’s sincerity. Also 

uncertain is the whitepaper’s authority. Despite being issued by the IOSC, we cannot, 

simply by way of critical reading, determine whether subordinates take the paper’s 

agenda seriously.  

Determining whether the party-state adheres to the six principles outlined by the 

IOSC requires a more detailed examination. The remainder of this thesis examines the 

case of E-Government in China to determine whether the whitepaper’s agenda 

translates into concrete, actionable policies and whether those policies are 

successfully implemented by subordinate bureaucracies. The following section shows 

that the governance approach outlined by the IOSC is indeed reflected in the Central 

government’s e-government policies. Then, in Chapter 4 subordinate bureaucracies 

are shown to implement central policy thereby realizing the Center’s governance 

ideology.  

 

3.3 Case Study: Chinese E-Government – Central Policies 

This section surveys four central e-government policies. First examined is the 

Government Online Project (GOP), China’s initial nationwide e-government project. 

Second, is Decree No. 17, a powerful decree that enforces the GOP. Third, are the 

environmental disclosure laws which cover central policy at the ministerial level (i.e. 
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the Ministry of Environmental Protection). Lastly are state-run microblogs, 

elucidating the Centers approach toward nascent online media and technologies. The 

four policies add diversity to the analysis by showing the functioning of a digital Mass 

Line at the policy signal stage, the policy enforcement stage, through a central 

ministry, and within an inchoate online media. The extent of the analysis means any 

generalizations are limited to the four policies examined. However, by showing the 

argument holds across different policy types and within different policy areas 

suggests that the generalizations may find footing in other unexamined areas of e-

governance.  

 

3.3.1 E-Government Background 

E-government is the service-oriented aspect of e-governance. It refers to the 

“government's use of technology, particularly web-based Internet applications, to 

enhance access to, and delivery of, publicly funded services to citizens, business 

partners, employees, and other government entities” (Stier, 2015 p.271). The “front 

office” dimension of E-government directly interacts with society i.e. the user-

netizens. This traditionally revolved around the design and functions of state-run 

websites i.e. official e-portals. With the rise of Web 2.0, the front office functions of 

e-government have expanded beyond e-portals towards service provision through 

state action on social media. The front office is contrasted with “back office” which 

refers to the technology, infrastructure, and bureaucracy required to support the front 

office, end-user experience.  

E-government is a useful case study due to its relative transparency. Since the goal is 

to provide improved state services to citizens and firms, the operations of e-

government, at least in its front office functioning, are observable. When compared to 

areas of governance like online censorship which, due to national security and social 

stability concerns, is highly secretive, the front office functioning of e-government is 

readily observable and related policy documents are publicly available. Researchers 

have subsequently taken advantage of this transparency leading to a substantial body 

of academic literature. This body of literature consequently provides a wealth of case 

study data. The combination of detailed case data and the availability of official 

documents make e-government an ideal case to test this thesis’ arguments. 
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3.3.2 The Center-Mass Dynamic: A Simplifying Concept 

Before continuing, is helpful to clarify the simplifications captured by the center-mass 

concept.  Discussion of the center-mass linkage expands beyond direct engagement 

between the party leadership in Beijing and grassroots society. It also signifies a 

strategy where the state develops direct linkages with society across multiple levels of 

government. This includes central, provincial, and prefectural level governments in 

addition to the many agencies existing along the governance hierarchy. Take the 

provinces for example. The average Chinese provincial-level government, 33 in total, 

has a population of 42.2 million people, a comparable population to a medium-sized 

country. The average prefectural level government, 334 in total, has a population of 

4.2 million, an equivalent population to a small country. The administrative divisions 

generally referred to as “local” governments, having populations the size of entire 

countries, the principal-agent problems facing provinces and prefectures mirror those 

facing Beijing. This can hold for even lower levels of government like counties, 

which average 1 million each in population. The challenge that the higher-level 

authorities share is the obstruction of social demands by subordinate authorities 

operating at the grassroots level (O’Brien & Li, 2006). In the context of e-

government, while the Center initiates the nationwide push towards digital mass line 

institutions, it is this shared challenge to overcome obstruction by the subordinate 

authorities that motivates both national and sub-national authorities towards 

constructing a digital Mass Line.  

 

3.3.3 The Government Online Project (1999) 

The 1999 Government Online Project (GOP) is China’s first nationwide e-

government initiative. The GOP requires all agencies, both local and national to 

establish official e-portals. While e-portals existed before the GOP, they were 

sporadic policy experiments pursued by a few local governments. Like many early-

stage Central policies, the GOP is non-descript, aiming to shift state behavior through 

policy signaling. Importantly, within the GOP, China’s first e-government initiative, 

one can observe the foundations of a digital Mass Line. 
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The GOP’s primary agenda is citizen-oriented e-government. The imperative is “to 

first launch the GOP by setting up formal government Web sites so that the public can 

acquire information and procure specific government services via the Internet” (Chen 

et al., 2006, p.40). To achieve this, governments are advised to use their e-portals to 

make government databases, documents, and archives publicly available. This is so 

the public can easily acquire and share official information (p.40). By making official 

information public, that information becomes easily accessible to netizens whom, 

empowered with new information, may pursue their right to oversee. Moreover, the 

institutionalization of public disclosures means local officials who would suffer from 

the resulting public scrutiny, lose their ability to obstruct the new information flows.  

Soon after its adoption, the GOP was further expanded to include Family Online. The 

Family Online initiative aims to bring Chinese families into the fold of state-

controlled communication platforms. The goal is to create a state-controlled space 

within which netizens can interact with the government. The project’s vast scope 

includes all families, urban and rural (Chen et al., 2006, p. 41). By championing 

Family Online, the central government makes clear its ambition to develop state-

sanctioned, online channels of two-way direct engagement. Also illustrated is the 

state’s desire to bring all of mass society into that digital communicative space. Both 

reflect the regime’s desire to extend the right to participate to the masses through the 

advancement of state-sanctioned digital communication channels. 

Starting with the GOP, China’s first national E-government initiative, there is already 

an evident orientation towards a digital Mass Line. Observable is the development of 

online channels for direct engagement and an official effort to foster mass usage of 

said channels. We also see the Center signaling for disclosure of official information 

via e-portals. This provides the information needed for netizen oversight while 

undermining the potential for official obstruction.  

3.3.4 Decree No. 17 of the General Office of The State Council (2002) 

The State Informatization Leading Group (SILG) was formed in 2001 to develop and 

coordinate the nation’s informatization strategy. In Chinese digital governance, 

informationization4 describes “the process wherein social structure and economics are 

transferred from a tangible physical base to a system that is knowledge-based.” 

 
4 Also referred to as “informatization.” 
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(Wang, 2013, p.62) The term resembles the concept of industrialization but applied to 

information-based socioeconomic development. E-government is one of the 

foundations of China’s informatization strategy (IOSC, 2010, p.2).  

In 2002, the SILG produced the Guiding Suggestions on the Constructing China’s E-

Government. The guidelines, which set the agenda for informatization through e-

government, was published and authorized by the General Office of the State Council 

(GOSC) under Decree No. 17. The guidelines contain 8 provisions. Six of the 

provisions focus on back-office functions like integrating government databases, 

cybersecurity, setting technical standards, technical skills training, and digitizing 

paperwork. Examined are provisions No. 3 and No. 4 which relate to front office 

functions and cover the role e-government plays in managing state-society relations. 

3.3.4.1 Provision No. 3 – Information Disclosure 

Provision No. 3 focuses on information disclosure. The state views e-government as a 

means to satisfy the public’s right to know. The Provision’s stated goal is to “[p]lan 

and develop important government information resources. To satisfy society's cry for 

administrative information, we should design an information resource directory 

system and construct basic information databases for population, corporation units, 

natural resources and macroeconomic indicators etc." (GOSC, 2002; Seifert & Chung, 

2009, p.15). Acknowledging a need to satisfy “society’s cry for administrative 

information” shows that the regime feels obligated to provide authoritative 

information to the public through online channels. This supports the existence of a 

social contract (i.e. the right to know): netizens have the right to demand such 

information while the state must make sincere attempts to meet those demands. By 

proposing the development of publicly accessible databases covering a diversity of 

official information including economic activity and environmental data, the regime is 

extending additional domains of oversight to the public. 

3.3.4.2 Provision No. 4 – Service Provision via E-Portals 

Provision No. 4 focuses on improving administrative services to citizens using e-

portals. The provision states that “government departments at all levels should 

accelerate the pace of making administrative information known to the public. We 

should require every level of government to create its own web site and promote 

services such as ‘Openness of Government Affairs’” (GOSC, 2002; Seifert & Chung, 
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2009, p.15). Both the GOP and Provision No.4 mention e-portals. The GOP differs 

however in its lack of specificity. This is to be expected. Inchoate national initiatives 

like the GOP tend to start as vaguely defined, non-mandatory policy signals 

(Fewsmith & Nathan, 2019; Ringen, 2016). In contrast, Provision No. 4 is issued via 

decree thereby putting legal force behind the compulsory implementation of e-portals. 

The shift from policy signaling to decree shows that, over time, the right to know has 

been further institutionalized. The Provision also explicates the synonymity between 

e-portals and transparency: the development of e-portals is inseparable from public 

disclosure of administrative information. Additionally, there is a new emphasis on 

speed. By accelerating the “pace of making administrative information known to the 

public,” the regime is better able to satisfy “society’s cry for administrative 

information” (GOSC, 2002; Seifert & Chung, 2009, p.15). 

3.3.4.3 The Goals of Decree NO. 17 

In a 2004 interview with Wu Ouyan, the then Division Director of the Department of 

Policy Planning at the IOSC, Wu explains the SILG drafted Decree NO. 17 in pursuit 

of three goals. Relevant to this discussion is the second goal. This goal has a back-

office component: to improve intragovernmental communication and information 

sharing. Of interest is the second goal’s front office element, to “make its public 

institutions and processes more transparent.” This front office goal is about making 

the state accountable to the public through open government (Seifert & Chung, 2009, 

p.16). Institutional and procedural transparency places the state under public scrutiny, 

thus enabling citizens to hold the state accountable for its actions. By making 

transparency a primary e-government goal, and pursuing that goal by decree, the 

regime is expressing its desire to foster public oversight.  

3.3.5 Environmental Disclosure Laws 

The Ministry of Environmental Protection (MEP) is China’s Central environmental 

regulator.5 This section examines how the MEP has gone about implementing the 

GOP and Decree No. 17 through a series of environmental online disclosure laws. By 

examining the MEP’s policy measures, we can narrow the investigation from the 

sweeping, whole of government initiatives examined above to policymaking at the 

narrower ministerial level. Also included is the 2014 Environmental Protection Law. 

 
5 In 2018, the MEP was renamed the Ministry of Ecology and Environment. 
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Its analysis establishes the interrelation between open government and mass 

participation. Transcript data is provided by a series of papers published by Chinese 

environmental law expert Zhang and co-authors (Zhang et al., 2013, 2015, 2016). 

These works provide detailed case data of the environmental disclosure laws.  

Environmental governance is a regulatory domain plagued with oversight problems. 

To combat the rapid deterioration of China’s ecology, the Central government has 

implemented several laws to make China’s environment more sustainable. Laws that 

target reductions in environmental degradation (e.g. pollution limitations) are often 

met with strong resistance by local governments and firms they back (Zhang et al., 

2016). This arises from the opposing goals of achieving yearly targets for both 

economic growth and environmental sustainability (Tong & Lei, 2010). Yet both 

targets receive heavy weighting during cadre evaluations (Zheng et al., 2014). The 

incentive for economic development, however, whether it be to bolster the local 

economy, build local state capacity or increase cadre opportunities for rent-seeking, is 

strongly biased towards the pursuit of economic growth at the expense of 

environmental sustainability. Consequently, local economic imperatives pose a weak 

link in China’s drive towards environmental sustainability. The resulting systemic 

issue for regulatory compliance is that local officials, in nominal pursuit of 

sustainable growth, will pursue economic growth while concealing or manipulating 

data regarding environmental degradation (Zhang et al., 2015).  

3.3.5.1 The Environmental Information Disclosure Measures (EIDM) 

To help overcome this challenge, the MEP enacted the Environmental Information 

Disclosure Measures (EIDM). The EIDM sets forth the information disclosure that 

firms and government agencies must undertake regarding environmental 

management. Each Chinese province has an Environmental Protection Bureau (EPB) 

which heads the region's sustainability drive. The EIDM forces each EPB to use their 

agency e-portal to publicly disclose environmental information. Studies by Zhang et 

al. (2013, 2016) have shown that the MEP’s primary motivation for online disclosure 

is to involve new actors in the environmental governance process. These actors 

include state-approved NGOs, investigative media, and most importantly, the public. 

The EIDM requires EPB e-portals to publish four types of environmental information. 

Each indicates an area of environmental governance where the regime supports 
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additional public oversight. The first covers “environmental laws and regulations.” 

This disclosure makes policy documents available to the netizen thus expanding 

public oversight into the environmental regulatory domain (Zhang et al., 2015, p.3; 

2016, p.18). The reduced information asymmetry enables netizens to hold local 

governments accountable for violating environmental laws and regulations.  

The second disclosure covers “environmental quality.” This requires the publication 

of environmental metrics such as statistics on soil, water, and air pollution (Zhang et 

al., 2015, p.3; 2016, p.18). Access to official statistics allows netizens to observe 

whether purported improvements in environmental quality are accurately reflected in 

observable reality. This disclosure complicates efforts to manipulate environmental 

data by dodgy cadres. In addition, netizens can cite metrics signifying excessive 

environmental degradation to justify environmental activism.  

The third covers “environmental management and supervision.” This requires the 

disclosure of actions taken by local governments to address environmental issues 

(Zhang et al., 2015, p.3; 2016, p.18). This increases the procedural transparency of 

environmental officials and the bureaucracies they oversee. In doing so, activists are 

better equipped to establish the attribution of governance failures. This improves the 

system’s ability to identify which organizations and officials should be held 

accountable. 

The fourth and final disclosure covers “environmental accidents and emergency 

responses.” Each environmental accident (e.g. toxic chemical spills) and the 

subsequent official response must be publicized (Zhang et al., 2015, p.3; 2016, p.18). 

This enables public oversight over whether environmental accidents are accurately 

and promptly reported, and whether local authorities adequately resolved the issue.  

In sum, the EIDM, through online disclosure requirements, enables the Center to 

utilize official e-portals for the top-down dissemination of official information. This 

satisfies the public’s rights to know. Each of the four disclosures indicates an 

expansion of public oversight in the environmental governance domain.  

3.3.5.2 Evaluative Criteria for EIDM Compliance  

Each year, EPB’s are evaluated on their compliance to EIDM. The evaluative criteria 

for EIDM compliance shows the trajectory of institutional change towards a digital 

Mass Line ideal type. The MEP’s yearly EPB e-portal assessment shows that each 
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bureau is evaluated based on four criteria: disclosure forms, disclosure quantity, 

inquiry responsiveness, and e-portal engagement (MEP, 2008-2013 cited by Zhang et 

al., 2016). Positive EIDM evaluations reflect well for that EPB’s prestige and 

improve the promotion prospects of its officials. Conversely, poor evaluations can 

result in demotion, dismissal, public shaming, and even criminal prosecution (Zhang 

et al., 2013).  

The first criterion rewards EPBs for increasing their usage of disclosure forms (MEP, 

2008-2013 cited by Zhang et al., 2016). This incentivizes the EPBs to operate within 

the EIDM as an institution thereby motivating the bureau to increase transparency 

through administrative processes.  

The second criterion rewards EPBs for increasing the variety of information types 

disclosed on e-portals (MEP, 2008-2013 cited by Zhang et al., 2016). The quality of 

any one particular disclosure is no doubt valuable, this criterion, however, shows that 

disclosure diversification is also important. More types of disclosure signify expanded 

domains of netizen oversight. The performance evaluations, therefore, reward EPBs 

who willingly expand the scope of netizen oversight.  

The third criterion rewards EPBs for increases in “environmental information requests 

received and answered” through e-portals (MEP, 2008-2013 cited by Zhang et al., 

2016). This criterion rates  EPB’s on their effectiveness as an input-output institution. 

The ability to receive requests (i.e. social demands) is a necessary first step as an 

input institution (Meng et al., 2017). By receiving more inquiries over time, the EPB 

is demonstrating its increasing input capacity. The EPB is also rated on its ability to 

convert those inputs into outputs. Answering more requests over time reflects 

increasing output capacity which, in this case, takes form as responsivity to public 

demands for official environmental information.  

The fourth criterion rewards EPBs for increased viewership of mandatory disclosures 

on the bureau's e-portal (MEP, 2008-2013 cited by Zhang et al., 2016). Viewership is 

measured by the number of unique visits by netizens to webpages containing 

environmental disclosure information. Increased viewership reflects an increased 

dispersion of official information throughout online society. The more informed the 

public, the larger the proportion of society capable of participating in environmental 

oversight. This reflects an expansion of the public’s capacity to engage in oversight 
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via the top-down dissemination of official information. By evaluating based on 

viewership, EPBs are incentivized to help and encourage (i.e. mobilize) netizens to 

access the e-portal to view official environmental information thereby increasing the 

public’s oversight capacity.  

The evaluative criteria also indicate the regime's desire to forge the Mass Line’s direct 

link in cyberspace. Receiving and answering questions is two-way direct engagement. 

Receiving inquiries through e-portals reflects the public’s ability to directly engage 

the government with their demands. By answering those inquiries, the state meeting 

demonstrates that those demands are received and resolved. Also, the use of e-portals 

combined with the ubiquity of the web makes official information easily accessible 

thus enhancing the direct, top-down dissemination of official information. 

Even more telling is how EPB evaluations reward growth over meeting fixed targets. 

Rather than setting a target number on views, inquiry responses, or disclosure items, 

each bureau is rewarded based on its yearly growth in each area (MEP, 2008-2013 

cited by Zhang et al., 2016). Incentivizing growth over targets testify to the values 

that orient China’s long-term e-government agenda: each year, EPB’s are expected to 

receive and answer more inquiries than the previous. The same applies to disclosure 

viewership and types of items disclosed. Thus, the incentive created by the evaluation 

mechanism spurs EPB’s to continually strengthen the direct link and responsiveness 

while increasing the scope, scale, and effectiveness of netizen oversight. This drives 

the state-society relationship towards a digital Mass Line ideal type.  

The incentive structure of EPB evaluations evince the regime’s mobilizational 

agenda. The evaluations reflect the design goals of e-portal administrators. In pursuit 

of high ratings, EPB e-portal managers must design the portal to promote the 

dissemination of oversight enabling information and the public’s utilization of its 

input-output systems. The objective then, is to encourage netizens whom engage the 

state through the EPB e-portal to pursue political participation by way of submitting 

inquiries and acquiring environmental information.  

By evaluating EPB compliance to EIDM through increased website engagement, 

inquiry requests received and answered, and diversification of information items 

disclosed, the Central government is incentivizing local administrators to increase the 

scope, scale, and effectiveness of netizens watchdogs. By expanding the variety of 
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disclosure items, the scope of netizen oversight is increased. The scale is increased 

resulting from the dissemination of disclosed information resulting from e-portal 

viewership thereby enabling a larger proportion of society to participate politically. 

The central government, through EIDM evaluations, has thus used its e-governance to 

enable citizens to conveniently and readily access an array of environmental 

information. This information enables the grassroots to hold local governments 

accountable for their environmental management practices. Moreover, by rewarding 

sustained year on year growth over fixed targets, the evaluations drive state-society 

online relations towards a Mass Line ideal type.  

3.3.5.3 Environmental Protection Law 

The environmental disclosure laws substantiate the idea that the regime considers 

information disclosure and public oversight as two-sides of the same coin—that 

developing institutions to promote information disclosure is tied to mobilizing mass 

participation. This is exemplified by the 2014 Environmental Protection Law (EPL) 

whose fifth chapter is tellingly titled “Information Disclosure and Public 

Engagement” (EPL, 2014). The EPL is the PRC’s most authoritative, national-level 

statute governing environmental protection. The law’s authority provides a strong 

indication of the values orienting environmental governance in China. While the 

document does not specifically cover e-government, it is nonetheless useful in 

demonstrating the Party’s view of an inextricable relationship between mass political 

participation and official information dissemination.  

Chapter V of Article 53 expresses public disclosure and participation in tandem 

suggesting the two are interlinked. It states that citizens “have the rights to obtain 

environmental information and participate in and oversee environmental protection.” 

Environmental administrative departments at the county level and above shall 

“disclose environmental information, and improve the procedures for public 

engagement, to facilitate the participation in and oversight of environmental 

protection by citizens, legal persons, and other organizations” (EPL, 2014, p.9). The 

repeated cooccurring emphasis on disclosure and participation suggests that top-down 

information dissemination and engagement, and bottom-up participation and 

oversight should be jointly pursued. 
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Article 55 establishes a connection between the disclosure of pollutant discharges and 

public oversight of firms’ actions to manage those discharges. It states that firms shall 

publicly disclose detailed information on discharged pollutants including the 

“discharge methods, the concentration and total volume of pollutants discharged, any 

discharge beyond the approved quota, and the construction and operation of pollution 

prevention and control installations [are] to receive supervision from the general 

public” (p.9). Again, disclosure and oversight are seen jointly expressed. 

Article 56 of the EPL demonstrates the regime's commitment to support the four 

Rights. Article 56 actualizes the public’s right to know, to be heard, and to participate 

regarding construction projects with environmental consequences. Before 

commencing construction, developers must conduct an environmental impact analysis 

the results of which are published in an “environmental impact report.” Article 56 

states that, when preparing the report, “the construction employer shall provide an 

explanation to the public that may be affected, and fully solicit their opinions.” 

Moreover, if the state department approving the report “discovers that public opinions 

have not been fully solicited regarding the project, the department shall order the 

construction employer to solicit public opinions” (p.9-10). Explaining the 

environmental consequences to the affected public satisfies their right to know. 

Mandating the solicitation of public input buttresses, the public’s right to be heard, 

and to participate.  

Chapter V Article 57 protects the right to oversee and participate. It states that citizens 

who: 

“discover any failure of the local people's governments at any level or the 

environmental protection administrative departments or other departments 

with environmental protection supervision and administration functions of 

the people's governments at and above the county level to legally perform 

their duties shall have the right to report to the authorities at higher levels or 

the supervisory authorities.” (EPL, 2014, p.10) 

This shows considerable official support for and the vast purview given to the public 

to oversee environmental governance. The public may oversee environmental 

governance from the lowest (village) to the highest (provincial) level of local 

government. They are also entitled to oversee environmental protection departments 

operating at and above the county level (i.e. county, prefectural and provincial 
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departments). It also asks citizens to contact higher-level authorities with their 

petitions. This connotes that citizens should directly engage higher-level authorities to 

overcome potential obstruction by lower-level governments. Furthermore, Article 57 

stipulates that citizens whom “discover any environmental pollution or ecological 

damage caused by any entity or individual shall have the right to report to 

environmental protection administrative departments or other departments with 

environmental protection supervision and administration functions” (p.10) This 

further expands the scope of permissible oversight and activism to include the actions 

of private actors i.e. firms. The oversight of such entities should be realized through 

bottom-up information flows from the grassroots to the state. Finally, Article 57 

strengthens the public’s right to participate and oversee by protecting whistleblowers. 

It states that “authorities receiving such reports shall keep confidential the relevant 

information on whistleblowers and protect the lawful rights and interests of 

whistleblowers” (p.10)  

In sum, the 2014 EPL elucidates the inextricable relationship between open 

government (via information disclosure) and participation (via mass oversight). These 

concomitant goals can be observed in the regime's pursuit of a digital Mass Line as 

reflected by the Center’s e-government policies. In doing so, Chinese e-governance 

strengthens the right to know, be heard, participate and oversee. 

  

3.3.6 The Occupy Microblogs Movement 

State-run microblogs reveal a unique dimension of Chinese e-government. It shows 

the state’s capacity and eagerness to incorporate Web 2.0 platforms like Weibo as 

digital Mass Line institutions.    

A microblog is a social media platform where users typically make short and frequent 

posts. Posts are characterized by their shareability, “(hash)tags,” and the ability of 

users to follow other users. Posts occur in a variety of media formats consisting of a 

mix of video, text, hyperlinks, and images. In China, the top microblogging platform 

is Sina Weibo, Weibo for short, developed in 2009 by the Sina Corporation.  

Weibo has became ubiquitous amongst Chinese netizens. In 2011, only two years 

after its inception, Weibo had accumulated over 100 million users. In 2019, Weibo 

reported an astounding 516 million active monthly users (CIW, 2020). This rapid user 
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growth considerably enhances the capacity of Chinese netizens to quickly 

communicate, disseminate mass media, and generate imagined communities 

(Schneider, 2018). Until the occupy microblogs movement, these social, 

communicative processes were relatively free of state involvement.  

The “occupy microblogs” movement refers to Beijing’s push to establish a dominant, 

nationwide state presence within the domestic “blogosphere.” The regime finds the 

autonomous generation of social networks through communication platforms like 

Weibo threatening since it can cause similarly aggrieved netizens to communicate and 

subsequently organize (King et al, 2013; Lorentzen, 2014). Such online collective 

action could produce a tangible political opposition capable of threatening the CCP’s 

political hegemony. Recognizing the threat, the regime initiated what Schlæger & 

Jiang (2014) identify as the “occupy microblogs” movement. 

The top-down policy signal initiating the Movement is a 2011 speech by Wang 

Cheng, deputy director of the Central Propaganda Department (CIIC, 2012). In the 

speech, Cheng advises officials to “occupy microblogs.” The initial policy signal is 

characteristically nondescript, however scholarship into the Movement identifies a 

primary goal is to build-up state-society direct engagement by establishing a massive 

state presence within the domestic blogosphere (Noesselt, 2014; Schlæger & Jiang, 

2014; Zhang & Chan, 2013)6. Five motives for engagement can be identified in the 

literature. While the motivations are varied, each aligns with the regime’s ambition to 

establish a digital mass line. 

Motive #1 - Gauging public opinion for improved decision making. The first motive 

aims to increase the state’s input capacity and realizes the right to be heard. Citizens 

frequently use Weibo to submit petitions. This is done by publicly posting their 

requests to state-run Weibo accounts (Noesselt, 2014; Schlæger & Jiang, 2014). The 

state also uses microblogs to solicit public commentary on upcoming policy decisions. 

Additionally, the regime uses data mining and machine learning technologies to 

scrape then analyze millions of posts. These analyses identify concentrations of 

netizen concerns (Denyer, 2013; Wertime, 2013). These various forms of public 

 
6 An additional goal not explored here involves utilizing state microblogs for public opinion guidance. 
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inputs are then incorporated into the regime’s policy-making process (Zhang & Chan, 

2013). 

Motive #2 - Providing services to improve local governance. The second motive aims 

to improve the state’s output capacity. Official microblogs are used to promote public 

services and disseminate official information (Noesselt, 2014; Schlæger & Jiang, 

2014; Zhang & Chan, 2013). Motive #1 feeds into Motive #2 by providing a bottom-

up flow of social demands required for responsive governance. Motives #3 and #4 

that follow are examples of the state services that microblogs enable. 

Motive #3 - Engaging the public by providing authoritative information. As 

mentioned, the provision of authoritative information satisfies the public’s right to 

know and enables their right to oversee. State microblogs are used to publicize policy 

information and social statistics, make public service announcements, as well as 

provide more mundane information such as weather and traffic reports (Noesselt, 

2014; Schlæger & Jiang, 2014; Zhang & Chan, 2013). In other words, state 

microblogs are used to quickly disperse any information deemed necessary to keep 

the public adequately informed.  

Motive #4 - Answering user questions. The state uses microblogs to receive and 

respond to citizen inquiries thus strengthening the state’s input-output function 

(Noesselt, 2014; Schlæger & Jiang, 2014). The receiving and acknowledging of 

questions realize the right to participate. The answering of netizen questions satisfies 

their rights to know and is an indicator of responsiveness. The state also emphasizes 

response speed. The state’s microblog administrators find it imperative to respond to 

inquiries within one hour (Schlæger & Jiang, 2014). The fast replies further 

strengthen netizens’ perceptions of regime responsiveness. 

Motive #5 - Increasing interaction with netizens. This directive concerns utilizing 

microblogs to enhance two-way direct engagement (Noesselt, 2014; Schlæger & 

Jiang, 2014). The more broadly defined goal—to increase interactions—aims to 

shorten the cognitive distance between state and society thus strengthening the Mass 

Line’s direct link. That strengthening builds the online social structure required to 

support a digital mass line.  

The occupy microblogs movement demonstrates the regime’s eagerness to 

incorporate new ICTs into a Mass Line social structure. Taken together, the five 
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motives (gauging public opinion, improved service provision, providing information, 

answering questions and increasing interactions) shows the regime's intentions behind 

the occupy microblogs movement—to enhance the state’s input function by 

mobilizing political participation via direct engagement; and to enhance its output 

function via responsiveness in the form of top-down communicative processes.  

 

3.3.7 Measuring the Effectiveness of Central E-Government Policy 

Based on official metrics, the Center’s national e-government drive has been an 

overwhelming success. The numbers show that initiatives for, e-portals and 

microblogs were all met with widespread adoption:  

Regional/Departmental E-portals: Following the GOP, the impetus for the nation’s e-

government drive, is the rapid establishment of government e-portals. Before the 

GOP, e-portals were experimental policies pursued by a few local governments. 

Following the GOP in 1999, the number of e-portals rapidly expanded. In 2000, 80% 

of all local and national government agencies had established e-portals (Chen et al., 

2006, p.40). Following Decree No. 17, it expanded even further. In 2006, 100% of 

provincial, 93% of city and 69% of county governments had official e-portals (Jiang 

& Xu, 2009, p.176). Within 7 years of the GOP and 5 years of Decree No. 17, a 

national adoption of official e-portals is observed.  

Occupy Microblogs Movement: The Movement, starting in January 2011, preceded a 

rapid expansion in official microblogs. Local governments began experimenting with 

official microblogs as early as 2009. That year, the first official microblog was 

established in Yunnan province. By October 2010, there were 552 government 

microblogs. In October 2011, only nine months after the Movement’s inception, 

18,132 state microblogs were recorded. A roughly 33 times increase upon the 

previous year. In September 2012, the total amounted to 80,000 blogs. By August 

2013, there were an astounding 176,800 official microblogs (Schlæger & Jiang, 2014, 

p.190, 192). 

As we can see, the Central policies marking national drives towards official e-portal 

microblogs were promptly met with sustained uptrends in execution. This suggests 

that Central policy is effective at stimulating the national development of digital Mass 

Line institutions.  
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The official metrics are, however, superficial and consequently limited in their ability 

to show whether these institutions commit to the ideals the Center set forth. Most 

apparently, the numbers fail to inform on the content and design of e-portals and 

microblogs. Official information may be sparse or difficult to locate, or that netizen 

posts to on state-run microblogs go entirely unheeded. The blogs and e-portals may 

fail to effectively absorb inputs and convert them into outputs. Or they may be 

ineffectual in mobilizing direct engagement from the online public. To resolve this 

problem, the next chapter examines the actions bureaucracies take to realize digital 

mass line institutions. This will help determine whether the ideology embodied in the 

Central policy translates palpably into the digital institutions netizens interact with.  

 

3.4 Chapter Conclusion 

In a 2010 speech given to the National People’s Congress, Premier Wen appealed for 

“conditions for people to criticize and oversee the government, giving full play to the 

oversight role of social media, and let power be exercised in the sunshine” (Wen, 

2010). This chapter’s analysis has lent credibility to the sincerity of Wen’s statement. 

The chapter shows that the governance ideology that realizes his appeal can be 

understood through six principles. These principles are made concrete in digital Mass 

Line institutions. 

The chapter demonstrates that the Center’s approach to e-government in the context 

of state-society relations pursues a digital Mass Line. That pursuit is supported by six 

principles, which, together, enables and fosters public participation and demands, and 

obligates the state to listen and respond. The right to know supports the top-down 

flow of official information. The right to be heard supports the state’s functioning as 

an input institution. The right to participate supports the political participation that 

translates into bottom-up demand flows. The right to oversee empowers netizen 

watchdogs. A focus on speed strengthens the regime's responsiveness to social 

demands. The pursuit of direct communication channels forms the communication 

network enabling state-society interactions conducive to a digital Mass Line.  

These six principles and the policy dimensions of a digital Mass Line are supported 

by examining the central government’s e-government directives. The GOP showed 

this to be true in the very first national e-government initiative. Decree No. 17 showed 
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the further institutionalization of the GOP via the power of decree. The environmental 

disclosure laws examined the phenomena at the ministerial level while EPL showed 

the inextricable relationship between top-down information dissemination and 

bottom-up demand flows as public oversight. Lastly, the occupy microblogs 

movement showed the regime’s aptitude at incorporating new digital medias and ICTs 

into a Mass Line social structure.  

In sum, the four central directives assessed lend weight to the argument that the 

Center envisages, for its domestic internet, a Mass Line structured state-society 

relationship in cyberspace. This is captured by the digital Mass Line framework 

presented in Chapter 1: That Beijing aims to foster direct channels of communications 

between society and the state through digital means and to mobilize online society to 

utilize them. This allows for top-down flows of official information to empower 

netizen oversight. Netizens use said channels to communicate their demands directly 

to the state. The channels allow the state to direct prompt and targeted responses to 

those demands. The characteristics of an online direct link undermines local officials’ 

capacity to interfere in the two-way direct engagement this mode of state-society 

interaction is congruent with the Mass Line ideology formally defined by Mao. 

Contrary to the revolutionary era, which relied on mass rallies and traditional media, 

and the protests of the reform era, in the digital era the current regime seeks to foster 

the relationship through the internet.  

While a digital Mass Line is well reflected in the central policy and ideology, they are 

insufficient to determine whether the top-down initiatives effectively translate into 

state action at the organizational level. Given the political system’s pervasive 

principal-agent problems, the agent must also be investigated. The next chapter 

addresses this shortcoming by expanding the study to the organizational level. This 

will show whether subordinate bureaucracies take action to develop digital Mass Line 

institutions tangible to the online masses.  
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4  Governance Ideology and Political Culture: Local State 

Actors, Online Institutions and Mass Participation  

4.1 Chapter Overview  

This chapter shows that the Center's e-governance priorities are indeed embraced by 

subordinates, which ultimately translates into effective digital Mass Line institutions. 

The Center promotes a governance ideology, guided by six principles, conducive to a 

digital Mass Line. The principal-agent problem, however, challenges it from 

translating into tangible policies and institutions. The problem is systemic, a product 

of local state actors pursuing their interests which often diverges with central 

directives and regulations (Zhang et al., 2016). Yet for a digital Mass Line to prosper, 

subordinates must not only have a firm grasp of the central ideology, but also make 

policy decisions adhering to it. Those decisions must then translate into institutions 

utilized by netizens, thereby realizing the Mass Line's input-output dynamic. This 

chapter sheds light on the operation of these mechanisms 

The chapter first explores the development pattern of China's provincial e-portals. The 

analysis shows that conventional e-government theory cannot explain the pattern. 

Instead, the pattern is congruent with digital Mass Line derived expectations. This 

congruency supports the notion that, nationwide, local governments develop digital 

Mass Line institutions.  

The second part assesses Mass Line values amongst local political elites. Such values 

are a precondition for effective digital Mass Line institutions. The 2013 Local 

Government Public Goods Survey measures elite receptivity to online inputs. 

Receptivity is integral to Mass Line governance as it reflects cadres' willingness to 

convert online inputs into policy outputs. The results show that receptivity to online 

inputs is a unanimously desired trait; the trait, along with its accompanying values, is 

pervasive amongst local political elites. This finding supports the view that political 

elites adhere to an ideology congruent with the Mass Line governance ideals. 
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The third analysis looks at netizen petitioning strategies. Effective Mass Line 

governance involves a reciprocal state-society relationship (Tang, 2016), one where 

both the online masses and state jointly defer to the Mass Line ideal-type. Netizen 

petitions and the state's response reveals a Mass Line social structure. On the input 

side, netizens show that they recognize and pursue their right to political participation. 

On the output side, the state acknowledges that it must honor that right and provide 

resolutions. That structure is supported by four social contracts: the right to know, 

participate, oversee, and be heard.  The analysis supports the argument that a Mass 

Line social structure exists in cyberspace; that the governance ideology is not only 

recognized and adhered to by the state, but through the political culture of online 

society as well. 

The chapter’s final portion is a study of individual online institutions. Four 

institutions are evaluated: one national and two local online petitioning systems, and a 

state-run microblog. The four institutions peer into the extent local state actors 

inherited central ideology and how their adherence to ideology translates into state 

action. The analysis shows that local state actors embody the appropriate ideology 

which, in turn fosters digital Mass Line institutions. Both state actors and online 

institutions adhere to the six Principles and Mass Line's input-output dynamic. 

Taken together, the digital Mass Line thesis is tested and supported from four 

different angles providing diverse insight into how the center’s governance ideology 

promulgated by the Center is embraced by local state actors and ultimately translates 

into the digital institutions with which netizens interact.   

 

4.2 A Five Stage Analysis of Provincial E-Portals 

The following tests the digital Mass Line thesis via comparative method. The 

development of Chinese provincial e-portals is compared against typical values using 

most similar system design (Van Evera, 1997). The provincial e-portals are measured 

using the UN's online services index (OSI) and compared to a prototypical OSI 

development pattern. The results show that the digital Mass Line explains the 

differences better than conventional e-government theories. Provincial e-portal 

development exhibits high congruency with digital Mass Line derived expectations 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001813

 

68 
 

and is incongruent with conventional e-government theory. This finding supports the 

view that local-level e-government policies adhere to Mass Line ideals.   

 

4.2.1 The Five-Stage E-Government Development Model  

E-government scholars utilize stage-based developmental models. These models are 

the culmination of e-government theory, and a standard tool for e-government 

evaluations. There are several mainstream models, each including either four or five 

stages (e.g. Koh et al., 2005; Moon, 2002; Siau & Long, 2005). What the models 

share is the prediction that, as an e-government develops, it works its way up through 

the stages.  

The five-stage UN model is most authoritative (Stier, 2015). It is applied to produce 

the United Nations (UN) E-Government Index, which is published every two years in 

the UN Global E-Government Surveys (UN, 2008-2018). E-government researchers 

widely utilize both model and index. A subcomponent of the UN index, the Online 

Services Index (OSI), applies the UN's five-stage framework to assess government e-

portals. Likewise, the expectation is that e-portals develop linearly through the stages.  

One can understand the logic underpinning the stage-based development through the 

concept of picking "low hanging fruit." Each stage requires higher costs, more 

technological infrastructure, technological expertise, and institutional sophistication 

than the preceding stage (Gulati et al., 2012). This results in higher returns, in terms 

of public service provision, from investments in earlier stages than later stages (Stier, 

2015). That is, moving up through the stages suffers from diminishing returns. 

Skipping a stage would, therefore, be irrational from a rational actor perspective due 

to the high opportunity cost of doing so. 

 

4.2.2 The Five Stages of E-portal Development 

There are five developmental stages in the UN model: the (1) emerging stage, (2) 

enhanced stage, (3) interactive stage, (4) transactional stage, and (5) networked 

presence stage.  

In the first emerging stage, only basic website features are present. Included is basic 

information like contact information and useful web-links (Gulati et al., 2012; Wu & 
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Baur, 2010; Stier, 2015; UN, 2008). Developing the webpage is simple and 

straightforward and, since the information is static, requires only sporadic updating. 

The investment required is relatively low, while the public service provision is 

relatively high for the given cost. 

The second is the enhanced stage. In stage two, the e-portal provides richer 

information including public policy, regulations, downloadable forms, news, and 

other information relating to the functioning of government. Stage two is a more 

sophisticated version of stage one (Gulati et al., 2012; Wu & Baur, 2010; Stier, 2015; 

UN, 2008). Both stages one and two emphasize information dissemination. 

The third is the interactive stage. Typifying stage three is two-way interactions 

between citizens and a predominantly impersonal state. Netizens interact with an 

impersonal state through e-portals to acquire public services (Gulati et al., 2012; Wu 

& Baur, 2010; Stier, 2015; UN, 2008). An example would be registering a vehicle or 

updating one's residency information.  

The fourth is the transactional stage. Stage four involves online payment systems. 

Citizens can pay bills, taxes, parking tickets, etc. through an e-portal's payment 

processing system (Gulati et al., 2012; Wu & Baur, 2010; Stier, 2015; UN, 2008). 

Stage four is stage three extended into the payment processing realm. Both stages 

three and four emphasize bureaucratic rationalization through the automation of 

government services. 

At the final tier is the networked presence stage. Stage five has two components. The 

first involves integrating the information systems of different departments, including 

their networks and databases, to present a unified "one-stop-shop" for public services 

and to enhance bureaucratic efficiency.  The second involves netizen participation in 

the political process. Participatory modes include forums for political discourse where 

netizens can ask questions and receive personalized responses, engage in "town-hall" 

style policy debates, and have real-time chats with state representatives through 

messaging applications (Gulati et al., 2012; Wu & Baur, 2010; Stier, 2015; UN, 

2008). This second, participatory dimension emphasizes using e-government to build 

the state's input capacity and the capacity to translate those inputs into outputs. 

As mentioned, each stage requires higher costs, more technological infrastructure, 

technological expertise, and institutional sophistication than the preceding stage. 
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Entering stage one requires one administrator to complete several days of training. 

Stage five, in contrast, requires significant IT expertise and infrastructure, and large 

bureaucracies to man the chatrooms and forums.   

 

4.2.3 E-Government Characteristics of the Prototypical State 

The UN model's wide adoption results from its high explanatory power. It effectively 

models e-government development regardless of regime type and level of economic 

development. Scholars have identified two general motivations as to why different 

national e-governments tend to develop along a similar path, one internal and one 

external.  

The internal motivation focuses on "improving efficiency and decreasing costs" 

(Stier, 2015, p. 271). This motive is captured by the "entrepreneurial approach," 

which emphasizes a business mindset to e-government (Tolbert & Mossberger, 2006, 

pp. 356-357). It utilizes e-government to rationalize the bureaucracy, which, in turn, 

supports economic growth. The state can then provide comparable levels of service at 

less expense.  Efficiency gains, supported by the neoliberal "small government" 

rationale, is a strong motivation for any government. 

The external motivation focuses on building public trust by enhancing transparency, 

accountability, and citizen interactions with the state; providing citizen-centric online 

applications; and stimulating economic growth (Åström et al., 2012; Gulati et al., 

2012; Parent et al., 2005; Stier, 2015; Tolbert & Mossberger, 2006). Both 

authoritarian and democratic political systems, in their quest for legitimacy, are 

shown to pursue these same external motivations—albeit with substantial variations in 

underlying logic.   

Participation: An essential aspect of the citizen-centric component is the 

"participatory approach" where "[c]itizen participation and public dialogue are 

deemed critical for fostering greater government accountability, transparency, and 

responsiveness" (Tolbert & Mossberger, 2006, p. 357). Democracies focus on e-

participation to realize liberal democratic ideals in the pursuit of an "e-democracy" 

(Gulati et al., 2012; Tolbert & Mossberger, 2006, p. 357). Authoritarians pursue e-

participation as a survival strategy. For them, e-participation can improve the political 
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efficacy of netizens and help build the nation's reputation internationally; both 

legitimize the regime (Åström et al., 2012).  

Economic growth: Both political systems pursue e-government for economic growth. 

For democracies, e-government supports a small, efficient government, which, as 

mentioned, bolsters economic growth. Also, the enhanced flows of information from 

system integration enhance the bureaucracy's innovative capacity, again supporting 

growth (Gulati et al., 2012; Tolbert & Mossberger, 2006). Authoritarians pursue the 

economic growth agenda as part of their legitimization strategy. E-government can 

attract foreign investment by exhibiting the country's modern ICT infrastructure. 

Furthermore, the technology and expertise required for effective e-government can 

serve to provide both hard and soft infrastructure for supporting the development of a 

networked society and information economy, leading to regime legitimating economic 

growth (Åström et al., 2012; Gulati et al., 2012).  

Public trust: E-government can build public trust in the government. Public trust 

increases when netizens interact with the state through e-government platforms. 

Wasteful use of public funds, whether it results from rent-seeking or bureaucratic 

incompetence, is shown to have substantial adverse effects on public trust. The 

transparency and accountability that e-government facilitates help counter those 

adverse effects (Tolbert & Mossberger, 2006; Parent et al. 2005). State-society 

interactions and transparency via e-government systems build political trust, thereby 

legitimizing a given political system, regardless of regime type.  

To summarize, both authoritarian and democratic systems have like motivations for 

pursuing e-government—state efficiency and legitimacy—but, in terms of efficiency, 

there are notable differences in underlying logic. Democracies see the realization of 

liberal democratic ideals as e-government's means towards legitimizing the political 

system. Authoritarians are motivated by self-preservation; the legitimating boons 

resulting from e-government support their survival strategy.   

These shared motivations and the rationale of "low hanging fruit" creates a 

prototypical developmental pattern, a pattern indifferent to regime type. The 

following chart (fig. 4.1) is illustrative. It shows a five-stage OSI distribution of 

prototypical states separated by level of e-government investment.  It illustrates the 
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academic consensus that e-government development along the five stages correlates 

with a state's administrative capacity and national wealth (Stier, 2015).  

Fig. 4.1. OSI Index of Prototypical States. Based on data and analyses from UN Global E-Government 

Surveys (2008, 2010, 2012). 

 

4.2.4 China as Similar to the Prototypical state: Shared Motivations with both 

Authoritarian and Democratic Systems 

China shares the same internal and external motivations as a prototypical state. E-

government is vital to China's economic growth strategy. E-government is a pillar of 

the regime's strategy to use "IT to propel industrialization, which will, in turn, 

stimulate IT application, blazing a new trail to industrialization" (IOSC, 2010, p. 2). 

Part of this growth strategy involves using e-government towards bureaucratic 

rationalization to "improve administrative efficiency and effectiveness and through 

this administrative reform, to promote economic development" (Seifert & Chung, 

2009, p. 12). These reforms involve utilizing e-government to strengthen state 

capacity by "clarify[ing] government functions (Mingque Zhengfu Zhineng), 

reengineer[ing] government procedures (Zhengfu Liucheng Chongzu), reduc[ing] 

administrative examination and approval processes (Jianshao Xingzheng Shenpi), and 

improv[ing] government management (Gaijin Zhengfu Guanli)" (He & Zhang, 2002, 

p. 71-73; Wang & Qiu, 2002 cited by Seifert and Chung, 2009, p.12). In an influential 

missive by Zou Jian-Hua, vice-premier and central politburo member (1991-1998), 
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Zou calls for e-government to unify standards, create links between government units, 

and enable the sharing of information resources (Zhou, 2004). 

In the GOP, the earliest national e-government initiative, there are calls for the 

unification of government information through electronic databases and transferring 

public services from offline to online. Further efficiency improvements would come 

through "paperless" administration, and the automation of public services through 

government websites (Chen et al., 2006, p. 40).  

This agenda received legal force through Decree no. 17. Article 1 says the state must 

"[e]stablish and integrate a unified e-government network. To accelerate the pace of 

constructing a unified network platform, we should unify standards, use a unified 

network platform, and promote the sharing of resources and communication between 

every key project." Article 6 instructs using e-government to develop national 

administrative standards and Article 7 to foster the state’s IT expertise by training 

officials (GOSC, 2002). 

As detailed in Chapter 3, the regime seeks to enhance interactions between citizens 

and the state via the direct link and use transparency to enable netizen oversight to 

hold officials accountable. By providing access to official information via disclosures, 

allowing netizens to observe the workings of government, facilitating state-society 

interactions, and promoting participation through public oversight, the regime uses e-

government to build public trust in the political system. 

Observed is that China shares comparable internal and external motivations with a 

prototypical state. Despite China having motivations found in both democratic and 

authoritarian systems, e-government theory predicts that motivations affiliated with 

regime type should have negligible effects on China's e-government development. 

 

4.2.5 Data: A Modified OSI Index of Chinese Provincial E-Portals  

The following data is a modified OSI index of Chinese provincial e-portals developed 

by Wu & Bauer (2010). The authors' modification excludes stage five's integration 

component while retaining its participatory component. This exclusion is because Wu 

& Bauer's study investigates e-participation, which is better reflected through the 

modified stage five metric. As this thesis also investigates online participation, the 
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modification makes Wu & Baur's index particularly well suited for testing this paper's 

arguments.   

 

4.2.6 China as Different from the Prototypical State: A Digital Mass Line 

Development Pattern  

Despite the above similarities, the developmental pattern of provincial e-portals is 

incongruent with the prototypical state. If examining only the first four stages (see fig. 

4.2) the pattern conforms to expectations. Nonetheless, conventional e-government 

theory cannot explain the substantial weighting of the fifth and final stage. The pattern 

of the OSI index, which prioritizes stage five over stage three and four capacities, can 

be understood, however, if Chinese e-government is viewed to adhere to Mass Line 

ideology. The ideology's influence can explain why the regime eschews the rational 

actor, wealth oriented logic of picking "low hanging fruit" and instead develops e-

government to prioritize information dissemination and input-output capacity—a 

pattern congruent with a digital Mass Line.  

If China focuses its e-government agenda around a digital Mass Line, then the state 

will prioritize top-down information dissemination (stages one and two), and systems 

that absorb social inputs and transform those inputs into outputs (stage five). The 

emphasis on impersonal citizen-state interactions via automation (stages three and 

four) then becomes a secondary priority. Figure 4.2, which aggregates the OSI 

indexes of all 31 provincial e-portals, confirms these expectations. 
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Fig. 4.2. A Digital Mass Line OSI Development Pattern. OSI Index data from Wu & Bauer (2010). 

The development of provincial e-portals conforms not to the prototypical pattern but 

rather a digital Mass Line pattern. Stage five capabilities are higher than stages three 

and four. This indicates that building an e-portal's capacity to absorb social inputs and 

translate those inputs into outputs takes precedence over improving public services 

through automation. This phenomenon cannot be explained by conventional e-

government theory given the difference in opportunity cost: stage three and four 

investments, which automate the state, significantly improve bureaucratic efficiency, 

and thus produce a higher return on investment. Stage five requires maintaining staff 

to write personalized responses, man chat rooms, and in China's case, vet netizen 

posts (Sue & Meng, 2010). Implementing and operating these systems requires the 

most investment in technology, expertise, and staff. Liberal democracies justify such 

investments under the ideological goal of realizing an "e-democracy" (Gulati et al., 

2012; Tolbert & Mossberger, 2006). Yet, even in democracies, stage five investments 

are the lowest priority.  

If we divide the provinces by income level, a digital mass line pattern becomes even 

more apparent. The following chart (fig. 4.3) divides provinces into the interior 

(n=12), central (n=8), and eastern (n=11), which reflect the lower-, middle- and 

upper-income level provinces, respectively.    
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Fig. 4.3. China's Provincial E-Portals by Income Level. OSI Index data from Wu & Bauer (2010)  

Organizing the data by provincial income level reveals that, regardless of available 

resources, provincial e-portals follow a digital Mass Line pattern. The consistency of 

the pattern across income levels suggests that, as a province develops economically, 

its e-portals develop along a path congruent with the digital Mass Line thesis. Salient 

is the high stage five investments amongst low- and middle-income provinces. 

Despite their limited resources, these provinces have prioritized resource-intensive 

stage five investments over the efficiency gains from stages three and four.  

A strong presence of stage five, participatory capacities is generally considered a 

luxury afforded only to developed economies (Gulati et al., 2012; Stier, 2015; Wu & 

Bauer, 2010) and perhaps, China's wealthy coastal provinces. One would expect 

China's poorer provinces to eschew such luxuries and instead prioritize bureaucratic 

efficiency (stages three and four). Digitizing public services conserves scarce state 

resources, which, in turn, supports economic development. The relative emphasis on 

stage five capacities by poorer provinces is therefore significant from a utility 

maximization perspective. The e-government literature considers economic 

development as the main driver behind e-government initiatives in authoritarian 

systems (Gulati et al., 2012; Seifert & Chung, 2009; Stier, 2015). From that 

perspective, China's sub-optimal usage of state resources is irrational. A digital Mass 

Line governance agenda, however, successfully explains the consistently inefficient 

resource allocation of all 31 provinces—input-output takes precedence over 

automation.  
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Curiously, the developmental differences between the interior, central and eastern 

provinces suggest that, rather than stage five, stages three and four capacities are the 

"final luxury" of Chinese e-government development. Stages three and four appear to 

catch up to stages one, two, and five once the province is economically developed, 

supporting the expectation that stages three and four take a secondary position to the 

other three stages.  

Worth asking is to what degree Wu & Baur's modification of the index's fifth stage 

influences the five-stage developmental pattern. The removed "integration" 

component involves integrating digital networks, creating interagency data and 

procedural standards, and facilitating communication between agencies. Both the 

participatory and integration components require higher levels of soft and hard 

infrastructure and more supporting staff than the previous four stages. The integration 

component, however, hews closer to an efficiency rationale; the participation 

component less so. Which is to say, from a developmental perspective, investing in 

participatory capacities provides even lower return than system integration. The 

presence of a digital Mass Line pattern with the integration component excluded can, 

therefore, only strengthen this paper’s arguments.  

In summary, the regime pursuing a digital Mass Line provides a more satisfying 

explanation than the rational-actor, developmentally focused explanations generated 

by conventional e-government theory. Chinese provincial e-portal development is 

incongruent with the prototypical state despite similar incentives between the two. 

Consequently, conventional e-government theories and their models fail to explain the 

outsized investment in stage five capacities. The development pattern is, however, 

congruent with expectations generated by the digital Mass Line framework. The high 

congruence, both in aggregate and when divided by provincial income, lends support 

to a digital Mass Line governance agenda. 

It’s worth noting that the Chinese government runs thousands of e-portals. They exist 

along the political hierarchy from townships to the Central government, and different 

bureaucracies like police departments, tax offices, and environmental bureaus run 

them. The various e-portal operators likely differ in mandate and resources. Thus 

these findings concerning provincial e-portals may not apply to other official e-

portals. 
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4.3 Mass Line Values Amongst Political Elites  

Critical to the digital Mass Line's performance is elite receptivity to online input 

channels. Receptivity refers to "the willingness of political leaders to incorporate 

citizen preferences into policy" (Meng et al., 2017, p.400). Said differently, 

receptivity reflects the cadre's willingness to absorb inputs from the masses and 

transform those inputs into policy outputs that adhere to social demands. It is 

therefore a trait political elites must possess for effective Mass Line governance. By 

measuring a cadre's willingness to listen to netizen concerns, receptivity reflects a 

cadre's deference to the right to be heard and to participate.  

Receptivity is inseparable from responsiveness. Responsiveness involves a three-step 

process, the second being receptivity. The first step requires efficacious citizens to 

utilize input channels to make their demands known to political leaders. Second, those 

leaders must be receptive, demonstrating a willingness to internalize then translate 

those inputs into policy. Finally, leaders then do implement policies that adhere to 

social demands (i.e., responsiveness) (Meng et al., 2017, p.402).  

The 2013 Local Governance Public Goods Survey (Yang & Meng, 2014) measures 

cadre receptivity to online inputs. It is a nationwide survey of elite local cadres 

(n=1,377). Those surveyed are personally responsible for regime responsiveness. 

They can "make and implement policy and expenditure decisions; they preside over 

Party organs and legislative bodies; and they have the authority to remove lower-level 

officials" (Meng et al., 2017, p.412). To measure receptivity to online inputs, the 

survey asked respondents whether they are "receptive to citizen suggestions from the 

internet" (p.315). The vagueness of "the internet" is intentional. Since online input 

channels vary between agencies and administrative subdivisions, a general 

questioning on "the internet," controls for that diversity. Moreover, there is added 

benefit for this research: asking broadly about online inputs, rather than specific 

channels elucidates a normative dimension; it provides insight into a cadre's value 

orientation regarding e-governance. The survey consequently provides an excellent 

indicator to the extent cadres appreciate the internet as an input-output institution. 

To ensure respondents do not resort to "lip-service," the receptivity related questions 

are conducted via list experiment. This surveying method elicits truthful answers, 
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especially in cases where leaders have incentives to conceal their opinions to adhere 

to social norms and expectations (p.401). 

The survey finds high levels of receptivity. 55% percent of respondents were 

receptive to online inputs meaning over half appreciated the role the internet plays in 

strengthening the state's input-output function. While there is certainly room for 

improvement, 55% is a relatively high result. To place the statistic into context, 

consider a 2011 survey by the Congressional Management Foundation of US 

congressional staffers.  That survey found that only 4-8% of staffers felt inputs from 

online channels like Facebook and Twitter were important to understand constituents' 

opinions (Congressional Management Foundation, 2011).  

Direct questioning of respondents reveals that receptivity is a widespread value in 

Chinese e-governance.  Meng et al. (2017) follow up the survey with direct 

questioning (i.e. personal interviews). Of the 374 survey respondents questioned, 98% 

said they were receptive to online inputs. The near unanimity of positive responses 

indicates the presence of a norm that nearly all cadres felt compelled to outwardly 

express.  

Since the survey the survey found 55% receptivity, roughly 43% of cadres are paying 

lip service. 43% of cadres paying lip-service coexisting with a 98% positive response 

rate indicates that receptivity to online inputs is a pervasive component of Chinese e-

governance. The social desirability to exhibit receptivity is so intense that nearly all 

cadres interviewed were compelled to express receptivity to online inputs. The 43% 

paying lip-service experience such high pressure to conform to the norm that they are 

willing to lie about possessing the trait despite being questioned within the confines of 

an anonymous interview.  

The survey and interview results support the existence, at least in 2013 the year of the 

survey, of crucial components of a Mass Line governance ideology amongst elite 

cadres. Receptivity relates to how effectively social inputs translate into policy 

outputs, making it integral to the functioning of a digital Mass Line. If cadres are not 

receptive, the input-output dynamic collapses. The results show that receptivity is a 

normal value of Chinese e-governance. The trait is common amongst elite cadres, 

with over half possessing it. Despite just under half of the cadres merely paying lip 
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service, the near-unanimous need to lie about possessing the trait demonstrates the 

norm's strong social desirability.  

The central policies examined in Chapter 3 aim to transform the internet into a 

communication channel for strengthening the state's input-output capacity.  The 

receptivity survey and subsequent questioning show that the central governance 

agenda is correctly interpreted by and personified in subordinate officials.  With over 

half of cadres genuinely valuing the trait, widespread receptivity likely translates into 

the nationwide implementation of central policy. Almost all cadres nominally 

expressing receptivity indicates an intense, real social pressure to conform to the 

Center's ideology.  The Center strives to support and protect the right to be heard and 

to participate. Since receptivity reflects a cadre's willingness to listen to and 

incorporate online participation into their decision making, it also signifies their 

deference to both rights.  

 

4.4 The State and Society's Reciprocal Recognition of the Four Rights 

The Mass Line is a two-way street. For demands to flow upward from society to the 

state, efficacious citizens willing to voice their demands are required. Likewise, the 

downward flow of resolutions that adhere to those demands requires a regime willing 

to listen and translate those demands into state action. This reciprocal relationship 

forms a foundation of Chinese political culture. In cyberspace, that cultural 

component exists in the four Rights: the right to know, participate, be heard, and 

oversee. One can observe the four social contracts when examining the 

communication strategies citizens use to make demands and which of those strategies 

the state endorses.  

Netizen petitioners resort to a standard set of petitioning strategies. These petition 

strategies conform to both the petitioner's and the state's conception of an ideal-type 

state-society relationship. Distelhorst & Fu (2019) analyze the contents of publicly 

viewable mayoral inbox petitions from 293 (of 334) prefectures. The subsequent 

analysis of over 8000 petitions identifies three general petitioning strategies—

subjecthood, legal and socialist. Citizens resort to this standard set of strategies 

because they believe them as "both politically acceptable and effective in eliciting a 
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response from unelected officials" (p.108). The petitioning strategies, therefore, reveal 

what constitutes a normal state-society relationship from the grassroots perspective. 

Inbox managers carefully vet the petitions deciding which are made available for 

public viewing (Distelhorst & Fu, 2019, p. 109; Su & Meng, 2016, p.56). The 

petitions that survive the vetting process are implicitly endorsed by the state. Those 

petitions fall into the three distinct categories evincing the state's preferred 

participatory practices. These participatory modes conform to the four Rights and the 

functioning of a digital Mass Line.  

The first communication strategy, subjecthood, involves the petitioner engaging in 

"self-denigration, portraying the complainant as weak, unfortunate, or helpless and 

establish officials as powerful and virtuous and non-officials as subordinate" 

(Distelhorst & Fu, 2019, p.112). This social contract heeds a rudimental authoritarian 

logic. It is a probable feature of many authoritarian political sociologies and not 

unique to China. More relevant are the second and third petitioning strategies which 

adhere to the four Rights and support the functioning of a digital Mass Line.  

Second is the legal communication strategy:  

"These letter-writers portray themselves as individuals who know the law, 

can identify deviations from the law, and believe that the government is duty-

bound to both follow and enforce the law. This manifests in demanding equal 

treatment under the law, chastising officials or third parties who violate the 

law, recommending new policies or enforcement measures, and invoking the 

language of 'rights' to press for claims" (Distelhorst & Fu, 2019, p.115). 

By consistently publishing legal-type petitions, the regime acknowledges netizens' 

right to participate when wielding authoritative information (the right to know) to 

oversee state behavior. The legal mode functions through the principles of a digital 

Mass Line. Through their knowledge of (and by extension their right to) authoritative 

information, netizens invoke their right to participate by making demands of the state. 

Their demands are justified because, when it comes to state compliance with its own 

regulations, netizens oversight is warranted. Netizens utilize direct communication 

channels to influence state action by exposing divergences between state behavior and 

official regulations. That difference creates the space for regime sanctioned state 

activism (O'Brien & Li, 2006). In the legal strategy, we witness through e-governance 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001813

 

82 
 

and state-society interactions via the direct link, the realization of netizens' right to 

participate, know, and oversee.   

The legal engagement also implies that responsiveness (output) to bottom-up demands 

(input) is a mutually recognized source of regime legitimacy. The legal petition 

strategy "emphasizes the transparency and integrity of government processes" 

(Distelhorst & Fu, 2019, p.114). This focus empowers netizens to question the 

rational-legal authority of the state. Such authority generates legitimacy based on "the 

degree to which it keeps its own promises, as codified in formal law" (p.113).  If the 

state does not stay true to its word or recognize netizens' rights to hold the state 

accountable to its laws, the regime jeopardizes its claim to legitimacy. This supports 

the notion that one rationale behind Mass Line e-governance is to legitimize the 

regime. 

The third is the socialist communication strategy. The strategy invokes the principle 

of moral authority that underpins the Mass Line governance ideology. A typical 

socialist-type petition alludes that the right to govern is secured only if the state is 

responsive to society's needs. These petitions stress officials' moral obligation to meet 

the basic welfare needs of citizens, such as providing housing, employment, and 

education. The petitioner expresses that they expect their demands to be met with 

state action, else risk losing the petitioner's voluntary subordination to the state. The 

petitioner insinuates that if the state abandons this responsibility, they will withdraw 

their loyalty to the regime (Distelhorst & Fu, 2019, p.114).  

The socialist-type petitions point to state and society's recognition of the right to be 

heard, participate, and oversee. When netizens infer that the regime has a moral duty 

to listen to their concerns, they invoke their right to be heard.  When the petitioner 

argues that their demands are just and the regime is obligated to respond, they invoke 

their right to participate. When it comes to providing for the basic needs of society, 

netizens are justified in checking the state by demanding the regime to correct itself. 

By exposing gaps between the state's obligations to society and the actual public 

services provided, the petitioner justifies their online activism by invoking the right to 

oversee. Since socialist-type petitions consistently survive the vetting process, the 

regime demonstrates its deference to those rights. Netizens appealing to morality to 
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stimulate responsiveness points to the cultural and ideological underpinnings of the 

digital Mass Line. 

As with the legal strategy, the socialist strategy has a legitimacy dimension. In line 

with the principle of moral authority, a regime that does not listen to and meet the 

basic needs of society is fundamentally illegitimate. Citizens are then justified in 

withdrawing their support for the regime (p.115).  

The socialist-type petitions often resort to the direct link to stimulate responsiveness 

and overcome local obstruction. Petitioners threaten that, if the prefectural authority 

does not uphold its moral duty and satisfactorily meet their demands, they will 

escalate the issue. The threat of escalation involves bypassing the prefectural authority 

by submitting the petition to a higher-level (e.g., provincial) authority (p.115). 

Instrumental escalation demonstrates petitioners' understanding that resorting to direct 

online channels to bypass lower-level authorities effectively instigates responsiveness. 

The threat is credible and therefore effective because both petitioners and lower-level 

authorities understand that the direct link undermines local obstruction. 

In contrast to in-person petitioning systems (e.g. xinfang) where would be petitioners 

are regularly obstructed by local officials (O'Brien & Li, 2006), officials are 

powerless to prevent netizens from utilizing the online petitioning systems of higher-

level authorities (Distelhorst & Fu, 2019, p.116). Thus, both online society and state 

authorities recognize the power the online direct-link has in overcoming obstruction 

by lower-level authorities. Both also recognize the power of utilizing the direct link, 

whether it be a threat or action, can motivate responsiveness because it undermines 

obstruction.  

Finally, the act of selective publication shows further deference to the right to be 

heard. Research shows that roughly half of the observable petitions receive 

personalized, publicly viewable responses (Distelhorst & Fu, 2019; Distelhorst & 

Hou, 2017; Su & Meng, 2016). The act demonstrates to netizens that the state has 

listened to and internalized their concerns. The existence of publicly viewable 

petitions (and responses)—so long as they fall within the three state-sanctioned 

practices—demonstrates the regime upholding the right to be heard.   

The observable petitions reveal state-society social contracts: modes of participation 

that netizens feel justified in pursuing, expect the regime to respond to, and the regime 
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endorses. Netizens conform to certain communication norms that they believe the 

state endorses and therefore prove effective. The state publishes and publicly responds 

to conforming petitions thereby demonstrating reciprocity to netizen expectations. In 

so doing, the petition strategies reveal what the regime views as an ideal-type state-

society relationship, a relationship that, as demonstrated through their petitioning 

strategies, is well understood by online society. In other words, they provide insight 

into the political culture that shape online state-society relations. Supporting that 

culture is the right to know, participate, be heard, and oversee. The netizens' 

participatory strategies that survive the vetting process evince the idealized modes of 

direct engagement the state desires from netizens. They also identify society's 

understanding that participation in line with the Mass Line ideal-type is an effective 

way to stimulate regime responsiveness. Furthermore, the legal and socialist strategies 

show the state’s and public’s shared understanding regarding the sources of regime 

legitimacy, participation and responsiveness—that is, the Mass Line’s input-output 

dynamic. 

 

4.5 An Analysis of Four Unique Institutions 

The preceding sections show official online institutions conforming to a digital Mass 

Line development pattern, the existence of Mass Line values amongst political elites, 

and the recognition of the four Rights from both grassroots and state actors. What the 

analysis lacks is an understanding of how local state actors adhering to central 

ideology bring digital Mass Line institutions to fruition. Insight into that process, from 

ideological agent to institutional formation and development, can be better understood 

by examining individual institutions; how those institutions function and the people 

managing and operating them.  

Four institutions are examined: Mayor Luo's Inbox and the 12345 Mailbox, the 

primary online petitioning systems for Nanjing and Hangzhou, respectively; a state-

run, municipal microblog; and the Local Leadership Messaging Board (LLMB), a 

centrally run petitioning system. 
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4.5.1 Background Information for Select Cases 

Mayor Luo's Inbox - Nanjing: Luo Zhijun was mayor of Nanjing from October 2001 

to April 2003 before becoming Nanjing's Party Secretary. He exemplifies a leader 

who embodies the Mass Line governance ideology this paper describes. Mayor Luo 

placed "heavy emphasis on being in better touch with the citizenry" (Hartford, 2005, 

p.239). He held numerous in-person meetings with ordinary citizens and regularly 

kept in touch with the grassroots by visiting shops, farms, and factories. He sought to 

reform the government to be more transparent and constrained, provide faster service, 

and be more responsive to citizen needs (p.239). Mayor Luo consequently embodies 

the six Principles found in Chinese e-governance. By examining Mayor Luo's 

approach towards developing Mayor Luo's Inbox, Nanjing's online mayoral inbox, he 

provides an excellent example of how the decisions of a leader adhering to the six 

Principles translates into digital Mass Line institutions.    

The 12345 Mailbox - Hangzhou: While Mayor Luo represents the governance 

approach taken by an individual, Hangzhou's 12345 Mailbox represents the approach 

taken by a municipal bureaucracy. Rather than a mayoral inbox, Hangzhou uses the 

12345 Mailbox as its primary petitioning system. Managing the mailbox is the 12345 

office (Hartford, 2005, p.241). As the sections that follow show, the 12345 office's 

managers also adhere to the six Principles, which subsequently translates into digital 

Mass Line institutions.  

Both the 12345 Mailbox and Mayor Luo's Inbox usefully illustrate how the state 

actors operating at the grassroots level, responds to central policy. Both petition 

systems found their beginnings in 1999, immediately following the GOP, while 

institutional development accelerated immediately following Decree No. 17 in 2001. 

The two cases consequently provide insight into how subordinates interpret and 

implement central policy. Data for both 12345 Mailbox and Mayor Luo's inbox are 

from "Dear Mayor" by Harford (2005). This lengthy and highly descriptive work 

carefully documents the evolution of both petition systems. Hartford's three plus years 

of fieldwork provides in-depth descriptions of the institutions as they evolved and 

includes extensive interviews with relevant party officials and bureaucrats.  

A Municipal Microblog: Examined is the management of state microblogs in one 

Chinese city. Interviews with municipal microblog administrators show how a new 
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online social media realizes the six Principles. Again, administrators' adherence to the 

six principles translates into the formation of digital Mass Line institutions, but this 

time within China's domestic blogosphere. The data is from a series of interviews 

conducted by Schlæger & Jiang (2014). The authors chose not to reveal the name of 

the city nor the identity of the interviewees. For the remainder of this section, 

references to state (micro)blog "operators," "administrators," or "managers" denotes 

officials from this one city.  

Local Leadership Messaging Board (LLMB): The LLMB is a mayoral inbox type 

institution. However, unlike a mayoral inbox, which is operated by its respective 

locality, the LLMB is operated by the central government. Petitioners using the 

LLMB address their letters to and receive responses from provincial party secretaries 

and governors. Due to its central operation, regional governments cannot influence 

the inbox's design nor its vetting procedure. The result is higher transparency which 

has enabled Su & Meng (2016) to generate new types of data. That data produces 

useful insights that add to the three cases above.  

National E-portal Surveys: National surveys of provincial (Jiang & Xu, 2009) and 

prefectural (Distelhorst & Hou, 2017) e-portals provide generalized observations of 

government e-portals. General assertions regarding online petitions systems are, 

unless otherwise mentioned, derived from these two surveys.  

Indeed, four cases and two surveys by no means provides a comprehensive account of 

how subordinate state organs respond to central policy. Nonetheless, we can establish 

that Mass Line e-governance envisioned by the Center has, in at least four instances, 

been effectively conveyed from principal to agent. Moreover, the agents, equipped 

with those governance ideals, make policy decisions that take shape as digital Mass 

Line institutions. More significant is a shared approach to e-governance consistently 

observed across different localities and institutions. That approach is congruent with 

the central policies and ideology described in Chapter 3. The vertical congruency 

between the Center and subordinates and horizontal congruency between different 

subordinates provides compelling support for the digital Mass Line thesis.7 Supported 

 
7 Admittedly, the analysis is weakened since it does not connect an individual official’s statements 
with their actions. At best, the analysis shows that the statements of officials within one institution 
matches that institutions’ design and operation. Demonstrating congruency between the statements 
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is the view that: (1) a Mass line e-governance ideology exists; (2) subordinates across 

different areas of e-government have accurately and similarly interpreted central 

policy and (3) followed through by building institutions that conform to the Center's 

governance agenda.  

 

4.5.2 Personalization of Direct link 

A feature of official e-portals and microblogs is the personalization of input-output 

channels. Through personalization, the state creates the perception of closeness 

between an individual leader who gives the state a "face," and the online masses. For 

netizens using these channels, their rulers becoming personable individuals who 

appear open to their inputs, willing to spend time listening and responding to their 

concerns. This dynamic shortens the perceived distance between the state and the 

online masses, thereby strengthening the direct link. 

For an e-portal's mayoral inbox, a typical feature is a "contact me!" (or similar) icon 

next to the picture of the mayor (Distelhorst & Hou, 2017). Clicking the icon directs 

users to a petitioning form. The user fills out the form which includes their petition. 

Upon completion, the letter is sent "directly to the mayor." Typically, petitions are 

read and responded by the mayor's staff (Jiang & Xu, 2009). Despite this, netizens 

usually address their letters to the "Respected Mayor" or "The Great Personage of the 

Mayor." At the same time, the thousands of staff-written responses are still nominally 

penned by the mayor (Distelhorst & Fu, 2019). This same personalistic inbox 

dynamic exists for other high-ranking officials, as evidenced by the LLMB which 

includes deputy mayors, governors, and party secretaries (Su & Meng, 2016). Mayor 

Luo, an exemplar in Mass Line values, read every message sent to the mayoral 

inbox—a total of 10,000 during his tenure—10% of which he responded to personally 

(Hartford, 2005, p.230).   

Official microblogs also feature the personalization strategy. In 2011, of the 170,000 

state-backed microblogs, 60,000 were operated by individual officials (Noesselt, 

2014, p.460). Those officials (or the staff managing their blogs) directly interact with 

the online masses. A microblog administrator echoed this when he expressed his 

 
of multiple officials and the design and operation of four different institutions helps control for this 
shortcoming.  
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office's desire to make the blog feel "alive" by providing a personable interactive 

experience (Schlæger & Jiang, 2014, p.199),  

By employing a personalistic communication strategy, officials reduce the cognitive 

distance between state and society, thereby strengthening the direct link. These 

communication channels give Chinese e-government a personable "face." The 

functioning of direct communication channels between individual leaders and the 

citizens they oversee demonstrates to netizens that their leaders are willing listeners of 

their concerns and consider it a personal responsibility to respond to those concerns.  

 

4.5.3 Promoting Participation via Direct Communication Channels 

The designs of E-portals promote online participation by emphasizing the 

convenience of usage and fluidity of experience to reduce the friction of engaging in 

select participatory channels. In doing so, the regime mobilizes netizens towards 

political participation through state sanctioned channels. The resulting online structure 

nudges users to engage in participation through digital Mass Line institutions. A 

nudge "makes it more likely that an individual will make a particular choice, or 

behave in a particular way, by altering the environment so that automatic cognitive 

processes are triggered to favor the desired outcome" (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008, p. 6). 

An online structure refers to "a collection of online features that make actions and 

interactions possible" (Jiang & Xu, 2009, p.176) and is comprised of "various html 

pages, features, links and texts, within which an individual is given an opportunity to 

act" (Schneider & Foot, 2002, p. 5). Friction frustrates user actions by placing barriers 

to pursue specific courses of action. These barriers can increase costs to users in terms 

of search costs, additional procedures, and task complexity.  A designer can introduce 

friction to an online structure to nudge users away from undesired outcomes (Roberts, 

2018) and reduce friction to nudge users to behave in ways preferable to the designer 

(Zuboff, 2019). Through design features that decrease friction, the designers (i.e. the 

regime) develop online structures that nudges users towards state preferred modes of 

participation. An e-portal's design features and resulting online structure can thus be 

analyzed to assess the regime's preferred modes of online state-society interaction.  

Government e-portals prominently feature clickable icons to petition boxes on their 

front page (Distelhorst & Hou, 2017). A link to the mayoral inbox, such as the 
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“contact me!” icon, is frequently a garish icon that is impossible to ignore (Jiang & 

Xu, 2009). For Mayor Luo, his inbox was the most prominent feature on the Nanjing 

e-portal front page. Hangzhou's 12345 Mailbox also exhibited such prominent 

featuring (Hartford, 2005). By forcing the existence of a petition box upon e-portal 

visitors, the design feature makes the input institution known to netizens and nudges 

them towards making a petition.  

Submitting a petition is simple and straightforward. Upon clicking the links described 

above, the user is automatically directed to a petition form. Completing the form 

sends the petition to a generic mailbox (Distelhorst & Hou, 2017, p.4; Hartford 2005, 

p.225; Jiang & Xu, 2009, p.179). The generic mailbox is a "one-stop-shop" feature 

that makes sending inquiries relatively friction-free. The feature contrasts with first 

requiring netizens to identify the agency responsible for their request type, then 

addressing the petition to the respective agency. That would increase search costs and 

introduce additional procedures; both increase the friction to submit a petition. 

Instead, Netizens may simply send all inquiries to "the mayor" or the 12345 Mailbox 

using a prominently featured icon through an easily and intuitively completed form. 

Staff at the generic mailbox's office then spend time sorting through the messages and 

forwarding them to the agency responsible for that petition's issue type (Distelhorst & 

Hou, 2017, p.4; Hartford 2005, p.225; Jiang & Xu, 2009, p.179).  

Salient is the significant resources the state invests to make the input procedure 

convenient and fluid for netizens. These expenditures point to the regime's 

governance priorities vis-à-vis mass online participation. Leaving netizens to sort for 

themselves which agency to send their petition is less burdensome on the state, but the 

friction from increased search costs and procedures reduces participation and the 

concomitant social inputs. To reduce that friction, an extra layer of bureaucracy, a 

generic mailbox office, is arranged to simplify the process for users, thereby 

promoting the usage of said input channels.  

Featuring the mailbox prominently on the e-portal and making the petition process 

simple and friction-free is one strategy for fostering online participation through 

digital Mass Line institutions. Supporting this is that both the Nanjing and Hangzhou 

governments considered the rapid uptake and ensuing large volumes of petitions as 

among the most significant achievements of their municipal e-government drive 
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(Hartford, 2005, p.224). The reduction in participatory friction combined with the 

personalization strategies mentioned makes e-government convenient, fluid, and 

personable, thereby encouraging netizen participation. 

 

4.5.4 12345 Mailbox – Institutional Change Over Time 

The evolution of the 12345 Mailbox shows how the pursuit of convenient usage and 

fluid experience influences institutional development. That development path orients 

towards growing the number of social inputs by fostering evermore political 

participation.  

Before the internet and smartphones were ubiquitous, the 12345 Mailbox was a 

telephone hotline for citizens to call in their grievances. Citizens dialed 12345 to call 

into the petition system. The number "12345" was selected because it was easy to 

recall and dial (Hartford, 2005, p.226). Despite the handy mnemonic, there was 

limited uptake of the 12345 Hotline. The municipal government, dissatisfied with this 

low usage, decided to add an SMS feature. The feature allowed citizens to send 

petitions through their cellphones via text message. The reduced participatory friction 

made the SMS feature more convenient and usage more fluid. Citizens subsequently 

"voted with their thumbs"; the number of requests doubled overnight (pp.227-228).  

The rapid growth of the Chinese internet meant the 12345 Hotline had to evolve to 

address online society. Despite evolving from a telephone-based to an internet-based 

institution, the same principled trajectory remained. Consistent with other regional 

governments, the GOP compelled the Hangzhou government to develop an online 

petition box. Hangzhou opted to appropriate the 12345 Hotline's name to create the 

12345 Mailbox (p.228). While the "12345" number was useful for completing call-in 

and text-based petitions, the number had zero relevance regarding how to access the 

online petition box. The municipal government appropriated the "12345" brand 

because it was already a well-recognized input institution amongst the populous. The 

label 12345 made obvious the mailbox's purpose and intended usage. By reducing the 

need to promote the new system, or explain its purpose, appropriating the "12345" 

brand made it easier (i.e., convenient) for petitioners to transition from the phone-

based to web-based system which, in turn, increased the mailbox's usage (p.228).  
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The Hangzhou e-portal started with links to three different online petition systems: the 

12345 Mailbox, Mayoral Inbox, and People's Opinion Collection Box. The three 

existed in tandem and sat under three different supervisory agencies. The city 

government felt that having three petition boxes was too confusing for users (p.225). 

In order to make the petitioning procedure more fluid and convenient, the three 

mailboxes were folded into a single system, the 12345 Mailbox. Staff at the 12345 

office would then sort the petitions before forwarding them the proper agency (p.223). 

This shift towards a "one-stop-shop" system reduces the friction for submitting 

petitions increasing participation. 

Tracing the evolution of Hangzhou's 12345 petitioning system shows how the 

institution developed along Mass Line governance ideals. Petition box managers 

continuously strived to increase the bottom-up flow of social inputs by shortening the 

direct link between the state and society. The shortening occurred by way of making 

society's ability to engage the state ever more fluid and convenient.  

 

4.5.5 LLMB's Institutional Development 

The LLMB too evidences the institutionalization of a digital Mass Line. The bar chart 

below (fig. 4.4), measured by the left-hand scale, shows the number of petitions 

submitted and answered through the LLMB between 2008 and 2013. The solid line 

graph, measured by the right-hand scale, shows the state's response rate to LLMB 

petitions. Evident is the upward trend in netizens utilizing the LLMB to send petitions 

to party secretaries and governors, leading to an almost threefold increase within the 

period. While there is consistent growth in online participation, this does not mean the 

increase resulted from the state's promotion of online input channels. Instead, it may 

merely reflect the growth in internet penetration during the period.   

More significant is the response rate and total responses. The responses identify 

where the regime is building its institutional capacities, thereby evincing its 

governance priorities—to form a Mass Line social structure in cyberspace. The 

response rate starts at paltry 5%, yet in 2013 the response rate reaches an eyebrow-

raising 47.3% percent. The rate change, combined with the increasing quantity of 

petitions, leads to non-linear growth in total responses (see fig. 4.4's dashed "power" 

line).  
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Fig. 4.4. LLMB Petitions Received and Answered (2008-2013). LLMB petition data from Su & Meng 

(2016)  

The exponential expansion of the state's input-output capacity reflects where the 

regime's priorities lie—the development of digital Mass Line institutions. The state's 

behavior on the LLMB shows that the regime is willing to invest heavily in areas 

where direct online engagement leads to upward flows of social demands and 

downward flows of regime responses. Moreover, since the LLMB is a nationwide 

forum for local level petitioning, the trend reflects the aggregate of all Chinese 

provinces (Su & Meng, 2016). Thus, the formation of a digital Mass Line through the 

LLMB is a national phenomenon, not confined to any particular locality. The 

aggregation also provides a nationwide indicator showing that, at least at the 

provincial level, Central policy effectively translates into state action by subordinates.  

 

4.5.6 Responsiveness 

The regime focuses on strengthening responsiveness by increasing response speeds 

and providing petitioners with satisfying resolutions to their concerns. When the 

12345 office receives a petition, the office attempts to respond immediately to the 

online inquiry. When the office lacks the necessary expertise or authority to respond, 

it redirects the inquiry to the appropriate agency. The receiving agency has a short 10-

day deadline to promptly resolve the issue (Hartford, 2005, pp. 240-241). By striving 

for immediate responses from the 12345 office or short deadlines from agencies, the 

principle of speed permeates the petition system.  
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To guarantee a satisfactory level of responsiveness, mailbox managers will audit 

agency resolutions, requiring the agency to redo their work if necessary. The 12345 

office has the power to call in for criticism officials who fail to satisfactorily respond 

to petitions (p. 241). The threat of a dressing down by superiors helps ensure a 

satisfying response to the petitioner's demands. Since the 12345 office controls 

roughly 5% of a given agency's yearly assessment score, issues not dealt with 

promptly and adequately can cause evaluation penalties (p.241), thereby 

institutionalizing the imperative for speed and satisfactory responses. A manager for 

Mayor Luo's inbox echoed this, noting that, if a petition is not quickly resolved, "it 

could be pretty dangerous for the responsible person" (p.241). Mayor Luo insisted 

that all petitions must be promptly answered, and if the issue could not be resolved, 

the petitioner must be given a detailed explanation as to why. In a further bid to 

increase responsiveness through social inputs, the 12345 agency has a monthly 

evaluation of public complaints and questions used for the basis of policy review and 

policy changes (p.241).  

The higher the demands originating from society on the input side, the more 

responsive (i.e. output) the regime becomes. Statistical analysis of LLMB data by Su 

& Meng (2016), found that responsiveness, as reflected by speed, is correlated to the 

strength of bottom-up demands. Petitioning directly to a specific high ranking official, 

such as a party secretary, elicited faster responses than petitioning to an agency 

suggesting that strengthening the direct link between individual elites and the online 

masses takes precedence over linkages with less personalized bureaucracies. Stronger 

demands, as measured by negative sentiment and urbanization of the petitioner's 

residence, also yielded faster responses showing the regime proactively forges a direct 

link where online demands are concentrated. In all, stronger demands translate into 

faster responses, while resorting to engagement through the elite-mass direct link also 

elicited faster responses. This points to the priority placed on developing digital Mass 

Line institutions and their input-output capacity.  

Municipal microblog managers also strive for speedy direct engagement. They 

expressed anxiety towards their inability to provide instantaneous responses to netizen 

requests. The managers believed that netizens expect instant responses to their 

inquiries and felt an intense pressure to meet that expectation (Schlæger & Jiang, 

2014, p.199). They made clear that instant responses were the ideal goal, but suffering 
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from inadequate resources, could only promise netizens a personalized response 

within one hour (p.200)—still incredibly fast. One employee emphasized the ideal 

was to provide bespoke responses so quickly that netizens would feel that the 

microblog was "alive." The fact that a one hour response time was considered 

inadequate, and that the managers would feel satisfied only once they achieved 

instant, lifelike responses supports the existence of Mass Line ideology in 

cyberspace—they strived for seamless direct engagement with online society through 

direct communication channels. That engagement exists as netizens expressing their 

demands and the state internalizing then responding to those demands. The focus on 

fast lifelike responses evinces a desire to shorten the direct link.  

There is also responsiveness equality. Migrant workers, university graduates, party 

members, and entrepreneurs all received similar high response rates (roughly 46%), to 

petitions sent via e-portals (Distelhorst & Fu, 2014; Distelhorst & Hou, 2016).  The 

microblog managers reiterated this non-discriminatory position stating that they 

strived to give the impression that the blog was there to listen to all netizen concerns 

(Schlæger & Jiang, 2014, p.199). This supports the existence of a norm of 

responsiveness, one that indiscriminately seeks social inputs, thus prioritizing the 

realization of e-government as an idealized input institution; one that is not concerned 

with identities. The primary concern is to maximize the absorption of and response to 

social inputs. That concern holds regardless of state capacity. High and indiscriminate 

response rates exist in both the poorest and wealthiest provinces (Distelhorst & Fu, 

2014; Distelhorst & Hou, 2016).  

The regime aims to broadly absorb social demands (input) and hastily transform those 

demands into responses (outputs) regardless of state capacity or user identity. That 

aim indicates an ideal-type involving e-portals and microblogs serving a direct link to 

convert social inputs into regime outputs.   

 

4.5.7 Demonstrating the Input-Output Process 

Chinese e-governance implements design features that demonstrate to netizens their 

participatory inputs stimulating state action. The 12345 office regularly publishes 

analyses of the inquiries it receives. The analyses summarize recent concentrations of 

netizen concerns. Similarly, Mayor Luo's inbox shows the number of messages 
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received and responded to while providing a summary of netizen's shared concerns 

(Hartford, 2005, pp. 225, 234, 241). Publishing analysis and summaries on netizen 

concerns demonstrates that the state is actively listening to and internalizing society’s 

needs.  

Online interactions leave a digital trail. That trail is published to demonstrate the 

institution’s effectiveness. The LLMB, 12345 Mailbox, and Mayor Luo's Mailbox all 

include browsable petition archives (Hartford, 2005; Su & Meng, 2016). The archive 

exists in a web forum format, making netizens' exploration of past petitions a 

convenient and fluid experience. Clicking another petitioner’s post shows the 

petition's contents and official response, allowing for the online public to observe the 

state responding to the needs of their fellow netizens. For the 12345 Mailbox and 

Mayor Luo's Inbox, synopses of longer petitions and responses are regularly written 

for more accessible public viewing (Hartford, 2005, p. 224). The synopses evince the 

state's desire to expose netizens to the input-output process. This exposure 

demonstrates to netizens the state's willingness and capacity to internalize and 

respond to petitioners' concerns. Some mailboxes even put "emoticons" next to a 

post’s title, which signals the petition’s general timbre (angry face, sad face, etc.) 

(Jiang & Xu, 2009, p.186). Emoticons demonstrate that the state recognizes, at an 

emotional level, a netizen's particular concern. Such emotional validation helps create 

the image of a personable state, one that connects with netizens at a more intimate 

level, rather than an impersonal bureaucracy. On Weibo, a microblog, the interactions 

between netizens and the state are visible to all. Through the platform, netizens can 

witness each other making demands and receiving responses in real-time. Even better, 

netizens can involve themselves in the process: all netizens can like, share, and 

comment on an inquiry to and/or response from an official microblog (Schlæger & 

Jiang, 2014).  

Design features that demonstrate the institution's input-output process points to the 

regime overtly targeting the political efficacy of netizens. When netizens observe each 

other, making demands and receiving responses, they experience a heightened sense 

of efficacy. They develop "the feeling that individual political action does have or can 

have an impact on the political process" (Cambel et al., 1954, p.187). Strengthening 

internal efficacy occurs when observing the input-output process reinforces the 

netizens' belief that they are competent enough to "understand and participate 
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effectively in politics" (Balch, 1974, p.24). Observing the state responding to those 

demands strengthens external efficacy by reinforcing "people's beliefs that their 

governments will respond to their demands" (Balch, 1974, p.24). 

The state not only pursues the Mass Line's input-output dynamic in cyberspace, but it 

also wants to demonstrate the effective functioning of that dynamic to the online 

masses. This shows recognition of the Mass Line’s two-way relationship dynamic. It 

also points to a regime conviction that legitimacy boons are sourced from netizens 

believing that their participation stimulates political change.  

There is agency behind design features. The design reflects the objectives of the 

designer (Schneider, 2018). Consequently, design features targetting such perceptions 

suggest an overt effort to enhance regime legitimacy by strengthening political 

efficacy. Netizens observing the process are themselves more likely to participate due 

to increased efficacy, which, in turn, increases the bottom-up flow of social inputs.    

 

4.5.8 Netizen Oversight, Official Information Dissemination and Overcoming                    

Local Obstruction 

Digital Mass Line institutions enable public demands to flow upwards from the 

grassroots to higher-level authorities while bypassing the capacity for obstruction by 

lower-level officials. Both Mayor Luo's Inbox and the 12345 Mailbox managers said 

the petitioning system provided an alternative conduit to inform higher levels 

authorities about what subordinates were doing (Hartford, 2005, p.240). Further 

frustrating obstruction is the digital trail left behind, which makes any tampering of 

netizen petitions by local officials extremely difficult. A 12345 Mailbox manager 

cited "the two opens" as guiding institutional principles. The two opens involve 

openness to accepting netizen communications and openness in responses. That is, all 

petitions and responses must be publicly viewable (p.241). The "two opens" 

strengthens netizen oversight by enabling their activism to check state action. The 

officials responsible for responding are held accountable because the increased 

transparency means that if a department "is not handling the problems [adequately], it 

shows" (p.241). Transparent online petition systems utilize the direct link to 

strengthen the public's capacity to oversee public institutions while mitigating 

opportunities for obstruction by lower-level officials.  
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A similar mechanism occurs through microblogs. Microblog administrators regarded 

microblogs as an "unavoidable and powerful medium through which the public voice 

their opinions and watch how the government conducts its work" (Schlæger & Jiang, 

2014, p.198). The existing literature has examined several cases where netizens took 

to Weibo, a microblog, to successfully bring issues of corruption to the attention of 

higher authorities. Yang Dacai, head of Bureau of work safety in Shaanxi province 

and Cai Bin, an urban management official in Guangzhou, were both outed via 

netizen investigations publicized on Weibo.  In both cases, netizen watchdogs 

identified excessive purchases of luxury watches for Yang, and property for Cai, that 

went well beyond what was reasonable given their salaries (Guan, 2014; Osnos, 

2012). The Center responded with official investigations resulting in the jailing of 

both officials. The same holds for administrative incompetence and malfeasance. 

Mass netizen outrage on microblogs following the Wenzhou train crash in 2011 

instigated administrative reform of the Shanghai Metro Authority (Bondes & 

Schucher, 2014; Wang & Liu, 2015). In Beijing, netizen activists used Weibo to 

target the impossibly low pollution level reported by the municipal government, 

forcing the city to disclose accurate pollution levels (Federenko & Sun, 2016; Kay et 

al., 2015). The above examples support statements by microblog managers asserting 

that the state backing of official microblogs was, in part, aimed to reduce corruption 

and incompetence amongst bureaucrats operating at the grassroots level (Schlæger & 

Jiang, 2014, p.197).  

To enable oversight, the regime designs e-government platforms to provide netizen 

watchdogs with the information they require. National surveys of Chinese e-portals by 

the World Bank (2006), Distelhorst & Fu (2019), Jiang & Xu (2009), and Zhang et al. 

(2016) all identify the dissemination of authoritative information as the foremost 

feature of government e-portals. This finding is consistent with the central policies 

examined in Chapter 3, as well as the OSI development patterns found in section 

4.2.6. The disclosed information covers policy and regulation, public projects, and 

statistics covering agriculture, industry, state procurement, budgeting and 

environmental degradation. Along similar lines, a blog administrator stated that 

microblogs aim to strengthen the government's information openness by creating an 

"official channel to provide everyone with more authoritative, precise information" 

(Schlæger & Jiang, 2014, p.200). Another state microblog employee explained that 
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"[t]he main strength [of an official microblog] is perhaps that it can broadcast the 

voice of the government … There is too much false information online – in particular 

on microblogs – and sometimes it is necessary for the government to clarify things" 

(p.199).   

According to a blog official, microblogs are useful for improving the quality of 

governance due to design features that enable posts to "go viral." As the official 

noted, due to netizen activism in blogs, officials are increasingly unable to issue 

policies that go against the will of the online masses (p.198). The tendency for real 

and just grievances to go viral constrains policymakers. Policymakers said they 

believe viral outbursts are impossible to ignore, forcing them to respond to the 

demands made in viral posts and topics. The result is policymaking the adheres more 

closely to public demands (i.e. responsiveness) (p.198).  

Virality also overcomes obstruction. As evidenced by the Yang Dacai and Cai Bin 

incidents, local officials are helpless when it comes to suppressing a viral social 

grievance. The state’s only recourse is to face the issue, addressing the demands in a 

bid to quell the mass online outrage. 

In short, by disseminating official information and providing direct communication 

channels to higher authorities, digital Mass Line institutions empower netizen 

oversight while overcoming local obstruction. 

 

4.5.9 Concerning the Six Rights  

The four institutions examined further elucidate how the six Principles of e-

governance manifest in subordinate state actors. The personalization of the direct link 

shows how e-governance orients towards a Mass Line ideal-type where individual 

political leaders engage directly with the online masses, thereby shortening the 

linkage. The personalistic strategy demonstrates to netizens that party leaders respect 

their right to be heard and to participate. 

Promoting participation via direct communication channels naturally promotes the 

sixth principle "to promote the development and usage of direct channels of state-

society online communication." This is achieved by making the usage of such 

channels fluid and convenient. The state does so to expand its access to useful social 
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inputs. Expanded access implicitly requires protecting and strengthening netizens' 

right to be heard and participate.  

Effective responsiveness requires the internalization, by the state, of netizen demands. 

An effective internalization process requires access to accurate information on netizen 

demands. This, too, requires the strengthening of netizens' right to be heard and to 

participate. The responsiveness agenda is also imbued with the principle of speed. 

Officials strive to provide prompt resolutions that netizens find satisfactory. 

Demonstrating the input-output process shows to netizens that their right to 

participate and be heard are indeed honored. Consequently, netizens are more inclined 

to view digital Mass Line institutions as useful towards making their concerns known 

by the state. 

Finally, digital Mass Line institutions act as channels of top-down communication of 

authoritative information, thereby supporting the right to know. Wielding that 

information, netizen watchdogs check the state by resorting to direct communication 

channels to bypass obstruction by local authorities, thereby realizing their right to 

oversee. 

To conclude, this section has oriented the analytical scope towards examining four 

specific digital Mass Line institutions. The statements of their managers, support the 

notion that local officials embody the ideology the Center promulgates. The four 

institutions' development and operation show that governance ideology translates into 

policymaking and institution building. The adherence to that ideology conforms to the 

six Principles and translates into the formation of the digital Mass Line institutions 

with which netizens interact. While the analysis’s general findings are limited to the 

four cases analyzed, the high degree of horizontal and vertical congruency suggests 

that other digital institutions are likely to exhibit similar characteristics.  

 

4.6 Chapter Conclusion  

The Center's e-governance ideology is ineffectual unless first instilled within 

subnational state actors. Subordinates must then embrace the ideology as they develop 

online institutions. The resulting institutions must have a shared development logic, 

one congruent with the six Principles and the Mass Line's input-output dynamic. 
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Moreover, a digital Mass Line is a reciprocal relationship between the state and 

society; top-down action alone is insufficient. Therefore, to determine that a digital 

Mass Line exists not only as rhetoric by way of ideology but as institutions tangible to 

netizens, one must show five processes: first, that the governance ideology transfers 

from the principal (the Center) to agents (subordinate state actors); second, the agents 

make policy decisions based on that ideology; third, those decisions result in  tangible 

online institutions that function according to the six Principles and the Mass Lines 

input-output dynamic; fourth, the netizens engage the state through those institutions; 

and fifth, to state is responsive to netizen’s political engagement. 

This chapter’s analysis sheds light on these processes by testing digital Mass Line 

derived expectations from four angles. Each angle varies in data type, the unit of 

observation, and method. Each lends support to the digital Mass Line thesis and 

together paints a multifaceted view of how a digital Mass Line operates amongst local 

state actors, digital institutions, and online society. 

First, the OSI development patterns of China's provincial e-portals show that the e-

portals develop capacities congruent with a digital Mass Line framework not 

conventional e-government theory. Supported is the expectation that digital Mass 

Line institutions should prioritize building information dissemination capacities and 

capacities for absorbing then transforming social inputs into policy outputs. Other 

capacities, like the automation of public services, despite their developmental 

incentives, are relegated to secondary agendas.  

Second, if online institutions are developing towards a Mass Line ideal-type, then we 

should expect elites to be receptive to online social inputs. This is confirmed by the 

universal recognition by elite cadres that receptivity to online inputs is a desirable 

trait. The norm's dominance is made salient by the extent to which cadres resorted to 

lip service showing that values integral to Mass Line governance ideology permeate 

the political culture of local party elites.  

Third, the realization of a digital Mass Line involves social contracts that govern a 

reciprocal relationship between state and society. Examining the petitioning strategies 

of netizens and how the state reacts to them shows that the mutual recognition and 

conformation to a shared set of Mass Line enabling values manifests amongst both the 

state and the online masses. Moreover, the petitioning strategies evince both state and 
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society's shared understanding that digital Mass Line institutions can help overcome 

local obstruction and points to how a Mass Line political sociology enhances regime 

legitimacy 

Fourth, the four input-output institutions–Mayor Luo's Inbox, the 12345 Mailbox, a 

state-run microblog, and the LLMB—illustrate how a Mass Line e-governance 

ideology manifests in specific institutions and within the officials managing those 

institutions. Despite variation in institution type and/or locality, across the four 

institutions and amongst their managers is a vertical congruence with central ideology 

and a horizontal congruence with one another. These congruencies support the notion 

that central ideology transmits to subnational state actors, and those actors share like 

interpretations of that ideology. The result is online institutions that adhere to the six 

Principles and the Mass Line’s input-output dynamic. The design features and 

resulting online structure evince the regime’s goal to mobilize participation through 

digital Mass Line institutions. 

In all, the analysis' four facets elucidate how the regimes digital institutions develop 

along a digital Mass Line trajectory, and how both state and grassroots actors function 

in congruence with the digital Mass Line framework.  
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5  Conclusion 

5.1 Overview of Findings 

Since China's revolutionary era, the Mass Line has been an integral feature of Chinese 

political culture and governance ideology. It has circumscribed both grassroots 

political participation and the regime's management of state-society relations. Mao set 

forth the Mass Line's role in enabling the party-state's functioning as an input-output 

institution. In his writings, Mao envisioned an ideal-type state-society relationship 

where direct and frictionless engagement occurred between party elites and the 

masses, forging the direct link. The direct link had the effect of marginalizing 

intermediate state actors. Through that linkage, the masses could make their "scattered 

and unsystematic" ideas and wants known to the state who internalized and 

formalized them. The regime then acted upon those demands, repropagating the 

formalized ideas back to the masses, thereby demonstrating its ability to "listen" and 

capacity to act upon and meet demands through the making and execution of policy. 

From an Eastonian perspective, Mao had described the role of mass participation in 

the political system as an input process, the regime's obligation to absorb that input 

information as demands via a communication structure, then convert those demands 

into regime responsiveness as an output process. Underpinning this dynamic 

interaction between the social environment and political system is a dynastic era 

social contract, the principle of moral authority, which provides societal values upon 

which the Mass Line exists. Here, legitimacy is built upon public expectations that the 

regime is obligated to provide for society's basic needs. 

During Mao's time, direct engagement was achieved through mass political rallies. 

Beyond the rallies, mass participation occurred through the revolutionaries of the 

Chinese civil war, and the Red Guards and "rebel groups" during the Cultural 

Revolution. The top-down propagation of authoritative information, namely, the state-

sanctioned interpretation of Marxist-Leninist and Maoist ideology, occurred through 

traditional media. 
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Mao's death marked the end of the revolutionary era and the start of the reform and 

opening-up era, which witnessed China's economic miracle and modernization drive. 

Despite the end of the revolutionary orientation of Chinese society, the Mass Line 

persists. Enduring is that the Mass Line enables bottom-up flows of public demands to 

be received and internalized by the state, enabling state responsiveness (Tang, 2016).  

Importantly, Mass Line ideology and sociopolitical structures evolved to meet new 

social challenges brought forth by China's rapid economic growth. One systemic 

challenge that threatened and continues to threaten China's modernization drive is the 

rampant corruption amongst local cadres. This malfeasance results from diverging 

interests between central and local authorities combined with insufficient top-down 

oversight. 

Mass Line structures have evolved to deal with these challenges by enabling public 

oversight of deviant officials. From the reform era to the present, the Mass Line can 

be found in China's protest culture, petitioning systems, and traditional state media.  

While state media continue to propagate ideological discourses (Zeng, 2015), they 

now directly disseminate to the masses authoritative information on policy, 

regulations, public projects, and environmental and economic data (Seifert & Chung, 

2009). Citizen watchdogs wield this information to scrutinize the actions of local 

authorities. Local officials, however, are known to obstruct the oversight process by 

preventing the downward flow of authoritative information, or by dismissing, and 

sometimes violently suppressing grassroots watchdogs. The direct link undermines 

such obstructive efforts because bottom-up demand flows are transmitted directly to 

higher-level authorities via protest or by making in-person petitions to the Center. 

When activists' demands are justified, the Center punishes the local officials and 

provides concession to the activists. In short, the Mass Line has evolved to enable 

grassroots oversight to stimulate regime responsiveness while undermining local 

obstruction, thereby strengthening the party-state's overall governance capacity.   

This thesis has examined whether, how, and to what extent these features of the real-

world Mass Line—mass participation, two-way direct engagement via the direct link, 

responsiveness, moral authority, and grassroots oversight enabling mechanisms—is 

applicable towards explaining Chinese e-governance and state-society relations in 

cyberspace. The analysis has found that the Mass Line concept can indeed be 
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generalized, but, just as the revolutionary era Mass Line evolved and adapted to 

China's reform era, so too has the Mass Line evolved and adapted to the digital era. It 

is, therefore, useful to discuss a digital Mass Line different from its real-world 

counterpart. 

This paper evaluated the digital Mass Line through the study of Chinese e-

government. Framing the analysis through the perspectives of political culture, 

governance ideology, and systems theory, it has shown that a digital Mass Line and, 

by extension, Chinese e-governance can be understood through six principles: the 

right to be heard, to know, to participate and to oversee; responsiveness speed; and 

direct communication channels. Derived from the CCP's own writings, the principles 

orient e-governance towards a Mass Line ideal type. They conceptualize the 

governance logic that enables a Mass Line to function in cyberspace from both the 

top-down dimension of state action and the bottom-up dimension of netizen 

participation.   

The four Rights are social contracts. The public expects the state to honor these social 

rights while the state is obligated to protect and promote them. The right to 

participate promotes and protects netizens' right to engage in the political process. 

Protecting and strengthening this social contract supports the efficacious society 

required to realize mass participation as a source of inputs. The state promotes 

political participation as direct engagement between the online masses and the state 

within Mass Line structured digital institutions. 

The right to know involves using the internet to communicate official information to 

the online masses directly. It is a social contract that obligates the regime to satisfy the 

"public's demand for administrative information" (IOSC, 2010) through public 

disclosures and responses to information requests. It is rooted in selectively open 

government to expand netizens' capacities for oversight, in areas with chiefly 

economic concerns like corruption and environmental protection. The direct link is 

utilized towards the dissemination of oversight enabling, information thereby tying it 

to the right to oversee. Acquisition and delivery of the information via the direct link 

undermine local authorities' ability to obstruct information flows.  

The right to oversee empowers netizens to oversee the government by scrutinizing 

state behavior. This second right is a strengthening of the right to participate in the 
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oversight domain. The state actively creates conditions for the public to utilize the 

internet as a resource for oversight, particularly when concerning malfeasant local 

officials. Invoking their right, netizen watchdogs use direct channels to communicate 

to the Center the failings of local state actors. Enabling the right to oversee is the right 

to know; authoritative official information is required for watchdogs to effectively 

scrutinize state behavior.  

The right to be heard reflects the state's obligation to absorb and internalize online 

inputs. This obligation is a necessary precondition for regime responsiveness. The 

regime actively demonstrates that online participatory inputs are heard and 

internalized, whether it be through online institutions' design features or the 

personalized responses given to online petitioners. The right to participate supports 

the right to be heard as the regime can only absorb social inputs that society willingly 

provides.  

The principle of speed relates to regime responsiveness. The faster the regime can 

resolve public demands, the more responsive it is. Emphasizing speed reduces the 

time for upward flows of social demands to convert into downward flows of state 

resolutions. The focus on speed shortens the direct link accelerating the input-output 

process.  

Direct communication channels are the communication structures that enable Mass 

Line modes of state-society interactions. These channels are structured to enable 

direct communication between the online masses and political elites.  In the e-

government case, the channels are found within state designed and operated online 

institutions. A digital Mass Line's effectiveness depends on the degree to which 

seamless communication occurs between online society and the digital state leading 

institutional design to emphasize convenient and fluid user experiences. The fluidity 

and convenience of engagement strengthen the direct link resulting in increasingly 

frictionless interactions between elites and the masses while increasingly 

marginalizing intermediate state actors reducing obstruction. These design principles 

enable the direct link to allow aggrieved netizens to directly bringing the demands to 

the Center while undermining local obstruction.   

The input-output dynamic specifies the social processes and normative ideal where 

the Center-Mass direct link facilitates the upward flow and transformation of social 
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inputs through mass participation into the downward flow of state outputs as regime 

responsiveness. This two-way direct engagement strives to be fluid, seamless, and 

frictionless. 

The input-output dynamic's effectiveness depends on the regime's access to input 

information that accurately reflects the demands of online society. Inputs are the "raw 

material" from which outputs are made (Easton, 1965). The greater the quantity and 

quality of inputs, and the faster they are extracted from society and absorbed into the 

political system, the greater the system’s potential output capacity.  

The regime satisfies its thirst for inputs by mobilizing mass online political 

participation within state designed and operated digital institutions. These institutions' 

online structures are designed to prioritize the fluidity and convenience of users' 

participatory experience. That design priority reduces participatory friction, thereby 

encouraging participation. Additionally, the institutions mobilize netizen oversight by 

providing easy access to evermore sources, in terms of quantity and quality, of 

oversight enabling information.  

Regime mobilization, too, occurs via the direct link. Netizens directly engage the 

digital "face" of the state by interacting with digital Mass Line institutions. That 

engagement leads netizens to experience mobilizing design features and the 

transmission of oversight enabling information. Likewise, top-down resolutions are 

delivered via the direct link. Just as netizens engage political elites through digital 

Mass Line institutions like e-petitions systems and state-run microblogs, the reversal 

is also true—resolutions are communicated to netizens through the very same 

channels. 

The Mass Line's input-output dynamic strengthens regime legitimacy. The political 

efficacy of a populous reflects the political system's legitimacy (Nathan, 2003; Tang, 

2016). Netizens who believe they can contribute to the political process, or believe 

that the regime is responsive to their demands likely view the political system as 

legitimate. The Mass Line approach to governance seeks to maximize political 

participation, which in turn strengthens internal efficacy. The process of absorbing 

and converting those inputs into outputs strengthens external efficacy. Thus, the 

digital Mass Line governance ideology develops patterns of state-society interaction 
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that reinforce the political efficacy of online Masses, strengthening the regime's 

resilience.   

The analytical chapters (Ch.3 & Ch.4) showed that the six Principles and input-output 

dynamic are manifest at different levels of political decision making and execution: in 

central policy, embodied in the values of subordinate officials and administrators, 

determine the design and functioning of online institutions, and circumscribe 

participatory modes of netizen participation. It also shows that the ideological 

foundations envisioned by Mao remain unchanged. The trajectory of state-society 

relations, even in cyberspace, continues to orient towards the Mass Line ideal-type—

frictionless direct engagement between the masses and elites to enable a regime 

responsive to society's needs.  

 

5.2 Discussion: Theoretical Implications and Research Contribution 

This paper contributes to the existing literature by demonstrating the usefulness of the 

Mass Line concept in understanding online state-society relations. It accomplishes 

this by framing the concept through general systems theory to generate an overarching 

framework composed of major research domains and theories of Chinese digital and 

authoritarian politics. The framework is tested through the e-government case. The 

resulting analysis identifies the cultural and ideological underpinnings that support the 

development of the state's online institutions, modes of online mass participation, and 

the values that prioritize political decision making and execution in the context of e-

governance. In doing so, this paper shows how, in China, participation and 

responsiveness are interrelated due to shared social and political values.  

 

5.2.1 Systems Theory and Authoritarian Resilience  

The analyisis demonstrates the explanatory power of Easton's general systems theory 

vis-à-vis authoritarian resilience. It builds on the following concepts in the resilience 

literature: China's input institutions generate strengthen political efficacy (Nathan, 

2003). The protest literature's view that the Chinese regime condones mass 

participatory acts as it provides information to gauge society's needs and wants (Perry 

& Selden, 2010). The historical, ideological, and cultural factors that connect mass 
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participation (bottom-up demand flows) with responsiveness (top-down flows of 

resolutions) via the direct link (Tang, 2016). The view that e-government can 

legitimize political systems by promoting good governance through open government 

initiatives and by increasing interactions with netizens to provide better public 

services (Jiang & Xu, 2009; Parent et al., 2005; Seifert & Chung, 2009; Tolbert & 

Mossberger, 2006; Wu & Bauer, 2010).  

The digital Mass Line framework synthesizes and expands upon the above 

perspectives with systems theory. It does so by constructing the following system 

configuration: mass participation is an input that generates legitimacy as internal 

political efficacy. The inputs originate from the online society, a social environment, 

as bottom-up demand flows. Responsiveness is an output that generates legitimacy as 

external political efficacy. The outputs originate from China's e-governance regime, a 

political system, as top-down flows of resolutions. The direct link is the 

communication structure whereby inputs convert to outputs. Digital Mass Line 

institutions are where the input, conversion, and output processes take place.  

Chapters three and four demonstrate the framework's explanatory power by applying 

Easton's input-output analysis. Through the lens of input-output analysis, the paper 

shows that theories of mass participation, authoritarian responsiveness, the Mass Line, 

and open government and public oversight can be analyzed and discussed through 

systems theory.  

 

5.2.2 Four Changing Dimensions of Participatory Institutions  

The following explores how participation differs between the digital and real-world 

Mass Line:  

According to Shi (1997), institutional arrangements determine participatory modes. 

Shi examines grassroots political participation in Beijing to argue that "institutional 

arrangements in China influence where in the decision-making process participation 

takes place, who participates and what strategies can be used by people and what 

resources are required for people to participate…when institutional settings in society 

change, all four of these dimensions change" (p.33). The institutional settings for 

Mass Line modes of participation differ between the real-world and cyberspace. This 

difference leads to changes in the four dimensions. The changes influence how 
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citizens utilize the internet to engage in politics while also evincing which 

participatory modes the regime desires and actively promotes.  

The first factor, "[w]here in the decision-making process," remains unchanged. In 

both physical and digital spheres, the masses directly engage political elites to 

stimulate responsiveness. A key difference, however, is that in a digital Mass Line, 

participation is predominantly atomized.  While the masses still directly engage the 

elites, the ubiquity of personal smart devices and the online structure of digital 

institutions mean that direct mass engagement is not, as readily found in the real-

world, achieved through contentious collective action analogous to protest. Instead, 

online mass participation manifests as an aggregate of individual netizen actions. This 

quality means mass participation is more akin to state-society interactions found in the 

(real-world) xinfang system—between one individual and the state within state 

designed and controlled institutions—and dissimilar to protest like modes of 

interactions—between aggrieved groups collectively engaging the state outside of 

formal institutions. In the digital Mass Line, the individual, rather than the group, is 

the social unit that directly engages the state. 

The remaining three factors concern who participates, strategies employed, and 

resources required. Elite-mass communication channels in cyberspace are more direct 

and efficient. They bypass local authorities more effectively, making grassroots 

oversight less risky and more within the capacities of the individual. Resources to 

participate are lowered, merely requiring an internet connection and smartphone, both 

widely available to Chinese citizens. The ability to submit online petitions directly to 

multiple levels of government or bring grievances directly to individual politicians 

using digital Mass Line institutions like microblogs and e-petition systems is well 

within reach of any smartphone user. Netizen watchdogs can do their work in relative 

safety, without fearing the wrath of "street-level" officials.  Access to oversight 

enabling official information is similarly in easy reach and safely accessible.  

To illustrate, take the examples of the (real-world) xinfang system and (digital) state-

run microblogs.  With microblogs, any netizen can instantly send a request to some 

distant official and expect a personalized response within 24 hours. The ability of 

grassroots level cadres to influence online communications is limited, leaving them 

little means to obstruct the process. Compare that to the xinfang system where 
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petitioners will literally travel to Beijing to make their petitions in person. In several 

well-documented cases, local officials intercept the traveling petitioner and physically 

beat them into submission (O'Brien & Li, 2008). If given a choice between the two 

Mass Line institutions, a petitioner will likely choose the digital over the analog 

institution. The digital route is faster, more convenient, predictable, and less costly in 

terms of time and personal risk.   

In line with the core ideology, a digital Mass Line remains "from the masses, to the 

masses," that is, two-way elite-mass direct engagement. Nevertheless, there are 

differences. Mass participation is largely atomistic rather than collective. The 

strategies employed follow a similar Mass Line logic. However, due to cyberspace's 

temporal and spatial shortening, the direct link becomes more effective, experiences 

increased efficiency, and reduces risk to netizens. In terms of resources, barriers to 

participation are significantly lowered, thereby vastly expanding the participatory 

base. 

 

5.2.3 Regime Mobilization 

This research supports a minor theory of mass mobilization: the top-down 

dissemination of oversight enabling information aims to mobilize grassroots 

watchdogs (Zhang et al., 2013; Zhang & Chan, 2013; Noesselt, 2014). This view 

differs from the major theories of mass mobilization, which emphasizes the regime's 

usage of top-down dissemination of ideological discourses (propaganda) to mobilize 

society towards regime goals centered around economic growth, nationalism, and 

legitimization (e.g., Tang, 2016; Schneider, 2018; Zeng, 2015). 

In addition, the paper's findings point to an additional tool in the regime's 

mobilizational toolbox— designing online structures to reduce participatory friction 

to foster participation and information acquisition within state preferred channels. The 

process of increasing friction to unsanctioned information and participatory modes is 

well document by Roberts (2018). This paper identifies that the inverse may also true. 

The regime reduces friction to promote its preferred participatory modes and 

communication channels. Conceptualizing this notion are the fluidity and convenience 

of user experiences as institutional design principles.  
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Simultaneously increasing and decreasing friction suggests a mobilizational strategy 

that involves designing online structures with a discreet, underlying "friction 

structure" that nudges netizens towards engaging in regime preferred modes of 

participation and information acquisition, while nudging netizens away from non-

preferred ones.  

 

5.2.4 From a Reactive Defensive Regime to a Proactive Goal-Driven Regime 

This thesis supports the central arguments of populist authoritarianism, rightful 

resistance, and the protest literature by demonstrating their generalizability to the 

digital domain. However, A fundamental divergence is identified. In the literature 

above, the state is reactive and defensive in its relationship with society. In 

cyberspace, the inverse is true. Rather than the regime reacting defensively to mass 

participation originating organically from grassroots, the regime proactively shapes 

cyberspace to foster its preferred modes of mass participation in an overt pursuit of 

input information.  

5.2.4.1 Support for Existing Theories 

This thesis finds strong support for Tang's theory of populist authoritarianism by 

showing that Mass Line political culture and governance ideology apply to the 

Chinese e-government case. The resulting analysis produces satisfying explanations 

of state-society relations in cyberspace. Congruent with populist authoritarianism, 

China's e-government supports the conversion of mass participation into responsive 

state actions via the direct link. E-government institutions, their arrangement, 

function, design, usage, ideological foundation, and communication structure are 

congruent with Tang's Mass Line concept. 

The participatory mechanisms found in O'Brien and Li's (2008) theory of rightful 

resistance can be generalized to the digital domain. Supported is the view that 

grassroots oversight is made possible through activists' access to official information, 

enabling them to scrutinize the state. Oversight is realized through a strategy where 

activists, empowered by such information, engage higher-level authorities to correct 

lower-level officials' malfeasant behaviors.  
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Like the protest literature, this thesis supports the view that the regime values mass 

participation as a vital source of social demands. Mass participation, not just in the 

real world, but also through the internet, facilitates the upward flow of social demands 

from society to the state. 

5.2.4.2 Divergences with Populist Authoritarianism 

There are, however, critical differences between this paper's observations of a digital 

Mass Line and the real-world Mass Line conceived by Tang. Tang identifies top-

down, real-word intervention as the Mass Line's primary form of responsiveness. This 

paper, incorporating views from the research on Chinese e-government, expands Mass 

Line modes of responsiveness to include personalized communications from officials 

and agencies that directly address netizen concerns.  

Tang emphasizes path-dependent factors as preconditions for Mass Line governance. 

He argues that key events, including the Cultural Revolution and Great Leap Forward, 

produced the social conditions necessary for the contemporary Mass Line to function 

effectively. During the Cultural Revolution, Mao explicitly destroyed intermediate 

institutions, including mid-level bureaucracies, trade organizations, business 

associations, and unions, thereby removing a pivotal obstruction to the direct link. 

Both events resulted in high degrees of interpersonal trust within local communities. 

Unable to depend on the state to provide their basic needs, local communities learned 

that they could only rely on each other. This communal solidarity enables their 

willingness to protest.  

For the regime, their responsiveness is reactionary. Without intermediate institutions 

offering a "buffer zone" to provide an initial layer of demand aggregation, 

emboldened local communities quickly take to protest. The regime ends up a victim 

of its past deeds, desperately, to paraphrase Mao, putting out spark after spark in an 

endless and high stakes struggle to prevent any single spark from conflagrating into a 

"prairie fire" (i.e., revolution). Thus, Tang views the state as always "on the back 

foot" in its relationship with the masses' demands.   

This study shows that path-dependent factors are less relevant to a digital Mass Line. 

Officials and institutions are not reactive victims of historical circumstances. In 

cyberspace, the regime is not in a ceaseless react to survive mindset, attempting to 

pacify vociferous local communities or compensate for past destroyed intermediate 
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institutions through hyperresponsivity. Instead of reactive and defensive, Chinese e-

governance shows the regime acting proactive and goal-oriented. 

This study has shown, in it its analysis of central policy, surveys of e-portals, 

interviews with e-government administrators, and the evolution of online institution, 

that the digital Mass Line exists because it is a planned outcome of those who design 

China's internet architecture and online structures—the party-state. Digital Mass Line 

institutions are designed to encourage mass participation, absorb social demands, and 

convert those demands into top-down resolutions. How successful the regime is in 

achieving their design goals remains the subject of future research. Nevertheless, the 

intention is clear—the design of the internet architecture and online structures reflects 

the state's will to manufacture a Mass Line in cyberspace. It suggests that the regime 

envisions an ideal-type online state-society relationship. It proactively molds its 

domestic cyberspace towards realizing that ideal-type, which as this paper argues, 

conforms to a Mass Line governance ideology and political culture.  

Tang also argues that China's efficacious public results from path-dependent reasons. 

This paper's findings suggest that historical events are not the only factor at play. 

Instead, the regime operates with the assumption that efficacy boosts legitimacy and 

subsequently pursues efficacy generating design features as part of its approach to e-

governance. While Nathan (2003) has argued that input institutions strengthen 

legitimacy as political efficacy, this paper goes further, suggesting that both input and 

output functions are explicitly designed to target netizens' internal/external efficacy.  

To be sure, other studies have shown how netizen outrage that goes "viral" on the 

internet quickly raises red flags, prompting hyperresponsivity (and censorship). These 

state reactions seek to quell the outrage before it spills over into real-world 

contentious collective action (e.g., King et al., 2013; Noesselt, 2014). This study does 

not question these findings. Instead, it aims to highlight a notable difference between 

the real-world and digital sociopolitical environments. Rather than a reactive, 

defensive state under constant assault by the masses' fervor, there is a proactive state 

that pursues what it envisions as an ideal type of state-society relationship. 
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5.2.4.3 Divergences with Rightful Resistance  

Parallel differences are found with Rightful Resistance with the state shifting from a 

reactive to a proactive actor. In cyberspace, rightful resistance is observable as the 

intended outcome of institutional design 

O'Brien and Li (2008) find that activists attempt to bypass local obstruction efforts by 

resorting to protest or in person petitions. The socially disruptive nature of protest 

brings knowledge of protests to higher-level authorities. In-person petitions involve 

petitioners traveling to the offices of a higher-level authority and "cornering" officials 

with their grievances. Here, like populist authoritarianism, authorities play a reactive 

role.  

The digital Mass Line differs in that the bypassing procedure is institutionalized. The 

design of online structures enables activists to directly contact high-ranking officials 

(or the staff representing them). The institutions are designed so that local authorities 

are incapable of obstructing this engagement process.  

O'Brien & Li found that the oversight enabling information wielded by rightful 

resisters were typically "happened upon." Locals happened to hear a radio or 

television broadcast outlining central policies or happened upon copies of regulatory 

material when visiting a government office; or a sympathetic official happened to 

overhear some villagers' plight then chooses to support them by providing useful 

regulatory information.  

This paper has shown that in Chinese e-government, the top-down dissemination is 

not "happened upon"; instead, it is the objective of institutional design.  Oversight 

enabling information is disclosed by mandate and online structures designed for the 

convenient retrieval of such information. 

O'Brien & Li found that for grassroots activists to succeed, they first had to find a 

sympathetic political elite who could be brought over to their cause. A process that 

the authors show is complicated and fraught with risk and uncertainty. In contrast, the 

digital Mass Line institutions are designed to provide a direct communication channel 

to elites whom are expected to demonstrate receptivity. The design goals for a fluid 

and convenient use experience results in relatively low cost and risk to the petitioner. 

Institutional procedures mandate personalized responses that address the netizens' 
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concerns. Responses are both expected of and valued by e-government officials and 

administrators. 

This paper suggests that officials recognize the mechanisms whereby "rightful 

resistance" enables the input-output process. Rather than aggrieved citizens 

"happening upon" regulatory information or hoping for sympathy from political elites 

as found in the real world; in cyberspace, the regime intentionally designs its digital 

institutions to disseminate official information and provide channels for elite-mass 

interactions. 

While O'Brien & Li (2008) view rightful resistance as a largely bottom-up grassroots 

lead phenomenon, examining the parallel phenomena in cyberspace finds rightful 

resistance is a top-down state-directed objective where its underlying mechanisms are 

realized through institutional design. 

5.2.4.4 Difference with the Protest Literature 

A widely held view by scholars of protest in China is that the regime tolerates protest 

because it allows the identification and addressing of social grievances; and because it 

provides information on the behavior of local officials and is thus relied upon to reign 

in corruption and malfeasance (e.g., Chen & Xu, 2017; Huang et al. 2019; Lorentzen, 

2013). Protest is consequently tolerated, but, due to its threat to social stability, rarely 

does the state instigate protest (Cai, 2008; Lorentzen, 2017) 8. The literature thus 

views protests as primarily a grassroots originating phenomenon that the regime 

begrudgingly permits. Therefore, the state can be viewed as more selectively tolerant 

of certain forms of protests rather than actively mobilizing society to pursue it (Weiss, 

2015). When protests do occur, the regime reacts, attempting to quell protests as 

quickly as possible, usually peacefully through concessions and negotiation, but if 

necessary, through coercion and violence (Cai, 2008; Yan, 2016). 

This paper shows that the regime's attitude differs in the digital domain. Not only is 

the regime tolerant of mass participation, it also promotes it. Here, again the state's 

role is flipped from reactive and on the back foot towards one that proactively 

structures cyberspace towards its preferred patterns of state-society interactions. This 

 
8 Notable exceptions are the government’s stoking of nationalist protests against foreign actors. This 
has, however, also proven risky as demonstrated by the 2012 Anti-Japan protests which exploded into 
nationwide riots. 
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goal-oriented, proactive approach builds digital institutions designed explicitly to 

mobilize online mass participation and maximize social inputs. 

5.2.4.5 The Digital Mass Line's Divergence with Existing Theory 

Rightful resistance, populist authoritarianism, and the protest literature share the view 

that the regime reacts to bottom-up social action arising organically from the 

grassroots levels of society. Populist authoritarianism and the protest literature depict 

a reactive and defensive regime who struggles endlessly to put out "sparks" (protests) 

to prevent them from conflagrating into a "prairie fire" (revolution).  The regime 

relies on responsiveness to quench the sparks. In doing so, the regime becomes 

hyperresponsive to the people's demands and can more effectively tame official 

malfeasance. In rightful resistance, villagers take it upon themselves to solve their 

problems. They do so by bypassing local authorities bringing their demands to higher-

ranking officials—a process fraught with risk. Rightful resistance first requires 

official information to justify their grievances. This information tends to be 

"happened upon." Secondly, the higher authority must react to their grievances with 

sympathy, which is far from certain.  

This paper does not question these findings. The demands the regime seeks do 

originate from the grassroots, and the regime does hastily attempt to stamp out 

"sparks." Instead, this paper's findings highlight that characterizing the regime as 

solely reactive and defensive overlooks the significant agency the regime exerts on 

mass participation vis-à-vis responsiveness. The process of bottom-up demand flows 

from the masses to political elites stimulating top-down resolutions, the procedure of 

bypassing local officials, and the dissemination of authoritative information, is not 

just a reaction to or byproduct of grassroots lead social action. This study has shown 

that it is also a goal of Chinese e-governance. 

This paper differs from the above literature by highlighting the proactive, top-down 

role the regime takes in managing state-society interactions.  The regime is overt in its 

goal to shape online state-society relations towards its preferred ideal-type. Despite 

the shift from reactive and defensive to proactive and goal-oriented, Chinese e-

governance remains aligned with Mass Line ideology. 

Why we can observe the change from a reactive to a proactive regime is the subject of 

future research. However, one potential explanation is the state's hegemony over 
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online communications. In cyberspace, the regime has the tools necessary to control 

information flows between online actors and the types of information communicated. 

China's online architecture is structured so that the state can, if it chooses, observe and 

block any exchange of information (‘China and'; 2013; Hu, 2011; Jiang, 2012; 

Schneider, 2018). The regime also has the power to mold its domestic cyberspace to 

selectively increase friction (Roberts, 2018) and decrease friction (Zuboff, 2019). The 

resulting "friction structure" is a potential tool for influencing mass online behavior.  

These "digital" powers help resolve an issue naturally arising from this research—

China's sophisticated and expansive censorship regime. Existing research shows the 

government censoring netizen communications to stifle online mass participation. 

Censorship occurs because online mass participation can spill over into regime 

threatening, real-world collective action (King et al., 2013, 2017). How then can the 

regime both foster and obstruct online mass participation?  

This paradox is reconcilable if we consider different types of demand flows. Chen and 

Xu (2017) show how the regime benefits from vertical demand flows (from society to 

the state), but horizontal demand flows (from society to society), can instigate 

collective action and therefore threaten regime stability. Suppose the regime 

mobilizes society to participate through vertically oriented communication channels 

while obstructing participation along horizontal communication channels. In that case, 

the regime can capture the upside of mass line governance, vertical demands flows via 

the direct link, while still mitigating the threat of collective action. To do this, one 

strategy could be to design online institutions with a "friction structure" that nudges 

netizens towards participation along vertical channels and away from horizontal 

channels. 

The regime's power over the real-world social environment, however, pales in 

comparison to its power over the digital social environment. If analogous tools of 

state power did exist in the real world, we could witness a similar shift from a reactive 

and defensive to a proactive and goal-oriented regime vis-à-vis state-society relations. 

The Party's desire to informationize9 all of society makes that an increasingly viable 

possibility.  

 
9 Informationization is Party speak for the goal to render vast swaths of society, including social life, 
into digital information in the pursuit of socioeconomic development.  
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5.2.4.6 Regime Transformation 

This paper demonstrates how Chinese e-governance leverages ICTs and their power 

to shape digital institutions to achieve traditional governance goals. There has been 

little transformation in many ways as governance goals and ideology remain much the 

same. Yet, as discussed, the online and real-world social environments differ 

drastically. Thus, successfully transferring governance modes conceptualized before 

the digital era to the online social environment denotes a significant transformation of 

the regime—traditional ideologies have been totally “informationized” to function 

effectively in cyberspace.  

The regime traditionally seeks to bring the masses closer to the state by forging the 

direct link to enable two-way direct interactions. The regime leverages the spatial and 

temporal shortening of cyberspace and its capacity to design digital institutions to 

help realize this goal. Online institutions are designed to facilitate the high rate of 

elite-mass interactions and accelerate those interactions. Design principles of fluidity 

and convenience have expanded the participatory base increasing bottom-up flows of 

public demands. In addition, the institutions are designed to foster quick official 

responses increasing top-down flows of communicated resolutions.  

By utilizing the internet to strengthen the direct link, Chinese e-governance realizes 

the traditional goal of supporting public oversight of local officials. Digital 

institutions are designed to disseminate oversight, enabling information and provide 

channels for netizen watchdogs to tattle on officials while reducing officials’ 

opportunities to obstruct the oversight processes. 

Despite the similarities in governance goals, there is a salient difference in the 

regime’s attitude on achieving these goals. As detailed in the previous section, the 

defensive reactive attitude towards mass participation in the real-world becomes 

proactive and goal-oriented in cyberspace. In cyberspace, mass participation is not 

only tolerated; it is embraced. Why this difference exists is for the subject of future 

research. However, one likely possibility is that, as mentioned, the regime leverages 

its ICT enabled capacities to design its domestic cyberspace and monitor and control 

the flow of online social networks in ways that capture the upside of Mass Line 

governance while mitigating its downsides. 
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5.3 Discussion: Research Limitations and Future Research 

5.3.1 Measuring Political Efficacy 

The first limitation of this paper is its support for legitimacy. Political efficacy is one 

established measure of regime legitimacy. This paper has argued that the Mass Line's 

input-output dynamic bolsters legitimacy, and therefore regime resilience. Moreover, 

the design features of digital Mass Line institutions and the state's response strategies 

to netizen petitions suggest that the regime too, views the input-output dynamic as a 

legitimacy generating mechanism.  

However, the argument that the Mass Line's input-output dynamic generates political 

efficacy in cyberspace is supported deductively. While an individual's perceived 

capacity to meaningfully participate in the political process and the state's 

responsiveness to public demands are well understood to increase political efficacy in 

the traditional realm of politics and political communications, whether the 

relationship holds for digital politics and through digital Mass Line institutions is 

unclear. In cyberspace, social interactions differ significantly from the real-world, 

potentially altering how efficacy is generated. Thus, while there is strong theoretical 

support for the digital Mass Line's input-output dynamic as a source of legitimacy, 

additional data and research is required to robustly test the relationship. 

Empirically testing the efficacy related variables requires a survey of Chinese 

netizens. The survey's goal would be to capture the degree to which Mass Line e-

governance affects netizens' sense of political efficacy. The survey would principally 

seek to identify: levels of online political participation; which participatory channels 

are used; citizen awareness of said channels; netizen perceptions as to whether they 

believe online participation can or has influenced official policymaking; whether and 

under what circumstances they believe the regime is responsive to netizen demands; 

do netizens believe in the right to make demands and the state's obligation to respond 

to those demands. Additionally, interviews with state managers of China's digital 

Mass Line institutions can further support whether the institutional design of digital 

institutions and engagement with netizens overtly target netizen efficacy as part of the 

regime's legitimization strategy. 

Moreover, the survey data can be usefully applied to deepen our understanding of the 

digital Mass Line's legitimacy generating mechanisms by testing accountability and e-
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government theories. Accountability theory predicts that when the state must account 

for its actions to the public, it is more likely to incorporate public inputs into 

policymaking; this process confers legitimacy (see Vance et al., 2015). The digital 

Mass Line framework views the regime to provide a greater account of its actions to 

the public and make policy reflect public demands.  

E-government theory predicts that when the state's online institutions are used to 

improve state transparency, regime legitimacy increases. E-government theory also 

predicts that the increased ease of interaction between netizens and the state through 

digital platforms improves legitimacy (Parent et al. 2005; Tolbert & Mossberger, 

2006). The digital Mass Line governance approach both pursues a (selectively) open 

government (the right to know), which enables oversight (the right to oversee) and 

increased state-society interactions through the direct link.  Both e-government and 

accountability theories point to complementary explanatory mechanisms to how a 

digital Mass Line legitimizes the Chinese political system.  

 

5.3.2 Incorporating Mobilizational Discourse  

This paper has taken a narrow look at the Mass Line, focusing primarily on the input-

output dynamic. Future research can expand the framework to incorporate an untested 

feature of the real-world Mass Line including its historical role in disseminating 

ideological, mobilizational discourses. This quality of the mass line involves 

disseminating ideological discourses as a form of top-down direct engagement to 

mobilize society towards regime goals like strengthening nationalist sentiment, 

fostering patriotism, and generating support for the CCP. 

Whether this discourse agenda is pursued through digital Mass Line institutions 

deserves additional research. Existing research provides preliminary support. 

Schneider (2018) finds that the Chinese internet is a communication platform 

whereby the Center, due to its centrality in the online architecture, propagates official 

discourses throughout the domestic internet. Jiang and Xu (2009) identify e-portals as 

propaganda outlets. Therefore, the dissemination of mobilization discourses likely 

extends beyond the real-world Mass Line and may also be found in its digital form. 

Future research can examine: the mechanisms of dissemination; the types of 

discourses; the similarities and differences in logic and function between the real-
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world and digital Mass Line's dissemination mechanisms; how and to what extent 

digital Mass Line institutions are utilized towards mobilizing the online masses; what 

type of goals the regime intends netizens to pursue; whether netizens are effectively 

mobilized; and how netizens go about realizing regime goals in cyberspace. 

 

5.3.3. Expanding Easton’s Systems Model  

This paper's application of Easton's system model is incomplete because it does not 

investigate "feedback" and the decision-making processes; both of which give the 

political system its ongoing dynamism. Feedback involves how outputs affect the 

environment, which is subsequently reconverted into inputs resulting in a dynamic, 

ongoing process. Future research can focus on how the state assesses its outputs 

through feedback from the environment and how the "reinputted" outputs cause the 

system to evolve. Between the inputs and outputs is the conversion process, which 

involves decision making processes. This research has treated the conversion process 

as a "black box" where specified inputs enter and expected outputs exit. Future 

research can "open the box" by examining bureaucratic and elite decision-making. 
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