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Abstract 

This study uses the political economy perspective to contextualize the Short 

Message Service (SMS) phenomenon in China and examines how intertwining forces of 

market and state have mutually constituted a new popular culture of SMS. 

SMS development epitomizes both astonishing growth of Chinese information 

technology industries and the country's accelerated reintegration into transnationalizing 

capitalism since joining the WTO in 2001. Simultaneously China's evolving SMS culture 

crystallizes a complicated politics of popular usages and political economic containment. 

Because this new culture has developed in the context of intensive commercialization by 

domestic and transnational capital, rapid industry concentration, and the Chinese state's 

tight regulatory grip, popular entertainment has emerged as the dominant content of the 

new medium. Though apolitical consumption of short messages has sporadically 

challenged state authorities, mobile technology and SMS may also strengthen the 

dominant power of the Chinese state, domestic and transnational capital, as well as 

deepen social divisions. 

Keywords: Short Message Service, telecommunication, mobile technology, wireless 

communication, new media, political economy, popular culture, China 
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INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, the fever of Short Message Service (SMS), a technology that 

enables mobile phones to exchange small files and text messages with other phones or 

computers, has swept over Europe and Asia ("Not Just Talk," 2003). China has 

experienced an unprecedented boom in the usage of text messaging since 2001, and its 

social impact has manifested itself in both SARS outbreak in 2003 and the nationalistic 

protest in 2005. 

When I returned to China in September 2004, billions of short messages were 

traversing busy urban streets. According to the Ministry of Information Industry (MII) in 

China, in October 2004, China had approximately 325 million cell phone users -a larger 

number than any other country-with 176 billion short messages being sent out in the 

first 10 months of that year (Ministry of Information Industry, 2004a). Inside glittering 

shopping malls, at the crowded bus stops and taxi stands, on the express trains between 

big cities, it was commonplace to hear the "beeps" as mobile users were alerted when 

new text messages arrived. During my three month field trip, I often saw young people 

reading their mobile phones or adeptly typing words into the small screen while staring at 

it-they were swapping short and sweet messages, and having silent conversations. 

With my out-of-date Nokia 32 10 and a prepaid card, I also started texting my 

acquaintances to avoid exorbitant mobile phone bills. But the messages shown on my 

handset never exclusively came from my family and friends. A message from China 

Mobile impressed me as it welcomed me to Shanghai. The websites delivered news 
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messages to me as I requested. Indeed, unlike North America, one prominent fact about 

SMS in China was that the world of cell phones was interacting with networked 

computers, with roughly 10% of messages originating from Internet portals (Y. L. Zhao, 

2004), which presented menus of readymade short messages such as pictures, ring music, 

news, games, greetings, jokes, and short poems. As a number ofjournalistic articles 

indicated, SMS was now the "fifth media" in China after print, radio, television and the 

Internet. 

Moreover, the ubiquitous messages seemed to go far beyond the screens of ever 

smaller and fancier mobile phones. The hosts of most entertainment television shows 

kept reminding the audience to participate by sending short messages. The bookstores or 

newsstands displayed a great many books full of "hit" messages. Even bus bulletin 

boards encouraged passengers to subscribe to SMS news or use short messages to seek 

information about a job fair. 

There is little doubt this new usage of the cell phone is generating a new media 

spectacle and a new form of popular culture in China. SMS has provided novel forms of 

information, entertainment and social interaction, and to some extent, it has renewed the 

craving for lures and thrills that has existed in the popular culture in China since the 

1990s. Despite its technological novelty, the SMS frenzy has sprung from and continued 

to exist within this mushrooming consumer culture geared by the Chinese Party state in 

the current decade. 

More significantly, with the development of mobile technology and the Internet, 

the short message emerges as a new medium in China during a period of intensified 

globalization and marketization. In China's post-WTO era, the telecommunications 
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industry has been undergoing some regulatory reform and liberalization, which 

perceptibly transformed state-owned monopolistic firms into more aggressive players in 

market competition, and accommodated foreign investments in the telecommunications 

sector, especially in value-added services. At the same time, along with a growing 

market-oriented economy and rapid urbanization, unprecedented mobility has become a 

daily experience for almost everyone during this unstable, transitional time. Against this 

backdrop, the popularity of text messaging embodies the dynamic between 

telecommunications policy, state-owned mobile providers, ISP corporations striving for 

profit on the NASDAQ that represents the interests of global capital, domestic and 

foreign mobile phone manufacturers and distributors, and the social need of increasingly 

mobile Chinese people, urban youth in particular. Therefore, the flourishing of SMS 

articulates the capitalist and social desires for mobility, as well as the anxiety of the state 

to consolidate its legitimacy by stronger controls over the telecommunication industry. 

Ultimately, the SMS story fits into the far-reaching context of China from the 

mid-1 990s to the new millennium, when the socioeconomic landscape in China altered 

substantially. After 1989, especially after Deng's visit to the south in 1992, with the 

blessing of the Party state, the unleashed market forces have created an unprecedented 

"socialist market economy," which is increasingly integrated into the global capitalist 

system in the "information era." China's accession into the WTO in 2001 further marked 

the unique combination of a monopolistic Party state and a capitalist market environment. 

According to Dirlik and Zhang (2000), this socioeconomic transformation is "embodied 

in new information and computer technology, the global mobility of capital and labor, 

post-Fordist or flexible production, and all the technologies associated with contemporary 
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global capitalism" (p. 4). However, this multifaceted process with "greater latitude for 

market, mobility, modernization and internationalization," is permeated with a variety of 

intensifying conflicts ranging from labor strikes to legal challenges, from environmental 

protests to religious rebellion. The diverse patterns of resistance from the public are 

forced by but also challenge the authority of the state, as does the increasing power of the 

capital (Perry & Selden, 2003). Against this background, will the alternative new 

medium, SMS, empower different agendas and provide an alternative channel for popular 

resistance? Or does it consolidate the existing power structure and hegemonic social 

relations so that they seem more endurable and unchallengeable? 

By analyzing the market dynamics, the state policy and the SMS texts, this study 

attempts to deepen the inquiry into the political economic power relations embedded in 

the mobile media;' that is, to probe the inextricable relationship between the new media, 

the state, capital and popular culture. More specifically, the purpose of this thesis is to 

explore the social implications of the SMS phenomenon in an increasingly globalized and 

commodified communication system and post-WTO Chinese society. Primarily, it 

applies a political economy approach to locate the short messages and mobile phones 

within the interlock of market force and political force, and outlines how these two great 

forces are engaged in constructing a new SMS industry and a new SMS culture. Though 

the apolitical consumption of short messages may offer sporadic resistance against 

official political power to some degree, eventually the unofficial SMS culture and new 

I In the Key Conceprs in Communicalion and Cultural Studies, O'Sullivan, Hartley, Saunders, Montgomery 
and Fiske ( 1  994) defines power as "the means by which certain individuals and groups are able to dominate 
others, to cany through and realize their own particular aims and interests even in the face of  opposition 
and resistance" (p.235). 



SMS in China 5 

mobile technology may facilitate further integration and domination of political economic 

forces instead of connecting Chinese citizens and unleashing emancipatory forces. 

Although SMS has become an increasingly prominent communication 

phenomenon in contemporary China, very limited academic work has been undertaken to 

document or situate SMS within the wider political and social context of a transformed 

society. In conducting a quantitative survey of a sample of undergraduates in Shen Zhen 

and Hong Kong, Y. Zhou (2003) addressed the societal and psychological factors 

affecting youngsters' adoption and use of SMS. Based on interviews of SMS users, Jiang 

and Wang (2003) devoted particular attention to how SMS users make sense of this new 

digital medium. In a cross-cultural analysis of social uses of wireless communication 

technology, Castells, Fernandez-Ardevol, Qiu, and Sey (2004) highlighted a "general 

pattern of mobile phone and SMS uses in China and how they are shaped under the 

parameters of state and industry policies" (p. 129), including a sketch of mobile phone 

usage among migrants and the youth. In addition, some Chinese-language literature has 

also noticed the SMS phenomenon and conceived it as "the fifth media" or "a new way of 

communication" (W. Wang, 2004; Yin, Tang, & Yin, 2004). 

However, there has been no systematic documentation of the political, social and 

economic dimensions of SMS culture in China. Detailed analyses linking the SMS 

phenomenon to broader issues of political and social power remain scarce. This study 

aims to fill that gap mainly by addressing SMS sent between mobile phones and 

computers or mass media. The research focuses more on vertical SMS dissemination 

instead of peer-to-peer messages, not only because the interaction among mobile phones 

and other media formats presents the most prominent feature of the SMS phenomenon in 
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China, but also because it transforms private messages into public communication and 

provides more possibilities of mass mobilization via wireless technology. 

Chapter Organization 

In applying a critical lens, the thesis situates the SMS phenomenon in China in the 

dialectic between political and economic forces, and identifies linkages of SMS culture 

with the state-market complex. 

Chapter One provides a brief literature review of the social implications of mobile 

technology and the political economy approach in communication. It also introduces the 

Chinese context of critical questions regarding political economic power, new technology 

and popular culture. The broader theoretical framework of SMS in China is followed by 

the summation of research questions and methods. 

Chapter Two traces commercial imperatives behind the glaring SMS emergence 

and discusses the development and characteristics of the SMS market. It also highlights 

the government policies that propel the telecommunications industry in the direction of 

deregulation and globalization, which contributes vastly to the formation of the SMS 

industry. 

Chapter Three shifts the focus from the SMS market to SMS regulation, and 

assesses the political control of SMS content in various forms. It also takes into account 

the market force as an integral element for regulation of wireless messages. 

Chapter Four delineates how the commercialization of the SMS market, the 

stringent regulation of SMS content, and broader social transformation in the post-WTO 

era led to the Chinese SMS culture. It examines containment and resistance in the SMS 
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phenomenon, while revealing the social inclusion and exclusion behind this popular 

culture. 

The Conclusion draws on the evidence presented in the previous chapters and 

rethinks the complex interaction between the state and the market, as well as the 

relationship between mobile technology and society. Finally, it poses questions 

concerning peer-to-peer SMS communication for future research. 
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CHAPTER ONE: MOBILE TECHNOLOGY, POLITICAL 
ECONOMIC POWER AND CHINESE SOCIETY 

One of the academic concerns about the SMS phenomenon in China is the 

relationship between the new technology and society. However, this thesis will not 

simply discuss the "social construction of technology" in the abstract sense, but rather 

contextualize SMS, the new mobile technology, and the new form of popular culture 

within the far-reaching picture of the fusion between Chinese society and global 

capitalism. I will discuss various theoretical developments, particularly the framework of 

the political economy of communication, to address the political economic power 

relations that shape mobile technology development on the one hand, and the 

containment and resistance within this new culture form that exists on the other. Thus, the 

theoretically interpretive framework goes far "beyond the democratization frame" (Tsui, 

2005, p. 18 l), and instead, contributes to a better understanding of the socio-political 

implications of mobile technology in contemporary China. 

Mobile Technology and Society 

Despite the limited reflection on SMS in China, a rapidly expanding literature on 

mobile phones and SMS has sought to provide a variety of perspectives on the 

relationship between mobile technology and society. From micro-perspectives, most 

work focuses on how the mobile phone and SMS as personal technologies relate to 

interpersonal communication in everyday life; for example, how mobile technology 

reconstitutes private and public timelspace, maintains or reshapes social interaction in 
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friendship circles, family and professional environments, or attaches to the human body 

and creates personal fashion (Brown, Green, & Harper, 2002; Katz, 2003; Ling, 2004). 

Moreover, not only does mobile technology assimilate the "private talk" into 

people's social relationships and individual identities, but it also composes a new way of 

"public performance" that can be analyzed from macro-vantage points (Katz & Aakhus, 

2002). Rheingold (2002) coins the influential notion of "smart mobs" to explicate the 

political significance of mobile communication technology, thus associating the 

information revolution to social revolution. It is argued if people are armed with personal 

and mobile information technology, citizens will become highly informed "smart mobs," 

which can act in concert even if they do not know each other. This collective social 

power formed by mobile technology may be crystallized in the overthrow of Philippine 

President Joseph Estrada in January 2001, in which SMS disseminated information and 

mobilized protests. Excited about this case of the "People Power 11" uprising, Coronel 

(2001) concludes that new media such as SMS have great potential to challenge corporate 

media, reset the news agenda and reconstruct public opinion. In addition to perceiving 

SMS as a promising tool for political communication, Celdran (2002) shares the view 

about how mobile technology can hasten the process of democracy and develop an 

informed and connected citizenry. 

Nevertheless, other research convincingly suggests the power of SMS in this 

particular event should not be separated from the historical and social context in which 

the popularity of messages develops. Rafael (2003) explores a set of telecommunicative 

fantasies in the People Power 11, that is, middle-class Filipinos are able to master the 

power of new communication technologies and masses to transmit their demands to 
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dissolve the existing social hierarchy. However, as he further states, even in this moment 

of political revolt, cell phones and short messages still failed to unite anonymous 

individuals regardless of class division, to gather new voices of the voiceless masses, or 

to realize a real social revolution. In keeping with this framework, Paule (2004) illustrates 

the political economy context of the Philippines, and articulates the mobile digital divide 

with the class divide. By comparing the People Power I1 movement and the Nosamo 

movement during the South Korean presidential election of December 2002, Qiu (2004) 

also insists that explanations for the social-political influence of wireless technology 

remain incomplete without accounting for mass media, particularly the political culture 

and institutional legacy. 

The enduring focus of scholarship as noted above is to illustrate the social- 

political implications of mobile technology by explaining why and how personal 

technology provides an outlet for political participation. However, these are exceptions 

rather than the norm. In "the wireless and mobile media boom" (Rao & Mendoza, 2005) 

throughout Asia, SMS has seldom been employed to reorganize individuals and 

reconstruct political communication, instead it has mainly altered the modes of personal 

entertainment and media consumption. I subsequently present a case of China to explore 

why SMS has been applied to providing personal entertainment or even intensifying the 

domination of state and capital, and how mobile communication process has been 

embedded within the interplay between paramount political and economic forces, which 

is underscored by the political economy approach in communication research. 



SMSinChina 11 

The Political Economy of New Media 

The political economy perspective examines "the social relations, especially the 

power relations, that mutually constitute the production, distribution and consumption of 

resources" (Mosco, 1996, p.25). McChesney (2000) emphasizes two dimensions of the 

political economy of communication. "First, it addresses the nature of the relationship 

between media and communication systems [on the hand] and the broader social structure 

of society" (p. 1 10). Second, the political economy of communication looks especially at 

how ownership, support mechanisms and government policies influence media behavior 

and content (p. 11 0). These two dimensions manifest the mutual constitution of 

communication and society. On the one hand, the political economy analysis concentrates 

on how communication is socially constructed. That is, how different political 

institutions, economic power and cultural forces confront one another and exert influence 

on the realm of communications. On the other hand, the political economy explores how 

communication practices construct society, especially how communication reinforces or 

challenges existing power relations within and outside communication structures. Hence, 

the political economy perspective is "interested in the interplay between economic 

organization and political, social and cultural life" (Golding & Murdock, 2000, p.73). 

To obtain a fuller appreciation of this interplay, some scholars have paid attention 

to the "new media" research in an effort to unravel the intimate relationship between 

politics, economics and new media in the context of globalization. Schiller (1 999) 

contends the Internet and the greater telecommunication system comprise "nothing less 

than the central production and control apparatus of an increasingly supranational market 

system" (p.xiv). It is adequately documented that Internet and other innovations in 
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information technology have been rapidly transformed to bolster the interest of business, 

with widespread neoliberal telecommunication policies inside and outside the U.S.. In the 

United Kingdom, Mansell and Javary (2004) also discuss the relationship between "new 

media and the forces of capitalism," and highlight the financial capital and the 

predominant commercial drive behind the Internet service provider market. 

Accompanied by a critique of the market logic behind new media, the political 

economy approach reevaluates the euphoric discourses about "the democratic virtues of 

technology" (Mattelart, 2000, p.92). After thoroughly reviewing the history of 

communication technology and evolving global network, Mattelart notes "the contrast is 

striking between utopian discourse on promises for a better world due to technology, and 

the reality of struggles for control of communication devices and hegemony over norms 

and systems" (p.21). Mosco (2004) also smashes the myth of the Internet, which 

pronounces the end of history, geography and politics. He reveals what the tale of 

technology has concealed: the permanent power relations embedded in digitalization, 

commodification and corporate concentration. Throughout those processes that advance 

the interest of the dominant political economic power, the new media technology may 

favor capitalization rather than public interest or full digital participation (Mansell & 

Javary, 2004; Murdock & Golding, 2004). 

Hence, the political economy approach can also provide an apparently 

uncompromising critique of capitalistic logic and illusory "democracy" in new media 

development that sometimes transcends geographic sense. Take, for instance, the 

telecommunications industry in Mexico after NAFTA. Its demand for deregulation, 

privatization and liberalization of markets, as well as the Mexican government's 
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compliance with an open door investment strategy, has benefited global media 

conglomerates and domestic capital instead of the majority of Mexican citizens 

(Sussman, 2001). Similarly, the leapfrog effect in Chinese telecommunication 

infrastructure building does not ensure equal opportunities for citizen participation. With 

the aspiration of joining global digital capitalism, the Chinese telecommunications 

industry stimulates the consumer culture in urban areas "while disenfranchising the rural 

poor" (Y. Z. Zhao & Schiller 200 1, p. 137). As such, "the impressive quantitative growth 

of the domestic communication system should not be mistaken for a process of 

democratization" (p. 150). 

Despite the literature noted above, the political economy approach remains 

relatively neglected in the area of new media research, especially in studies about SMS 

and mobile communication. Mansell (2004) suggests that a revitalized political economy 

approach may complement several strands of new media research and reveal a much 

deeper understanding of the way in which articulations of power are shaping the new 

media landscape. Therefore, the application of the political economy perspective to the 

analysis of the SMS phenomenon in China will not only lead to a holistic account of the 

new medium, but more importantly, an explicitly critical standpoint in new media 

research. This critical vantage point appears more urgent when research on mobile 

communication, especially media scholarship on wireless communication in the West, 

seldom illuminates the power relations that are constantly pertinent to the daily use of 

wireless media. One exception is Skog (2002), who incorporates gender and class in the 

examination of adolescent subculture occupied by mobile phones and text messaging. 
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To supplement the previous work in this field, this thesis employs the political 

economy approach to examine the production and distribution of short messages. It seeks 

to find out whether the technological revolution in China perpetuates the interests of the 

dominant political economic power, and whether it opens new terrains of struggle for the 

silent majority excluded from the mainstream media. It is worth mentioning that a myriad 

of issues concerning SMS deserve academic attention, such as mobility and the 

subculture of "the thumb tribe," identity construction, social interaction, or privacy. 

However, these issues are beyond the scope of this thesis, which centers on the power 

relations of the Chinese communication system and Chinese society, especially regarding 

those involved in the formation and popularization of the "wireless Internet" via SMS in 

China. 

In addition to enhancing the research on new media, this study also proposes 

both a challenge and a chance to rethink and renew the political economy. The backdrop 

of socialism with Chinese characteristics and China's integration into global capitalist 

systems has triggered constant social change inside and outside the Chinese media 

system. The Chinese angle of political economy offers a distinctive discovery regarding 

some questions concerning market power and state power from a holistic point of view. 

In the meantime, the Chinese story may also enrich the political economy perspective, as 

Mosco (n.d.) noted that "political economy recognizes the need to take up new 

challenges" in a global political economy "shaped by the power of transnational 

communication, entertainment and information companies." 
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The Market, the State and New Media in the Chinese Context 

Both political power and market power not only loom large in the political 

economy perspective in communication research, but also contribute to an ever-present 

debate about the state, the market and mass media in contemporary Chinese media 

industry and media studies. After the further commercialization of Chinese media since 

1992, the Chinese media system has experienced "structural continuity and change" (G. 

Wu, 2000, p.46). Generally speaking, the contentious arguments surrounding the media, 

the market and the state in China have brought with them basically two theoretical 

perspectives: the liberal view and the critical view. The great divide between the two 

standpoints lies in the different conceptualization of the state-versus-market dichotomy. 

The first position sees the revolutionary potential of market and capital to challenge 

persistent political hegemony in China, and assumes they will ultimately produce a space 

for freedom and participation of Chinese citizens. For example, Lynch (1 999) argues that 

the public communication process has managed to stay away from the omnipresent 

"thought work" of the Party state in the waves of commercialization, globalization and 

pluralization. 

However, "in today's China, sometimes politics and economics are too deeply 

intertwined to be separated" (He, 2000, p.117), so much so that they may not act as 

opponents in "the tug-of-war." The critical diagnosis maintains the market may not 

shatter the authority of the Party state because, in perhaps unanticipated ways, the state 

and the market manage to appropriate or accommodate each other, thus restricting the 

voices of the citizens in public life. In her investigation of media commercialization in 

China from the 1980s to mid-1990s, Y. Z. Zhao (1998) observes that a prosperous market 
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does not necessarily lead to the real retreat of the Party state domination and the rise of 

free voices from citizens. Conversely, some problems such as corrupted journalism are 

readily apparent during the process of market-oriented media reform, although the 

emerging commercial press does provide some content and formats that differ from hard- 

to-digest Party propaganda. 

The issues surrounding the state, the market and the media are revisited within 

new media research investigating the growth of new communication technologies such as 

the Internet that grew at a tremendous pace in China in the closing decade of the 2oth 

century. "Media technologies are playing an increasingly crucial role in the negotiations 

between state and market, as well as between the nation and the global, in view of 

China's entry into the WTO" (Lee, 2003). 

Many scholars believe that new media, along with globalization, will negotiate 

with the political-economic status quo and empower the powerless in a technology 

revolution, especially undermining the state power. Woesler (2003) emphasizes that the 

Internet "seems to offer a short cut" to overcome censorship of news and some politically 

dissident views" (p.321). In addition, the marketization and globalization behind new 

technology, namely a more decentralized and commercial environment, are believed to 

enable increased tolerance of public criticism in China (Lynch, 2000; McCormick& Liu, 

2003; J. M. Chan, 2003). 

However, the imaginary prospect of the revolutionary potential of the market and 

technology may end with the new strategies of persistent surveillance of the Party state 

over the new media, which are backed up by its control of the technology infrastructure 

and legislative system (Chase & Mulvenon, 2002). Moreover, the Party state reclaims its 
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domination in light of technological innovation. For example, as the state is acutely 

aware of the possible threat new media poses to the authoritarian regime, it manages to 

establish an e-government to set agendas for other media outlets and to improve the 

efficiency and transparency of the government (J. Zhang, 2002). 

Perhaps the most pivotal thing is to critically evaluate the bond firmly grounded 

between the Party state and commercial interest in the new media industry. For one 

thing, the commercial potential of new media is promoted by a Chinese government 

through the duel strategy of merging industrialization and informatization. Thus, the 

Party state enthusiastically associates new media with a dynamic market, and manages to 

sustain its leadership legitimacy through the success of the "new economy" (X. Dai, 

2002). For another, domestic and international capital is unlikely to risk the commercial 

advantages of new media for political discussions. For example, ISPs and ICPs have 

implemented self-censoring policies in chat rooms and bulletin boards (Harwit & Clark, 

2001; Chase et al., 2002). Indeed, "the multifarious close partnership between the regime 

and the commercial Internet sector, institutionalized in a complex web of regulations and 

fiscal relationships" may not ensure a public sphere, but "imply that the government will 

not lose the upper hand soon" (Chase et al., p.90). 

Thus, it seems the power relations formerly embedded in the traditional media are 

also implicated in the Internet, and the old ties between political and market forces are 

unlikely to be completely broken due to technological innovation in China. On the one 

hand, new media grow out of the old power relations-they are initially promoted by the 

government to achieve economic modernization, and lucrative parts of new media are the 

greatest concern of both the state and market forces. Simultaneously, the commercial 
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force in new media industry is ready to cooperate with the political authority for the sake 

of the bottom line, although sometimes new media display subversive features. On the 

other hand, new media tend to enforce instead of weakening this power structure and 

undermining the political legitimacy of the Party state. While the counterforces have 

earned some freedom from the access of new media, the state is also empowered by new 

technology to extend its dominance. 

So far the analysis on new media in China has revolved around the online Internet 

with no regard to SMS, which associates the Internet with mobile phones and thus exerts 

a wider influence on Chinese society. Therefore, this study of SMS will extend these 

valuable insights into the dual dynamics of the state and market on the emerging wireless 

medium, and accumulate knowledge about the new media of Internet. 

The Market, the State and the Popular Culture in China 

Apart from new technology, the SMS phenomenon also entails discussions on a 

new form of popular culture. In Western literature, contemporary popular culture is 

fraught with the "double movement of containment and resistance" (Hall, 1998, p.442). 

For one thing, the power of the market and capital has shaped popular culture into a 

"cultural industry," which substitutes standardization and consumption for originality and 

individuality (Adorno, 1991). For another, consumers of the popular culture could speak 

back to capital power with "clever tricks of the 'weak' within the order established by the 

'strong'" (de Certeau, 1988, p. 40). Or as Fiske (1 989) puts it, the popular culture opens 

a central terrain where consumers are able to exert more "guerrilla tactics" to defy the 

dominant culture. 
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Turning to Chinese popular culture, scholars have brought up "the state question" 

and envisioned the critical paradigm of hegemony and subversion in the binary of 

"official versus unofficial" within the terrain of the consumer-oriented popular culture 

(J. Wang, 2001 a). It is believed the "unofficial" popular culture rooted in consumption 

arises as an oppositional force to confront the authoritarian Party state, which produces 

the "official" ideology. The market and capital, accordingly, unleashed the liberating 

force of the popular to undermine the political power. Davis (2000) discovers the political 

significance of the apparently apolitical process of consumption in urban China, which is 

exemplified in the craziness of private home decoration, selection of Western-style 

wedding gowns, circulation of greeting cards or hosting a party at McDonald's. In the 

celebration of private desires, individual aspirations and personal communications, 

Chinese urbanites generate an oppositional presence to the official "public" through 

various forms of consumption. 

However, Barme (1 999a, 1999b) explicitly problemizes this assumption by 

arguing that the popular, the state and the market are sometimes intertwined in an 

extraordinary manner. He carefully notes how the Party manages to appropriate Kong-Tai 

style and local avant-garde art to promote itself in the burgeoning consumer culture, how 

the old ideology of the party and the new wave of commercial culture perfectly merge, 

and how advertising and propaganda are bound together to indirectly fortifl the political 

hegemony. Contrary to a popular assumption that the popular resists the dominant state, 

he concludes "some of the potentially critical and subversive popular cultures in China 

have themselves been subverted" (Barme 1999a, p.22); that is, the potential success of 

resistance has been determined by the power structure being resisted. 
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In addition to the state confirming its legitimacy through the commercialized 

popular culture, capital also borrows the power of political ideology to create the popular 

and achieve commercial success. In unfolding the story of Andy Lau, Fung (2003) 

analyzes how joint business ventures packaged this star from a local celebrity in Hong 

Kong to a pan-Chinese icon after the Hong Kong handover, which is both profitable for 

entertainment corporations and acceptable for authoritarian state. Hence, popular culture 

is "the site where capital-both political and economic capi ta l4an be accumulated" (J. 

Wang, 2001b). 

In turn, the new popular culture sometimes sustains and reinforces the invisible 

hegemony in a subtle way, thus rendering a more endurable society. This can be 

exemplified by the popularity of marginalized Shunkouliu, the rhythmical satirical 

sayings that expanded the widespread dissatisfaction with Chinese society in the 1990s. 

Touching on various topics such as the money-driven society, corruption, and regional 

differences, the popular Shunkouliu reflect the discontent among Chinese people. 

However, in a society where public complaints are still controlled, these subversive 

private complaints also function as a safety valve to relieve social tension and promote 

social "stability" (Link & Zhou, 2002). 

Therefore, the reorientation of the popular culture toward personal consumption 

does not necessarily foster more chances of political participation. Certainly, the 

significance of individual rebellion should not be underestimated, but we cannot rush to 

the conclusion that in popular culture and consumer revolution, a relatively autonomous 

public is gradually reconstituted against the authoritarian regime. The state, empowered 

by the consumerism it promotes, enforces its legitimacy through popular culture. The 
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market, by creating and satisfying social desires in popular culture, sometimes works 

together with the state to achieve the new hegemony of the capital. The popular, 

overshadowed by the state discipline and spectacle of consumption, obtains only a 

restricted emancipation via sporadic struggles. 

To enrich the theoretical perspectives on the dialectics between the state, the 

market and popular culture, it is worth studying SMS in China, in which the mutual 

constitution of state and market forces is not only reiterated with the development of new 

media technology, but also with the prevalence of a new popular culture since the 1990s. 

This thesis not only brings the new medium, SMS, into the theoretical thinking of 

"containment and resistance" within the study of popular culture, but also situates the 

unique Chinese experience in the context of neoliberal globalization in this discussion. 

Informed by different theoretical elements, this thesis endeavours to incorporate 

both macro- and micro-levels of analysis. The macro-analysis of external power 

structures imposed on SMS will help to discover the power in market and institutions, 

while the micro-analysis of the text will demonstrate the power relationships reflected in 

the production of meaning. By a multi-level analysis of the SMS phenomenon in China, 

this thesis attempts to construct a sound empirical foundation for a comprehensive 

account of the political economy of new media, and to contribute to the theoretical 

literature concerning political economic power and popular culture. 

Objectives and Research Questions 

The study will explore the political economic context of SMS and discuss the 

social implication of this new medium in contemporary China. Ultimately, the research 

endeavours to reveal the power relations embedded in "the fifth medium." Because no 
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work has been accomplished in the social construction of SMS in China, this study is 

intended as a first exploratory step to examine the external and internal structuring 

imposition on SMS and mobile communication. Specifically the research attempts to 

answer the following questions: What policies, economic imperatives and cultural forces 

are shaping the SMS boom? How do these forces negotiate or interact to result in the 

SMS phenomenon? What patterns of inclusion and exclusion are involved in these short 

messages, and what kind of hegemonic social relations and values are contained? Will 

SMS as a new form of technological and consumer revolution lead to social revolution by 

associating mobile privatization to public mobilization? 

Methodology 

To answer these research questions, the research has chiefly employed qualitative 

methods to undertake an in-depth exploration of SMS culture and its implications for 

Chinese society in the post-WTO era, because qualitative studies are suitable for research 

that "stresses the importance of context, setting and the participants' frames of reference" 

(Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p.58). In this thesis, the "thick description" of structural 

factors that shape SMS culture have been facilitated by qualitative methods. 

Moreover, the study has used multiple data-gathering methods and triangulated 

multiple sources of data, because triangulation is a valuable strategy to build in "many 

different dimensions" which make the research more convincing (Potter, 1996, p. 153). 

The complex phenomenon of SMS in China, which involves elements of policy, capital 

and culture, necessitates observations from different sources and settings to ensure a 

more reasonable argument. In addition, triangulation can "greatly strengthen the study's 

usefulness for other settings" (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p. 194), or enhance the 
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generalizability of this study of mobile communication in China. This study primarily 

includes archival research and document analysis, discourse analysis, and interviews. 

With the exception of background information and follow-up research for updated 

statistics and texts, all the data were collected during my field trip from September 2004 

to November 2004 in Beijing, Shanghai, and Wuhan in Mainland China. 

Archival Research and Document Analysis 

Archival research and document analysis is an effective tool in a political 

economic approach, because "history and context surrounding a specific setting come, in 

part, from reviewing documents" (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p. 1 16). In this thesis, the 

macro-level investigation of the political economy context of SMS necessitates archival 

research and document analysis of different records dealing with corporate, policy and 

popular culture. This method serves to illuminate the specific political and economic 

scenario of contemporary China, as well as the power structure in which SMS culture 

emerges and grows. 

Berg (1988) divides archival records into two sets: public archival records and 

private archival records. In this study, public archival records have been gathered and 

analyzed. The public archival data especially came from two types of sources: official 

documentary records and commercial media accounts. First, official documentary records 

consist of various archival data including government documents and corporate 

documents. Second, the thesis used commercial media accounts such as media coverage 

of SMS and mobile communication, or NASDAQ reports and press releases. The thesis 

mostly draws from daily newspapers, trade magazines, and academic journals. It is also 

worth noting that if some documents were available online, the original texts were copied 



SMSinChina 24 

from authoritative websites of regulators such as the Ministry of Information Industry or 

the corporations themselves. 

Eventually, the archival research and document analysis has assisted in answering 

the most crucial research question of examining the negotiation or interaction of political, 

economic and cultural forces in shaping the SMS phenomenon. It has also prepared the 

background for analyzing some SMS messages and helped to draw inferences from the 

text to something that lies outside or beyond. 

Although archives and documents serve as an extraordinarily useful source of 

data for this project, the possibility of data error remains. Therefore, this research has 

assessed the quality of the documentary sources based on the four criteria of authenticity, 

credibility, representativeness and meaning (Scott, 1990). 

Discourse Analysis 

The micro level analysis of this study concentrates on discourse analysis of short 

messages, especially the news messages. There are several reasons for choosing SMS 

news messages. First, as a media genre, journalism or news occupies a central space in 

public communication. As Hackett and Zhao (1 997) note, "Journalism is arguably the 

most important form of public knowledge in contemporary society" @. 1). News is what 

defines SMS as a new medium of public communication in the sense of being the "fifth 

medium." Second, by linking analysis of the texts to a broader social background, this 

research can explicate what social forces have gained influence in SMS news, and which 

delineates inclusion and exclusion at a discursive level. Third, since previous research on 

mobile technology and SMS communication has primarily focused on peer-to-peer 
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messages, this analysis of SMS news offers more understanding of vertical SMS 

dissemination. 

Considering the availability of data and the time limits of fieldwork, I subscribed 

to "headline news" messages provided by Sina.com, recorded them for a month (from 

October 12,2004 to November 12,2004), and thereby examined 140 pieces of SMS 

news. Sina.com was chosen because it was arguably the most influential Internet news 

and SMS news provider in China. In addition, news messages from this month could be 

assumed to represent SMS news on a regular basis, because this sample avoided any 

holidays, and this period also did not fall into the time frame of any media campaign for 

any political event. 

Apart from my personal subscription to the SMS news package, this thesis has 

also included studies of other short messages such as greetings and jokes. These 

messages came from two sources: the relevant web pages of the most influential service 

providers, and the widespread short messages collected by books or newspaper articles. 

The study has used discourse analysis to show "the continuum between text and 

context" (Phillips & Hardy, 2002, p. 19), or "textual politics in the politics of coercive 

power" (Lemke 1995, p.35), because SMS messages are produced and reproduced by 

organizations and individuals which operate within-and respond to-a social, economic 

and political context. The research takes interest in SMS news, jokes or media coverage 

of SMS phenomenon, and considers the structures of texts and discourse within 

economic, political and social power relations. Due to the word limit of SMS (70 Chinese 

characters), the ideological power of discourse, "the power to signify events in a 
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particular way" (Hall, 1982, p.69) has been dramatically explicated through selection of 

language and texts. 

In an unobtrusive manner, the discourse analysis can success~lly summarize the 

characteristics of short messages and disclose how power and social hierarchies are 

reproduced or legitimated in new forms of text. However, because these methods do not 

necessarily prove the presence of particular choices in SMS production, this research has 

also conducted interviews to weaken the researcher's possible bias. 

In-depth Interviews 

The analysis of the content of only documents or short messages entails 

researcher interpretation. Therefore, in-depth interviews are essential to obtain the 

"subjective view" of those who are involved in decision-making regarding the SMS 

production and distribution process. To contextualize the results of document analysis 

and discourse analysis, qualitative interviews have been conducted to provide a more 

detailed insider's account of SMS production. Interviews were completed with SMS 

editors, SMS marketing managers, insiders in charge of value-added services in mobile 

operators, government officials in propaganda departments, and senior reporters covering 

the telecommunications industry. 

Because of the confidentiality concerns of most informants, this research has 

conducted off-the-record interviews which do not specify the persons being interviewed. 

Instead of particular questions, the interviews followed some guidelines which center on 

the economic and ideological constraints on SMS. Some interviews were conducted face- 

to-face, while others were completed in a less formal manner such as through the 

telephone. 
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The data for this research includes interview notes, archival materials and sample 

SMS messages. The research has critically compared, complemented and contrasted 

different kinds of data. 

To make the task manageable, the research has not included interviews with SMS 

users to explore how specific mobile phone users create meanings and construct social 

identity in their engagement with SMS in everyday life, or how power relations are 

experienced through SMS circulation. This thesis has to exclude this valuable part 

because of time and budget limits on fieldwork, but my political economy approach is not 

intended to rule out other ways of understanding the SMS phenomenon in China. 



CHAPTER TWO: RISE OF THE SMS MARKET IN THE 
POST-WTO CHINESE TELECOMMUNICATIONS 
INDUSTRY 

Ostensibly, the SMS explosion looks like a wonderful accident with the blessing 

of a new mobile technology. Nevertheless, as a highlight in the mobile communication 

and Internet industry, and as a point of interaction between them, SMS is deeply bound 

up with the state-steered reform and open policy in the Chinese telecommunications 

industry, the intensified competition in mobile communications market thereafter, and 

most significantly, the formidable market logic that has held sway over the Chinese 

communication industry. 

Chinese Telecommunications in Retrospective: Deregulation and 
Globalization 

Since 1978 and especially since 1992, China has carried out sweeping economic 

reforms to transform the planned economy into a market-oriented economy "linked with 

global track." Accordingly, the economy has been growing at an annual rate of 9.3% 

from its "open and reform" to 2000, when its GDP topped 8.9 trillion Yuan (over one 

trillion U.S. dollars) and ranked seventh in the world (Xinhua News Agency, 2001). In 

spite of the gloomy global economy after 2000, China's economy still has been 

flourishing with a GDP growth rate of around 8%. 

The telecommunications sector has outpaced the overall economy, with an annual 

growth rate at an average of over 20% in the late 1980s and ranging from 40% to 50% 



SMSinChina 29 

between 1992 and 1998 (Y. Z. Zhao, 2000a). The sector has experienced a remarkable 

increase in both the number of mobile communications subscribers and the growth rate. 

From the commencement of Chinese mobile service in 1987, it took 10 years for the 

number of mobile service subscribers to reach 10 million, but only another four years to 

hit 100 million (J. Li, 2001). In less than two years, this figure doubled to 200 million, 

which was arguably the strongest and most rapid growth in the world. Industry statistics 

show that since July 2001, China has surpassed the U.S. and now ranks first in the world 

market in terms of the mobile phone's subscriber base (Ministry of Information Industry, 

2001a). 

The Internet industry as well has witnessed high-speed growth. According to 

surveys by the China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), the number of 

Internet surfers soared to 94 million in 2004 from 620 thousand in 1997 (China Internet 

Network Information Center, 2005). China is now the second-largest market for Internet 

users and will likely become the largest within five years (Meeker, Choi, & Motoyama, 

2004). 

This unprecedented development has been concomitant with extensive 

telecommunication reform reoriented to deregulation and global marketization in the 

recent decade, which was accelerated by China's WTO accession in 2001. This 

deregulation and globalization process might be influenced by the neoliberal agenda of 

telecommunications in the global era and the rapid consolidation of transnationalized 

capitalist production behind the scene (Schiller, 1999). However, more liberalized 

telecommunications also performed as an integral part of the comprehensive reform and 

open-up policy initiated by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and as a centerpiece of 
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national development and economic growth. The top leadership "has embraced 

'informatization' as the master of all modernizations"; as former Party General Secretary 

Jiang Zemin asserted, "None of the four modernizations would be possible without 

informatization" (Y. Z. Zhao, 2000a). In the Fifth Plenary Session in 2000, the fifteenth 

Central Committee of the CCP gave greatest weight to infomatization by announcing it 

was the key in promoting industrial advancement, industrialization and modernization. 

Following this, MI1 also claimed in the Tenth Five-year Plan that the information 

industry served as "the basic, pioneering, supporting and strategic industry of the national 

economy" as it demonstrated its ambition to transform the Information industry into the 

leading industry among all other industries in the economy (Ministry of Information 

Industry, September 7,2001). This vision has been realized by the Chinese government 

and companies through investment of $10-1 5 billion on data and Internet-related network 

infrastructure from 2001 to 2003 (Meeker et al., 2004). In fact, before the Tenth Five- 

year Plan, a series of telecommunications regulatory reforms and industrial deregulation 

have been carried out to ensure a strong telecommunication sector that "helps to deliver 

economic benefits to the Chinese people in order to legitimize Communist Party 

leadership" (Roseman, 2005, p.35). 

Deregulation 

Only two operators, China Mobile and China Unicom, are currently entitled to 

provide mobile telecommunications services in Mainland China. The formation of these 

two corporations resulted directly from telecommunication deregulation throughout the 

past decade. 
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Prior to 1993, all public telecommunications networks and services in Mainland 

China were overseen and operated by the government, mainly by the former Ministry of 

Posts and Telecommunications (MPT) through the provincial Posts and 

Telecommunications Aministrations (PTAs) and local bureaus at a lower level. In 1994, 

to break the monopoly in telecommunications service, China United Telecommunications 

(China Unicom) was created with owners from different governmental branches. It was 

allotted a full license integrating all lines of telecommunication services including mobile 

telephony, which made possible a certain degree of competition with MPT and PTAs. In 

1995, another telecommunication operator, China Telecommunications Corporation 

(China Telecom), was set up to assume daily operational activities previously handled by 

MPT. In reality, however, it remained difficult to separate MPT's regulatory function 

from the operation of the state-owned China Telecom, which made Chine Unicom suffer 

from "unfriendly regulatory environment and uncooperative treatment" (B. Zhang, 200 1, 

p.470). 

To solve this problem for further market liberalization, and to mitigate 

"contradictions between technological convergence and the fragmented regulatory 

regime" (Gao & Lyytinen, 2000, p.722), the most significant overhaul of the 

telecommunications industry occurred. In March 1998, a new authority, the Ministry of 

Information Industry (MII), took shape to serve as a coherent regulatory regime for the 

whole telecommunications field. Throughout 1999 and 2000, China Telecom was further 

divided into four companies (Chine Telecom, China Mobile, Guoxin, and China 

Satellite), which respectively held the responsibility for fixed-line telecommunications, 

mobile telecommunications, paging and satellite telecommunications. Therefore, China 
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Mobile Communications Corporation (China Mobile) was split off from former China 

Telecom as the first state-owned company exclusively specializing in mobile 

telecommunications business nationwide. In this round of reform, two more network 

operators, China Netcom and China Railcom, were also established. As a further step of 

liberalization in 2001, China Telecom, the national basic service carrier was divided 

geographically into North sector and South sector. After various splits and mergers, the 

principal participants of the Chinese telecommunications industry included China 

Mobile, China Unicom, China Telecom, China Netcom, China Satellite Communications 

Corporation and China Railcom. However, the mobile sector is still dominated by a 

duopoly of China Mobile and China Unicom. 

During the wave of telecommunications reforms, MI1 embarked on fostering a 

relatively competitive mobile market by strengthening China Unicom. For example, in 

1999 MI1 arranged mergers between Unicom and Guoxin, a leading paging company. It 

also granted a CDMA (Code Division Multiple Access) license as an exclusive favor to 

Unicom (B. Zhang, 200 1). One strong belief existed behind the increasing support for 

Unicom: mobile operators and other telecommunications companies had to be equipped 

with experience in domestic market competition so that in the future they could thrive in 

an open telecommunications market under WTO rules (Nie & Zeng, 2003). 

Globalization 

Notwithstanding that foreign direct investment had been banned in the Chinese 

telecommunication sector for a long time, after China's reform and open policy began in 

1979, transnational capital quickly found its connection with the Chinese 
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telecommunications market, which demanded colossal investment in telecommunication 

equipment and infrastructure. 

Transnational telecommunications equipment manufacturers had long been 

operating and competing in China (Y. Z. Zhao & Schiller, 2001; Nie & Zeng, 2003). For 

example, Motorola "invested more than US$1.2 billion in China between 1986 and 1998 

in seven joint ventures," and Nokia's "China operation has more than 5,000 employees, 

which contributed to 14% of its global sales in 1999" (Kshetri & Cheung, 2002). 

Although domestic handset manufacturers became its rivals after 2000, the mobile 

handset market, especially the upper end market, was still taken over by foreign brands 

(Ramstad, 2004). 

Telecom service providers also searched for any possible opportunities to 

incorporate foreign capital. Though forced to a halt later, in the mid-1 990s China Unicom 

worked secretly with foreign strategic investors and initiated complex joint ventures to 

escape relevant prohibitions against foreign equity (DeWoskin, 2001). "By late February 

2001, China Netcom, which owns the country's most advanced broadband network, had 

sold 12% of its shares for $325 million to News Corp" (Y. Z. Zhao & Schiller, 2001, 

p.146). 

Thus, despite the comparatively strict regulation against foreign capital, the 

Chinese government did implement its cautious plan for drawing in foreign investment in 

sensitive telecommunications services before China assumed formal WTO membership 

in 2001. As a way to strengthen the competitive advantage of state-owned enterprises, 

foreign capital was assumed essential to some extent. Delivering a speech on "the Outline 

of the Tenth Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social Development," former 
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Prime Minister Zhu Rongji stressed this concern in an explicit manner. "We need to 

encourage foreign investors, especially transnational corporations, to invest in high-tech 

industries and infrastructure, and encourage them to set up research and development 

centers in China and to participate in the restructuring and renovation of state-owned 

enterprises"(R. Zhu, 200 1, part VII). 

The increasingly globalized mobile communication market, especially the 

marriage of Chinese mobile carriers and global capital market, served as an outstanding 

case in point. Since 2000, the subsidiaries of both mobile carriers, "China Mobile (Hong 

Kong) Limited" and "China Unicom Limited" have been listed on the New York Stock 

Exchange and the Stock Exchange of Hong Kong and admitted as a constituent stock of 

the Hang Seng Index. In October 2000, China Mobile (HK) Limited sold approximately 

2% of its shares in "a strategic alliance agreement" with global telecommunication giant 

Vodafone. As of May 3 1,2004, the percentage rose to 3.27% and two former top 

managers of Vodafone had joined the board of directors of CMHK. 

By going public on the overseas stock exchange, China Mobile and China 

Unicom successfully attracted foreign investors and initiated a new channel of financing 

in the 1990s when investment in mobile communication systems was the fastest-growing 

form of foreign investment in telecommunications worldwide (Schiller, 1999), and 

mobile communication became the most lucrative  service^.^ As the Tenth Five-year Plan 

of MI1 put it, this provided valuable experience for reforming state-owned 

telecommunication corporations and changing indirect investment into direct investment 

(Ministry of Information Industry, September 7, 2001). This capitalization via the 

* According to ITU, global service revenue in the mobile and data services has greatly surpassed that of 
domestic and international fixed phones for the last decade (Srivastava, 2004). 
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international capital market encouraged a systematic opening up of the 

telecommunication industry in preparation for China's WTO entry and post-WTO 

competition. 

As for the Chinese Internet Industry, it "has developed within a transnational 

framework from birth" (Y. Z. Zhao & Shiller, 2001). Whereas global capital just filtered 

in via the traditional telecommunication network over the years, many dominant Internet 

content providers were private or cooperative companies with overseas connection in the 

first place. Ever since the first Chinese-concept Internet stock, China.com, landed on 

NASDAQ, "almost all public Chinese Internet companies" have been "listed in non- 

China markets and are subject to US GAAP and investor scrutinyW(Meeker et al., 2004).~ 

Meanwhile, the Chinese Internet Industry was quickly commercialized with a growing 

number of Internet users. 

The gradual "open-up" of the Chinese telecommunication industry, mobile 

communications and Internet service in particular, was indisputably hastened by the 

neoliberal globalization agenda consolidated in China's WTO entry. According to WTO 

documents, the telecommunication market was divided into value-added services, basic 

telecommunication services, and mobile voice and data services. In light of value-added 

services, within one year after China's accession, foreign service suppliers would be 

permitted to establish joint venture value-added telecommunication enterprises with up to 

49% ownership in 14 Chinese cities, with geographic restrictions disappearing within two 

years. As far as mobile voice and data services were concerned, by December 1 1,2004, 

foreign investors were permitted to own up to 49% of joint ventures that offered mobile 

3 In order to tackle the restrictions on foreign ownership, most of them "have very complex structures, 
including multiple offshore holding companies and contractual operating agreements, many of which are of 
questionable legal enforceability" (Meeker et al., 2004). 
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voice and data services in 17 cities in China, with any geographic restrictions being lifted 

two years later (WTO, 2001). In accordance with the commitments to open the 

telecommunications market in Mainland China, "the Provisions on Administration of 

Foreign-Funded Telecommunications Enterprises Provisions" were also adopted in early 

2002. 

The SMS Story 

Early in 1995, short message service was introduced into Mainland China, not far 

away from when the first SMS messages were sent in 1992 ("zai duanxin zhong 

juejin,"2002). In 1997, Tianjin Mobile was the first local operator to roll out SMS in the 

Chinese language, because the Tianjin-based branch of the global handset manufacture 

Motorola had been ready to present a new model of Motorola mobile phone supporting 

SMS with Chinese character input (Shi, 2003). Though this initial SMS application in the 

Chinese market associated itself with commercial calculations of a transnational 

company, the entire SMS tale did not unfold completely until the Chinese 

telecommunications industry was further integrated into the trajectory of globalization 

and commercialization after telecommunication reforms. 

Mobile Communication Market After Telecommunications Reform 

As a consequence of the state-steered deregulation for further globalization in 

telecommunications, mobile operators had been progressively under the pressure of the 

international capital market. Not surprisingly, even former MI1 minister Wu Jichuan had 

to assure investors that both mobile operators would not cancel the charges for incoming 

calls after both stocks plunged in response to the "rumor" (DeWoskin, 200 1). As a 
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Chinese financial magazine Caijing pointed out, in the capital market overseas, 

telecommunication companies ceased to be mere "public faces" or "windows" of Chinese 

state-owned enterprises, because eventually investors expected an entity that could 

achieve sustained profits (Y. C.Wang, 2003). 

In addition to the compelling force of the capital market, a more ambitious China 

Unicom after the industry restructuring had also perceivably escalated the competition in 

the world's largest mobile telecommunications market (Y. Z. Zhao, 2000a). Amid 

various forms of price wars in different regions, both operators started to offer prepaid 

mobile service in late 1999. The battle appeared even more intensive after 2000 when 

fixed-line operators unexpectedly encroached the lower end of the mobile market by 

providing a "little smart" service through PHs (personal handy-phone system), a mobile 

service with limited roaming capability but low price. Simultaneously, the increasing 

presence of foreign investment and competition in the handset manufacturing market had 

also considerably driven down the price of mobile phones (Kshetri & Cheung, 2002). 

Evidently, the new price structure of mobile services and the price cut on handsets 

spurred a staggering expansion of the mobile market. At a historic point in 2003, the 

number of mobile phone users reached 256.9 million and outstripped that of fixed phone 

users (Ma & Zhang, 2004). However, the majority of the new customers for mobile 

communication came from the prepaid services for lower end users, who remained 

sensitive to two-way billing for mobile phone calls. According to its annual reports, since 

2001 CMHK has had more prepaid service subscribers than contract service subscribers. 

The changing composition of the newly added subscribers led inevitably to the 

"more customers, less ARPU" headache for Chinese mobile service operators. Based on 
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the annual results of CMHK, its average revenue per user (ARPU) dropped sharply over 

the past years. In 1997 it was 43 1 Yuan, but in 2001 the ARPU figure slumped to 199 

even for the 34.01 million contract subscribers, let alone for the 35.63 million prepaid 

subscribers for whom it was only 72. Although ARPU had declined steadily since the late 

1980s worldwide, investors still took it into account as a valuation metric for wireless 

companies (Ryan, 2000). Thus, the anxiety of the investors was immediately 

demonstrated in the response of the capital market. After the 200 1 semi-annual report of 

CMHK was released, its stock value dove by 9.77%, partly because the ARPU result 

came out much lower than what shareholders had expected (XiaoO 2002). Therefore, both 

China Mobile and China Unicom felt obliged to develop some "new business" in order to 

boost revenue from current subscribers and slow the further deterioration of ARPU. Both 

telecommunication giants thus sought to launch various value-added services from voice 

mail to Wireless Application Protocol (WAP) services, but nothing resonated as much as 

short message service (Xu, 2003). 

Monternet4 

The prosperity of SMS was first and foremost born from a well-calculated 

business model. Based on the successful trial of Guangdong Mobile, in November 2000, 

China Mobile kicked off the "Monternet" program right after the company itself was 

officially spun off from China Telecom. Greatly inspired by NTT DoCoMo's i-mode in 

Japan, China Mobile's Montemet initiative invited synergies between itself and service 

4 
Monternet is an abbreviation for "mobile Internet" in English; it means "mobile dream network" in 

Chinese. 
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providers (SPs) in the wireless data communication market. According to the "local sign- 

on, national access" framework of Monternet, SPs were allowed to access the operator's 

mobile network platform at any local province (autonomous regions or municipalities), 

and to provide services to mobile subscribers nationwide. For SMS provided by SPs, the 

whole revenue was comprised of two parts: the "communication fee" paid for mobile 

network resources provided by China Mobile, and the "information fee" paid for the 

specific content or application services provided by SPs. In most cases, China Mobile 

collected all the "communication fee" while the "information fee" was split between 

China Mobile and service providers at a ratio of 15:85 (China Mobile, 2000). Hence, to 

attract more customers to diversified mobile content, generate more revenues from the 

spare capacity of mobile networks, and arrest the declining ARPU, China Mobile 

outsourced almost all content and applications and turned service providers into allies and 

partners. 

A host of SPs were stimulated to join this synergy because they could obtain 

genuine financial benefits from SMS service through the effective billing system of 

China Mobile. As annual reports of CMHK illustrated, approximately 100 SPs 

participated at first. This number climbed to 300 in 200 1, then to 500 at the end of 2002. 

A year later, over 880 SMS SPs supplied more than 70,000 types of services in 28 

categories, ranging from information and entertainment to business services. The 

Monternet, it was claimed, "is beginning to assert its truly massive market 

influenceW(CMHK Limited, 2004, p. 14). Following the footsteps of China Mobile, China 

Unicom launched a similar project named "Uni-Info" in July 200 1 to explore the 

flourishing SMS market. 
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As for peer-to-peer messages (namely messages between end users), China 

Mobile cancelled the "monthly fee" and announced its new price strategy: RMB 0.1 

Yuan per piece. Especially after China Mobile introduced SMS service into the prepaid 

market in May 200 1, the simple one-way tariff policy "one message 0.1 Yuan" made 

possible a low-budget way to send a message of up to 160 letters or 70 Chinese 

characters5, which cost only a quarter of the regular price for a one-minute call. The low 

price attracted numerous low-end mobile users who had dragged the ARPU number in 

the balance sheet of mobile carriers. 

If a sophisticated business model and a simplified price strategy transformed 

existing social needs into a lucrative market, another market segmentation strategy also 

effectively cultivated the practice of regular SMS usage among youthful subscribers, thus 

creating more "social needs." In 2002, a new prepaid service, "M-Zone" was launched to 

encourage the young users to use bundled value-packages that included SMS, 

personalized ring-tones and picture downloads. With the tempting slogan, "it's my 

territory, listen to me," the "M-Zone" enticed young users to "follow trends in fashion, 

entertainment and leisure, and to more readily socialize with their peers" (CMHK, 2004, 

p. 124). Short messages were sold at wholesale instead of retail prices. For example, users 

could pay 20 RMB for 300 pieces of messages or 30 RMB for 500 messages. Moreover, 

a special SIM card was designed for an "M-Zone" person, which could preserve 50 short 

messages and be embedded with ready-made services such as mobile chatting (Shao, 

2004). As at the end of December 2003, over 10 million young subscribers entered this 

"'autonomous region' for youthful communication." Accordingly, the "M-Zone" SMS 

In December 2000, MI1 adjusted the overall structure of telecommunications tariffs and allowed 
enterprises to set their own prices for a range of telecommunication services, including SMS. 
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penetration rate reached 97.8%, and ARPU for new businesses reached RMB30 Yuan 

(CMHK Limited, 2004). 

Thus, SMS had grown faster than any other service in the Chinese mobile 

communication industry (Lin, 2002), and it certainly better met the internal demand of 

mobile operators and external pressure from the capital market. According to the annual 

reports of CMHK from 2001 to 2004, "new business", especially SMS, remained the 

main source of revenue growth for China Mobile since 2000. In 2004 alone, "the SMS 

penetration rate (SMS subscribers as a percentage of total subscriber base) increased to 

76.8 per cent, revenue from SMS reached RMB 16.380 billion and SMS usage volume 

reached 172.57 billion messages"(CMHK Limited, 2005, p.31). Most importantly, due to 

SMS and other new business, in 2004, "the rate of decline in ARPU was slowing down 

and the ARPU of contract subscribers remained generally stableU(CMHK Limited, 2005). 

The SMS Redemption for Dotcoms 

Not only did SMS help mobile operators find an alternative way to compensate 

lower ARPU, but it also rescued Chinese Dotcom companies after Internet mania 

subsided on a global scale. As with their counterparts in the United States and elsewhere, 

the big three Chinese Internet portals-Sina, Sohu, and NetEase-went public on New 

York's NASDAQ exchange in early 2000, but for over a year they had a trading price on 

NASDAQ of around one or two U.S. dollars before SMS brought in genuine profits and 

polished their balance sheets. 

Nevertheless, SMS accomplished the redemption of the three Internet portals in 

the global capital market. After they announced a net profit one after another in 2002, in 

July 2003 the prices of NetEase, Sohu and Sina hit their highest point and skyrocketed to 
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$52.21, $43.4 and $38.68, respectively. Although the whole stock market rallied and the 

NASDAQ composite index had soared during the same period, few other stocks had been 

so wild. 

The SMS accounted for the biggest chunk of the three portals' revenue. As the best 

beneficiary who achieved the highest market value, NetEase admitted that the major 

portion of its revenue growth in 2002 was generated "in the wireless value-added services 

area," particularly SMS (NetEase.com Inc., 2003a, p. 2).7 Moreover, this profitability of 

SMS had been extremely magnified in the capital market. The three portals all earned 

less than $10 million in the second quarter of 2003, yet the market value for Sina and 

NetEase surpassed $1.5 billion; for Sohu it was more than $1 billion. Even some analysts 

felt the evaluation of the stocks was "mad" (Schafer, 2003). More noticeably, the SMS 

stories became sources of the new faith in the "Chinese new economy" when the capital 

markets were desperately trying to find new highlights after the continual bad news, 

ranging from the bursting of the Internet bubble, to the 9 1 1 tragedy and accounting 

scandals involving corporate giants. 

Hence, more enterprisers seized the concept of SMS and "wireless data service" 

as selling points to tap into the global capital market. Linktone Ltd., only established as a 

standalone company in Shanghai since April 2001, became an IPO (Initial Public 

Offering) service provider listed in NASDAQ in March 2004. Labelling itself as "a leader 

in wireless value-added service provider" in China, Linktone completed a saga that gave 

The numbers are based on the data available on http://moneycentral.msn.com 

7 NetEase offered various SMS products and subscription packages with pricing between RMB 0.1 Yuan to 
RMB 2 Yuan per SMS message, or between RMB 5 Yuan to RMB30 Yuan per subscription for a month 
(NetEase.com Inc., 2003a). Other portals also sold their SMS services in a similar price range and received 
about 85% of the information fee through mobile phone bills by cooperating with China Mobile and China 
Unicorn. 



SMS in China 43 

a satisfactory return for a handfid of overseas venture capital firms. For example, from 

Linkton's debut on Wall Street, Acer technology Venture reaped a return dozens of times 

as much as its investment (Y. Wu, 2004). Right after Linktone, Tom online, and Tencent 

successfully landed on the stock market overseas while the fantasies of SMS market 

flowered spectacularly. 

The Market Characteristics of the SMS industry 

Concentration 

To a substantial degree, the entire SMS industry has been controlled by only a 

few hands. In terms of mobile carriers, undoubtedly China Mobile and China Unicom 

remain in a predominant position with about a two-thirds and one-third market share, 

respectively. As one of the Fortune 500 giants, China Mobile is the World's No. 1 mobile 

operator on the basis of its network scale and customer base. Although left behind China 

Mobile in SMS business, its rival China Unicom has been gradually getting stronger and 

now ranks as the No.3 mobile telecommunication operator in the world.' As will be 

argued later, this oligopolistic competition of China Mobile and China Unicom 

determines the inevitable power of mobile carriers in their strategic alliances with service 

providers within Montemet. 

With respect to service providers, it was reported that 4% of China Mobile's SP 

partners generated 80% of the overall SMS revenue for more than 300 service providers; 

the top eight SP partners of China Unicom such as Sina, Sohu, and Tencent constituted 

more than half of the SMS revenue (Z. Chen, 2004). An authoritative market report threw 

' Although China Telecom and China Netcom also provide S M S  through little smart services, their 
influence in the S M S  market remains limited. 
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light on this concentration: out of at least 1000 SMS SPs, the top 10 SPs took up 70% of 

the SMS market in 2003, with Internet portals having the lion's share (Analysys 

Consulting Ltd., 2004). 

Acquisitions played a vital role in the consolidation of the most powerful service 

providers and the further concentration of the SP market. Sina managed to stay abreast of 

the shifting SMS market through targeted acquisitions of MeMeStar Limited in January 

2003 and of Crillion Corporation in February 2004. With the first acquisition and market 

expansion, its revenues from mobile value-added services grew from $9.1 million in 2002 

to $64.4 million in 2003 (Sina Corporation, 2004). In April 2003, another Chinese portal 

on NASDAQ, Chinadotcom, also completed its acquisition of Newpalm, a leading SMS 

mobile software platform developer and application service provider in China. This 

acquisition was said to consolidate the financial results of the Chinadotcom group by 

adding over US$2.5 million "high-margin, earnings-accretive revenues" ("Chinadotcom 

unit completes acquisition of Newpalm," n.d.). In August 2004, Tom Online announced 

its was acquiring Treasure Base, a leading wireless entertainment company pioneering in 

wireless interactive products and services. This acquisition would also "empower Tom 

Online with a new distribution and promotion channel through over 60 TV channels with 

the coverage of approximate 100 million households in China, and will also bring to 

TOM Online 1.5 million paying subscribers" (TOM Online Inc., 2004). 

The power of large service providers not only rested in their ability to acquire 

local mobile service providers for a larger market share, but in their ability through those 

acquisitions to forge intangible connections with local mobile network operators. The 

acquisitions usually provided dotcoms with an exceptionally valuable resource-the 
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strong support from mobile operators, which was hardly available to most small SPs 

jumping into the SMS gold mine later on (personal communication, September 15,2004). 

The linkage between mobile giants and Internet giants intensified the concentration of the 

entire SMS industry. In such a media concentration, as the American experience 

suggested, large media corporations tended to command cyberspace and achieve political 

power by squeezing out alternative media outlets in the waves of media mergers and 

acquisitions occurring in the late 1990s (McChesney, 1999). Similarly, the predominance 

of mobile carriers and big Internet service providers also acutely affected content control 

of SMS in China. Interestingly enough, this consolidation of ownership in the arena of 

wireless value-added service was indirectly intensified. by a state campaign for stricter 

control of SPs, which will be elaborated on in the next chapter. 

Globalization 

Because "foreign investment has proven to be highly selective and concentrated in 

the lucrative value-added sectors" in China (Loo, 2004), it should come as no surprise 

that a number of transnational corporations have ventured to cooperate with mobile 

operators in the SMS business. Aspire, a joint venture established in 2001 by China 

Mobile (HK) and Hewlett-Packard, focused on a standardized nationwide platform and 

solutions for wireless data services. In 2002, Vodafone invested US$35 million to obtain 

a 9.9% stake in this wireless-data subsidiary of China Mobile (HK). Hewlett-Packard also 

increased its investments in Aspire and raised its stake to 7% ("Vodafone to invest $35 

million," 2002). SK Telecom of South Korea and Unicom created a joint venture, UNISK 

Information Technology, to provide value-added mobile services and content over 

Unicorn's second general cellular (CDMA) network (Roseman, 2005). 
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More astonishingly, however, was the probe of the ownership of the top ten SPs 

in the SMS content market during 2003.~ Needless to say, incumbent Internet portals 

Sina, Sohu and NetEase, which had integrated in "wireless value-added service" as one 

of their features, had already cashed in on SMS in the global capital market. New players 

such as Linktone, Tom online and Tencent, also capitalized on SMS through NASDAQ 

and the Hong Kong stock market. Even before they were listed on offshore stock 

markets, different transnational firms had already engaged in those companies. For 

instance, Japan's Mitsubishi and Index Corporation, contributors to the early success of 

NTT DoCoMo's i-Mode wireless service, co-led an investment round in l ink tone." 

Other leading companies also had transnational background in one way or another. 

Mtone Wireless Corporation, which excelled at wireless entertainment services in more 

than 200 cities of China, was headquartered in Santa Clara, California. Newpalm, a 

pioneer SMS provider with millions of subscribers, became a subsidiary of Chinadotcom 

Corporation, a NASDAQ-listed company. Hong Lian 95 Information Industry Holding 

Co., Ltd was also a subsidiary of Citic 2lcentury Company, a corporation listed on the 

Stock Exchange of Hong Kong. Therefore, in contrast to most small-sized domestic SPs, 

9 out of 10 leading SMS providers were closely associated with global capital. 

Besides expanding the global reach of capital via overseas ownership, the 

dominant SPs also extended the influence of global media giants into wireless space in 

China via synergies with these media mammoths. In 2003 alone, Linktone partnered with 

Star Television/Newscorp and Time Warner's Cartoon Network to bring wireless-branded 

The data are based on the report from Analysys International, a leading technology advisory tim in 
China. 
'O This information is available at http://english.linktone.com/aboutus/milestones.html 
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content to China; Sina and Microsoft announced a joint short messaging service for MS 

Office XP in China; and Sohu allied with the Walt Disney Internet Group (WDIG), the 

number one premium mobile content provider in Japan and a leading global content 

provider. As the press release for Disney.corn.cn and the Sohu.com portal indicated, all 

these deals were "expected to leverage the Chinese market" by delivering wireless 

content and services to China (Sohu.com, 2003). 

Commercialization and Convergence 

Commercialization of Messages 

Before business model of Monternet introduced SMS into the domain of public 

communication, SMS was used for purely private conversations between mobile users. 

But after the convergence of mobile phones and the stationary Internet, the SPs had 

turned the individualized messages into mass-produced and mass-marketed commodities 

11  which could be sold either by a package or a single piece. The commercialization of 

the SMS industry even created professional SMS writers, who specialized in texts, 

pictures and ring tones (Y. Wang, 2004). The SMS business within the Monternet 

framework had thus evolved into an industry with a substantial number of consumers.12 

Public information such as news and weather forecasts were for sale. With a 

maximum price tag of around RMB 30 Yuan, service providers designed and delivered 

different categories of news service. For headline news, usually they sent out four to five 

I I Generally, SMS subscribers can access different SMS services in three ways: First, they can text a 
message to a specific SP via its service code; for example, send "TQ" to "1 1 1 1" for a weather forecast 
subscription. Second, they can log onto the website of a SP and leave their mobile phone number on a SMS 
subscription webpage. Third, they can follow the menus of "Monternet" embedded in the mobile phone and 
choose a service. In addition to ready-made messages, users are able to send self-written messages to 
mobile phones through webpages. 
12 As of the fourth quarter of 2003, the four Internet portals supported a total of 34 million (or 26% of the 
total) active SMS subscribers (Meeker et al. 2004, p.27). That year NetEase alone had more than 33 million 
registered SMS accounts (NetEase.com Inc., 2004a). 
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every day and, if some breaking news happened, over 10 news messages a day. To 

translate one single message into multiple revenues, a more "interactive" format of news 

delivery was invented, in which the subscribers had to request details of the first news 

item by sending another message. Although the service labelled itself as a "more 

individualized choice," essentially it simply broke regular news into different parts and 

lured the users to continue texting messages. 

Interpersonal communication in the form of greetings and jokes, as an intimate 

expression of private emotion and a spontaneous form of personal recreation, was also 

manufactured on a large scale. Mobile users did not have to "cook" their own love poem 

within 70 Chinese characters for boyfriend or girlfriend, because thousands of emotional 

"deli messages" were ready for order. Festival blessings and greetings among friends, 

relatives or colleagues also became saleable objects tailored for mass consumption. As 

Adorno (1991) expressed it years ago, the culture industry "transfers the profit motive 

naked onto cultural forms" (p.99), and transforms uniqueness in those cultural forms into 

"an interchangeable sameness"(p. 103). 

The most lucrative personal communication came fiom a variety of mobile 

chatting programs for which SPs usually charged a monthly fee of RMB 5 to 10 Yuan for 

membership in a mobile community, such as the "Special men and womenW(fei chang 

nan nu) of NetEase. Once a mobile user received an ID, the person could start off 

searching for a stranger by age range, gender or location. After that, the mobile carriers 

charged RMB 0.1 Yuan for every message involved in a private conversation. In this type 

of matchmaking or friend-seeking service, both mobile carriers and SPs could generate 

incredible profits from silent talk between anonymous strangers. As a marketing brochure 
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of an Internet portal claimed, the new chatting program entailed 400 thousand accounts 

and a volume of 10 million messages every month, which meant at least RMB 2 million 

monthly fee and a 1 million "information fee" every month. 

During this "intensive commodification process" (Mosco, 1996, p. 152) of SMS, 

new mobile technology made it possible to apply new measurements and surveillance to 

"expand the production of media commodities" (p. 152). Or to borrow the 

conceptualization of a "pay-per society" which is "built around massive amounts of 

individual consumption" (Mosco, 1988, p. 17), the hyper-commercialized SMS 

development also produced the pay-per-message phenomenon. For one thing, new mobile 

technology enabled "packaging and repackaging of information into marketable 

commodity" based on every single text message. For another, the new measuring 

procedures even helped to decrease the labor cost in SMS production. Often with a low 

cost per message, SPs could hire SMS writers, full- or part-time, to produce "creative" 

messages that attract a high volume of circulation, or the SPs could simply collect 

messages from small content providers and SMS contests in colleges and mass media 

(personal communication, September 16,2004; October 14,2004). 

Advertising 

As the communication technology was transformed into consumer technology in 

ready-made messages, the low-cost, convenient and cool messages served as a potential 

marketing medium to reach the target consumers, particularly young people. 

Transnational corporations might be the first to embrace SMS as a new channel to 

promote their products and services. In China's first direct-marketing campaign to use 

SMS for dance party promotions, 
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Heineken sent short text messages about the parties to the mobile phones of consumers 
who had expressed interest in hearing about Heineken events. Then it built up its 
database of consumer phone numbers by inviting those who attended the mid-May 
parties in Guangzhou and Shenzhen to register for a lucky draw by sending a text 
message fiom their phone. Out of 4,000 ticket-buyers, 42% joined the lucky draw 
(Wilhelm, 2001). 

SMS was also widely used in promotions of films, pop music concerts and other 

forms of entertainment. For example, when the Chinese blockbuster film Shouji (Cellular 

phone) hit the market, Mtone Wireless Corporation released a SMS game that borrowed 

the plot and characters of the movie. During the advertising campaign for the new movie 

2046 by Hong Kong filmmaker Wong Kar-wai in September 2004, a contract subscriber 

of China Mobile could send "HD2046" to "1 16090" to respond to a quiz with a prize of 

two 2046 tickets. 

Besides extending the reach of the conventional advertising campaign, short 

message itself had also grown into a special advertising medium. In the early stage of 

SMS development, mobile carriers were prohibited from advertising any other consumer 

products through SMS, but they did send out "informative SMS," a form of wireless 

customer service, to keep mobile subscribers posted on their billing account status or new 

services of the carriers themselves. However, a few pioneer SPs discovered that the 

"informative SMS" proved more persuasive than mass media advertising in promoting 

new content service of SPs, due to the precise targeting of SMS and the authority of 

mobile carriers. Therefore, an alternative format of advertising was born: mobile camers 

simultaneously disseminating an SMS version of an "infomercial" to numerous mobile 

customers to recommend a few types of SP services (personal communication, September 
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SPs were by no means allowed to utilize this "mass-sending" (qun fa) trick to 

advertise their own services in a pure "informative SMS," but they were permitted to 

squeeze in some promotional sentences when they gave notice of a mobile user's 

subscription status. For instance, after successfully subscribing to "social news" of Sina 

in October 20, I immediately received a provocative SMS infomercial "8888444 thanks 

for choosing our service! Want to kill some boring time? Reply JD to flirt with strangers, 

and win NEC new cell phone model! Build up your courage, open up your brain and 

hurry up! No monthly fee." 

Sometimes the recommendation of entertainment services performed as a 

seemingly integral part of a piece of SMS news in the limited space of one short message. 

Therefore, the promotional and journalistic information were blurred in an immensely 

disturbing manner, which was unimaginable in traditional media. For instance, after 38 

words about a deadly coal mine blast in Hebei Province, a news message I received on 

October 23 ended with "Reply JD to get a mobile phone for lowest price." 

Media Convergence with SMS 

Short and convenient messages not only brought great profits for websites, but 

also served as another "economic growth point" for the progressively commercialized 

mass media in China. Radio and TV stations in particular went all out to create 

"interactive" programs with short messages. The most frequent formats entailed SMS 

voting, or an SMS quizlcontest. Before the SMS explosion, the "interactivity" of TV 

shows or talk radio merely meant possibly higher ratings and more advertising revenue, 

but now the "increasing interactivity of the program" with "short message participation" 

opened a door to "the possibility of developing a brand-new business model" to "break 
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up the situation of sole dependence on advertising7'(J. Zhu, 2003). This business model 

seemed very promising because in the distribution of SMS revenue among the three 

parties (radio/TV stations, cooperative SPs and mobile operators), mass media often 

grabbed the biggest share of SMS revenues for its ability to aggregate vast audiences 

(personal communication, November 26,2004). 

For Chinese radio stations who took up only the least market share of total 

advertising revenue among the Chinese mass media, SMS not only gave radio programs a 

more refreshing look, but proposed an alternative way of "creating income" as well (J. 

Zhou, 2004). In 2002, the Beijing Traffic Radio Station first integrated short messages 

into its program and achieved an immediate success. Similarly, the "Voice of China," 

Channel One of China National Radio, incorporated SMS into almost all of its programs 

since its reform in January 2004(B. Zhu, 2004). A special program, "Express to Athens" 

on China National Radio attracted 200 thousand short messages in its first two days of 

broadcasting, among which 9450 short messages poured in to participate in a 50-minute 

morning show on August l3,2004(China National Radio, 2004). 

Television stations also threw themselves into this SMS gold mine. To swallow a 

larger portion of the SMS fee, in 2002 the party organ China Central Television (CCTV) 

even set up a subsidiary company, MyCCTV Ltd.co, to act as a telecommunications 

service provider for value-added service; it immediately thrived to be the largest SP in 

traditional media industry. Primarily focused on SMS, this company provided 

"interactivity" for a broad spectrum of television programs or events from the 2003 
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Spring Festival Eve Gala to live broadcasting of the Iraq war.I3 At the 2003 Spring 

Festival Gala, the most spectacular yearly "television banquet", 13 million one-Yuan 

short messages were sent during this 4-hour program which generated abundant revenues 

(J. Zhu, 2003). In a recent singing contest similar to American Idol, CCTV's Dream 

China, the winners were ultimately decided by the volume of SMS votes with over one 

million votes being texted to the TV show every night for seven consecutive days.I4 

Because every message was charged RMB 1 Yuan, ten times the regular price, after a 

week this show could absorb more than 7 million RMB exclusive of the potential 

business that the attached "informative message" could bring in. 

Lacking the superior power of CCTV, most local television stations attempted to 

maximize their SMS income by encouraging the audience to "send short message, get 

grand prize." After answering the simplest question (or even without answering any 

questions), a mobile user could join the journey to a "dream prize." However, participants 

were sometimes forced to send several messages before they could really join the game. 

Usually this type of lottery-like "interactive programs" charged from RMB 0.2 Yuan to 

RMB 2 Yuan for each message, with the charge varying according to the program type, 

time slot and channels. It was revealed that a provincial television station could receive 

more than RMB 2 million Yuan every month merely out of SMS ("Duanxin jingcai 

kuangdu," 2005). 

Parallel to the myriad entertainment programs, serious news programs 

endeavoured to capture this SMS opportunity and further their "business development." 

l 3  The information about my CCTV is available on htt~://www.mvcctv.com.cn/about/about.htm(accessed 
on January 16,2005). 

14 The numbers of the votes are available on 
httv://www.cctv.com/verformance/s~ecial/Cl3036/01/index.shtml (accessed on May 25,2005). 
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In the news coverage of a terrorist attack against Chinese workers in Afghanistan in 

2004, a TV station in Shanghai designed a SMS guessing game which promised to grant 

the winner a 10-day trip to the U.S.. The most infamous SMS interactive event occurred 

in September, 2004, when CCTV Channel 4 held a SMS contest to guess the final death 

toll of a Russian hostage tragedyI5 during its coverage. This provoked widespread anger 

and criticism from both the audience and media, and led somewhat to the immediate 

prohibition of this type of contest by the State Administration of Radio, Film & 

Television (SARFT) (Deng & Lv, 2004). 

Newspapers were no exception to this SMS mania. In particular, their websites 

were excited by the chance to cash in on news short messages through wireless value- 

added service. Early in July 2001, Yangzi Evening News, the most circulated evening 

paper in wealthy Jiangsu Province, started its first SMS news service on its website, 

which it extended to other short message services such as English learning and lottery 

updates. As an insider celebrated, "Yangzi on the go" (Yangzi suisheng kan) was 

established as a trademark for this short message service, which financed all the 

investment of the website itself. This visible success exhibited a new vision for "a 

profitable business model" for news websites of print media (B. Sun, 2002). 

Notwithstanding SMS news was also regarded as a "battlefield of propaganda," economic 

concern first drove newspaper websites into the SMS business. According to the director 

of the Internet department of Yangzi Evening News, their pioneering SMS service was 

inspired by the development of "a new and huge market" with an increasing number of 

mobile phone users as an "alternative audience" (D. Zhang, 2002). After all, as stated by 

15 On September 3,2004, more than 200 adults and children died in  this school hostage crisis after the 
battle between Russian troops and terrorists in Beslan. See 
http://www.cnn.coml2004/WORLD/europe/09/O3/russia.school/ 
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an insider of wireless value-added services in a newspaper website, "how can you 

conquer the battlefield of propaganda with an empty stomach?" (personal 

communication, September 13,2004). As it happened, websites of the national print 

media such as People's Daily and China Daily also inaugurated news messages and other 

types of message services. 

Conclusion 

In a nutshell, the rise of the SMS phenomenon marked the overarching 

commercial logic embedded in the entire Chinese communication system and the 

development of a new mobile technology in the context of China's global integration. 

Under the neoliberal telecommunications policy, the entire Chinese communication 

system-from mobile communication and the Internet to broadcast and print media- 

captured and developed SMS for one commercial reason, and rationalized the 

manufacture of SMS as a cultural commodity. 

In this profit-driven story of SMS, the Chinese communication system witnessed 

not only the integration between mobile communication and the Internet, but also the 

convergence and concentration of telecommunications and traditional mass media. This 

technological integration undeniably prepared the way for the ubiquitous mobile Internet 

and SMS, but more importantly, the massive market integration enabled by technology 

and the corporate imperatives behind it eventually shaped the pattern of SMS 

development when private messages entered the area of public communication. 

The SMS explosion had some historic relevance in the West, as commercial 

incentives were also involved to transform television from a mass media technology to a 

"cultural form" (Williams, 1 975). However, the SMS tale also demonstrated concretely 
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that in the new media landscape of globalization, the development of telecommunication 

in general and SMS in particular had become more global capital-driven as it functioned 

as one of the essential sites for capital accumulation inside and outside China. 

This intensified commercialization of the SMS industry and the entire 

communication system has immensely caused the prevalence of SMS porn, SMS spam, 

and SMS traps that have led to accumulated discontent among mobile users and the 

general public. The complaints about the SMS business finally triggered the further 

regulation of SMS content, which has invariably been on the mind of the Party state. 
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CHAPTER THREE: SMS UNDER THE REGULATION OF 
STATE AND MARKET 

As a component of the Internet, SMS began to be regulated immediately after its 

phenomenal prevalence. This chapter examines the trajectory of the regulation of the 

Chinese SMS industry and discovers how political power and market power 

accommodate and appropriate each other, thus ensuring strict supervision of SMS 

content, especially political content. This control has been effectively realized by various 

patterns of state regulation, market regulation and self-regulation, which are enmeshed 

with one another. In particular, this chapter underscores the active role of the market 

mechanism in enhancing political governance as opposed to a popular assumption that 

political censorship of new media has been implemented mainly through legislative and 

administrative regulations by the Party state and its affiliate institutions. 

A Review of Chinese Media Control 

Ever since the virtual one-party rule and party journalism were established in 

China, the Party state has exercised formidable influence and maintained its leadership in 

the media system. Nevertheless, in the 1990s, as the market evidently eroded some old 

ideological constraints, the media policy shifted from conventional propaganda to a more 

pragmatic "agenda setting" that would ensure "public supervision" (A. Chan, 2002). 

However, new media policy did not represent a softer, gentler gaze of "Big Brother," but 

came along with "the creation of new institutions, regulatory regimes, and the 
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deployment of modem media management practices" that still kept the communication 

system under the comprehensive control of the Party state (Y.Z.Zhao, 2003a). 

Moreover, as the decentralizing force of the Internet posed a tremendous 

challenge to the traditional forms of "thought work" (Lynch, 2000), the regulatory 

agencies have devoted more efforts to safeguarding the legitimacy of the Party state. 

"China has become one of the first countries to regulate Internet media communication 

by means of overall legislation" (X. Sun, 2002, pp. 152- 153). In 2000 alone, China 

formulated four regulations related to Internet content, which encompassed "Measures 

for Managing Internet Information Services," "the provisional regulations on governance 

of Internet-based news providers," "Administrative Regulation on Internet BBS Service," 

and "The Decisions of the National People's Congress Standing Committee on 

Safeguarding Internet Safety." These regulations, issued by the Information Office of the 

State Council, Ministry of Information Industry, or the Standing Committee of the 

National People's Congress, elaborated on the constraints imposed on Internet news 

dissemination, bulletin board service, or the broader "Internet safety." 

Different governmental organizations have been involved in enforcing these 

regulatory requirements on the Internet. For instance, through the creation of the "Internet 

police," the Ministry of Public Security could oversee and block subversive websites 

from the standpoint of national security. In particular, the Information Office and the 

propaganda department centered their attention on Internet news and BBS, thus 

sustaining a special "Internet communication order" in their relentless attempt to regulate 

dominant content providers: websites of mass media and commercial Internet portals. 

According to a series of regulations noted above, special permits were mandatory for 
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commercial websites providing news and BBS. Even after obtaining the permits, in no 

circumstances could commercial websites have the right to publish news reports of their 

own or news information from overseas sources. Only websites operated by news 

organizations at the central government and provincial government levels had those 

rights so they became the only news sources for commercial Internet portals. 

Overall, the Internet and other new media communication should be overseen by 

the Ministry of Information Industry (MII), which assumed responsibility for 

telecommunications industry governance ranging from granting telecommunications 

licenses to supervising the operations of telecommunications service providers. However, 

conventionally MI1 and its provincial or local counterparts' Communication 

Administrations paid more attention to technological network and telecommunications 

services than specific content. Although some general rules concerning 

telecommunications content were laid out in "Telecommunications Regulations of the 

People's Republic of China" promulgated by the State Council in September 2000, '~  

before SMS prevailed, mobile communication had long been regarded as a personal 

telecommunication channel that did not deserve the attention of content control. 

Nevertheless, when SMS emerged as a new medium in terms of number of subscribers 

l 6  Based on these "telecommunication regulations," all individuals or units are prohibited from copying or 
disseminating messages that ( I )  oppose the basic principles set up by the Constitution; (2) endanger State 
security, divulge State secrets, subvert State power, or undermine unity of the country; (3) humiliate the 
national honor or damage the interests of the State; (4) incite national enmity or discrimination, or 
undermine solidarity of nationalities; (5) destroy State policies on religion, or spread cult or ignorant 
superstition; (6) disseminate rumors, disturb public order, or destroy social stability; (7) disseminate 
bawdry, eroticism, gambling, violence, homicide, terrorism or instigate others to commit crimes; (8) 
humiliate or defame others, or infringe upon the legitimate rights and interests of others; or (9) other 
content prohibited by laws or administrative regulations. The "Telecommunications Regulations" have 
performed as a provisional regulatory framework while the "Telecommunications Law" is still in the 
process of development. 



SMS in China 60 

and means of content delivery to the users, it was impossible for governmental agencies 

to ignore this potential threat that might jeopardize the public communication "order." 

State Regulation 

Regulations from Traditional Media Supervision Agencies 

Although it has never been revealed in the Chinese mass media, the forceful 

content control of mobile messaging started with the oversight of SMS news early in 

2003. Before 2003, "the normal situation of Internet news communication" had been 

disturbed because some non-licensed commercial websites engaged in SMS news 

service, and some SMS news did not originate from official news sources. On April 

7, 2003, the State Council Information Office (SCIO) and MI1 issued a "Notice 

regarding enforcing management of SMS news from Internet websites," which 

coincided with the relevant Internet regulations promulgated earlier. The notice 

implemented a licensing system and a filing system in respect of SMS news service 

providers. Following the same rules on Internet news service, all the SMS news 

should come from permitted websites, and any websites without a license for 

posting news were never allowed to provide SMS news service. In doing so, the 

notice attempted to restrict the news sources of mass-disseminated SMS news to 

official mass media, and to place the wireless media in the realm of traditional 

media control. As my interviews confirmed, the Information Offices, the 

propaganda departments, and some websites of party-organ mass media all had 

staffs for Internet and SMS content supervision to assist with this control. 
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The discipline of the mass media also diminished the possibilities of mass 

participation through thriving SMS interactive programs in any politically related areas 

beyond official supervision. In September 2004, SARFT issued a "Urgent notice on 

enforcing regulation of guessing games via mobile phone in television and radio 

programs." that responded to the hypercommercial TV shows on the one hand, by on the 

other seizing this opportunity to impose stricter political control. It completely banned 

interactive guessing games via mobile text messaging in news programs (talk shows 

included) after the Russian hostage incident. Moreover, interactive guessing games via 

SMS in non-news programs could never relate to "political and sensitive topics," and 

should be examined carefully and approved by the supervising department (P. Liu, 2004). 

The political and moral standards of SMS participation in television and radio programs 

were further interpreted in another notice from SARFT in April 2005, which also 

elaborated on the sanctions of political and sensitive topics dealing with "national 

dignity" or "ethnical and religious issues" (SARFT, 2005). 

By tightening up on service providers and mass media, traditional media control 

agencies have truly restrained widespread SMS from reaching the comer of the politically 

sensitive zone.I7 However, compared with their control of the mass media, the 

ideological safeguards seemed less powerful or effective in implementing their 

regulations on short messages. Because content supervision from propaganda 

departments had never before existed in mobile communication, the political hierarchy in 

the mass media system might not have a direct impact on mobile operators and their 

l 7  Actually, SMS even served as an agency of content control in mass media. While someone might shout a 
"subversive" slogan in a non-political live phone-in program (Y. Z. Zhao, 2003a), in "SMS interactive 
programs", media staff could screen any "sensitive" content before they delivered short messages verbally 
or non-verball y. 



SMS in China 62 

business partners. If an unauthorized website was discovered to send out illegal news 

messages, propaganda departments felt obliged to inform MI1 or the Communication 

Administrations, so that mobile operators would follow their instructions and disconnect 

the SMS platform of the troublemaker (personal communication, September 7,2004). In 

the new hierarchy of SMS control, the regulators and players in the telecommunications 

industry who used to be indifferent to the content actually played a more crucial role. 

SMS under the Industrial Regulation of the Telecommunications Sector 

Within the telecommunications industry, the provincial or local Communication 

Administrations were among the first to be wary of short messages. Early in 200 1, the 

Shandong Communications Administration released a notice on regulation of SMS. Since 

2003, especially after the social impact of SMS became visible after the SARS outbreak, 

a large number of provinces or cities have released special SMS regulations. With a focus 

on SMS licenses and services, these local SMS regulatory notices associated business 

licenses with content filters, which could be exemplified in the "Temporary Provisions on 

SMS" issued by the Shanghai Communications Administration(SCA) in June 2003. Here, 

the implementation of an "Information security responsibility" system was a prerequisite 

for an SP to obtain or renew a SMS license. This responsibility of SMS service providers 

for content supervision was emphasized to such an extent that the specific procedures 

were evaluated and certified by SCA. As stipulated in the relevant notice regarding 

"information security responsibility", every service provider should create no less than 

three special job positions for content supervision and establish an approved technical 

platform for content inspection (Shanghai Communications Administration, 2003). 
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Although local Communications Administrations designed some policies on 

SMS, not until 2004 did national agencies implement a sweep of SMS regulations. 

Primarily two factors motivated the central government to consider seriously the 

regulation of SMS. First, after its 16th National Congress in 2002, the new CCP top 

leaders held a constant concern about its legitimacy in the face of new media technology 

and the urgent necessity of more Internet control. Because SMS performed as a wireless 

extension of the Internet, the Party state also became concerned about the unregulated use 

of SMS platforms to distribute unregulated content, especially after the widespread use of 

SMS during the national cover-up of the SARS epidemic in 2003 (Kahn, 2004). In 

August 2003, the central Propaganda Department issued two documents regarding 

breaking news reports, which highly stressed the importance of news stories on the 

Internet (Min, 2004). This anxiety over the threats of new media to political leadership 

was also manifested in the "CPC Central Committee Decision on the Enhancement of the 

Party's Governance Capability," which was adopted at the Fourth Plenum of the 16th 

CPC Central Committee in September 2004. As usual, it asserted the Party would: 

Firmly hold the direction of public opinion and correctly guide public opinion. In 

this regard, the principle that the Party controls the media must be upheld, so as to 

enhance the capability to guide public opinion and gain the initiative of the media 

work (Xinhua News Agency, September 26,2004). 

To invigorate "the ruling capability," the decision attached great importance to "the 

influence of new media such as Internet on public opinion," and called for efforts to 

"construct positive public opinion on the web." 
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Second, after the entire SMS business reached a certain scale, the intensive 

commercialization of SMS communication caused pervasive discontent regarding loose 

supervision over the SMS market from mobile subscribers and the entire society. For one 

thing, a huge number of consumers complained they could not cancel the service once 

they subscribed, or that websites charged them for months for using a service only one 

time. According to the statistics of the China Consumer Association in 2003, Internet 

service, especially SMS, became the hottest area for consumer complaint cases, which 

jumped 1 17.5% over 2002 (Da, 2004). In addition, more and more citizens called for 

greater official attention to the SMS industry because pornographic and fraudulent 

messages were so ubiquitous that they became "social pollution" that poisoned the hearts 

and minds of the minors (Shen, 2003). 

Considering both political legitimacy and public opinion, MI1 issued a "Notice on 

the Regulation of Short Message Services" on April 15,2004 ("Notice") to curb the 

unregulated SMS services and content. Differing from official documents by the 

traditional propaganda department, the Notice seemed to have less to do with ideological 

constraints than it did with the industrial development and quality of SMS service. The 

SMS problem was framed not as a political issue, but as an industrial problem that was 

caused by "unregulated behaviour in the business operation of a few information service 

providers and inadequate service management of mobile operators" (Ministry of 

Information Industry, 2004b). 

However, this Notice truly expedited the regulatory process for SMS content by 

tightening licenses and reshuffling the SMS market structure. It forbade mobile operators 

to provide an SMS platform for unlicensed SPs, thus sweeping away local and small 
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service providers. According to "the Measures on telecommunication services permits" 

adopted early in December 2001, only companies with a minimum registered capital of 

RMB 1 million could apply for a value-added service permit. When it came to 

nationwide or cross-province services, the minimum registered capital for the permit rose 

to RMB 10 million (Ministry of Information Industry, 2001b). However, mobile 

operators had seldom taken it seriously when they prioritized on the "nurturing market" 

in earlier days. Even without official permits, some small service providers managed to 

operate an SMS service by establishing a close relationship with local mobile operators, 

and even expanded their service nationwide by taking advantage of the "local sign-on, 

national access" framework of Monternet. For example, it was reported that merely 45 

service providers possessed cross-province licences, but at least 225 and 150 service 

providers teamed up with China Unicom and China Mobile respectively (Z.G.Chen, 

2004). As a result of 4.15 Notice, the costly ICP permits or cross-province service 

licenses naturally constituted a market entry barrier against those marginal players with 

limited capital. 

The tightening up of licensing escalated the market concentration of the SMS 

industry and brought more centralized control to it. As a large amount of literature 

indicated, the disappearance of small corporations in the media market and the 

concentration of the market would decrease diversity of SMS content. In fact, it was more 

likely for nonlicensed SPs to go out of line and "cause some trouble" than those big 

submissive SPs with licences (personal communication, September 7,2004). Thus, 

although MI1 focused more on market criteria of licensing than regular propaganda 
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codes, the 4.15 Notice shut out the possible alternative voices fkom small service 

providers. 

In addition to using economic levers to reduce small SPs, the 4.15 Notice directly 

required licensed SPs to assume the political responsibility for content surveillance. More 

specifically, they were required to "inspect the content of SMS during the process of 

collecting, developing, processing and disseminating" so that short messages would not 

include "prohibited" content. It was also indispensable for mobile carriers and SPs to 

automatically record the details of short messages such as time and phone numbers for 

five months18. In June 2004, MI1 issued another follow-up notice to urge authorized SPs 

to practise self-examination and meet the new rules, as failing to do so would endanger 

the SMS license (Ministry of Information Industry, 2004~). In all the announcements, 

MI1 did not clear up any ambiguity surrounding the "prohibited content" or "illicit 

behavior," but instead actually allowed for a flexible explanation for any political 

crackdowns whenever it deemed necessary. 

This surveillance of short message content was enhanced by a concerted political 

campaign against pornography. In June 2004, the Chinese Internet Association set up a 

special website, net.China.cn, for Chinese citizens to report "illegal and unhealthy" 

information; every day it accepted more than 100 cases about pornographic websites and 

other "harmful information" attacking CCP and the government (D. Sun, 2004). The 

number provoked an official "strike hard" action against pornographic websites one 

month later. The participating 14 ministries included the Ministry of Public Security, the 

18 This necessity of reserving SMS information for 5 months, as it was interpreted by MII, derived from 
precise billing for consumer consultation. Surely, it would also "restrict the illicit behavior in relation to 
SMS" ("Xinxi chanyebu jiedu," 2004), but M11 did not dwell on its implications for content control. 
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CCP central propaganda department, and MII. It was the first time mobile 

communication was involved in such annual political campaigns that were used to target 

mass media with pornographic or politically subversive content. During this anti-porn 

movement, political pressure in the SMS industry accumulated, culminating in September 

2004 when the Supreme People's Court and the Supreme People's Procuratorate 

promulgated "judicatory explanations for crimes regarding Internet and mobile handsets" 

which for the first time stated that any individual who sent over 200 pornographic 

messages would be imprisoned for three years. 

The SMS regulations within the telecommunication industry adequately 

demonstrated the mixture and interplay of economics and politics. Compared with 

traditional media supervision agencies, MI1 apparently employed more market-oriented 

policies regarding the SMS industry, such as accelerating its concentration. Even in its 

cooperation with other 13 ministries in the anti-porn storm, MI1 still attempted to 

accelerate "market cleanup" in this political "special strike" (Han, 2004). 

In addition, those SMS policies really wielded an influence on the SMS market 

players and their indirect market control of content. First, the political regulations and 

campaigns accentuated the predominant power of state-owned mobile carriers by 

clarifying their "supervision and management responsibility" for their partner SPs (Han, 

2004). As I will argue subsequently, if the Monternet model already created hierarchical 

industrial relationships between mobile operators and service providers, political 

authorities actually maintained these relationships and extended them to the content 

control arena. Second, new SMS policy did threaten the profitability of a great many 

dominant service providers, hamper their growth of market capitalization, and force them 
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to behave themselves. Largely due to the new rules set by the Notice, SMS billing traps 

and pornographic messages declined, but so did SMS revenue and the stock price of 

major service providers. For instance, in the forecast for the Second Quarter of 2004 in 

July, NetEase announced revenue from wireless value-added and other fee-based 

premium services, predominantly SMS, would decline by approximately 37% to 41 % 

compared to the prior quarter, which was partly due to "the new direction of the Chinese 

governmental authorities" (NetEase.com Inc., 2004b). 

Market Regulation 

As discussed above, SMS service and content were subject to traditional forms of 

state regulation such as various official notices or state-engineered campaigns. 

Concurrently and more frequently, it was substantially influenced and governed by the 

decisions of companies involved in the SMS business. Mosco (1 996) characterizes this 

industry activity as a form of market regulation as opposed to state intervention, and 

grounded its importance in the dialectic relations between the market and the state. 

Applying this political economy perspective to the Western context of 

telecommunications, scholars often emphasize how commercial concerns had been 

institutionalized as policy and law such as the U.S. Telecommunication Act in 1996 

(Rideout & Reddick, 200 1). In the EU regulatory strategy for the mobile Internet, 

arguably policy-making corresponded to the preferences of dominant private-sector 

actors "with the greatest political industrial influence who provide the greatest political 

support" (Lembke, 2002, p.273). 

However, in the SMS case of China, the interaction between the state and the 

market within the regulation field tends to present a more compelling picture due to the 
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entangled and complex relations between the Party state, mobile operators and service 

providers. On the one hand, despite a series of telecommunication reforms, mobile 

operators remained far from being independent commercial companies. Even after their 

gradual integration into the global market system, the infrastructure and assets of both 

mobile carriers continued to be dominant "state capital." For publicly listed China Mobile 

(HK) Limited and China Unicom Limited, their parent companies retained about 75.7% 

and 62.90% of shares, respectively (CMHK Limited, 2004;China Unicom Limited, 

2005). This intimate relationship could be elucidated from the resumes of executive 

directors in both publicly listed companies, as almost all of them had served as top 

officials in the former MPT. At a moment's notice, SASAC(the State-owned Assets 

Supervision and Administration Commission of the State Council) could reshuffle top 

management of the entire telecommunications industry in 2004, moving the chairman of 

China Unicom to China Mobile, the chairman of China Mobile to China Telecom, and 

the vice president of China Telecom to China Unicom(W. Wu, 2004). Hence, mobile 

operators were not normal for-profit companies; instead they were "special enterprises" 

that bore more "social responsibility" and should comply with the instructions from the 

regulatory agencies (personal communication, October 19,2004). 

On the other hand, the hierarchical relations hidden in the prosperity of the mobile 

Internet market became increasingly prominent since 2003. The quasi-monopoly of 

mobile carriers in the Chinese mobile market led to the exclusive ownership of customer 

phone numbers and profiles, as well as the exclusive ownership of the mobile message 

platform and billing system. Therefore, mobile carriers firmly controlled the entire SMS 

market and dictated the terms of the cooperation with the SPs, who relied on carriers for a 
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technological platform that delivered messages to mobile users in timely fashion, for a 

database of mobile phone subscribers to promote SMS content through "informative 

advertising" messages, and for a billing system to collect the rising revenues that gratified 

investors. In a highly concentrated market, the dependence on text messaging of SPs had 

been converted into a worrisome dependence on mobile operators, especially China 

Mobile. This dependence reinforced the ascendancy of the mobile operators in the SMS 

industry and virtually endowed them with the role of "regulators." In particular, as the 

designer of the Monternet, China Mobile had played a decisive role in the extensive 

regulation of the SMS industry even before the state gained a grip on SMS. 

Elimination of SMS Alliances 

The earliest large-scale market cleanup started with the elimination of the "SMS 

alliances" in 2003, which was a revenue-sharing program between authorized and 

unauthorized SPS. '~ In the earlier stage of the SMS market development, SMS alliances 

contributed massively to the SMS miracle (Y. Tian, 2003). To reap more profits, 

authorized SPs excessively lowered entry requirements and provided various incentives 

so that more websites would join the SMS alliance. Therefore, SMS alliances seemed to 

purvey pornographic messages and prostitution-related information, as portals had little 

time or energy to screen the content from numerous SMS alliance members (Cheng, 

2004). Although mobile operators tacitly approved these "SMS alliances" for financial 

rewards, they became increasingly concerned about their tarnished brand names caused 

l 9  On the one hand, by joining an SMS alliance, individual websites and unlicensed smaller SPs were able 
to distribute their content and split revenue via portals who gained direct access to the billing system of 
mobile camers. On the other hand, Internet portals could increase their SMS volume and revenue by 
distributing SMS subscription packages to myriad individual websites and smaller SPs. 
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by SMS  alliance^.^' In summer 2003, China Mobile required the termination of SMS 

alliances, as well as banned billing via SMS for non-mobile-related services, such as 

game and movie downloads. 

Not surprisingly, this move forcefully struck the portals; NetEase, for example, 

suffered the most severe loss in the third quarter of 2003, as revenues from SMS and 

other e-commerce services for that quarter plunged by 20.7% over the preceding quarter. 

NetEase attributed the softer-than-expected sales of SMS partly to the termination of the 

SMS alliances, namely "the discontinuation of the Company's cooperation arrangements 

with certain third-party Web sites which were promoting the Company's wireless 

services" (NetEase.com Inc., 2003b). The disappointment from Wall Street drove its 

stock price from its highest at US$67.67 on October 28, to a closing price of US$45.60 

only two days after the third quarter financial results were relea~ed.~'  Likewise, new rules 

set by the Chinese mobile operators also adversely affected SMS revenues of other 

portals such as Sohu, Sina and Tom. 

If in 2003, the official regulation from the Party state remained intangible, the 

concerns over capital accumulation and fluctuating fortunes forced most globalized SPs 

to reassess their powerful "partner," and to behave themselves under the "regulation" of 

the business partner. 

Moreover, the new rules in fact eliminated all the affiliate individual websites that 

were never involved in pornographic messages, but could not obtain necessary permits, 

20 Because of the lack of online payment systems in China, SPs took advantage of the billing system of 
mobile operators by selling non-SMS purchases from email accounts to movie downloading, and adding 
payment of those transactions to customers' mobile phone bills, which seemed to facilitate the spread of 

om movies and generated consumer complaints and media criticism. 
The data are available on http://moneycentral.msn.com. 
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thus marginalizing possible alternative voices within commercialized cyberspace. If 

"SMS alliances" as a marketing strategy of Internet portals accidentally "legalized" 

numerous unauthorized individual websites by linking them with authorized SPs, the 

commercial decision of the mobile operators to halt the alliances in fact regulated this 

grey ground. Additionally, this decision shut down many individual websites because 

they had no other viable funding models or revenue-generating platforms, and the slim 

revenue spared by Internet portals largely decided their survival. 

From Political Crackdown to Economic Crackdown 

If in 2003, the termination of SMS alliances mainly squeezed out individual 

websites and indirectly influenced SPs, in 2004 mobile operators demonstrated enormous 

determination to gear up for the tightened control on SPs after the general political 

crackdown on SMS since the 4.15 Notice by MII. 

Certainly, the most obvious reason for this determination stemmed from the 

"Chinese characteristics" of two state-owned mobile operators which commanded the 

mobile market, and their distinctive relationship with the authoritarian Party state. Amid 

the changing landscape of SMS policy, the cooperation with the Party state and the 

stabilized political status of mobile operators was well worth the loss of money. As one 

insider put it, the tightening up on SPs would possibly damage revenue, but this 

economic loss was simply minimal compared to any political risk associated with 

politically offensive SMS content, which mobile carriers could never and would never 

afford to ignore (personal communication, November 26, 2004). 

However, this political concern was by no means incompatible with the 

commercial imperatives of mobile operators. Conversely, the government's wireless- 
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cleanup campaign in 2004 offered China Mobile a possible chance to leverage political 

pressure directly on SPs and further strengthened its bargaining power in the Monternet 

framework. Eager to arrest the fall of ARPU and consolidate the leading position in the 

entire value chain of the SMS industry, China Mobile intended to shift the 8511 5 ratio and 

ask for a bigger share of the pie from the SMS revenue-sharing model (Buckrnan, 

2 0 0 4 ) . ~ ~  Some even said China Mobile aspired to get into SMS content services itself ("A 

new message," 2005; Zang & Yin, 2004). Although this speculation needed to be 

verified, no one could deny that between mobile operators and dominant SPs, complex 

negotiations revolving around industry leadership and the distribution of interests had 

altered the close relationship these two parties once enjoyed (R. Li, 2004). 

In addition, mobile operators were plagued by mounting pressure from customers 

who were annoyed by the various tricks and traps in SMS. These SMS-related social 

problems were also attributed to operators, because all the short messages were spread 

within the network of mobile operators. All these blemished the corporate image and 

reputation of mobile carriers (Zhen, 2004), thus damaging their profitability and 

eventually hindering the sustainable development of the entire SMS industry. 

Therefore, as a player in the SMS market, mobile operators embraced the 

repression of illegal SMS content in the anti-porn campaign. In addition to paving the 

way for governmental regulation by imposing "third party monitoring" of SMS content 

on service providers, mobile operators also launched a cleanup campaign to crush SPs 

that disregarded relevant rules. China Mobile, in particular, had implemented its policies 

22 As my interviews confirmed, this lingering rumor regarding the revenue-sharing proportion with SPs 
became an open secret in SMS business in 2004. To get into the increasingly competitive but still lucrative 
SMS market, many SPs, especially small ones, could only get much lower than 85% of the SMS revenue 
after their negotiations with local operators. 
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stringently, an activity which culminated in mid-August 2004 with its imposing sanctions 

and penalties on more than 20 companies for their infractions against China Mobile rules, 

such as charging inactive users for services or distributing pornographic messages. 

Before the third quarter earning season in Wall Street in 2004, it was reported China 

Mobile would suspend such new services as MMS (multimedia messaging services) and 

IVR (Interactive Voice Response) from the violators, which included several SPs listed 

on the NASDAQ. Because this move could cut the profits of those companies drastically 

in the third quarter, "share prices for those companies [fell] since the beginning of 

August, with Sohu.com's dropping more than 33% and KongZhong's skidding nearly 

36%" (Buckman, 2004). 

Content Control through Business Guidelines 

Punishing the largest SP partners consolidated the mobile operators' market 

hegemony in the SMS industry and forcefully prohibited smaller SPs from defying any 

rules established by mobile operators. One of the guidelines for clarifying these rules was 

the "Montemet SP cooperative and regulative measures" created by China Mobile early 

in March 2003. Throughout the cleanup campaign in 2004, this document was almost 

established as compulsory guidelines and imposed on SPs through business contracts. 

Following China Mobile, other telecommunication operators also adopted comprehensive 

content inspection measures. 

The "Measures" definitely institutionalized the control of SP partners in customer 

services regulation and content supervision. In Chapter 6 of the Measures, mobile carriers 

shifted the responsibility of content supervision to service providers, who were required 

to disseminate "healthy" and "lawful" messages that "maintain the corporate image and 
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interests of China MobileU(China Mobile, 2003, p.20). In particular, SPs were required to 

filter short messages written by end users and disseminated through the website, so that 

"harmful information could be eradicated"(p.20). 

Given the difficulty of taking any preventive measures before they were 

circulated, China Mobile attempted to block those "harmful" messages in two 

~ a ~ s . ~ ~ ~ i r s t ,  SPs should assert the control of the frequency and volume of those 

messages-an individual user could only send a maximum of two messages per time, or 

200 messages a day. Technically, SPs must also debug their software programs so that 

"hackers" would not be able to utilize the loopholes of those programs to mass-send 

"illegal content." In this way, the mass-sending function of short message service was 

severely restricted so that private messages would not simultaneously achieve public 

power by delivering to the masses. 

Second, the "illegal content" which was ambiguous in any governmental 

documents, had been converted into a database of "keywords." In Chapter 6 of "the 

Measures", SP was required to "filter illegal key words or other key words which will 

cause information security problems, especially politically sensitive words" (China 

Mobile, 2003, p.20). To follow the instructions of the government and block those 

"sensitive words," China Mobile updated the key word database fi-om time to time. For 

example, in a "key word" data base in September 2004 in Beijing, the largest portion of 

those "key words" was constituted by politically sensitive words such as the names of 

CCP leaders and several Falun Gong dissenters, special names and numbers regarding the 

23 For example, in a regular Internet BBS, editors can delete unwanted information before it is uploaded to 
the website, but in the case of SMS, the authorities are unaware of the content until "harmful" messages are 
already delivered. 
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1989 Tiananmen incident, or even the word "democracy" itself. These "key words" were 

applied to software programs to monitor every single piece of short message, even in 

one-to-one mobile chattingldating services (personal communication, October 27,2004). 

The rules set by the Measures were implemented on SPs by local mobile 

companies through a set of mechanisms, both political and economic. Before any SPs 

could gain access to the SMS platform, usually they were required to provide various 

documents such as an ICP permit, an Information security commitment contract, and a 

special license for SMS news, weather forecasts or music. For example, in the "Zhejiang 

Monternet SP cooperative and regulative measures (SMS) V2.1," if SPs planned to 

operate SMS news services, it was mandatory: 1) the companies should apply to the 

Information Office of the local government and provide documents regarding SMS news 

editors, SMS news sources, SMS news information and the security management system. 

They should submit records and follow the procedure in "the provisional regulations on 

governance of Internet-based news providers." 2) The companies also should present the 

following documents: a website operational license (with news service included in the 

approved services), an "information security" commitment contract, and the approval of 

the information office regarding the SMS news service. 

After an SP joined the SMS game, the mobile operators would evaluate it every 

month, quarter or year in terms of market performance, service quality and information 

security, varying according to the different qualification assessment systems adopted by 

local mobile carriers. To become the "top partners" in this system, SPs were motivated to 

raise their ranks by obtaining more SMS volume, SMS customers and profits. Certainly if 

an SP could not achieve these multiple goals, it would receive a low ratio when the 
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"information fee" was split (Z. Chen, 2004), or even be kicked out of the platform so that 

it ceased to waste the network capability (personal communication, September 6,2004). 

In addition to commercial criteria, mobile operators also pulled the strings of 

"information security" to push unqualified SPs off the SMS platform, thus imposing 

political control through business contracts. The "information security" requirement 

almost assumed a veto power on the life and death of an authorized SP. Apart from those 

regulatory "measures," the obligation of maintaining "information security" was 

explicitly laid out in the business contracts between mobile operators and SPs. If any 

illegal messages, especially politically sensitive messages, were to be leaked from the 

website of one SP, mobile operators could immediately disconnect its service because it 

"violated the contract" (personal communication, September 16, 2004). In this way, the 

risk of "political mistake" not only lay in the possible punishment from law enforcement 

or regulatory agencies, but also in a direct economic loss from unilateral termination of 

the contract by the mobile operators. 

The double guidelines of the politics and economics were vividly illustrated in the 

"Zhejiang Montemet SP cooperative and regulative measures (SMS) V2.1," which 

stipulated that Zhejiang Mobile reserved the right to terminate its cooperation during its 

contract with a service provider if: 1)The overall communication fee collected every 

month remained lower than RMB 10000 after three months' operation of a certain short 

message service; 2) an SP severely violated information security measures; 3) an SP's 

service aroused a wide range of consumer complaints and exerted negative influences on 

China Mobile or Montemet; 4) the company received only a low degree of cooperation 
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from an SP; or 5) an SP ranked in the last three in quarterly assessment24 for two quarters 

in a row (Zhejiang Mobile, n.d.). 

Besides pressure, there were also rewards. If an SP performed well in 

"information security" and achieved an extraordinary market success, the mobile 

operators often promised to provide endorsements in various forms. Zhejiang Mobile for 

example claimed to support top SP partners through mass media, its website, or other 

direct marketing. If an SP remained in the top ten, its service would be considered for 

storing onto an STK card2' so that it could automatically appear in the menu of mobile 

phones (Zhejiang ~ o b i l e ,  2003). 

Therefore, the power of maiket players in SMS regulation successfully 

complemented or even augmented the power of political authorities. If virtual censorship 

of the Chinese Internet still seemed not so effective because of the lack of the right mix 

of incentives and pressures (Qiu, 199912000), in the case of SMS, SPs normally abided 

by the "rules of the game" or the mechanism for keeping them, and seldom took any risk 

to "make political mistakes" in the competitive market. 

24 A point system evaluation is adopted to assess the performance of an SP from five aspects: SMS volume, 
customer service, SMS fee tracking, network connection, and cooperation. 

2 5  Through the STK (SIM Toolkit) technology, the SlM card of a handset can be programmed so that 
mobile operators are able to manipulate the menu structure of the mobile phones to provide tailored 
options. For instance, the handset could provide a menu of various SMS services for mobile users, which in 
turn encourages SMS traffic on the network. 
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Industry Self-regulation 

The concerted cleanup campaign launched by the government and mercilessly 

implemented by mobile operators had intensified the market competition in the SMS 

industry. On the one hand, the campaign did raise the awareness of consumers of their 

rights, and lessened the chances of their being lured into SMS traps, thus making it more 

difficult for a service provider to capture the windfall of SMS. On the other hand, the 

SMS market had been increasingly concentrated due to license tightening by the 

government and the ranking system designed by mobile operators. According to a UK- 

based consulting company, almost half the existing service providers would be eliminated 

and most business would be consolidated among 20% of the current companies ("A new 

message," 2005). Therefore, most authorized SPs had inevitably been hard-pressed to 

develop new content and sustain their position in intensified market competition. 

Nevertheless, overshadowed by large SPs, most domestic players lacked substantial 

assets or huge advantages of content development and marketing. At this moment, 

maintaining a smooth relationship with mobile operators appeared even more crucial, and 

inexorably made small SPs more vigilant to any politically sensitive messages that could 

cause irreversible damage to their business. 

In addition to a growing competition within domestic SMS market, the globalized 

SPs faced even more stress from without. Ever since the dominant SPs had been fully 

integrated into the global capital market, the pressures of shareholders overseas and the 

intensive focus on the balance sheet served as a powerful mechanism to drive these SPs 

to vie for SMS volume and consumers, as well as the capitalization of short messages. 

Therefore, although the globalization of SPs offered international investment into the 
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Chinese SMS industry, it also rendered them more vulnerable to the pressure of the 

global capital market, thus indirectly forcing globalized SPs to minimize political risk 

that could deteriorate their connections with mobile operators and jeopardize their capital 

accumulation in the international market. 

Hence, market leaders in the SMS industry actually set a good example for self- 

regulation of SMS content. After Sohu, Sina, 263 and Tom claimed to delete "illegal 

messages" in their "customer service standards" in 2003, in September 2004 the big three 

portals established a "self-regulation alliance" to reinforce content supervision and 

decrease consumer complaints26. If this alliance still focused on building a better 

corporate image in the market, at the end of 2004, the big three and the website of the 

Xinhua News Agency expanded this alliance into a semi-official organization-the 

Wireless Message Service Committee of Chinese Internet Association, with a high- 

ranking official from MI1 as one of the committee members. Apart from the three 

Internet portals, the 30 leading SPs in the SMS market became the first to sign the 

contract with the committee. According to the "Detailed rules of self-regulations in 

Chinese wireless Internet Industry" created by this alliance, the members should inspect 

SMS content, filter any trash SMS or "illegal attack" information, and cooperate with 

relevant governmental departments when they were tracking incidents involving national 

security27. 

The panoptic power of the state and the market not only spawned the self- 

regulation organizations, but also necessitated the self-regulative process in the everyday 

26 It has established its own website: htt~://www.ctws.ore.cn/, and aimed to achieve "customer trusted 
wireless service" (CTWS). 
27 The full text is available at http://news.xinhuanet.com~newscenter/2004-12/30/content~2397841 .htm 
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operation of service providers. Very similar to inmates in "the Panopticon" who were 

"constantly observed by an inspector" without seeing (Foucault, 1977, p.201), licensed 

SPs would set up standard procedures to avoid "illegal content" even if they knew 

communications administrations or mobile carriers did not keep an eye on them every 

day (personal communication, November 2, 2004). Even for mobile chattingldating 

program, SPs were also scared to "cause troubles," because if any subversive messages 

were delivered through the mobile chatting provided by an SP, the company had to 

assume the responsibility (personal communication, October 27,2004). 

In everyday practice, the double guidelines of the political and the economic have 

been internalized as another form of invisible self-regulation. Though all the regulations 

claimed to remove SMS billing traps and illegal content simultaneously, delicate 

differences seemed to exist between them: mobile operators tended to impose minor 

punishments such as fines on SMS traps whereas punishment with regard to subversive 

and pornographic content could be service disconnection or imprisonment (personal 

communication, November 2, 2004). In addition, although pornographic messages and 

politically sensitive messages were both included in the category of "illegal" or 

"unhealthy," it seemed politically subversive content weighed more and caused more 

disastrous consequences (personal communication, October 27, 2004). 

Therefore, SPs would never risk their lives to sell politically sensitive messages: 

First, circumvention of the politically sensitive messages proved more of a serious 

business strategy than a tactical concession, because almost all SPs assumed politically 

sensitive information was not lucrative at all. Second, if some political problem had 

occurred, an SP would immediately be forced out of operation and lose its business 
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chance in SMS gold mine. In any case, if a small number of small-size SPs were to 

"violate rules" for financial benefit, they usually dove into "pornographic content" instead 

of "subversive" messages (personal communication, October 27,2004). Even illegal SPs 

took more interest in providing pornographic messages for profit (personal 

communication, October 14,2004). 

Conclusion 

Three forms of regulations from state, market and service providers themselves 

penetrated the industry and reinforced one another in the distinctive story of SMS 

regulation in China. To be sure, the entanglement of political power and market power 

was not utterly new in mass media control. As Curran (1978) has insightfully stressed, in 

19th century Great Britain, when the governmental or statutory methods in press control 

failed to repress radical newspapers, the parliament allowed "the relatively invisible 

system of control institutionalised by the 'free market"'(p.72). As the increasing cost of 

the new press technology required "men of capital" and increased advertising 

dependence, the working class press was crippled by limited capital and discrimination of 

advertisers. Consequently, the radical press went into eclipse whereas "social order" and 

political conformity were stabilized. Similarly, in the 1990s, the Party state also borrowed 

the power of the market and steered a press conglomeration campaign in an effort to 

reinforce both political control and press capitalization (Y. Z. Zhao, 2000b). 

Nevertheless, the regulation of SMS proposed a more complicated example of 

interaction between politics and economics in the commercialization and globalization of 

wireless communication. In this case, the regulatory notices and political campaigns 

considerably affected the market structure and capital accumulation of big service 
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providers. Meanwhile, the mobile operators utilized the political power of the state to 

achieve its own commercial goals and strategies through effective implementation of 

governmental instructions. In favor of maximized economic profits and minimized 

political risk, service providers chose to self-regulate and bypass sensitive content to 

survive the political and market cleanup campaign. Thus, the entire SMS industry became 

more concentrated, global capital became more sensitive to policy risks, and service 

providers became more desperate to earn abundant profits in a competitive market. 

Ultimately, the intensified concentration, globalization and commercialization of 

the SMS industry did not necessarily lead to public mobilization or undermine the 

authority of the Party state. Rather, the concentrated market structure and economic 

impetus in the SMS industry provided the structural conditions that facilitated the stricter 

control of short messages in the forms of state regulation, market regulation and industry 

self-regulation. In this way, SMS as an alternative new medium and a new popular 

culture might mostly offer novel forms of personal entertainment and consumption 

instead of empowering different agendas and providing an alternative channel for 

political participation in China. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: STATE, MARKET AND THE POLITICS 
OF THE SMS CULTURE 

Because of the political pressure and economic constraints in a highly 

concentrated SMS service market, service providers tend to produce depoliticized and 

homogeneous SMS content that ensures strong revenue growth, rapid capitalization and 

zero political risk. This chapter attempts to trace the politics of the seemingly 

depoliticized SMS culture; that is, how the state and market attempts to incorporate SMS 

culture and reproduce political and economic capital; how SMS culture derives from 

deeper social, economic and cultural roots; and how SMS includes or excludes 

disconnected struggles from Chinese citizens. 

The Politics of SMS as an Entertainment Medium 

The overwhelming exuberance about entertaining SMS constructed a "mobile 

phone carnival" (as an advertisement put it) in the Chinese mobile Internet. Most service 

providers unanimously perceived SMS as an entertainment tool, and therefore positioned 

themselves as the providers of wireless entertainment. This could be exemplified by 

Linktone, which dedicated itself to developing and distributing "a broad range of quality 

and innovative wireless content and services with a focus on entertainment." Its products 

and services all revolved around a homogeneous formula of being light, personal and 

entertaining. "Personalized media" included 4000 ring tones and 5000 graphics for icons 

and screensavers. "Games and entertainment" ranged from the fighting game "Endless 

battle space 111: return of warriors" to "Mobile Pet." "Information and communication" 
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offered jokes, fan clubs or entertainment news. Among them, "A1 Horoscope" displayed 

a "community-based platform in which users can chat with each other about their 

horoscopes and make friends by exchanging SMS messages."28 

Internet portals also gradually repositioned themselves as entertainment providers 

in this wireless wave. Amid severe market competition, the mobile dating, SMS games 

and other just-for-laughs or flirting jokes seemed to generate more SMS traffic. On their 

dazzling websites, Sina, Sohu and NetEase all centered on three categories of services: 

subscription services such as news and weather forecasts, interactive services such as 

matchmaking and downloading services for ring tones or screensavers. Among these, 

news services comprised just a small percentage of the entire "product chain," let alone 

political news. Even for Sina, arguably the most influential news provider in China, the 

package of "news express" was immersed in other delightful and political-free zones such 

as "laughter gas station" (jokes), "English superman"(Eng1ish learning tips), "every day 

healthU(short advice on female beauty), and "mobile phone club"(various fan clubs)29. 

Mobile operators likewise promoted entertainment-oriented services through their 

own marketing channels. Ever since April 2003, China Mobile has distributed an 

exquisite magazine titled "Monternet handbook" among cell phone retail stores 

nationwide. This free handbook overwhelmed SMS users with the promotions of various 

entertainment-oriented services, which took up the great majority of its print space and 

held the most consumer appeal. From the first issue (April 2003) to the twelfth issue 

(March 2004), a monthly column titled "SMS universe"(duan xin tian di) enthusiastically 

28 The introduction of "products and services" is available at 
http:llennlish.linktone.com/aboutusl~s intro.htm1 
29 Based on www.sina.com.cn accessed on April 12, 2005 
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recommended 116 SMS products or services. Only 2 out of 116 utterly related to news 

services while the remaining 114 provided messaging for amusement and relaxation. For 

instance, in the second issue an "SMS combo" included a "masterpiece joke9'(ji pin xiao 

hua), "courtship manua19'(qiu ai bao dian), "Horoscope love"(xing zuo qing Yuan), 

"fashionable imperial calendarW(chao liu huang li), "pop star archivem(ming xing dang 

an), "relationship psychology"(ai qing xin li), and "sex tipsU(liang xing zhi shi). To 

arouse more curiosity and provide more enticement, the "handbook" presented those 

special SMS treats with a sensational and tempting "service description" or 

"introduction"- "Are you still alone in this stirring love season? Refuse loneliness and 

take action. Send SMS QM to 1700 to join 'usual QQ men and women', and find instant 

love among 50 million Q friends!" (Issue 2,2003, p. 40). 

This general perception of SMS as an entertainment in the mobile Internet 

industry can be demonstrated not only in the marketing strategies of corporations, but 

also in the text of two mass-produced messages: SMS news and SMS personal 

communication. 

SMS News 

SMS news often detached itself from the politics and public debate through a 

special way of categorizing; namely it fed SMS users human interest, entertainment, 

sports or financial news and stories instead of political news. For example, Sina offered 

sports news ("athletics fast gunman") and stock information ("financial gold finger") as 

two packages independent of the "news express" package, while political news was 

mostly buried in one of the sub-columns of the "news express" package. Sohu also 

dwelled on political issues mostly through the "focus news" package, one of the five 
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main news categories. 

Palpably, the delightful, sensational fabric was woven into these news SMS. Take 

entertainment SMS news for an example: this SMS version of Access HoIIywood pried 

into the privacy of celebrities and transmitted gossip about them. One sample provided by 

Sina in its promotion revealed the essence of the entertainment news package: to dig out 

the hottest secret about the hottest people in show business- "Director Deng x x wanted 

to spend the rest of his life as a Buddhist monk; His friends claimed he had too much 

pressure, and another reason was his ex-girlfriend Songx x announced her engagement." 

30 

Some other formats of SMS news also incorporated features of entertainment. 

Take for example the "social news" package of Sina, one of the mobile users' favourite 

se r~ ices .~ '  Rather than searching for serious social issues, it collected trivial stories and 

presented a wireless format of gossip in a sensational way. The sample news messages 

came from my subscription to the "social news" during my field trip32. Although the one- 

week sample was not statistically reliable, at least it precisely reflected the motto of the 

"social news'- 

"collect all the anecdotes in the world, gather all kinds of stories about common life, 

make you dumfounded anytime!"33 

Every news item from this sample of the "social news" package was treated and 

framed as an anecdote so that a short but bizarre story could be told within 70 Chinese 

30 The introduction of "entertainment news" of Sina is available at 
htt~://sms.sina.com.cn/docs/c/vuleshehui-zh.html?from=430 (accessed on April 12, 2005). 
3 1 It was the only news service that could enter the top 10 list in the 2003 "my favorite Monternet services" 
contest sponsored by China Mobile. 
32 See the Appendix for sample social news. 
" The introduction of social news of Sina is available at http://sms.sina.corn.cn/docs/c/vuleshehui- 
zh.html?from=430 (accessed on April 12,2005). 
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characters. These stories seemed to answer the questions who, what, when, where, why 

and how, but instead of a factual account, they addressed the intense interest in people's 

private lives while minimizing social issues. For one thing, most news stories delved into 

some details of an unusual personal experience such as a beard on a woman, a sensitive 

stomach, or a strange disease. For another, while the topics of the news stories touched on 

some public issues, the focus was invariably redirected toward individual cases. For 

example, even in the SMS message about students who had to kneel down for their low 

grades in the exams (October 2 1,2004), the emphasis was still laid on how "odd" this 

story was, rather than real problems in education. Through sensational narratives, the 

news of the public world was "privatized' to feed the immense voyeuristic hunger of the 

mobile audience, with the obsessive curiosity about private lives taking precedence over 

the social concerns in this SMS "social news." 

To be certain, apolitical orientation did not necessarily mean the persistent 

absence of political news. As far as the "headline news" was concerned, "hard news" 

regarding politics accounted for a large portion of my sample.34 However, most headline 

news originated from the print version or websites of mainstream mass media, the 

authorized news sources. Out of 140 sample SMS news messages, 13 news items did not 

identify their media sources; yet nine of these messages "without sources" covered sports 

topics and two related to the "richest list" in Mainland China, both subjects which were 

not politically sensitive. Though the remaining two politically relevant messages did not 

quote sources, I could still trace similar information in governmental websites. For those 

34 News items collected for analysis were derived from a total of  140 messages, spanning 30 days. 
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127 messages with specific media sources, 146 sources were cited.35 Among them, 1 10 

(75% of the entirety) were selected from the mainstream party organs and their websites: 

Xinhua Agency online (60), China News Agency online (29), China Daily online (1 l), 

and People Daily online (10). The remaining 25% came from the principal governmental 

news websites and mass appeal newspapers such as evening or metropolitan newspapers. 

Without a doubt, the official mass media served as the paramount source for SMS news, 

as is stipulated in SMS news regulations. 

The flourishing of entertainment-oriented SMS news and the predominate 

presence of the official voice in light of political topics reflected some "insider's code" of 

SMS news production. Regulative agencies were more tolerant towards entertainment, 

economic and technology news, while prone to curb political news or "social conflicts" 

that would affect social stability (personal communication, September 7,2004). 

SMS editors seemed to comprehend the thrust of these invisible disciplines very 

well. In respect of political and other serious news, the websites of mass media and 

licensed commercial websites followed a strict set of rules regarding SMS news editing. 

For example, filtered by the strict procedures, Yangzi on the go obtained its SMS news 

from Yangzi Evening News (for local news), and Xinhua Agency or other mass media 

(for domestic news and international news) (D. Zhang, 2002). According to an insider of 

another comprehensive news website, websites SMS news was the shorter version of the 

35 Nineteen messages had two sources. First, some messages combined two news items in one SMS. For 
example, "Ikea announced yesterday the global recall of a model of children's chair, because the chair's 
feet could detach from its legs and create a choking hazard for kids. 2000 units have been sold in Beijing. 
Beijing Youth News; rescued hostage and the dead hostage's wife arrived at Beijing last night. People's 
Daily online" (October 16,2004). Second, SMS editors combined information from two sources to compile 
one message. For example, "yesterday two Chinese workers in South Africa were robbed and murdered and 
three robbers were killed. The dead workers came from Shanghai and Fujian, and one of them was 
identified as Shan Guoxing. New Beijing News, Beijing Morning Post (October 18, 2004)." 
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top news stories that attracted high click rate, but if the propaganda department showed 

dissatisfaction with any news item, it would be deleted from the SMS platform that 

moment (personal communication, October 19, 2004). 

When it came to entertainment news, editors seemed to have enjoyed much more 

freedom. As confirmed by my interview with an SMS editor of a newspaper website: 

Entertainment news does not deserve so much effort, because even if anything 

happened, no one would be inspected for responsibility. It was like, 'let bygones 

be bygones.' But we must pay much attention to 'domestic news' and 

'international. news,'.because more responsibility is involved ... (personal 

communication A, September 13, 2004). 

According to another insider, SMS news could not deliver the information that was 

unpublishable in mass media, but entertainment news could make some exceptions 

(personal communication B, September 13, 2004). 

Personal Communications 

If SMS news resembled the public communication process in traditional media, 

the service of ready-made text messages reproduced private communications. As a mimic 

of a peer-to-peer SMS conversation, these text-based messages disseminated between the 

inner circles of mobile users and achieved enormous popularity.36 They mainly focused 

on greetings, blessings, and jokes, and served as a popular form of entertainment as well 

as an agent of socialization among friends, colleagues and family members. 

- - - -  

'6 According to a 2003 CNNIC survey, 46.5% of Internet SMS users had tried those text messages, which 
topped the list of all the services available. In 2004, this kind of messages also took the lead, right after 
self-written messages (CNNIC, 2003; CNNIC, 2005). 
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The quintessential short messages were entertaining jokes. The "No. 1 " 

professional SMS message writer and former journalist Dai Pengfei fully apprehended 

the humor factor in creating the vast number of SMS messages that were hot on the 

market. After the establishment of his SMS column on Sina.com in March 2003, his 

messages were downloaded for over 100,000 times merely on the second day (P. Dai, 

2003, p. 25). His five holiday greetings at Sohu.com generated over 3 million downloads 

(p.261). In analyzing what sold most on the websites, Dai further decoded the secret of a 

huge downloading volume: jokes. Some of his "classic short messages" might be 

illustrative. 37 

SMS 1 Scientists have designed an IQ-testing apparatus. You put your head in, 

but the machine shows: please do not put in a log! Again, you stretch your head, the 

machine shows: this piece oflog is quite.familiar! 

SMS 2 I spent ten cents sending you this message in order to tell you-I am not 

a person who will not give a cent.38 For example, this ten-cent-message is your birthday 

gip. 

SMS 3 How many steps are there to get an elephant into a refrigerator? First, 

open ofthe door ofthe rtlfvigerator; second, put the elephant into the refrigerator; third, 

close the door ofthe refrigerator. There is a meeting in the zoo. Who is not here? The 

elephant-he is in the refrigerator!39 

Making fun of SMS senders and receivers themselves, these twisted jokes 

confirmed the same taste for and understanding of SMS language within an inner circle 

37 These messages were taken from his book, Have You Messaged Yet and his columns at Sina.com. 
38 A Chinese idiom "Yi Mao Bu Ba " was used in  the original text, which meant vely thrifiy. 
39 This message was adapted into a comic performance at the 2003 Spring Festival Eve Gala and has 
become a widespread joke since then. 
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of friends and acquaintances rather than a dispersed social network. SMS 1 fabricated a 

vivid scenario for the idiom "as stupid as a log," and perceived the SMS receiver as being 

an object of ridicule. SMS 2 appeared to be sincere greetings for friends, but it still 

constructed the sense of "togetherness" and "closeness" by mocking the SMS sender. 

These "simple and happy" messages intentionally or inadvertently isolated themselves 

from a particular social environment, and downplayed the political, social, and cultural 

concerns behind the short messages. For example, the protagonists in most messages 

seldom existed as members of social categories in specific occupations, groups, 

organizations, or regions, let alone classes. In most cases, the main actor was "you" or 

"I," which engaged the SMS receiver in a private dialogue with the sender, and created 

the pleasures of sharing messages in a constructed community of intimacy. Animals also 

performed as principle actors in some pure jokes (see SMS 3), with this "fairy tale" 

version of short messages providing an instant retreat from the exterior chaos of the 

crowd and public social life. Diffusing any interest in public involvement, mingling 

entertainment and personal information in the private and nonpolitical realm, these 

messages offered a simple distraction from the banalities of everyday life. 

With subtle humour, sometimes a few messages wrapped up social and moral 

issues in some private arena such as family or sex, but they rarely contained the strong 

"political and social criticism" embedded in another unofficial culture of Shunkouliu 

widespread in the 1980s and 1990s(Link&Zhou, 2002). "The cock had gone on a business 

trip for a month. He was suspicious when he heard that the quailpaid frequent visits 

during his absence. The cock was furious when some day the hen laid a quail egg, but the 

hen explained: it's a premature delivery! )) This message was cited as an example 
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illustrating how short messages offered uncompromising criticism of reality (P. Dai, 

2003, p. 6), and it did touch on an increasingly ubiquitous social phenomenon 

(extramarital affairs) in a transformative society. However, the social criticism (if any) 

was truly weakened by telling the funny story of the "cock and hen." 

This entertainment orientation of SMS services represented in news and personal 

communication may not exclusively belong to Monternet in China. Its counterpart, I- 

mode in Japan, is also flooded with entertainment content and services, which "are the 

easiest to generate instant gratification and therefore the most convenient to be 

commodified for profit" (Castells et al., 2004, p.108). Furthermore, many Western media 

scholars also state how the intensification of market pressure gives rise to the growing 

depoliticization of the popular press and television programs which favor pleasurable 

human interest stories and softer entertainment features (Curran, 2004). 

Yet, the naturalization of SMS as a form of entertainment medium inevitably 

epitomized an extensive apolitical commercialization under stringent political control in 

the entire communication industry in China: 

Just like the commercial media in the West, market-oriented Chinese media 

outlets tend to stay away from politics and are disinclined to report domestic 

social conflicts. Mass entertainment, the mobilization of consumption, and stock 

analysis are politically safe and financially more rewarding (Y. Z. Zhao, 2003a, 

p.207). 

As far as television was concerned, Keane (2002) depicts how Chinese television 

stations have swarmed over the territory of entertainment, producing numerous game 

shows, dating shows or reality shows. This duplication of "happiness" on-screen 
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originated from television stations' urges to achieve financial success by maximizing 

audience market and minimizing production costs. More importantly, there might be 

political implications behind the economic motives that have been neglected by Keane 

(2002): indulgence in the depoliticized pseudo- happiness and mass consumer culture 

served as a distraction from politics that was unsettling for the Party state. 

The necessity of catering to the Party state and the media market alike in the 

Chinese communication system might also have spawned the SMS news stories in mass 

media that partly contributed to the SMS frenzy itself. The mass media frequently 

associated the SMS phenomenon with the new economy, technology or popular culture, 

rather than possible popular participation in the political process. Like many other news 

stories, the SMS business dramas or SMS "new popular culture" tales perfectly targeted 

the urban audience with more purchasing power, as well as remained "politically correct" 

for the state-initiated market economy and state-endorsed consumer society. 

Politics of SMS Consumption 

While service providers and mobile operators both stressed its entertaining 

function in SMS production and promotion, short messages truly gained popularity and 

legitimacy as a wireless format of entertainment among the consumers. In the 2003 "my 

favorite Monternet services" contest sponsored by China Mobile, 9 out of the top 10 most 

popular SMS services were games and chatting programs (Yu & Hu, 2004). In addition, 

based on the data from Horizon, a prestigious survey company, SMS chatting and jokes 

were the most favorable services across 10 cities and 9 towns (X. Lin, 2003). An industry 

insider shared this observation, "SMS is just something recreational.. .it is informal, not 

serious.. .We used to tell jokes before meeting, now few people tell duan zi (funny 
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stories) because they were already there in short messages.. ."(personal communication, 

October 19,2004). Therefore, it was perhaps not surprising that in the first authoritative 

survey on Internet SMS users conducted by CNNIC in 2003, "to enjoy entertainment" 

was one of the primary reasons for SMS usage. In the same survey, 46.9% of the SMS 

users thought those SMS services available on the websites had either a strong or fairly 

strong entertainment appeal, but more than half of the users hold the view those services 

were not entertaining enough (China Internet Network Information Center, 2003). 

Some might argue that those personal, entertaining and non-political short 

messages bore a subversive significance to mobile users. Indeed, the popularity of SMS 

might mark a collective escape from or collective resistance to the dominant official 

public. In China, based on traditional culture and communist collectivism, the exclusive 

official discourse has been absolutely prior to the private for a long period of time. It was 

commonplace that ubiquitous official politics of the Party state dominated private 

families and individual lives for ages. To some degree, SMS did make a difference to 

resist this massive collectivization of the private by providing an alternative mobility to 

escape the inescapable official public. "As a relief of social pressure and a deviance of 

orthodox or authority" (Jiang & Wang, 2003), the instant entertainment and personal 

communication in SMS provided an imaginary excursion and a virtual release from the 

confinements of everyday space and time. For instance, in some boring official meeting, 

one could use the short message over a cell phone to "talk" with friends instead of 

listening to a "standard" speech. SMS usage embodied both a position of presence and 

absence, of here and elsewhere, which was an extension of the individual and a resistance 

to the official sphere. 
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However, this seemingly revolutionary private consumption of short messages 

was far from unencumbered speech. Just as telephone hotline callers in Shanghai tended 

to self-censor themselves by staying out of political topics (Erwin, 2000), SMS users also 

practised some self-censorship in texting. The ethnographic research by Jiang and Wang 

(2003) demonstrated that SMS users were "very careful" in regards to political jokes, 

even at a time when no SMS regulations had yet been formed. Some of them did not want 

to "ask for trouble," while others were unwilling to send messages that would "spoil the 

stability of our country." After the tightening up of the SMS industry, as my interviews 

confirmed, those messages satirizing of authority have gradually faded out. 

Most significantly, the consumption of ostensibly depoliticized and entertaining 

SMS messages concealed another form of politics within the context of a noticeable 

transition of popular culture in China during the 1990s amid the socioeconomic 

transformation. As J.Wang (1 996) observed, when the high culture fever of the 1980s 

faded away and everyone was craving to do business, people were striving for noisy 

pleasures, lures and thrills in a new popular culture which was rooted in consumption of 

rock music, karaoke, TV soap operas, popular magazines, or even political icon Mao 

Zedong. In particular, compared with 20 years ago when the KongTai popular songs 

broke the monolithic official ideology, "Chinese youth popular culture nowadays better 

represents the ideology of market economy, and the color of politics has been diluted 

substantially" (Tian & Yang, 2003).~' Instead of angry youth on hunger strikes in the 

square, Chinese urban youth, with the different name tags of the "new new generation" 

(Lu, 200 l), "hip hop generation" (Shei, 2001) or others, have grown to be the most 

- - 

40 This view is taken from the research on Chinese youth popular culture conducted by the China Youth 
Research Center from April to November 2002. 
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targeted market and been regarded as "more or less modem citizens" (Z. Zhang, 2000) 

with the most consumption desire and high consumption ability. 

Indeed, most SMS users have grown up and lived in this state-engineered and 

endorsed consumer culture. The greatest majority of SMS users were mostly young 

people from 18 to 30 years old who "pursue fashion and like to communicate with 

friends," as a 2003 CNNIC survey on SMS revealed, with Internet SMS users in the age 

range of 18 to 24 being the most heavy users. Conducted in Beijing, Shanghai and 

Guangzhou in 2002, another survey by New Weekly also showed the main demographic 

groups of SMS users were young people, especially those with aged between 15 and 25 

("Jintian duanxin le ma,"2002).~l 

In the seemingly fascinating but deeply hegemonic popular culture consumption, 

the entire society has experienced "a really profound displacement and transformation" in 

which "the commercial displaces the political" (J. Dai, 2002, p.216). When 

commercialization and depoliticization became the official politics, when consumerism 

became the mainstream ideology, the depolitization of the media consumption has been 

internalized and normalized to a certain degree. The usage of SMS was no exception. In 

this sense, the depoliticization of most short messages might perform not so much as an 

oppositional force against the dominant official as part of the official politics. 

Resistance and Containment within SMS Popular Culture 

Though entertaining short messages overflowed the Chinese mobile Internet, it 

might be nayve to rush to the conclusion that SMS did not afford any possibilities for 

social contestations or popular struggles of any kind under the compulsion of commercial 

41 The demographic characteristics of SMS users were confirmed by my observation and interviews. 
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imperatives and political authoritarianism. Conversely, at times SMS has already 

articulated popular aspirations and concerns, and functioned as a new site for various 

forms of spontaneous oppositions in contemporary China. During the initial stage of SMS 

development, for instance, political jokes with a creative mixture of humor and political 

commentary (sometimes making fun of top leaders), were widely circulated among SMS 

users. 

However, SMS as an initially nonofficial culture was also accommodated to 

sustain political ideology or facilitate commercial promotion. This convertibility was 

once encompassed in "T-shirt culture" in the early 1990s, which gradually evolved into 

an advertising medium for commercial promotion and a publicity medium for political 

campaigns in China's bid for the 2000 Olympic Games (BarmC, 1999b). 

Returning to SMS, while party organs such as People's Daily stressed the 

lighthearted and entertaining characteristics of short messages(J. Yu, 2004), the 

regulatory body also endeavoured to recast SMS culture into another disciplinary form of 

official culture in the public, which could be showcased in the emerging phenomena of 

officially endorsed SMS contests. For instance, the "First Youth Internet SMS Contest" 

in 2003 was initiated by several of the highest ranking of the governmental agencies and 

CCP: CCP Central Propaganda Department, CCP Spiritual Civilization Office, 

Communist Youth League of China, and the Information Office of the State Council. 

Revolving around the theme of "gan dong" (being moved emotionally), this SMS contest 

required young people to create short messages and express private love or emotions. By 

encouraging writing about private feelings in SMS, it aimed to "make full use of such 

new technology and new methods as Internet and SMS, to develop ideological and moral 



education practices that both present contemporary features and gain popularity among 

the youth" (All-China Youth Federation, 2004). 

The Party state likewise attempted to incorporate SMS into the mainstream 

political participation within official trajectory. In 2005, mobile users were encouraged to 

send SMS suggestions to the National People's Congress and Chinese People's Political 

Consultative Conference through the platforms of the official mass media, which was 

claimed to be a novel form of popular expression and political culture (W.Yang, 2005). 

Besides, the Party state resorted to the popular SMS services provided by mass media 

organizations to fortify its presence. After the first SMS service kicked off in Yangzi 

evening News, the Central Propaganda Department and the Information Office of the 

State Council highly appraised this new service after two investigations (D. Zhang, 

2002). 

In addition to affirming the state ideology, the "SMS culture" became a 

catchphrase in SMS marketing campaigns launched by telecommunications companies. 

Especially, a myriad of "SMS culture festivals" were held by local mobile companies to 

proliferate the usage of SMS and expand the market. After a 70-day "SMS culture 

festival" sponsored by Heilongjiang Mobile, for instance, the penetration rate of peer-to- 

peer SMS increased by 15%, the volume of peer-to-peer SMS broke through 100 million, 

and 700 thousand new SMS users were created (S. Liu, 2004). Another two-month "SMS 

cultural festival" in Shandong Province also "not only fostered the habit of sending short 

messages among consumers, but also effectively spurred the development of SMS 

service" (B.Yang, 2004). 
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Most prominently, the dynamics of resistance and containment within SMS 

culture have been encapsulated in two historical and political moments: SARS outbreak 

and nationalistic protest in 2005. Subsequently, I will chronicle these two cases to 

illustrate how SMS rose as an alternative medium for popular expression, and how 

political economic power penetrated into SMS culture and eventually integrated it into 

the dominant social order. 

During the initial stage of the SARS outbreak, SMS stood out as an alternative 

media for alternative information when mainstream media in China kept silent about this 

disease because the government insisted it was "under control." According to Guangzhou 

Public Opinion Survey Center, 80% of the city dwellers learned information about SARS 

through short messages before February 10 (Xia & Ye, 2003). During the absence of 

mass media coverage in the early crisis, "there was a bevy of SMS sent containing 

information on how to avoid the sickness-from chewing garlic to buying face masks" 

(Wozniak, 2003). Besides health tips, the writing, rewriting, reading and circulating of 

the satirical and rhythmic messages themselves also symbolized "the power of thumbs" 

(H.Yu, 2004), as well as vented people's fear, frustration and disaffection. To some 

extent, people on the move negotiated their relationship with the state and spoke back to 

official power in messaging truth, rumors and popular sentiment in the SARS outbreak. 

However, in the "anti-SARS war," the Party state started to control "rumors" 

spread by SMS with severe punishment. From April to early May in 2003, public security 

departments in 17 provinces investigated and dealt with 107 cases concerning SARS 

rumors spread via the Internet and SMS (Wang & Wu, 2003). Law enforcement agencies 

also claimed to impose harsh punishment on four SARS-related crimes, one of which was 
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to "disseminate false or horrible news", "especially via Internet and short messages" (Li 

& Niu, 2003). 

Meanwhile, the state encouraged approved SMS news or other services through 

commercial websites and state-owned mobile operators. This move incorporated SMS 

into an unprecedented political campaign against the epidemic when overnight Chinese 

media went from speechless to orchestrating a high pitch chorus of the "war against 

SARS" after two high-ranking officials were fired for "negligence of duty" on April 20, 

2003. Via its SMS platform, China Mobile disseminated for free approved SARS-related 

news from the News Center of the Ministry of Health (CMHK Limited 2004, p. 15). 

Different service providers also provided free- of-charge SMS services that alerted users 

about timely SARS news updates, governmental measures to curb the disease, and 

preventive methods suggested by medical experts (Niu, 2003). 

Besides cooperating with the Party state, telecommunication companies also 

seized this business opportunity for expanding the market. For one thing, the SARS 

outbreak automatically created a rising social need for news updates and personal 

communication when urbanities usually stayed at their isolated home. For another, SMS 

did not require talking, one of the most dangerous paths for the SARS virus to spread. 

Therefore, short messages served as a perfect way for mobile phone users to receive 

public information and emotional personal support, and the SMS market prospered while 

most other businesses waned throughout the entire disaster. It was reported that in Beijing 

City alone, China Unicom users sent out more than 1.2 million paid short messages every 

day, almost double the regular number. From April 2 1 to 27,2003, China Unicom users 
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delivered over 600,000 messages through Sina alone, and over one million messages via 

the CCTV website (W. Zhang & Fu, 2003). 

To take advantage of the special needs of this special time, service providers 

repackaged various kinds of SMS services around the new theme of "anti-SARS" and 

combined personal emotion or entertainment with the grand narratives of this "national 

war." This strategy was illustrated in the Monternet handbook (June 2003) in which 

several service providers rewrote the advertising captions to associate popular SMS with 

mainstream anti-SARS discourse. For example, Torn.com urged mobile users to "fight 

against SARS and give your blessings to family and friends!" Under this headline, 

abundant services were listed, including a screensaver of a cute pig wearing a mask with 

the caption of "mask is fashionableV(p. 9). Linktone even linked its SMS game "Mobile 

pet" to the official discourse of war against SARS in this unusual way: 

Every time Linktone receives a piece of your short message, the company will 

donate 1 cent to Shanghai Red Cross Society.. .Recently the whole country is 

hanging together and fight against SARS.. ..From now on my every single SMS 

game message has more meaning than ever.. . .(p. 3 1) 

Sina specially created an anti-SARS column for Dai Pengfei, and more than 100,000 

SARS-related messages were downloaded from April 24 to May 10,2003 (P. Dai, 2003). 

Coupled with the political campaign of mass media and business savvy of the 

telecommunication companies, SMS gradually became "the most popular and most 

fashionable way of communication and entertainment" throughout the SARS crisis (F. 

Chen & Ren, 2003). SMS as a spontaneous struggle for alternative information was 

transformed seamlessly into a medium that harmoniously worked together with the 
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mainstream media and indirectly fortified the political hegemony to some extent. Instead 

of "rumors," the predominant SARS-related messages shifted to delivering warm 

greetings, encouraging patients to place more confidence in conquering the disease, 

expressing love between lovers, friends and relatives, and praising medical workers and 

the nation (C. Y. Lin, Xiao, & Chun, 2003). Those short messages had become powerful 

weapons to express affection, deliver greetings, entertain friends, and eventually soothe 

the anxiety in the entire society during the crisis.42 The following messages might serve 

as a case in point. 

Encountering SARS, people know the great value of free breath; under mask ,  

people know the great value of true face; longing for each other in special time, people 

know the great value of true love! 

I gave silent blessing when the rays of sun shone through, I said my silent prayers 

when the moonlight fell on the earth, and I made a wish the moment meteorflashed 

across the sky: Wish those who were reading the messages safe and a way from SARS. 

It is dark outside. The firefly lighted himselfand adjusted something with his head 

down ... The bee asked: what are you up to? Firefly: oh, I am adjusting the temperature to 

make sure it will not go above 38 degrees. 

I slightly encircle your ears, tenderly touch your cheeks, and sweetly kiss your 

lips ..., Ah, I am a facial mask, remember to wear me! 

In particular, a few messages responded to the official rhetoric in the concerted 

anti-SARS media campaign and state-engineered political mobilization, such as the 

propagandist discourse of "national war," "national spirit," "heroes," and "angels" (Xia & 

42 The following SMS are taken from sina.com, but they have been spread on a large scale and recorded 
repeatedly in various mass media. 
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Ye, 2003). SMS virtually converted into "the fifth media" that complemented other 

traditional forms of media propaganda by linking the private messages with grand 

narratives of the collective "we" and "the nati~n."~' As the following messages indicated, 

if the SMS circulation was obviously politically subversive in the earlier stage of SARS 

outbreak, it had gradually been politicized within the official trajectory. 

Saving lives at the most urgent time, caring patients at the most dangerous place, 

angels offered us beautiful moments in life, with determined actions and strong pledges. 

Tomorrow I will certainly go with you to see the national Jag rising on 

Tian 'anmen Square. In this period of zhong zhi cheng  hen^,^^ let US salute to our mother 

nation in the sun, and bless her to be solemn and beautiful, and stand straight! 

Similar to twists and turns in SARS outbreak, in April 2005, another episode of 

serious political use of SMS-from the initial mobilization of popular nationalistic 

sentiment via SMS to the official appropriation of SMS to contain it-further 

demonstrated the popular resistance and official containment within SMS culture. In this 

spring, Internet and text messages served as an organizing tool for protesters in a large 

scale anti-Japanese political march in Shanghai. As one New York Times article noted: 

'Chain letter' e-mail and text messages urged people to boycott Japanese products or 

sign online petitions opposing Japanese ascension to the United Nations Security 

Council. Information about protests, including marching routes, was posted online or 

forwarded by e-mail. Banned video footage of protest violence in Shanghai could be 

downloaded off the Internet (Yardley, 2005). 

43 The following messages were written by Dai Pengfei, a professional SMS writer. 
44 Chinese idiom: a united people is like a city defence. It was the most used term in official mass media 
during the SARS epidemic. 
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Armed with new media technologies, protestors (mostly students and young 

office workers) paraded through Shanghai, "a city with a reputation for an obsession with 

business and disinterest in politics" (Hutzler & Areddy, 2005). 

The short messages "chain" and the usual political protests aided by new mobile 

technology reflected genuine dissatisfaction with the State's weak stand on issues such as 

China's territorial integrity and China-Japan relations. These protests and short messages 

might resonate with the nationalist discourse in official discourse and media statements 

since the mid-1 WOs, but they also spoke out popular nationalistic desires as the Chinese 

people have experienced the contradiction and tension in China's integration into global 

capitalism (Y. Z. Zhao, 2004). 

Nevertheless, the idealized notion of SMS as an alternative medium soon 

encountered law enforcement that exploited new media technologies. As one Wall Street 

Journal article observed, Chinese police: 

Quashed plans for demonstrations in Beijing, announcing last week that the 

protests were illegal since no permits were issued, and flooding Saturday's 

planned protest sites with plainclothes and uniformed police. In Shanghai, police 

circulated a similar message via mobile-phone networks and ordered 

administrators of popular anti- Japanese Web sites to remove postings from 

bulletin boards encouraging participation in the march (Hutzler & Areddy, 2005). 

The government even began arresting some protestors who used new media technologies 

to engage in political activities. Powerful SMS might transcend the official boundary for 

a moment, but it could not resolve the clash between the popular mobilization and official 
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political control, or erode "the gap between popular nationalism and officially sanctioned 

patriotism" (Rosen, 2003, p. 1 14). 

Contextualizing the SMS Culture in an Increasingly Fractured Society 

The political economic environment, commercialization and regulation of SMS 

itself can answer some, though by no means all, of the questions surrounding the politics 

of the SMS culture. After all, those messages were produced and embedded in a highly 

complicated and dynamic progress of social transformation in contemporary China. 

On the one hand, as China experienced a fundamental transformation into a 

market economy and accelerated its integration into global capitalism through WTO 

entry, physical mobility has become ubiquitous along with industrialization and 

urbanization. The popularity of SMS related to the social needs of Chinese urban youth in 

this immensely mobile society. As Williams (1 975) has stated in the discussion of 

development of the photograph, "in a period of great mobility, with new separations of 

families and with internal and external migrations, it became more centrally necessary as 

a form of maintaining, over distance and through time, certain personal connections" (p. 

22). Along with increasing mobility, SMS as a new mobile technology provided new 

possibilities for staying in contact and being contactable in rapidly changing social 

conditions. In an unobtrusive way, a typical SMS talk appeared emptied of its substance 

and the "phatic" proliferation of communication (Jakobson, 1960). Short messages might 

prove to be a medium to emphasize "the contact" itself, or to focus on the message for its 

own sake. It was a creative way to say something and say nothing, stay close and keep a 

distance. Even the numerous jokes that made no sense served as a wireless version of "I 

am still thinking of you" or "How are you doing?" 
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On the other hand, the integration into globalized capital system aggravated 

urbadrural, richlpoor, and regional disparities, thus accelerating the process of social 

stratification and forming a fractured society. In this structural transformation, farmers, 

migrant peasant workers and laid-off workers have been marginalized and tended to 

constitute a new "bottom society" (Sun, 2002), whereas a new power bloc consisted of 

"the bureaucratic capitalists of a reformed Party state, transnational corporate capital, and 

an emerging urban middle class (Y. Z. Zhao, 2003b). 

In this context, the ideal that short messages could act as a means of alternative 

channels for exercising citizenship for ordinary Chinese might need reconsideration. 

Though SMS users, in particular Chinese urban youth, might challenge official political 

power in their celebration of private desires and private interests, they were empowered 

in a paradoxical way. They had more choices and freedom to send and receive messages, 

to create a collective imagined community, but this new empowerment through mobile 

technology might "have been enthralled with the illusion of power in consumer choice", 

and "these freedoms were only possible at a price" (Friedberg 1993, p. 59). The 

subversive pleasures of SMS circulation via mobile Internet lay in the realm of new 

media consumption. Any kinds of participation in SMS downloading or circulation, 

either of jokes or of news, involved a certain activity of consumption. In a survey of SMS 

users, on average they spent RMB 24.28 Yuan on short messages every month with users 

within the age range of 15- 19 having the highest consumption-they spent RMB 47.3 on 

SMS in the previous month ("Jintian duanxin le ma," 2002). This consumption of short 

messages has never truly belonged to the Chinese masses, if the rural and the urban poor 

were taken into account. Thus the popularity of SMS ordinarily masked the hierarchical 
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social relations between the mobile "haves" and "have nots" in a fractured Chinese 

society, which excluded the majority of Chinese citizens from the imagined community 

of short messages as well as excluding SMS from most grassroots struggles against the 

hegemonic political economic power. 

Before SMS, the consumption of mobile phones had long belonged to the 

emerging Chinese middle class where it had become part of their identity cons t r~c t ion .~~  

Currently, cheap and convenient SMS has enabled mobile communication to evolve from 

"consumption of the aristocrat" to "the consumption of the masses" (Ma & Zhang, 2004). 

Just as with Streeter's (2004) observation of Internet diffusion, SMS also entered Chinese 

social life not necessarily through "the top-down diffusion patterns." Indeed, most of the 

Internet SMS users were not the elite or middle class with higher education and income. 

According to the CNNIC survey, 65.9% of Internet SMS users did not hold a four-year 

college degree; this survey showed more than half of the Internet SMS users earned less 

than RMB 1500 a month, and users with higher income were less likely to use SMS 

(China Internet Network Information Center, 2003). Another survey also demonstrated 

those with a monthly income of less than RMB 500 tended to send almost twice as many 

messages as those with a monthly income of over RMB 3000 ("Jintian duanxin le 

ma,"2002). In a word, teenagers, college students and young professionals constituted the 

SMS market, rather than upscale business bosses and officials. 

However, China was far from being a connected country because of its low 

penetration rates of both mobile technology and the Internet. In 2003, the number of 

cellular mobile subscribers per one hundred inhabitants in mainland China was only 2 1.4, 

45 Goodman (1 996) already stated the mobile phone has become a potent status symbol to represent the 
fashion-consciousness and trend-setting role of the new rich (pp. 225-242). 
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whereas it was 67.96 in Japan and 69.37 in Korea (International Telecommunication 

Union, 2004). Both mobile phone users and Internet users are still concentrated in 

wealthy coastal regions and major metropolitan areas, and in most inbound provinces, the 

penetration of mobile communication remains low. For example, until June 2005, mobile 

phone penetration rates in Western and Central regions were both 20.2%, which were less 

than half of the number in Eastern regions. The mobile teledensity in Beijing City alone 

(95.2%) was eight fold of that in one of the poorest provinces, Guizhou (1 2.4%) 

(Ministry of Information Industry, 2005). Therefore, the SMS phenomenon inexorably 

mirrored the dynamic process of social stratification driven by rapid transformation of the 

entire society. Though short messages might no longer serve the role of communication 

tools exclusively for the new rich and the elite, in a country unevenly connected by 

mobile phones, the urban and young SMS adopters still belonged to the privileged social 

group that enjoyed upward social mobility. For example, given their comparatively high 

family income, many "low income" SMS users (in particular high school students) 

profiled in popular surveys, actually had high disposable income to spend on SMS. 

The inclusion of mobile "haves" and the exclusion of mobile "have nots" has 

been magnified in the growing convergence with SMS and mobile technology in mass 

media. The commercialization process has already compelled the Chinese mass media to 

emphasize advertisers' favorite segmentation of audience-the young and the urban-in 

content production throughout the recent decade. The accumulation of SMS participation 

programs enhanced this class bias as TV or radio programs intended to court advertisers' 

favorite mobile phone users and incorporate them into the audience demographic. As a 

result, "mobile have nots" might have been more or less deprived of a new way of 
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communication through mobile phones, but more importantly, they had also been 

deprived of the opportunities of "audience participation" in mass media that should 

rightly be accessible to the general public. The most prominent example would be radio 

programs, which have traditionally lagged behind in profitability because less educated 

and low-income groups often constitute the great majority of their audience. As Hou and 

Hong (2004) indicate, "the integration of SMS enables the mainstream consumption 

group to be the mainstream audience of radio because a large number of young 'thumb 

tribes' who pursue fashion have joined 'listening radio and texting messages." For 

instance, after utilizing SMS and other tools to repackage the programs, China National 

Radio experienced some "enjoyable change in the age structure of its audience," and the 

over-45 audience constituted less than 55% ("Zhongguo zhisheng,"2004). 

In this sense, though SMS seemed to have evolved from luxury to utility in urban 

scenarios where "everyone has sent out messages," it still acted as a way of integration 

and classification, inclusion and exclusion. In the time of urbanization and neoliberal 

globalization, mobile phones and SMS made it possible for Chinese urban youth to 

withdraw from the disturbing world outside-to enjoy instant entertainment, placebos for 

the universal sense of dread and stress, while short messages transported images and texts 

in an imagined community. Perhaps in the same city, the mobility of cell phones and 

SMS represented another unfamiliar and alienated world to a floating population, most of 

whom were peasant workers employed temporarily at low pay in construction, food 

services, or street cleaning. In contrast to the mobility pleasure of text messages, their 

mobility meant a long bus trip from a rural hometown to an urban dazzling street, or 

moving here and there for slightly lower rent and higher pay. 
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Maybe the following scenario of radio listening with short messaging smashed all 

the fantasies of empowered Chinese citizens with the aid of mobile communication. 

"Besides guessing at riddles posed by announcers, listeners message in for help with 

directions or in finding the nearest gas station; the announcers read their queries over the 

air and wait for other listeners to respond, also via short-messaging." However, "when a 

recent traffic jam was caused by local villagers protesting about a property dispute, the 

announcer attributed the hold-up to a 'traffic accident' and asked everyone 'to be 

patient"' (B. K. Chen, 2003). Simultaneously, in the car, mobile phone users might be 

sending messages to the radio station, discussing how to "make a traditional rice 

dumpling." The moving shell and mobile communication rendered opportunities of living 

elsewhere for SMS users, but the construction of the imaginary autonomous sphere, 

isolated from the inaudible cries of the majority, just made their life more endurable. 

Thus, the inclusion and exclusion within SMS, along with the social stratification and 

class formation in post-WTO China, led to the disconnection of the cosy SMS 

community and the real disturbing world outside, and disconnected social struggles that 

ultimately secured the status quo. 
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CONCLUSION 

In the contemporary debate about the relationship between mobile technology, 

political economic power and society, the SMS phenomenon in China obviously provides 

an outstanding case. This thesis demonstrates the tension, interaction and accommodation 

between the political and economic forces in the SMS market, SMS regulation and SMS 

text. In doing so, the thesis has accentuated the link between the political economy of the 

SMS industry on the one hand, and the SMS culture it fosters on the other. 

The SMS phenomenon is a twofold story. On the one hand, as a new mobile 

technology, the emergence and development of SMS in China epitomizes both the 

enormous growth of information technology and the reintegration of China into 

transnationalizing capitalism. These two interrelated dimensions represent a structural 

change in the global context of the political economy, and the growth of Chinese 

telecommunication industry arguably has been increasingly bound up with "the 

vicissitudes of a transnational market systemm( Schiller, 2005. p.88). 

The SMS phenomenon thus results from delicate dynamics between state and 

market forces inside and outside China. It is a consequence of a neoliberal political 

agenda of deregulation, political and nationalistic legitimation of information technology 

development, and the penetration of market logic into the telecommunications industry in 

particular and the communication system in general. To be more specific, under the 

pressure of WTO entry, the telecommunication reforms and deregulation policy of the 
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Chinese government have encouraged increasing foreign investment and intensified 

domestic competition in the mobile communication market and Internet service market. 

This drastic change in the entire Chinese telecommunications sector, together with new 

mobile technology, enables the rise of the SMS market and its further commercialization, 

globalization and concentration. 

On the other hand, as a means of social communication and cultural form, the 

SMS phenomenon also crystallizes resistance and containment between ongoing popular 

struggles and predominant political economic power. While the SMS market boomed and 

the issues of regulation were raised, the Party state gradually extended its media control 

over wireless messages. This political pressure from above has been enforced by the 

profit-driven market players, especially state-owned mobile operators and a handful of 

globalized service providers. Furthermore, the state and market forces even attempted to 

consolidate economic profit and political legitimacy via SMS. 

Certainly, short messages open up a new field of social contestation and offer 

oppositional moments, ranging from political jokes, SARS rumors to nationalistic 

protests. Nevertheless, despite the potentially utopian elements, the excessive production 

of light and entertaining messages cannot be attributed merely to profit anxiety and 

political avoidance in SMS industry, but also to another form of politics: market ideology 

and the depoliticized consumer culture endorsed by the official government. Eventually, 

alongside the social stratification in the post-WTO Chinese society, the resistances aided 

by SMS are precisely separate from the social struggles of the "mobile have-nots" that 

occur every day. 
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Therefore, the emergence of SMS as both new media technology and new popular 

culture thoroughly illustrates the immeasurable combination of political power and 

economic power in the Chinese public communication realm during a neoliberal 

globalization process. This thesis undermines the idea of necessary confrontation 

between the state and the market, between new media technology and political 

authorities, as well as between the popular culture and the predominant official culture. 

Simultaneously, it presents the dynamic process of power reconfiguration during China's 

integration into the orbit of global digital capitalism. Although SMS as a new medium 

and a popular culture facilitates popular struggles and poses some threat to the dominant 

political economic power, ultimately the new dimensions of oppositions have been 

deeply enmeshed in the existent power structure, and they seem too difficult to be 

possibly woven into an eventual social revolution in the near future. 

Understanding Mobile Technology and Society 

The discussions of the political economy of the Chinese SMS industry clearly 

challenge the technological deterministic view of new media. This thesis makes sense of 

new media technology by exploring its social political implications within an entire 

social, economic and political context of contemporary China and revealing the political 

economic power relations embedded in this fifth media. 

Akin to the Internet, mobile technology "takes shape in such as way allowed by 

the social political and cultural contexts" (Tsui, 2005, p. 183), and a successful "mobile 

networking at the grassroots has to be based on existing political struggles that draw 

cultural and institutional resources from the given societyn(Qiu, 2004, p. 23). Therefore, 

given the political authoritarianism and commercial imperatives widespread in the 
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Chinese communications system and a fractured Chinese society, it is not difficult to 

understand why the mobile Internet in China mostly offers depoliticized entertainment 

and communication rather than political mobilization. Nor is it difficult to understand 

why the most intensive SMS-related mass mobilization advanced nationalistic ideology 

instead of libertarian discourse. If a set of structural factors other than technology account 

for the reason the "Nosamo movement lasts in the long run, whereas People Power I1 was 

only a one-time event7?(Qiu, 2004, p.22), the twisted struggles in China and their unique 

use of technology are also intertwined with the dominant political economic structure of 

transfomative Chinese society. 

The Power of SMS in Peer-to-Peer Communication? 

Because this thesis focuses on short messages circulating between Internet and 

mobile phones, there is still an unfinished argument regarding the power of SMS in peer- 

to-peer communication. Are the production and circulation of peer-to-peer short 

messages by mobile users themselves still constrained within the overpowering political 

economic structure, or is a new autonomous space becoming the daily experience of SMS 

users? Or although some doors are shut at the moment, are there still abundant 

opportunities offered through those private messages to mobilize Chinese citizens for the 

fundamental reconfiguration of the power relations in the future? This remains to be seen. 
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Appendix: SMS News Samples 

2004-10-20 15:08:56 

An eighty-year-old man in Liaoning Province was robbed while alone. When the robber 

attacked him and pinched his neck, this old man immediately held his breath, pretended 

dead and finally escaped this misfortune. 

2004-1 0-20 l5:5O:56 

An Indian girl suffered from a strange disease: when she felt her head was stabbed, her 

eyes, ears, nostril and mouth would emit stones. Medical academia could not explain 

such phenomenon so far. 

2004-10-21 l8:O9:4l 

A German guy was hoaxed all the time: coffin was delivered to his wedding; he was 

invited to act as a priest in Africa; unpaid packages were at his door. It turned out that his 

admirer was playing tricks. 

2004- 10-21 l3:O7:49 

A 60-year-old woman changed her voice and grew some beard after a disease. She was 

always mistaken for an old man because she dared not shave the beard and it grew to 8 

cm. 

2004-10-21 15:45:39 

An elementary school teacher in Chongqing City came up with "an odd trick" to push the 

students: those who got less than 90 in the exams should kneel down, and also kneel to 

take their exams back. 
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A lingerie store in Shenzhen City put up an ad that portrayed a guy who raised his head 

and stuck out his chest with a bra. The caption read, "Bigger boobs, so simple." This ad 

was forced to be removed after some complaints. 

2004-10-22 12: l4:56 

A guy in Guangdong Province recovered from impotence after the cure for snoring. 

Doctors claimed that snorers lacked oxygen while sleeping, and this could severely 

damaged other organs as well as result in impotence. 

2004-1 0-23 12:59:03 

Four Italian students tried to flood the school to avoid exams. They clogged the drains 

and opened the faucet and this cost the school 500 thousand Euros. 

2004-10-23 17:34:55 

A college girl in Nanjing looked for a date by "martial arts contest." Different from 

traditional contest, guys should play the electronic games with her, and whoever got the 

highest score would have a chance to be her boyfriend. 

2004-10-24 13:15:48 

An English girl had a bizarre disease: cancer could possibly grow in her stomach if it 

touched wheat. So she could not have bread or beer, and even could risk her life by 

kissing her boyfriend if he drank beer. 

2004-1 0-24 19:26:21 

A woman in Chengdu City listed forty-five odd qualifications online for her future 

husband, including reading "Fortress Besieged"(note: a classic Chinese novel) and "Red 

and Black" and differentiating wires. Net friends booed her and complained how difficult 

it was for a man. 
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2004-10-25 14:15:08 

A store in Xi'an City claimed its winter jackets could be taken for free if girls took off 

their clothes and only wore underwear. More than ten women took off their clothes and 

rushed into the store. 

2004-1 0-25 16:32:09 

In a physical test for the police in Chongqing City, a 27-year-old policeman suddenly fell 

and died without even finishing four 400 meters in a 1500-metre test. 

2004- 10-25 17122~23 

A Taiwanese man often beat his wife. His wife, a judo practitioner did not fight back but 

always ground the knife at midnight. He was scared and asked for the protection of the 

police, but later on, he knew that grinding the knife was a way of releasing her anger after 

being beat. 

2004-1 0-26 16:44:08 

A live eel as big as a thumb entered a man's anus, penetrated into his large intestine and 

abdomen, and endangered his life. After a 4-hour surgery, the doctor took out the eel and 

the man became safe. 



REFERENCE LIST 

A new message.(2005). Business China, 31(5), 4-5. 

Adorno, T. W. (1 99 1). Culture industry reconsidered. In J. M. Bernstein (Ed.), The 
culture industry : Selected essays on mass culture (pp. 98- 106). London ; New 
York: Routledge. 

Analysys Consulting Ltd. (2004). Zhongguo yidong zengzhi,fuwu shichang zonghe,fenxi 
baogao[Mobile value-added services market in China]. 

All-China Youth Federation.(2004). Guanyu kaizhan "gandong "-shoujie quanguo 
qingshaonian wangluo duanxin zuopin dasai de tongzhi[Notice on "gandong "- 
-Jirst national SMS contest among the youth]. Retrieved November 23, 2004, 
from http://www.ccyl.org.cn/documents/2004/zqlf/tlf4 1 .htm 

BarmC, G. R. (1 999a). CCPTM& adcult PRC. The China Journal, 41, 1-23. 

Barme, G. R. (1999b). Consuming T-shirts in beijing. In G. R. BarmC (Ed.), In the red : 
On contemporary chinese culture (pp. 145-178). New York: Columbia University 
Press. 

Berg, B. L. (1988). Qualitative research methods,for the social sciences. Boston: Allyn 
and Bacon. 

Brown, B., Green, N., & Harper, R. (2002). Wireless world : Social and interactional 
aspects of the mobile age. London ; New York: Springer. 

Buckman, R. (2004, September 8). China wireless firms see new competitor; state carrier 
China mobile levies fines for rules breaches and may want to enter the game. Wall 
Street Journal. (Eastern Edition), pp. B2. Retrieved December 14, from the 
ABIIINFORM Global database. 

Castells, M., Fernandez-Ardevol, M., Qiu, J. & Sey, A. (2004). The mobile 
communication society: A cross-cultural analysis of  available evidence on the 
social uses o f  wireless communication technology. Retrieved November 12, 2004 
from 
http://annenberg.usc.edu/international - communication~WirelessWorkshop/MCS.p 
d f 

Celdran, D. (2002). The philippines: SMS and citizenship. Development Dialogue, 1,91- 
103. 

Chan, A. (2002). From propaganda to hegemony: Jiaodian fangtan and China's media 
policy. Journal of Contemporary China, 11 (3O), 35-5 1. 



SMS in China 120 

Chan, J. M. (2003). Administrative boundaries and media marketization: A comparative 
analysis of the newspaper, TV and internet markets in China. In J. Li (Ed.), 
Chinese media, global contexts (pp. 159- 175). London ; New York: Routledge. 

Chase, M. S., Mulvenon, J. C., Center for Asia-Pacific Policy, & International Security 
and Defense Policy Center. (2002). You've got dissent! : Chinese dissident use of 
the internet and beijing's counter-strategies. Santa Monica, CA: Rand. 

Chen, B. K. (2003, Jan 2). Beyond the traffic report - China's top radio stations 
deliver recipes, auto advice, along with congestion news. Wall Street Journal, pp. 
A.9. 

Chen, Z. (2004, December 7). Zhudao SP quanli jidai zhiheng[Power of dominant SPs 
are due to be balanced]. First Financial Daily, section 3C. Retrieved May 13, 
2005 from http://dycj . ynet.com/ 

Chen, Z. G. (2004, May 27). Xinchanbu qingli wupai "hei hu," zhongxiao SP daxian 
jiangzhi?[MII cleared up nonlicensed SPs, will they be dying?]. 21 century 
Economic Herald. Retreived May 25, 2005, from China Core Newspaper 
Database. 

Chen, F., & Ren, Y. (2003, May 26). Feidian shiqi de wenhua xiaofei[The cultural 
consumption during SARS outbreak]. Xinhua Telegraph Daily. Retrieved 
November 28,2004 from China Core Newspaper Database. 

Cheng, J. (2004). Xi duanxin lianmeng zhi gongguoshifei[The analysis of SMS 
alliances]. Journalistic University, summer, 33-36. 

China Mobile. (2003). Yidong Mengwang SP hezuo guanli banfa-duanxin yewufen 
ce[Monternet SP cooperative and regulative measures(SMS)]. Retrieved 
November 28,2004 from 
http://www.monternet.com/moneditor/zongzhadsp/po1icy/ 

China Mobile. (2000). Chuangye jihuashu [Monternet startup plan].Retrieved 
September 20,2004, from 
http://www.monternet.com/moneditor/zongzhadsp/policy/ 

China Mobile(Hong Kong) Limited. (2005). Annual report 2004. 

China Mobile(Hong Kong) Limited. (2004). Annual report 2003. 

China National Radio(2004). Zhongguo zhisheng aoyun baodao fanying qianglie 
shoutinglv zhixian shangsheng[ Huge responses for olympic games report, ratings 
surges] Retrieved January 22, 2005 from 
http://www.cnr.cn/home/guanggao/sxkd/200409060232.html 

China Unicom Limited. (2005). Company profile. Retrieved January 6,2005 from 
http://www.Chinaunicom.com.hk/edaboutus/profile.html 

Chinadotcom unit completes acquisition of newpalm. (n.d.). Retrieved January 26, 2005, 
from http ://www.corp.China.com/newsroorn/news/O00257.htm 



SMS in China 121 

China Internet Network Information Center. (2005). Zhongguo hulianwang fazhan tongii 
baogao [The statistical report on Chinese Internet development] Retrieved March 
26, 2005 from http://www.cnnic.net.cn/download/20O5/20050 1 180 1 .pdf 

China Internet Network Information Center. (2003). Zhongguo hulianwang redian 
diaocha baogao[Suwey and report on Chinese Internet hot spot]. Retrieved 
January 10, 2005, from www.cnnic.net.cn/download/manual/hotpointreport.pdf 

Coronel, S. S. (2001). The media, the market and democracy: The case of the philippines. 
The Public, 8(2), 109- 124. 

Curran, J. (1978). The press as an agency of social control. In G. Boyce, J. Curran & P. 
Wingate (Eds.), Newspaper history: From the seventeenth century to the present 
day (pp. 5 1-75). London: Constable. 

Curran, J. (2004). The rise of the Westminster school. In A. Calabrese, & C. Sparks 
(Eds.), Toward a political economy of culture : Capitalism and communication in 
the twenty-first century (pp. 375). Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield. 

Da, H. (2004, March 15). Shui zai pian[Whols cheating]. China Computer World, A28- 
29. Retrieved February 1 1, 2005 from 
http://www2.ccw.com.cn/O4/04O9/a/O409a24 - 1 .asp 

Dai, J. (2002). Invisible writing: The politics of mass culture in the 1990s. In J. Dai, J. 
Wang & T. E. Barlow (Eds.), Cinema and desire : Feminist Marxism and cultural 
politics in the work ofDai jinhua (pp. 213-234). London ; New York: Verso. 

Dai, P. (2003). Ni hai bu xin[Havenrt you messaged?]. Beijing, China: Countryside 
reading publishing house. 

Dai, X. (2002). Towards a digital economy with Chinese characteristics? New Media & 
Society, 4(2), 141 -1 62. 

Davis, D. S. (2000). Introduction: A revolution in consumption. In D. S. Davis (Ed.), The 
consumer revolution in urban China (pp. 1-22). Berkeley: University of 
California Press. 

de Certaeu, M.(1988). The Practice of Everyday Life. TramSteven Rendall. Berkeley, 
CA : University of California Press. 

Deng, Y., & Lv, Z. (2004). "Yangshi duanxin jingcai shijianVfan si[ Reflections on 
"CCTV SMS guessing incident"]. China Journalist, 11, 5 1-52. 

DeWoskin, K. J. (2001). The WTO and the telecommunications sector in China. China 
Quarterly, 9(167), 630-654. 

Dirlik, A., & Zhang, X. (2000). Introduction: Postmodernism and China. In A. Dirlik, & 
X. Zhang (Eds.), Postmodernism and China (pp. 1-1 7). Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press. 



SMS in China 122 

Duanxin Jingcai kuangdu, zhen meiren guan?[SMS guessing and gambling: Nobody 
cares?]( 2005, March 23). Xinhua Telegraph Daily, pg. 1. Retrieved August 28, 
2005, from China Core Newspaper Database. 

Erwin, K.(2000). Heart-to-heart, phone-to-phone: Family values, sexuality, and the 
politics of Shanghai's advice hotlines. In D.S.Davis(Eds.),The consumer 
revolution in urban China. (pp. 145-1 70).Berkeley : University of California 
Press. 

Fiske, J. (1 989). Understanding popular culture. Boston: Unwin Hyman. 

Foucault, M. (1 977). Discipline andpunish : The birth of the prison (1 st American ed.). 
New York: Pantheon Books. 

Friedberg, A. (1 993). Window shopping : Cinema and the postmodern. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 

Fung, A. (2003). Marketing popular culture in China: Andy lau as a pan-chinese icon. In 
J. Li (Ed.), Chinese media, global contexts (pp. 257-269). London ; New York: 
Routledge. 

Gao, P., & Lyytinen, K. (2000). Transformation of China's telecommunications sector: A 
macro perspective. Telecommunications Policy, 24(8/9), 7 19-730. 

Golding, P., & Murdock, G. (2000). Culture, communications and political economy. In 
J. Curran, & M. Gurevitch (Eds.), Mass media and society (3rd ed.) (pp. 70-92). 
London; New York: Arnold; Oxford University Press. 

Hackett, R. A., & Zhao, Y. (1 997). Sustaining democracy? : Journalism and thepolitics 
of objectivity. Toronto: Garamond Press. 

Hall, S. (1 982). The rediscovery of "ideology": Return of the repressed in media studies 
In M. Gurevitch (Ed.), Culture, society and the media (pp. 56-90). London: 
Methuen. 

Hall, S. (1 998). Notes on deconstructing 'the popular'. In J. Storey (Eds.), Cultural theory 
andpopular culture: A reader (2nd ed.) (pp. 442-453). Athens: University of 
Georgia Press. 

Han, Y. (2004, August 12). Yanda wangluo seqing, wanshan changxiao jizhi Fang 
xinxin chanyebu fubuzhang Xi guohua[Crack down Net porn and improve long- 
term mechanism]. The People's Post and Telecommunications News. Retrieved 
February 26 from http://ennyd.cnii.com.cn~20040308/ca2545 1 1 .htm 

Harwit, E., & Clark, D. (2001). Shaping the internet in China: Evolution of political 
control over network infrastructure and content. Asian Survey, 41(3), 377-408. 

He, Z. (2000). Chinese communist party press in a tug-of-war: A political-economy 
analysis of the shenzhen special zone daily. In C.C Lee (Ed.), Power, money, and 
media : Communication patterns and bureaucratic control in cultural China (pp. 
1 12- 15 1). Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press. 



SMS in China 123 

Hou, Y., & Hong, X. (2004, August 25). Guangbo duanxin jiemu "reVde "leng" sikao[ 
Calm thoughts on SMS fever in radio programs]. China Journalism News. 
Retrieved May 22,2005, from China Core Newspaper Database. 

Hutzler, C., & Areddy, J. T. (2005, Apr 18). China-Japan rift may widen; Beijing refuses 
to apologize. Wall Street Journal, pp. A. 17. 

International Telecommunication Union. (2004). Mobile cellular, subscribers per 100 
people. Retrieved from January 10,2005, from http://www.itu.int/ITU- 
D/ict/statistics/at~glance/cellular03 .pdf 

Jakobson, R. (1960). Closing statement: Linguistics and poetics. In T. A. Sebeok (Ed.), 
Style in language (pp. 350-377). Cambridge: Technology Press of Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. 

Jiang, W., & Wang, Y. (2003). Prevalence of tricks, porn and political jokes: A study of 
SMS as an alternative digital media in mainland China. Digital news, social 
change and globalization " conference, Hong Kong. 

Jintian duanxin le ma? [Have you texted today?](2002, July 15). New Weekly, 14, 48-52. 

Kahn, J. (2004, July 3). China is filtering phone text messages to regulate criticism. The 
New York Times, pp. 3. Retrieved May 2, 2005, from the LexisNexis database. 

Katz, J. E., & Aakhus, M. (Eds.). (2002). Perpetual contact : Mobile communication, 
private talk, public performance. Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Katz, J. E. (2003). Machines that become us : The social context ofpersonal 
communication technology. New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers. 

Keane, M. (2002). As a hundred television formats bloom, a thousand television stations 
contend. Journal of Contemporary China, 11,5- 1 6. 

Kshetri, N., & Cheung, M. K. (2002). What factors are driving China's mobile diffusion? 
Electronic Markets, 12(1), 22-26. 

Lee, C.C. (2003). The global and the national of the Chinese media: Discourses, market, 
technology, and ideology. In C.C. Lee (Ed.), Chinese media, global contexts (pp. 
1-3 1). London ; New York: Routledge. 

Lembke, J. (2002). EU regulatory strategy for mobile internet. Journal of European 
Public Policy, 9(2), 273-29 1 . 

Lemke, J. L. (1995). Textual politics: Discourse and social dynamics. London ; Bristol, 
PA: Taylor & Francis. 

Li, J.(November 26,2001). Zhongguo yidong shouji yonghu dadao yiyi[ China Mobile 
subscribers hit 100 million]. Xinhua News Agency. Retrieved November 30,2004 
http://news.xinhuanet.corn/newscenter/200 1 - 1 1/26/content-134492.htm 



SMS in China 124 

Li, R. (2004). Shujv zengzhi yewu jidai chuangxin guan nian [Value-added services need 
innovative ideas]. China Telecommunications Trade, 8, 49-5 1. 

Li, J., & Niu, A.M. (2003, May 14). Sifa jiguan jiang yifa yancheng yu feidian youguan 
de si lei fanzui[Legal institutions will harshly punish four categories of SARS- 
related crimes]. Xinhua Telegraph Daily. Retrieved November 20,2004, from 
China Core Newspaper Database. 

Lin, C. Y., Xiao, X., & Chun, G. L. (Eds.). (2003). Kang feidian duanxinxi jingcui[The 
best select anti-SARS SMS]. Guangzhou, China: Hua Cheng Publishing house. 

Lin, X. (2003). Yule xuexi liang bu wu-er san shi Yuan xiangshou "diwu meiti"[20 or 
30 Yuan to enjoy "theJifth medium '7. Retrieved October 2 1,2004, from 
http://www.horizonkey.com/showart.asp?art~id=227&cat~id=4 

Lin, Z. (2002) Shen me yewu xuyao 3G?[What service needs 3 G?]. China 
Telecommunications Trade, 11, 34-37. 

Ling, R. S. (2004). The mobile connection : The cellphone's impact on society. San 
Francisco, CA: Morgan Kaufmann. 

Link, P., & Zhou, K. (2002). Shunkouliu: Popular satirical sayings and popular thought. 
In E. P. Link, R. Madsen & P. Pickowicz (Eds.), Popular China: Unofficial 
culture in a globalizing society (pp. 3 16). Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield. 

Liu, P. Y. (2004) Guangdian zongjv jinji tongzhi: dianshi xinwen yanjin duanxin 
jingcai[Urgent notice from SARFT: SMS guessing game banned in TV news]. 
Beijing Morning Post, Retrieved October 10,2004, from 
http://www.China.org.cn/chinese/PI-cl668608.htm 

Liu, S. (2004, January 29). Fazhan kehu qishi wan, Heilongjiang yidong duanxin 
wenhuajie shuoguo 1eileiCHeilongjiang Mobile SMS cultural festival is fruitful 
with 700000 new customers]. The People's Post and Telecommunications News. 
Retrieved January 30,2005, from China Core Newspaper Database. 

Loo, B. P. Y. (2004). Telecommunications reforms in China: Towards an analytical 
framework. Telecommunications Policy, 28(9/1 O), 697-7 14. 

Lu, P. (2001, May 3 1). New-new people, a special lifestyle. Beijing Review, 44(21), 13- 
17. 

Lynch, D. C. (1 999). After the propaganda state : Media, politics, and "thought work" in 
reformed China. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press. 

Lynch, D. C. (2000). The nature and consequences of China's unique pattern of 
telecommunications development. In C.C. Lee (Ed.), Power, money, and media : 
Communication patterns and bureaucratic control in cultural China (pp. 179- 
207). Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press. 

Ma, B., & Zhang, Y. (2004). Dang shouji cuan zhi laoda shi[When mobile phone jumps 
to no. 1 1. China Telecommunication Trade, 1, 25-3 1. 



SMS in China 125 

Mansell, R. (2004). Political economy, power and new media. New Media & Society, 
6(1), 96-105. 

Mansell, R., & Javary, M. (2004). New media and the forces of capitalism. In A. 
Calabrese, & C. Sparks (Eds.), Toward a political economy of culture : 
Capitalism and communication in the twenty-$rst century @p. 228-243). Lanham, 
Md.: Rowman & Littlefield. 

Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (1 999). Designing qualitative research (3rd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage Publications. 

Mattelart, A. (2000). Networking the world, 1794-2000 (English language ed.). 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

McChesney, R. W. (1999). Rich media, poor democracy : Communication politics in 
dubious times. Urbana: University of Illinois Press. 

McChesney, R. W. (2000). The political economy of communication and the future of the 
field. Media, Culture & Society, 22, 109- 1 16. 

McCormick, B.L.& Liu, Q. (2003). Globalization and the Chinese media: Technologies, 
content, commerce and the prospects for the public sphere. In J. Li (Ed.), Chinese 
media, global contexts @p. 139- 158). London ; New York: Routledge. 

Meeker, M., Choi, L., & Motoyama, Y. (2004). The China internet report. Retrieved 
November 22,2004, from 
http://www.morganstanley.com/institutional/tecesearcWpdfs/China - Internet - Re 
port0404.pdf 

Min, D. (2004, January 14). 2003 nian de zhongguo wangluo meiti(shang)[Chinese 
Internet media in 20031. China Journalism News. Retrieved November 28, 2005, 
from China Core Newspaper Database. 

Ministry of Information Industry. (2001, September 7). Xinxi chanye "shiwu"jihua 
gangyang[Summary of the tenth five-year plan for information industry]. China 
Electronic News. Retrieved May 2 1,2005, from China Core Newspaper Database. 

Ministry of Information Industry. (200 1 a). 2001 nian tongxinye fazhan tongji 
gongbao[2001 statistical report on the development of the telecommunications 
industry]. Retrieved November 12,2004, from 
http://www.mii.gov.cn/mii/hyzw/200 1 tongjigongbao.htm 

Ministry of Information Industry. (200 1 b). Dianxin yewu jingying xukezheng guanli 
banfa[Measures on telecommunication services permits]. Retrieved February 26, 
2005, from http://www.mii.gov.cn/mii/zcfg/bl l9.htm 

Ministry of Information Industry. (2004a). 2004 nian 10 yue tongxin hangye zhuyao 
yewuliang wancheng qingkuang[Performance of telecommunication industry in 
October 20041. Retrieved December 20,2004 from 
http://www.mii.gov.cn/mii/hyzw/tongji/yb/tongjiyuebao20041 O.htm 



SMS in China 126 

Ministry of Information Industry. (2004b). Guanyu guifan duanxinxi de tongzhi[Notice 
on the regulation of short message service]. Retrieved November 18,2004 from 
http://www.mii.gov.cn/mii/qingkuantb/guifanduanxin20040420.h~ 

Ministry of Information Industry. (2004~). Guanyu kaizhan yidong duanxin fuwu zicha 
zijiu huodong de tongzhi[Notice on self-examination of SMS service].Retrieved 
February 22,2005, from http://www.mii.gov.cdmii/qingkuantb/2004-0 150 1 .htm 

Ministry of Information Industry. (2005). 2005 di erjidu tongxin shuiping fensheng 
qingkuang[Telecommunications performance of provinces in the second quarter 
of 2OO5]. Retrieved August 16,2005 from 
http://www.mii.gov.cdmii/hyzw/tongji/yb/tongjiyuebao200506.htm 

Mosco, V. (1988). Introduction: Information in the pay-per society. In V. Mosco, & J. 
Wasko (Eds.), The political economy of information (pp. 3-26). Madison, Wis.: 
University of Wisconsin Press. 

Mosco, V. (1996). The political economy of communication : Rethinking and renewal. 
London, Eng. ; Thousand Oaks, Calif.: SAGE Publications. 

Mosco, V. (2004). The digital sublime : Myth, power, and cyberspace. Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press. 

Mosco, V. (n.a.). Preface to the Chinese language edition 
of the political economy of communication: 
rethinking and renewal. Retrieved May 1 1, 2005 from 

http://www.queensu.ca/sociology/Faculty/Mosco/vmchinese.htm 

Murdock, G., & Golding, P. (2004). Dismantling the digital divide: Rethinking the 
dynamics of participation and exclusion. In A. Calabrese, & C. Sparks (Eds.), 
Toward a political economy of culture : Capitalism and communication in the 
twenty-first century (pp. 244-260). Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield. 

Netease.com Inc. (2004a). Netease annual report 2003. 

Netease.com Inc. (2004b). NetEase.com to report second quarter 2004Jinancial results 
on August 2, 2004. Retrieved Feburary 18,2005 from 
http://corp. 163 .com/news~eng/040707/040707~195 1 .html 

NetEase.com Inc. (2003a). NetEase annual report 2002. 

Netease.com Inc. (2003b). NetEase.com announces record third quarter results. 
Retrieved March 1, 2005 from 
http://corp. 163.com/investor - eng103 1029103 1029-1 568.html 

Nie, W., & Zeng, H. (2003). The impact of China's WTO accession on its mobile 
communications market. Journal of Business and Management, 9(2), 15 1 - 170. 

Niu, C. Y. (2003, May 23). Wangluo meiti yingli moshi jianbian[Internet media 
gradually changed revenue model] . China Journalism News. Retrieved March 4, 
2005 from China Core Newspaper Database. 



SMS in China 127 

Not just talk?(2003). Economist, 369(8345), 7-12. 

O'Sullivan, T., Hartley, J., Saunders, D.,Montgomery, M& Fiske, J. (Ed.).(1994). Key 
concepts in communication and cultural studie~(2"~ ed.). London ; New York : 
Routledge. 

Paule, M. C. T. (2004). "'SMS' Capital of the World" : A Political Economy of a Wireless 
Revolution in the Philippines (master's thesis ed.). Burnaby, British Columbia, 
Canada: Simon Fraser University. 

Perry, E. J., & Selden, M. (2003). Introduction: Reform and resistance in contemporary 
China. In E. J. Perry, & M. Selden (Eds.), Chinese society : Change, conflict and 
resistance (2nd ed.) (pp. 1-22). London: RoutledgeCurzon. 

Phillips, N., & Hardy, C. (2002). Discourse analysis : Investigatingprocesses of social 
construction. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Potter, W. J. (1996). An analysis of thinking and research about qualitative methods. 
Mahwah, N.J.: Erlbaum. 

Qiu, J.L. (1 99912000). Virtual censorship in China: Keeping the gate between the 
cyberspaces. International Journal of Communications Law and Policy, winter 
(4), 1-25. 

Qiu, J.L. (2004, October 30). Peoplepower 11 and the Nosamo movement: A comparative 
examination of mobil-ization in thephilippines and south korea. Paper submitted 
to ICA Communication and Technology Division. 

Rafael, V. L. (2003). The cell phone and the crowd: Messianic politics in the 
contemporary philippines. Public Culture, 15(3), 399-425. 

Ramstad, E. (2004, Sep 23). China cellphone makers slump as low-end strategy falls 
short; consumers show preference for sophisticated extras offered by foreign 
rivals. Wall Street Journal, pp. B.5. 

Rao, M., & Mendoza, L. (2005). Asia unplugged : The wireless and mobile media boom 
in the asia-pacijc. New Delhi ; Thousand Oaks, Calif. ; London: Response 
Books. 

Rheingold, H. (2002). Smart mobs : The next social revolution. Cambridge, MA: Perseus 
Publishing. 

Rideout, V., & Reddick, A. (2001). Multimedia policy for Canada and the United States: 
Industrial development as public interest. In V. Mosco, & D. Schiller (Eds.), 
Continental order? integrating north America for cybercapitalism (pp. 265-29 1). 
Maryland, U.S.: Rowman&Littlefield publishers, Inc. 

Roseman, D. (2005). The WTO and telecommunications services in China: Three years 
on. Info : The Journal of Policy, Regulation and Strategy for 
Telecommunications, Information and Media, 7(2), 25-48. 



SMS in China 128 

Rosen, S. (2003). Chinese media and youth: Attitudes toward nationalism and 
internationalism. In C.C. Lee (Ed.), Chinese media, global contexts (pp. 97-1 18). 
London; New York: Routledge. 

Ryan, V. (2000). ARPU takes a beating. Telephony, 238(12), 80. 

SARFT. (2005). Guangdian zongjv guanyu jinyibu jiaqiang dianhua he shouji duanxin 
canyu de youjiang jingcai lei guangbo dianshi jiemu guanli de tongzhi[Notice 
regarding further enforcing management of SMSparticipation in radio and TV 
programs]. Retrieved May 25,2005 from 
http://www.sarft.gov.cn/manage/publishfile/35/29 13.html 

Schafer, S. (2003). China's torrid trio. Newsweek, 142(16), E20-E20. 

Schiller, D. (1 999). Digital capitalism : Networking the global market system. 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 

Schiller, D. (2005). Poles of market growth? open questions about China, information 
and the world economy. Global Media and Communication, 1(1), 79-103. 

Scott, J. (1 990). A matter of record : Documentary sources in social research. 
Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Shanghai Communications Administration. (2003). Guanyu xinxi fuwu(tongxin 
duanxinxi) jingying shixing xinxi anquan zerenzhi he anquan gangwei chizheng 
shanggang de tongzhi[Notice on information security responsibility and licensed 
positions for SMS operation]. Retrieved May 16, 2005 from 
http://www.shisc.org.cn/zfwtsx/zfwtsxOOO 13.htm 

Shao, S. (2004, October 15). Wo de dipan, wo de yewu[My territory, my service]. 
Retrieved November 10, 2004, from China Core Newspaper Database. 

Shei, E. (2001). Hip hop generation. Far Eastern Economic Review, 164(7), 64. 

Shen, J. (2003, March 12). Shouji buliang duanxin yao duoguan qixia jinxing 
zhili[Multiple methods needed to regulate malign SMS]. Communications 
Information News. Retrieved March 12, 2005 from China Core Newspaper 
Database. 

Shi, S. (2003, January 20). Duanxin ye fengkuang[SMS is also crazy].Guangming Daily, 
Retrieved October 18,2004, from http://www.gmw.cn/Olgmrb/2003-01/20/25- 
9690AE5B5A345AC748256CB3008008 14.htm 

Sina Corporation. (2004). Sina corporation annual report 2003. 

Skog, B. (2002). Mobiles and the Norwegian teen: Identity, gender and class. In J. E. 
Katz, & M. Aakhus (Eds.), Perpetual contact : Mobile communication, private 
talk, public performance (pp. 39 1). Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge 
University Press. 



SMS in China 129 

Sohu.com. (2003). Sohu.com brings magic of Disney to internet, mobilephones in China. 
Retrieved December 20, 2004 from 
http://www.sohu.com/about/English/news~a.htm 

Srivastava, L. (2004). Mobility unplugged: Technologies, policy challenges and market 
opportunities. Retrieved January 12,2005, from 
http://www.itu.int/osg/spu/presentations/2004/srivastava25O8newdelhi.pdf 

Streeter, T. (2004). Romanticism in business culture: The internet, the 1990s, and the 
origins of irrational exuberance. In A. Calabrese, & C. Sparks (Eds.), Toward a 
political economy of culture : Capitalism and communication in the twenty-jirst 
century (pp. 286-306). Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield. 

Sun, B. (2002). Baozhi ye yao feishang tian[Newspaper is also flying to the sky]. China 
Media Science& technology, 9, 18-19. Retrieved January 18,2005, from China 
Academic Journal Database. 

Sun, D.(2004, July). Hulianwang guanli xin de youxiao qvdao[New channels for internet 
regulation]. New Media, 7, 6-9. 

Sun, L.(2002). Ziyuan chongxin jijv bei jing xia de di ceng shehui xingcheng[the 
formation of a bottom society with the reconcentration of resources]. 
Strategy&Management, 1, 1 8-26. 

Sun, X.(2002). Accession to the WTO and development of China's digital media. In J. 
Zhang, & W. Martin (Eds.), China's digital dream: The impact of the internet on 
the Chinese society (pp. 146-164). Berlin: European University Press. 

Sussman, G. (2001). Telecommunications after NAFTA: Mexico's integration strategy. In 
V. Mosco, & D. Schiller (Eds.), Continental order?integrating north America for 
cybercapitalism (pp. 136- 162). Maryland, U.S.A. : Rowman&Littlefield 
Publishers. 

Tian, F., & Yang, C. (2003). Jin wu nian qingshaonian liuxing wenhua xianxiang de 
tedian[The characteristics of youth popular culture in recent five years]. China 
Youth Research, 2, 8- 1 5. 

Tian, Y. (2003, August 19). Zhongyidong zi fei duanxin lianmeng, ku le shui? Le le 
shui[China Mobile cancelled SMS alliances, who is crying and who is laughind. 
Beijing Youth, Retrieved February 19,2005, from 
http://bjyouth.ynet.com/article.jsp?oid=25029 15 

Tom Online Inc. (2004). TOM online to acquire leading wireless entertainment company 
in China. Retrieved May 18,2005, from 
http://ir.tom.corn/enlnews - 200408 1 1 .html 

Tsui, L. (2005). Introduction: The sociopolitical internet in China. China Information, 
19(2), 181-188. 

Vodafone to invest $35 million in China mobile data subsidiary.(2003, April 9). World IT 
Report, pg. 1. 



SMS in China 130 

Wang, J. (1996). Wang Shuo:"Pop goes the culture?" In J.Wang, High culture fever : 
politics, aesthetics, and ideology in Deng's China. (pp.261-286).Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 

Wang, J. (2001a). Guest editor's introduction. Positions: East Asia Cultures Critique, 
9(1), 1-27. 

Wang, J. (200 1 b). Culture as leisure and culture as capital. Positions: East Asia Cultures 
Critique, 9(1), 69-1 04. 

Wang, L., & Wu, H. (2003, May 9). Gong an jiguan chahuo liyong hulianwang he shouji 
duanxin zhizao chuanbo feidian yaoyan anjian 107 j ian[Police investigated 107 
crimes of disseminating SARS rumors via Internet and SMS]. People's Daily. 
Retrieved November 10, 2005, from China Core Newspaper Database. 

Wang, Y. (2004, November 26). Han xiaopeng: wo shi duanxin xieshou[Han xiaopeng: I 
am an SMS writer]. People's Daily. Retrieved March 6,2005, from China Core 
Newspaper Database. 

Wang, Y. C.(2003). Dianxin gaoceng da huanban[Telecom top management shake-up]. 
Caijing, 13, 1 5. 

Wang, Y.Y.(2004). Shouji duanxin chuanbo de shehui yingxiang chutan[The 
explorations into the social impacts of SMS communication]. Journalism 
Knowledge, 2, 40-42. 

Wilhelm, K. (2001). Read my mobile. Far Eastern Economic Review, 164(21), 38. 

Williams, R. (1975). Television : Technology and cultural form. New York: Schocken 
Books. 

Woesler, M. (2003). The Internet transforms China into an "open society". In M. 
Woesler, & J. h. Zhang (Eds.), China's digital dream (pp. 165-183). 
Ber1in;London; Paris: European University Press. 

Wozniak, L. (2003). Rumour mills. Far Eastern Economic Review, 166(16), 29. 

WTO. (2001). Report of the workingparty on the accession of China. Retrieved January 
5, 2005, from 
http://www.wto.org/englishlthewto - e/acc~e/completeacc~e.htm#chn 

Wu, G. (2000). One head, many mouths: Diversifying press structures in reform China. 
In C.C. Lee (Ed.), Power, money, and media: Communication patterns and 
bureaucratic control in cultural China (pp. 45-67). Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern 
University Press. 

Wu, W. (2004, November 9). Yunyingshang gaoceng huhuan de xianwai zhiyin[The 
implications of management shift among telecom operators]. Nanfang Daily, BO5. 

Wu, Y. (2004, April 5). Lingtong jiang duanxin gushi[Linkton tells an SMS story]. 
CEO&CIO China, 7, 34-36. 



SMS in China 13 1 

Xia, Q., & Ye, X (2003). Cong shiyv dao xuanhua: 2003 nian er yue -wu yue guonei 
meiti "SARS weiji" baodao zhuizong[Tracking media coverage of SARS 
crisis(February to May 2003) in China]. Journalism and Communication 
Research, summer, 56-65. 

Xiao, Y. (2002, January 10). Zhengfu guanzhi ruhe yingxiang gushi bodong?[How did 
governmental regulation impact stock market?]. China Telecommunication Trade. 
Retrieved May 1 1,2005 from http://edxy.cnii.com.cn/20020620/ca8275 1 .htm 

Xinhua News Agency. (2001, June 18). Economic strength sees miraculous changes in 
new China. Retrieved May 10,2005, from the Business Source Premier database. 

Xinhua News Agency. (2004, September 26). Zhonggong zhongyang guanyv jiaqiang 
dung de zhizheng nengli jianshe de jueding[ CPC central committee decision on 
the enhancement of theparty's governance capability]. Retrieved May 6,2005, 
from http://news.xinhuanet.com/newscenter/2004-09/26/content~2024232.htm 

Xinxi Chanyebu jiedu "guanyu guifan duanxinxi fuwu youguan wenti de tongzhi [MI1 
interprets SMS NoticeI(2004, April 30). The People's Post and 
Telecommunications News. Retrieved February 14,2005, from China Core 
Newspaper Database. 

Xu, Y. (2003). Mobile data communications in China. Communications of the 
ACM, 46(12), 80-85. 

Yang, B. (2004, June 22). Qingdao yidong jvban duanxin wenhuajie[Qingdao Mobile 
held SMS culture festival]. People's Post and Telecommunications News, 
Retrieved April 3, 2005, from China Core Newspaper Database. 

Yang, W. (2005). Muzhi liliang de jueqi[The rise of "thumb power"]. Eastern Outlook 
Weekly, 12, 29-31. 

Yardley, J. (2005, April 25). A hundred cellphones bloom, and Chinese take to the 
streets. The New York Times, pp. 1. Retrieved May 3,2005, from the LexisNexis 
database. 

Yin, J., Tang, L., & Yin, Y. (2004). Diwu meiti: shehuixue shijiao de fenxi[The fifth 
medium: A sociology perspective]. Journal of Southwest University for 
Nationalities(Humanities & Social Sciences), 25(3), 320-32 1. 

Yu, H. (2004). The power of thumbs: The politics of SMS in urban China. Graduate 
Journal of Asia-PaciJic Studies, 2(2), 30-43. 

Yu, J. (2004, May 25). Guanzhu "duanxin" wenhua[Pay attention to SMS culture]. 
People's Daily (overseas version), Retrieved April 6, 2005, from China Core 
Newspaper Database. 

Yu, L., & Hu, H. (2004). Wang yan: xinlang xinzheng zhe[Wang yan: New governor of 
Sina]. Media, 1, 35-37. 



SMS in China 132 

Zai chuangxin zhong juejin[Digging gold from innovation].(2002, July 10). The People's 
Post and TeIecommunications News, Retrieved October 20,2004, from China 
Core Newspaper Database. 

Zang, Z, & Yin, J. (2004). Mengwang moshi xia de SP shengcun[The life of an SP in 
Monternet model]. Knowledge Economy, 9, 33-40. 

Zhang, B. (2001). Assessing the WTO agreements on China's telecommunications 
regulatory reform and industrial liberalization. Telecommunications Policy, 25(7), 
46 1-483. 

Zhang, D. (2002). Yangzi suishenkan yinling shouji duanxin xinwen fuwu xin 
chaoliu[Yangzi on the go leads new trend of SMS news service]. China Media 
science&technology, 9, 36-38. 

Zhang, J. (2002). Will the government 'serve the people'? New Media & Society, 14(2), 
163-1 84. 

Zhang, W., & Fu, J. (2003, May 14). Feidian shiqi, feichang tongxin[Unusual 
communication during SARS period]. China Economic Times. Retrieved 
November 10, 2005, from China Core Newspaper Database. 

Zhang, Z. (2000). Mediating time: The "rice bowl of youth" in fin de siecle urban China. 
Public Culture, 12(1), 93-1 13. 

Zhao, Y.L.(2004). China's web portals open a door to risk. New York Times, 153(52781), 
7-7. 

Zhao, Y.Z. (1 998). Media, market, and democracy in China : Between theparty line and 
the bottom line. Urbana Ill.: University of Illinois Press. 

Zhao, Y.Z. (2000a). Caught in the web: The public interest and the battle for control of 
China's information superhighway. Info, 2(1), 41 -65. 

Zhao, Y.Z. (2000b). From commercialization to conglomeration: The transformation of 
the Chinese press within the orbit of the Party state. Journal of Communication, 
50(2), 3-26. 

Zhao, Y.Z. (2003a). The state, the market, and media control in China. In P. Thomas, & 
Z. Nain (Eds.), Who owns the media: Global trends and local resistance (pp. 179- 
2 10). Penang, Malaysia: Southbound Press and London: Zed Books. 

Zhao, Y.Z.(2003b). Transnational Capital, the Chinese State, and China's Communication 
Industry in A Fracured society. The Public. 10(4), 53-74. 

Zhao, Y.Z. (2004). The media matrix: China's integration into global capitalism. In L. 
Panitch, & C. Leys (Eds.), Socialist register 2005:The empire reloaded (pp. 197- 
2 17). UK: the Merlin Press. 

Zhao, Y.Z., & Shiller, D. (2001). Dances with wolves?Chinals integration into digital 
capitalism. Info, 3(2), 137-1 5 1. 



SMS in Chna 133 

Zhej iang Mobile. (2003). Zhejiang yidong mengwang SPpingshen banfa(duanxin 
bufen)[Zhejiang Monternet SP evaluation measures(2003 version)]. Retrieved 
May 12, 2005 from http://www.zj.monternet.com/moneditor/zj/SP/zmcc/ 

Zhejiang Mobile.(n.d.). Zhejiang yidong mengwang SP hezuo yunying guanli 
banfa(duanxin bufen) v.2.1 [Zhejiang monternet SP cooperative and regulative 
measures(SMS) V2.1.1. Retrieved January 22,2005 from 
http://www.zj .monternet.com/moneditor/zj/SP/zmcc/ 

Zhen, Y. (2004). Duan xinxin, bingfei nan jie de jv[SMS, not an unsolvable 
problem].China Telecommunications Trade, 8, 30-33. 

Zhongguo zhisheng: Zhongyang diantai shuaixian gaige tuxin[Voice of China: China 
National Radio took the lead in innovation].(2004, November 30). China Business 
Herald. Retrieved June 2,2005, from China Core Newspaper Database. 

Zhou, J. (2004). Shouji duanxin wei guangbo tengfei fazhan chashang xinyi[SMS gives 
radio new wings]. China Media Science& Technology, 7, 42-43. 

Zhou, Y. Q. (2003). Shouji duanxin de caina yu shiyong-Shengang liangdi 
daxuesheng zhi bijiao yanjiu [The adoption and use of SMS-A comparative 
study of undergraduates in Hong Kong and Shen Zhen]. China Media Report, 2. 
Retrieved April 5,2004, 
http://ruanzixiao.myrice.codsjdxdc1ysysg1ddxszb .htm 

Zhu, B. (2004, Feburary 25). Duanxin he guangbo lianyin youshi hubu de jiehe[marriage 
of SMS and radio, a reciprocal combination]. China Journalism News. Retrieved 
May 2, 200.5 from China Core Newspaper Data base. 

Zhu, J. (2003). Guangdian meiti keyi kaizhan shouji duanxin jingying yewu[Electronic 
media may start short message services]. China Radio&TVAcademic Journal, 8, 
35-37. 

Zhu, R. (2001). Report on the outline of the tenth five-year plan for national economic 
and social development. Retrieved May 17,2005 from 
http://english.people.com.cn/features/lianghui/zhureport.html 


