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Abstract 
This study focuses on how the global news media report on protests in China. 
It contributes an original analysis of the global news media coverage of protests 
in China from both the theoretical and empirical perspectives. The research is 
based on the purposive sampling of the BBC and CNN, in order to discuss how 
international news media outlets report on protests in mainland China, 2011-
2016, especially given that they are non-Western contexts. Samples from 
Wukan are evaluated by using both quantitative and qualitative methods, in-
cluding framing analysis and critical discourse analysis to determine the ways 
in which they are represented by the selected news outlets. The main findings 
have revealed hegemony in the news representations of protests in China, 
which includes biases, domestication, and geopolitical news angles. The analy-
sis in the Wukan case showed that the reports offered a limited voice to the 
Chinese side, while carrying frames of bias from Western journalists. The anal-
ysis of the selected global news reports unmasked ideological presuppositions 
about Chinese political reform, including the perception that the Chinese re-
gime was monolithic, and that most Chinese protesters craved Western de-
mocracy. The research has found that the predominance of one voice and ab-
sence of another has produced hegemony in the reports, which could be ana-
lysed as techniques of reporting, including vocabulary choices, rhetorical de-
vices, and moral and emotional basis. To give an example, the slogan in the 
article saying “Long live the Communist Party”, whereas there were completely 
opposite messages from the protesters in CNN’s article. The research findings 
add to work by other scholars in media and journalism that has questioned the 
partiality of leading international or global (Western) media, particularly when 
it comes to reporting on non-Western and less developed countries. The re-
search adds original evidence and insights to debates on the hegemony of in-
ternational news coverage of protests, in the context of the Global South. It 
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should be noted that leading media from the dominant Global North, in this 
case, excluding Al Jazeera, project the interests of the developed countries while 
voices from the Global South are less heard. 
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1. Introduction 

The research analyses the coverage of the Wukan protests, 2011-2016, in China 
by CNN and the BBC. It is situated in a number of theoretical perspectives which 
are linked and relevant to discuss the framing of protests in Wukan in Western 
international news. 

Despite those huge and increasing amounts of protests, sociological methodolo-
gies and theories applied to the study of Chinese societies and social phenomena are 
predominantly produced in the USA and Western Europe, from where they are dis-
seminated to the rest of the world [1] [2], and the main reason is probably because 
the theories and methodologies which underwrite research on social movements in 
China are mostly adopted from studies of the US and European cases, experiences 
and theorisation [3] [4], therefore the Western social movements theories might not 
be applied to China’s case. 

Speaking of incompatibility of Western theories of social movements/protests 
with Chinese protests, one very distinctive character in Chinese protests is that un-
like the mainstream Western protests which typically target the state [5], no collec-
tive action with similar expectations could operate by directly targeting the state in 
mainland China [6]-[8]. A common pattern in China is for mobilised workers or 
peasants to charge that local officials fail to carry out the central policy, and to hold 
that local officials are corrupt and despotic, and to suppose that if informed of local 
injustices the central state authorities will respond with sympathy and upright mo-
rality ([9]: p. 117). Aggrieved villagers, reported in some studies [8], believed that 
their chances of getting justice are higher the further from local leaders and the 
closer to central leaders they pitched their appeals ([9]: p. 118). 

The reasons could be political—collective actions are deemed as threats to the 
Chinese government, therefore protesters have to choose their messages carefully. 
In fact, political opportunities are essential to protests. According to Cable (2016) 
[10], there are many issues that would influence protest groups, but among them 
all, the definition of political opportunities ties the relative success and failure of 
protest groups to political, institutional, and environmental variables that shape 
collective action [11] [12]. 

There are several attempts to update the concept of political opportunities in 
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the protest context, but the important work of Cammaerts (2012) [13] has begun 
to link political opportunities and protests with media [14]. Under what Cammaerts 
has called the “mediation opportunity structure”, he has added media opportunities, 
network opportunities by way of access to communications technologies and social 
media, and discursive opportunities or what he refers to as “self-mediation by pro-
test groups” ([13]: pp. 120-130). Therefore, the choice of protest tactics becomes 
increasingly important, because maintaining open media and political opportuni-
ties requires adapting media and protest tactics to the prevailing media and political 
context. Among those tactics, the message and modes of communication used by 
the protest group are subtle and critical ([14]: p. 4). For example, in this study, pro-
testers in Wukan village used “Long live the Party” to protest against the village-
level land corruptions to attract attentions from the Central government in Beijing, 
and villagers leaned more on Chinese media than Western media, whereas Hong 
Kong SAR, China’s 2019 anti-extradition law protesters used “free Hong Kong 
SAR, China” (in English) to attract world attention but mainly Western political 
attentions and some Hong Kong SAR, China protesters boycotted mainland China 
media and even beat up a mainland China journalist. As mentioned above, to 
bring these issues to public attention, protest groups utilise a number of different 
protests and media tactics according to different political opportunities [15]-[17]. 

However, some international news organisations tend to deal with different 
protesters’ messages as a whole while ignoring the nuanced discrepancies. As Ca-
ble (2016) [14] points out, the impact of media frames on protest group messages 
is numerous, because messages can be changed, challenged, incorporated, co-
opted, depoliticised, ridiculed, and manipulated by the press ([14]: p. 20). 

2. Globalisation of International News 

Before the framing analysis of the coverage, it is necessary to briefly review glob-
alisation of international news. Cross-border communications are defined very 
unsystematically in the globalisation literature, sometimes as inter-and transna-
tional and sometimes as inter-transcultural communication. “Cross-border” thus 
describes those processes of information exchange in the course of which system 
borders, of the nation-state or culture, are traversed ([18]: p. 175). Globalisation 
also imposes a great impact on cultures around the globe, that “globalisation 
might be conceived as an aspect of the progressive “culturalization” of social life 
proposed by theories of postmodernization” [19]. As globalisation increased in 
the 1980s and 1990s, Habermas called the “emerging global public sphere” a key 
development that may conceivably a harbinger of a “new universalist world order” 
([20]: p. 444). Meanwhile, the global sphere of an assumed “public sphere” can be 
considered as a multi-discursive political space, thus it is expected and inevitable 
that scholars urgently require conducting media research from national to inter-
national scale [21] [22]. In this paper, I have no ambition to review all views on 
globalisation. Only debates on globalisation that are relevant to the emerging 
global news media and culture will be included. 
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The first view, which is often called as “hyperglobalist/optimistc” view, is that 
globalisation “create(s) extensions of organisations and societies across space and 
time” that “weaken the cultural hegemony of nation-states” ([22]: p. 126) and thus 
erodes the borders of the nation-state [23]. Similarly, for Tomlinson, globalisation 
“dissolves the securities of locality, it offers new understandings of experience in 
wider—ultimately global-terms” ([24]: p. 30). By “global terms”, hyperglobalists 
believe that conflicts could be reduced or even ultimately eliminated by an appre-
ciation of common planetary values and problems rather than commitments to 
material interests ([25]: p. 160). The modern technology, satellites for example, 
have largely facilitated the information dissemination. Meanwhile, the availability 
of digital television and the use of the internet have triggered interactive and in-
novative ways in which media messages are produced and distributed in real time 
in a digitally linked globe [26]. 

However, another increasingly dominating view expresses doubts and concerns 
over such “global public sphere”, or global media at large. First of all, the concept 
of “globalization” has been rebuked by some scholars. For Boyd-Barrett (1998) 
([27]: p. 3) or Sparks (1998) ([28]: p. 122), globalisation is “a flawed conceptual 
tool”, or the “global public sphere should be replaced by the term imperialist, pri-
vate sphere” [29]. As for global communication, Gurevitch et al. (1991) [28] ques-
tioned the validity of a shared global information and pointed out that the global 
media has actually been domesticated for national markets [30]. Some other 
scholars even link global media as a practice of “cultural imperialism” [27] [28] 
[31] [32], that the first world’s culture dominates the global mass media and 
threatens the existence of marginal cultures mostly in the developing countries. 

To further understand and justify either opinion, it is necessary to discuss how 
international news flows around the globe. 

International Information Flow—A One-Way Flow from North to 
South 

Though the advent of satellites advanced global communication, the fact that the 
global information flow is not balanced between the developed and developing coun-
tries cannot be denied. Scholars such as Collin Sparks and the MacBride Report refer 
it as “North-South one-way flow” [33] [34]. The definition of “North” and “South” 
was from the Brandt Report, in which Brandt pointed out poorer countries (GDP per 
capita < US$10,700) are mostly located in the tropical regions and south hemisphere, 
while the rich countries (industrial or developed countries) are mostly located 
in Northern hemisphere with the exceptions of Australia and New Zealand [35]. 
Though Solarz (ibid.) argued that the Brandt line that distinguishes the poorer and 
richer countries is slightly out-of-date in the 21st century because some developing 
countries such as China and India are emerging as important global economies, the 
North-South division still exists, especially in global communicatio n ([34]: p. 86). 

The imbalance of information flow is rooted in the imbalance of economic power. 
Both electricity and internet access are closely linked to a country’s GDP [33]. 

Developing countries that have low GDPs have difficulties getting access to 
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electricity and technologies that need to receive or send international news [33].  
Secondly, compared to the Third World, the developed countries have far more 

mature and advanced news organisations, thus international news gathering, pro-
duction and dissemination heavily rely on the West. First of all, the international 
news raw materials are mainly from the Western international news agencies, 
from which national news organisations in the west purchase news services and 
then sell the news to their national audience and the world. The international news 
outlets are mostly located in London, West Europe and America, such as Reuters 
in London, the Associated Press (AP) and United Press International (UPI) in the 
U.S., Agence France-Presse (AFP) in France, thus the international news sources 
and production are mostly Anglo-American [26] ([36]: p. 69). 

Here language is also considered to be another threshold of international news 
production and dissemination. The major languages of international news are (in 
descending order) English, Spanish, French, German, Arabic and Portuguese [37]. 
Most international news is written in English, which means the audience has to learn 
the language to be a part of the international information system. English has 
emerged, for good or ill, as the language that most people speak, or are prepared to 
learn, if they wish to communicate across borders ([38]: p. 111). Even those non-
native English-speaking elites rarely have the opportunity to write international 
news in major Western news outlets, regardless of their Western journalism degrees, 
considering that foreign journalists are quite uncommon in Western organizations. 
Scholars have found that U.K. journalists come from the dominant ethnic and racial 
groups in society [39], while foreign journalists have few opportunities to write sto-
ries for major Western news outlets. The messages from the majority of developing 
countries are largely neglected in the international information world. 

This one-way flow phenomenon raises many concerns, and one of the major con-
cerns is the homogeneity of world culture. The higher living standard in the West 
becomes a lever on promoting the First World culture. Among nations, values and 
models of a few of the most advanced countries, and certain consumption and de-
velopment patterns have spread to the rest of the world ([32]: p. 45). It has triggered 
the discussion of cultural dominance or even cultural imperialism [28] [32]. 

American media, for example, has taken many academic criticisms for being 
the major culprit of cultural imperialism by spreading American values and cul-
ture through its globalized media. As Roach (1997) ([40]: p. 47) has observed, the 
concept of cultural imperialism was most prominent in Latin America [41]-[43], 
but was also put forward by such scholars as Schiller (1976) [44]. Some other 
scholars [45] [46] pointed out that American cultural imperialism is a promotion 
of capitalism and an “American way of life” through its media. According to 
Hafez, there is no global network, not even CNN, which is considered by many 
scholars to be the prime example of a global media. “There are many CNN’s but 
no global programme… it is thus at best a multinational but not a global pro-
gramme” ([18]: p. 13). Each continent has its own CNN and although it tries to 
broadcast a wide range of global issues, it does not accomplish to do it completely 
as it broadcasts according to its editorial and economical interest which conse-
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quently brings biased content [47]. Meanwhile, the BBC has always been criticized 
by the academia because of its one-sided reporting [48]. The BBC’s biased report-
ing could be traced back to the reports of 9/11 and the Iraq War. Though people 
in America turned to British media for more unbiased news during 9/11 chaos 
and the Iraq War [33], the BBC also went along with mainstream American me-
dia. David Barsamian and Noam Chomsky both agreed that “most of the media 
are echo chambers for the war on Iraq” [49], and Chomsky said “When the media 
had to go along, they went along. So if you watched the BBC or CNN when the 
war started, it was like cheerleading and continued that way” ([50]: p. 52). 

This exclusiveness and dominance of Anglo-American international news report-
ing manufacture a homogeneous view of the world. This is done through the choice 
of where to allocate their resources, the selection of stories they distribute to clients, 
the amount of visuals provided, and the nature and amount of accompanying audio 
and textual information ([51]: p. 82). In this case, framing analysis, as a major qual-
itative content analysis method, will be applied to analyse the coverage of Wukan’s 
protests, since it examines the selection and salience of certain aspects of an issue by 
exploring images, stereotypes, metaphors, actors, and messages. 

3. Chinese Protests in International News 

There are studies focusing on the comparative analysis of Chinese protests in dif-
ferent media, mostly in Chinese, and a few Western ones, and some trace how 
specific frames and hegemony have been found within discourses. For example, a 
representative piece of research compared China Daily and The Guardian thor-
oughly, using reports of the Umbrella Movement protests in Hong Kong SAR, 
China in 2014 [52]. The conclusion was that China Daily’s tone was generally 
more negative than The Guardian’s and “the Guardian tended to distance itself 
from any direct attack toward the protesters” [52], while China Daily identified 
Western governments (mainly referring to the US and the UK governments), HK 
universities, pro-democracy parties, as enemies [52]. As for more recent HK pro-
tests, Wang and Ma’s research (2021) [53] compared how the China Daily and 
The New York Times reported on the Hong Kong SAR, China protests, 2019-20. 
Their conclusion is that the two newspapers reported differently, in terms of prob-
lem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation/consequences, and the 
treatment recommendation to/of the Hong Kong SAR, China protests. 

As for mainland protesters, political protests have been rarer, compared to 
those in Hong Kong SAR, China. More economic and environmental protests are 
seen across the country. For instance, in 2007, the coastal city of Xiamen made 
headlines because of a large-scale environmental protest against a proposed para-
xylene (PX) plant [54]; the Dalian chemical plant protests in 2011; anti-PX pro-
tests in Ningbo in 2012; anti-chemical plant protests in Kunming in 2013 and in 
Maomin in 2014. However, little research has been conducted on how different 
media report on those protests, apart from Liu and Li’s research (2017) [55], which 
compared the smog pollution articles in China Daily and a few Anglo American 
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newspapers (The New York Times from the United States and The Times and The 
Guardian from Britain), although there was no protest against such pollution. 
Amongst them, political opportunities for the success of protests [56], the impact 
of 21 social media and digital media on such protests [57] [58] the responses/strat-
egies on the Chinese government [59] and civil rights and activism [60]-[62] are 
the main research topics on protests in mainland China, whereas discrepancies or 
frames in reports on such protests are rare in academia. 

4. Research Questions 

On the backdrop of such one-sided information flow mentioned before, the re-
search intends to answer the following questions: 

1) How have global/Western news organisations, the the BBC and CNN in this 
case, reported on protests in mainland China, or more specifically, what expres-
sions and vocabularies have been used to cover those protests? 

2) Are those texts in line with the overall picture of one-sided international in-
formation flow, or countering the existing imbalanced discourse? 

5. Framing Analysis of the Wukan Protests 

According to Entman (1993) [63] and Scheufele (1999) [64], framing is a “scattered 
conceptualization” [64] with previous studies lacking clear conceptual definitions 
and relying on context-specific, rather than generally applicable operationalizations 
[64]. While there have been many different definitions of frames, Entman’s general 
definition is possibly the most widely accepted; that is, framing is “selecting some 
aspects of a perceived reality and make(ing) them more salient in a communicating 
text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpreta-
tion, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” [64]. Framing theory 
emphasizes the ability of any entity—media, individuals, or organisations—to de-
lineate other people’s reality, highlighting one interpretation while de-emphasising 
a less favoured one. 

This study will analyse framing in CNN and the BBC’s coverage of the Wukan 
protests and will seek to evaluate the characterisation of news about the protests. 
The framing of protests in relation to economic and political issues will be discussed. 

The study includes the methods from Van Gorp’s frame matrix which is based on 
“media package” [65]: They regarded frame as a media package that consists of all 
indicators or framing devices by which the frame can be identified: metaphors, 
catchphrases, visual images, lexical choices, selection of sources, graphics, stereo-
types, dramatic characters, etc. [65] [66] which are connected to the four functions 
of framing: defining a problem, assigning responsibility, passing a moral judgement 
and reaching possible solutions as the reasoning devices [6]. In this case, the overall 
pictures of protests can be understood in reasoning devices, while more language 
details can be revealed in frame matrix. Due to the limited numbers of existing re-
ports, the study has applied inductive coding via NVivo to firstly categorise articles 
into different types of frame matrix, and then analyse the lexical, rhetorical choices, 
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and emotional and moral basis of the texts. 

6. Data 

The data articles are from two news organisations: CNN, and the BBC News Online. 
The study includes all the online news related to the Wukan protest on the two out-
lets, which have a manageable account of articles related to the affair. The following 
shows the period of time and the number of reports (See Tables 1-3). 

CNN: Dec. 14th, 2011-Mar. 15th, 2012 (6 reports) Set. 13th-16th, 2016 (3 reports). 
the BBC: Sep. 23rd , 2011-Dec. 22nd, 2012 (15 reports) Jun. 21st-Sep. 13th, 2016 

(8 reports). 
 

Table 1. The reasoning devices CNN. 

Types of Problem Problem Policy solution Moral and 
frame  
matrix 

definition source  
emotional  

basis 

Pro-protest 
How to stop local  
authorities selling 

land “illegally” 

The tight grip of 
the authorities 

Need a more  
democratic political 

environment 

Supportive; 
sympathetic 

Anti- 
protest 

How to stop villagers 
and some officials  

protesting 

Villagers’  
eagerness to riot 

Need to keep a 
tighter rein on  

protesters 
Condemning; 

villagers 
How to go back to 

normal 
The government 

fails people 
/ 

Sympathetic; 
compassionate 

 
Table 2. The reasoning devices of the BBC. 

Types of Problem Problem Policy Moral and 
frame  
matrix 

definition source solution emotional basis 

Pro-protest 

How to stop Farmers do not A land law Sympathetic; 

local authorities have that includes supportive; 

selling land ownership more farmers’ compassionate 

“illegally” 
according to China’s 

land 
rights to involve in 

land 
 

Anti- 
protest 

 law selling  

How to stop Local officials Searching for Disapproval; 

villagers and did not a more sceptical; 

some officials consider the suitable way criticising; 

protesting 
wellbeing of farmers 

and sold land for 
profits 

to govern rural  
areas, and stricter 
measures to crack 

down 

condemning 

villagers 
How to go back 

to normal 

The lack of  
communication  

between protesters,  
authorities, and the 
central government 

village riots/ sympathetic 
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Table 3. Frame matrix of the BBC and CNN. 

 Actors Lexical choices Rhetorical choices 
Emotional & 
Moral basis 

Pro-protest 

Active  
villagers/ 
protest  
leaders  

(officials) 

CNN: Mourning for the death (2011/12/21) 
Continue to assert their political rights 

(2011/12/21) 
Held an election against the odds 

(2011/12/12); 
Finally suppressed by the police (2016/9/13) 

CNN: Thousands of residents took 
part in protests; drove out  

government officials; set up  
obstacles to deter police 

(2011/12/14; 12/2 1) 
Leading hundreds to protest 

(2011/12/14) 

CNN & the the 
BBC: Villagers: 

oppressed; cry for 
democracy; failed 

in the end 
the BBC: “down with corrupt officials”  

“return the land” (2011/12/15) 
“long live the Communist Party” (2011/12/15; 

2016/7/2 5) 
Fury against corrupt local officials, but not the 

central government (2011/12/15) 

the BBC: the villagers’ fury reached 
a new pitch (2011/12/15) 

Amid a heavy police presence, 
thousands marched around the  

village calling for him (Lin Zuluan) 
to be freed. (2016/7/21) 

Anti-protest 
Police/ 

authorities/ 
C P C 

CNN: Was suspected of beating the villager 
villagers; arrested 13 according to the law 

(2011/12/21) 
Block the access to food; Agreed to release the 

detained villagers; launched investigations 
(2012/2/1) 

The Communist Party usually reigns supreme 
(2011/12/21) 

CNN: With wider attention from 
international media, Chinese  

government trod carefully to defuse 
the standoff (2/1/2012) 

Communist Party still keeps a tight 
grip on dissent nationwide,  

especially in the wake ofthe Arab 
Spring (2012/3/5) 

Authorities:  
supressing;  

undemocratic; 
Police: violent 

CPC: dictatorship 

Anti-protest 
Police/ 

authorities/ 
C P C 

the BBC: police with batons eating villagers; 
they had also fired tear gas and used water 

cannon (2011/12/15) 
The authorities had agreed to release three 
other village leaders detained (2011/12/21) 
The leader of protests, Lin Zuluan has been 

appointed the village chief (2012/1/16) 

the BBC: China’s determination to 
maintain social stability by cracking 

down on anyone who could  
undermine it. (2011/12/15) 

Authorities:  
supressing;  

undemocratic; 
Police: violent 

CPC: dictatorship 

Neutral  
parties 

Normal  
villagers/ 
Wukan/ 
Ch i na 

CNN: Were locked in a standoff with  
authorities ( 12/14/2011); 

“we hope the government can help us” 
(12/14/2011);  

Food is running very short (12/14/2011) 
(China) is one-party controlled (9/14/2016) 

CNN: Wukan remains heavily  
militarized (2016/9/14) Wukan/China: 

Suppressed by 
one party (the 

CPC) 
the BBC: China’s determination to maintain 
social stability by cracking down on anyone 

who could undermine it. (2011/12/15) 

the BBC: The Wukan model of  
village democracy is dead. 

(2016/9/13) 

media 

Chinese 
(state-  

controlled  
media)  

International 
media 

CNN: denied the cause of the death of the  
villager; justified the actions of authorities 

(2011/12/21) 
Information is limited due to restrictions and 

censorship (2016/9/13) 

CNN: Dozens of foreign  
reporters—used to government  

interference in the field—savoured 
a rare moment to roam freely,  

filming the event and interviewing 
voters, as several officials watched 

from a second-floor balcony. 
(2016/9/14) 

Chinese media: 
propaganda; 

unreliable 
International  
media: doing  

justice; reliable; 
information  

provider 

the BBC: Chinese release videos on state  
television of suspects admitting to crimes, in 

what rights activists say are forced  
confessions. (2012/3/5) 
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7. Findings  
7.1. Discrepancies in Reasoning Devices 

There are interesting discrepancies on reasons for protests, which are shown in 
“problem source” and “policy solution”. The reasons for riots, according to CNN, 
are more politically involved, while more financially and legally based on the 
BBC’s reports. Though both organisations pointed out the lack of democracy was 
one of the major problems leading to riots and suppression, CNN focuses more 
on villagers’cry for democracy, such as “asserting their (villagers/protesters) 
right to participate the local decisions” (2012/2/1); “continue to protest after 
the negotiation with City government (2012/12/21)”. On the other hand, CNN 
inserted some backgrounds of Chinese political environment, such as “the Com-
munist Party usually reigns supreme (2012/3/5)” and “Communist Party still 
keeps a tight grip on dissent nationwide, especially in the wake of the Arab 
Spring (2012/3/5)”. CNN expanded the topic over politics that discussions of 
“whether Wukan election could be a ‘model’ as an experiment for a democratic 
system” can be seen in reports on 2012/2/ 1 and 2012/3/5, since Wukan held the 
election for its village committee. 

However, apart from the similar background of one-party political system in 
the BBC’s reports, such as “China’s determination to maintain social stability 
by cracking down on anyone who could undermine it. (2011/12/15)”; “The 
Communist Party believes this (crack-down) is an essential tool in maintaining 
power (2012/1/16)”, the BBC contributed the financial and legal reasons for pro-
tests. As shown in “problem source” and policy solution, the BBC reported that 
the deprivation of land ownership from farmers gives authorities the right to sell 
lands without necessarily breaking any law. 

7.2. Discourse in Frame Matrix: The Similar “Media Package” 

The lexical and rhetorical choices, metaphors, and moral and emotional bases of 
both news organisations are majorly consistent apart from some minor discrep-
ancies. The study will point out similarities and discrepancies in the following 
themes, as well as some questions leading to further analysis. 

1) The death of Xue Jinbo: “Xue was beaten to death in the police custody, ac-
cording to villagers” 

The first incident that triggered the series of reports was the death of Xue Jinbo, 
a former local official who led villagers to protest the “illegal” land selling. When 
reporting the death of the uprising leader, CNN and the BBC used words like 
“mourning for the death of a fellow” (CNN, 2011/2/14) and “villagers reached a 
new peak of fury over the death of a fellow” (the BBC, 2011/12/15) to describe the 
condolences and fury over the death of a protester. Meanwhile, the BBC and CNN 
both quoted Xin Hua news agency that Xue Jinbo died of heart problems, and the 
propaganda nature of the news outlet that is mentioned in the reports—“state 
news agency” (CNN, 2011/12/14), “state media” (the BBC, 2011/12/15) deprived 
reliability of the news, contrasting the news that Xue was beaten to death by the 
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police, which was “alleged” by villagers. Such contrast of news was mentioned by 
Bell (1998) [67]. The frame of news does not have to be necessarily one-sided con-
tent. Bell (1998) argues that “the very authoritativeness of the hegemonic frame is 
contingent upon its implicit claim to objectivity, which means that it needs to reg-
ularly incorporate ‘awkward facts’ or even, under more exceptional circum-
stances, voices of dissent” [67]. In this case, the “awkward fact” or “voices of dis-
sent” is Chinese state media, which contrasts the voice of villagers. However, such 
contrast is absent When the BBC uses Xinhua News Agency as one of the news 
resources on rare occasions, since in such case there is no “the state media” or “the 
state-run media” added throughout the report, and no contradictory information 
added—In an article late on Monday, Xinhua News Agency said that Wukan’s 
former party chief, Xue Chang, and the former head of the village committee, 
Chen Shunyi, had been expelled from the party for corruption (the BBC, 
2012/4/24), “while some descriptions still have the title when opinions are 
quoted”—The lack of legal proof on rural land ownership has left farmers “inter-
ests poorly protected,” said an article on this issue published by China’s state-run 
news agency Xinhua (the BBC, 2011/12/15).  

2) Narratives on police: “police launched brutally into the village and hurt peo-
ple” 

The descriptions of the police crackdown are similar in both organisations. The 
only difference is the timing of reports. In the BBC’s reports, police was reported 
as “stormed” the village from the first article (2011/12/15) but then gradually 
waned in the mid time, mainly because the reports at that time focused more on 
reasons of riots, descriptions of protests, and censorship of the media, intertwin-
ing with the Chinese political background, but the last report ended as “the dem-
ocratic experiment of Wukan” died with the police cracking down the riots (the 
BBC, 2016/9/13). However, CNN didn’t mention details of the police in the be-
ginning. The reports concentrated on conflicts between protesters and authorities. 
The descriptions of armed police only came after the Wukan election, and there 
is no mention of why the police rushed into the village after the election. The most 
“natural” or “stereotypical” interpretation, considering the large amount of back-
ground information on the regime, is that there is no tolerance for democratic 
elections in China, which contradicts the fact that the election itself was granted 
by the provincial government. However, neither of the news outlets’ narratives 
mentioned police were sent by which level of the government. It could be the vil-
lage officials, the city government or the provincial government. The lack of in-
vestigations and news sources, however, did not confuse the audience, since it’s 
quite natural to foreground that “police were sent by authorities.” 

3) The result of protests: “the Chinese government finally retakes the village. 
The Wukan experiment died” 

Although there are certain amounts of reports on how villagers and protesters 
took to the streets, drove out local officials, and set up road barriers to prevent 
police from entering, the initiative ended with the government’s crackdown. The 
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reports described Wukan as “a symbol of democracy” (the BBC, 2016/7/21) even 
when “the Wukan experiment is about to die” (the BBC, 2016/6/26). The vocabu-
lary choices reveal an emotionally sympathetic tone for Wukan while condemning 
the government that ended the democracy there. 

4) Inconsistent descriptions of authorities—are all Chinese authorities equiva-
lent to the central government or the CPC? 

Apart from the inconsistent descriptions of who sent the police, neither news 
outlet specified which level of officials initiated the actions. It seems that “police” 
is a group that was automatically sent to the village whenever there was a riot. In 
fact, most actions from the government are generalised as “authorities”. Descrip-
tions such as “This week the villagers” fury reached a new pitch after they al-
leged that the authorities had beaten to death one of their own (the BBC, 
2011/12/15) are common in the majority of articles from both news outlets. How-
ever, the specification of which level of government should be included, consid-
ering China’s political structure is looser than what the majority of the news por-
trays. According to FerdiFebianno & Salam’s analysis (2013) on the decentralisa-
tion of the Chinese government, top-level officials such as the central government 
or the CPC cannot spare the attention to directly involve themselves in some 
lower-level government affairs [68]. It is unclear if the central government has 
ever been involved in the affairs of the city government, and a village committee’s 
affairs in this case. Although it is not excluded that Wukan’s protests drew some 
attention from the central government, a more specific description that is more 
accurate and authentic is needed. 

5) Seemingly contradictory descriptions of protesters—why is “long live the 
CPC” on the banner? 

One of the most interesting discursive discourses is slogans on protesters’ ban-
ners. According to the pictures and accurate translation from the BBC, language 
such as “lone live the The Communist Party” held by villagers seems out of con-
text. According to the BBC’s journalists, “Where else could you see virtually the 
entire population of town or a village filling the streets in support for their 
Communist Party Secretary (while protesting)?” (the BBC, 2016/7/25). 

The discrepancies between the Wukan protests and “general” protesters cast 
some doubts and confusion even if the reports and translations are very authentic, 
mainly because Wukan protesting slogans do not fit into the audience, especially 
Western “common sense” of what protests should be. For example, protesters 
should chant slogans that are against the authorities or organisations, instead of 
complimenting them like Wukan protesters did. As for CNN, there is seldom any 
mention of those slogans. Therefore, because of political and cultural differences 
between reporting and reported countries, it is highly likely that journalists and 
audiences from the reporting countries are capable of understanding international 
news based on what once happened in their own countries in similar contexts, and 
cannot decipher behaviours that are not related to their cultures or experiences, 
or in a word, their common sense. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1114276


R. Y. Zhang 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/oalib.1114276 13 Open Access Library Journal 
 

6) One-sided quotes of interviews from pro-protest villagers—How about those 
who disagreed with the protests? 

According to the tables and analysis, voices of “pro-protest” that are supportive 
of and sympathetic to protesters and villagers are dominant throughout reports in 
both news outlets. Meanwhile, the upholding of democracy seems to be a major 
solution to not only the Wukan protests, but also a series of protests around the 
country. What are marginalised or ignored are those who might have different 
opinions and actions. For example, apart from authorities and police, there might 
be some villagers who did not approve of the protests or the election, considering 
there are banners like “long live the Party” among protesters, but their voices are 
absent in the reports. Neither the BBC nor CNN ever interviewed these villagers 
who seemed “not angry with the central government but local authorities.” (the 
BBC, 2011/12/15) as mentioned by the BBC only as a suggestion. 

8) Conclusion and implications for further research 
The imbalance of international news has long existed between the South and 

North. It is mainly because developing countries, especially those in Africa and 
Asia, lack professional knowledge of news production, funds, infrastructure, as 
well as language advantages. The international news is largely produced by news 
outlets that are located in the West, and it has gained benefits from the Western 
market. The limitations of the global information flow, especially news in major 
Western media outlets, are shown as domestication and framing of news by dis-
playing voices unevenly in the coverage of the Wukan protests in this case. 

The predominance of one voice and absence of another has produced hegem-
ony in the reports, which could be analysed as techniques of reporting, including 
vocabulary choices, rhetorical devices, and moral and emotional basis. Firstly, 
Chinese media is considered to be propaganda, thus the majority of quotes from 
the platform is used as “awkward facts” to contrast protesters’ messages. Secondly, 
the generalisation of authorities blurs the administrative levels, which needs clar-
ifying, considering Wukan’s affair might not be a direct concern of higher levels 
of administration compared to a large amount of backgrounding of the Central 
government and CPC’s tight reigns in the reports. Lastly, the messages from pro-
testers should be interpreted based on the political opportunities they could gar-
ner. Why did the protesters hold banners of “long live the Party” and “topple 
down corruption” side by side? What is the relation between protesters and the 
government? In what way can protesters use their political opportunities to ap-
peal? Are there any other sides to the opinions about the protests? These questions 
are not fully answered or considered in the reports, but are worth further explo-
ration. 

9) Limitations 
The limitation of the research is that there is an absence of comparison of the 

Chinese media regarding the protests. Due to the censorship of the Chinese media, 
the samples of individual outlets are very rare. Furthermore, the translation of the 
Chinese texts might lead to some distortions of the original meaning. China Daily 

https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1114276


R. Y. Zhang 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/oalib.1114276 14 Open Access Library Journal 
 

(the English version) has been considered to be one of the sources, but blatant 
propaganda such as “HK journalists fairly treated in Wukan” (China Daily, 
2016/9/18) and “Peaceful life in Wukan village in the Mid-Autumn Festival” 
(ibid., 2016/9/17) would not contribute another side of the story to the framing 
analysis. Further studies should compare other international media outlets with 
leading Western media organisations, if there is any other voice throughout the 
protests. 
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