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A Virtual Ethnography Study of Vulnerable
Rights Activism in the Middle Class

Di XU

Abstract

This paper, taking the Internet financial rights protection case as an
example, adopts the virtual ethnographic research method to examine the
middle-class group conducting group rights-defending actions in the online
discussion forum. It uses class consciousness and the expanded “WUNC”
model as the benchmark. By studying the actors, strategies, and the
characteristics of the action, this paper explores the identity and resistance logic
of the group. The study concludes that in the process of safeguarding property
rights, middle-class groups show a non-violent “soft” protest pattern. The
middle-class action groups for rights protection undertake a legal and rational
struggle to compete with the government’s power along the maximum boundary
permitted by law. In rights-defending actions based on the pursuit of interests,
middle-class -groups present a strange phenomenon of identity loss and
disappearing confrontation in the cognition of action subjects and the selection
of action strategies. The action characteristics of its “soft” form of protest
highlight the dilemma of resource fragmentation. Through the political game
between the group and the authoritarian system, the “vulnerability” and
“aphasia” of this group can be analyzed, and their isolation and helplessness
can be felt. The “group anxiety” of the middle class can also be seen through
the emotional, rational, and legal tensions in the struggle.
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