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Negotiation between Popular Criticism and
Journalists’ Contention in the Social Media Age:
Analyses on Two Media Criticism Actions in
Contemporary China

Yanhong LI

Abstract

In the digital age, how will the rise of popular media criticism shape the
journalism profession? This article puts this problem under the context of the
theoretical debate between the normative theory of journalistic autonomy and
that of accountability/responsibility, attempting to explore it through an
empirical observation. Through a case study of two speech actions on media
criticism occurring on the social media platform in mainland China in 2015,
the study found that: contrary to the thesis of “positive accountability effect,”
the popular media criticism does not necessarily become a positive force to
shape the accountability of journalism, although to some extent they acted as
media-monitoring citizenship practices. The public significance of these popular
media criticism is limited in the two cases. The lack of media literacy and
accountability culture in current Chinese society as well as the penetration of
commercial power and the explicit and implicit control of the government on
the internet all contributes to the limited effect. This article is a critique of the
“positive accountability thesis,” however it does not deny the possible positive
effect of popular media criticism, but further proposes a thesis that whether the
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media criticism enabled by the digital media can achieve its positive role in
making journalism more accountable depends mainly on the media literacy of
citizens on the one hand and the structural features of the public sphere in
which it is embedded on the other hand.
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