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Censoring the Intellectual Public Space in
China: What Topics Are Not Allowed and
Who Gets Blacklisted?
Xiaojun Yan and La Li

Censorship is one of the main forms of political coercion deployed by modern states to control and regulate public expression. In
this article, we examine the political censorship of China’s intellectual public space, which has long been underexplored. We apply
unsupervised machine learning to examine the database of a leading intellectual portal website, which serves as an archive of both
published and censored intellectual writings between 2000 and 2020 and includes over 740million Chinese characters.We identify
a strategic censorship mechanism that consists of thematic and persona censorship elements. Thematic censorship involves the state
filtering out writing that competes with the official policy narrative, historiography, and values. Persona censorship involves the
complete muting of individual intellectuals who have previously made derogatory attacks on the supreme leaders of the Communist
Party, which represents a symbolic act of open defiance.

C
ensorship is one of the main forms of political
coercion deployed by modern states to control and
regulate public expression. Over the past two

decades, China has developed the largest state censorship
operation in the information age. The logic and modus
operandi behind China’s vast network of online surveil-
lance and control have been extensively examined. Studies
have indicated that, as an instrument of political coercion,
censorship is used selectively and strategically by the state
in China to quash undesirable political expression (e.g.,
King, Pan, and Roberts, 2013; Lorentzen, 2014; Roberts,
2018; Han and Shao, 2022). However, the criteria used by
state censors in strategic censorship remain a matter of

debate. Various conflicting theories about which topics are
not allowed and who gets blacklisted by the Chinese state
have been proposed.
For example, King, Pan, and Roberts (2013; 2014)

argue that the collective action potential of a social media
post is the decisive factor that leads to its deletion by the
state, while online criticism against the state, its leaders, or
its policieswithout such potential is often tolerated.Gueor-
guiev and Malesky (2019) argue that if online criticism on
social media platforms is solicited by the state regarding
specific topics during officially designated consultation
periods, it may be tolerated, but not if it is unsolicited
and outside of the state-permitted time windows. Tai and
Fu (2020, 18) note that social media messages with higher
“specificity” — the extent to which they involve specific
terms — along with those that signal internal or external
conflicts, are more likely to be censored, to prevent such
discussions from becoming “focal points” that can encour-
age readers to “think toward undesirable directions”. Gal-
lagher and Miller (2021) suggest that state censors often
target online public opinion leaders with greater socio-
political influence, who are more likely to prompt viral
discussions on topics that may challenge the hegemony of
the state. Esberg (2020) focuses on the historical case of
Chile and argues that the preferences of key constituencies
of the state— particularly their moral values—may have
influenced censorship decisions.1

Unlike other studies, we identify two factors that are
essential for discerning these variations in the criteria of
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strategic state censorship: the scope of the censorship
decision and the context in which political expression
takes place. We argue that neither factor has received
sufficient scholarly attention to date. First, the scope of a
censorship decision may affect the criteria, as the daily
removal of content is likely to be based on substantially
different criteria from that applied when preventing an
author from making any public expression, which is a
much rarer event. Although account blocking and content
deletion have been rightly distinguished in the literature
on China’s censorship practice (e.g., King, Pan, and
Roberts, 2014; Tai and Fu, 2020), why and how censor-
ship decisions with different scopes are made and imple-
mented has not been fully examined so far. State censors
selectively delete certain topics and tolerate others, but
their decisions to completely mute and erase a specific
author from the public domain, regardless of what they
actually write, reflects an “offense” allegedly committed by
the victim that is implicitly fundamental and non-
negotiable in the eyes of political authorities. Distinguish-
ing the rationales behind censorship decisions aimed at
removing specific content and those that blacklist individ-
ual authors is necessary.
Second, the context of the political expression matters.

The literature has sufficiently implied that context is
highly consequential for political expression, as the specific
spatial-temporal structure in which political expression
takes place may mitigate or magnify the power of even
the same expressive activity (Chang and Manion, 2021;
Han and Shao, 2022). Insulting or spreading rumors
about a sovereign in the context of a masquerade is
fundamentally different from making the same criticisms
through openly lèse-majesté remarks in Forum Romanum.
Thus, the censorship criteria applied by state censors may
need to be differentiated according to the context of
political expression. In the information age, social media
platforms and intellectual portal websites provide different
venues for such expression. Social media platforms are
communicative, interactive, and often anonymous net-
works through which opinions can be delivered in few
words and often address immediate concerns, while intel-
lectual portal websites publish much longer articles and
include distinct author identities, effectively serving as a
basis for broadcasting intellectual ideas. Through their
writings, non-anonymous intellectuals who are “thought
leaders” equipped with “agenda-setting power” (Gallagher
andMiller, 2021, 1019) exercise their moral leadership on
a public platform. Their open defiance, as illustrated
through making derogatory remarks about heads of state
under their real names, is much more politically and
symbolically significant than the spreading of rumors
about leaders by unnamed Internet users on one of the
many social media platforms. Thus, state censors may
want to apply a different set of censorship standards based
on the specifics of the context or platform.

In this research, we apply unsupervised machine learn-
ing to examine an unprecedented backend database
leaked from a leading Chinese intellectual portal website
(“the website” hereafter), which contains a comprehen-
sive collection of public intellectual writings from the
past two decades.2 Since its founding, the website has
tasked itself with collecting and republishing a thorough
collection of Chinese intellectual writings that have been
published elsewhere; it has thus accumulated a relatively
complete digital archive of such writings.With the leaked
data from the website, we construct a database containing
the full text of every article collected and published on the
website between January 1, 2000 and August 1, 2020.
This consists of both publicly viewable and censored
articles (made unavailable to the public). The database
contains about 740 million Chinese characters in
144,280 articles written by 28,494 authors. Among
these, 5,406 articles by 769 authors have been censored
by order of the state regulators. The corpus of the
censored texts contains more than 23 million Chinese
characters and, to the best of our knowledge, is the largest
of its kind, and thus provides a rare opportunity to
examine state censorship of intellectual political expres-
sion in China.

Our research demonstrates that state censorship in the
Chinese intellectual public space consists of two elements:
the selective deletion of articles based on their content,
referred to as thematic censorship, and the complete
blacklisting of some public intellectuals, or persona cen-
sorship. We find that antithetical narratives concerning
basic national policies ( jiben guoce), official historiography,
or values advocated by the state are more likely to undergo
thematic censorship, while a previous record of making
derogatory attacks on the supreme leaders of the Com-
munist Party appears to be the main predictor of personal
censorship. We also find that factors such as the topic
discussed, the influence of the author, whether they had
participated in major national resistance movements,
overseas work or study experience, and belonging to the
“political establishment” have little or no effect on the
Chinese state’s decision to completely silence an individual
author.

Theoretical Contribution
Through this research, we make three theoretical contri-
butions. First, we deepen the scholarly understanding of
state censorship by distinguishing two understudied cen-
sorship mechanisms in a relatively under-explored field.
Previous studies have focused on investigative media,
primarily covering localized incidents, or blog posts and
social media, which represent more of a popular discourse
and general mood and often provide information about
incidents that may not have appeared in the regular media.
We examine the elite public intellectual discourse, which
plays an important but different role, shaping the views of
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both citizens and elites on where the country should go;
this research thus extends the study of censorship beyond
social media to the landscape of long-form articles and
sensitive public debates. Differing from findings that even
vitriolic criticisms against the top Chinese leaders would
not be censored so long as they do not possess mobilization
potential (King, Pan, and Roberts, 2014)3, we find that
public intellectuals on the website who make personal
attacks against the supreme leaders of the Chinese state
suffered the most severe penalty possible — being
completely erased from the public domain. In addition,
we do not find evidence that influential opinion leaders
(Gallagher and Miller, 2021) or articles with more spec-
ificity (Tai and Fu, 2020) are more likely to be censored—
practices that have been convincingly revealed and dem-
onstrated by prominent research into the Chinese social
media universe over the past decade. Instead, intellectual
writings against official policy lines, approved historical
narratives, or state-advocated moral values fall victim to
state censorship. Our findings suggest that in the intellec-
tual public space, a quite different set of censorship criteria
is used by Chinese censors.
Second, we enrich the theory of strategic repression and

targeted coercion of modern states. Rightfully, studies
have highlighted that when states deploy coercive power
to realize their political goals, they often do so with
strategic precision and adaptability, so as to reduce the
potential cost and amplify the deterring effect incurred by
such undertakings (e.g., Greitens, 2016; Xu, 2021; Pop-
Eleches andWay, 2023). However, relatively less has been
said about how states tailor the use of their coercive
capacity to different contingencies. Through an empirical
analysis of China’s state censorship system, we discover
two critical yet long-overlooked factors that shape the
state’s strategic deployment of coercive power: the context
in which state coercion takes place and the scope, or
intensity, of such undertakings. Taking state censorship
as an example, we demonstrate that the very standard
applied by state regulators when they make censorship
decisions varies substantially according to the venue (social
media vs. intellectual portal sites) and scope (content
deletion vs. author ban) of such decisions.
Third, we also contribute to the theory of authoritari-

anism by discerning the priority of authoritarian state
concerns over different kinds of political threats with
convincing empirical evidence. Censorship criteria often
credibly expose the intention of the state, particularly the
state’s perception of political threats (King, Pan, and
Roberts, 2013). By comparing the standards behind the
Chinese state’s undertakings of censorship at different
levels of intensity, we empirically demonstrate how
authoritarian rulers perceive and rank political threats of
different nature — at least in the intellectual public
space. In this research, we reveal that there are two
mechanisms of censorship: “thematic censorship” and

“persona censorship.” In thematic censorship, only the
specific content that challenges the official discourse of
the state is deleted. Persona censorship involves the com-
plete ban of a particular intellectual who has openly
ridiculed the top leadership of the state in the public
domain. The different levels in the severity of censorship
of antithetical discourses versus that of discourses against
lèse-majesté effectively show that state authorities perceive
the latter as a far more grave threat and more severe
political trespassing. The personas of authoritarian leader-
ship, both past and current, are still at the central position
of the symbolic authority of an authoritarian regime— the
open violation of which is to be firmly nipped in the bud.

Censorship In The Intellectual Public
Space
State censorship and the persecution of intellectuals is a
global phenomenon with a long history. In the Roman
Empire, scholars and philosophers who violated the maj-
esty of the sovereign would be exiled and silenced, their
works burned to ashes (Cramer, 1945). The history of
states silencing intellectuals and banning their writings
extends from Tudor and Stuart England (Cressy, 2005) to
Ancien Régime France (Kelly, 1981), from the revolution-
ary regimes of Cuba (Black, 1989) and Mexico (Camp,
1981) to the theocracy of Iran (Kurzman, 2001), and from
the underdeveloped Zimbabwe (Ngoshi, 2021) and Eri-
trea (Schmidt, 2010) to the more prosperous Singapore
(Tan, 2016). A recent atrocity is the tragedy of Jamal
Khashoggi, a public intellectual and commentator who
was cruelly murdered for criticizing the Crown Prince of
Saudi Arabia in his published writings (Martinez, 2018).
Intellectuals speak to society and offer moral leadership

through public writing, which is an important form of
political expression. Modern states face the dilemma of
increasingly being dependent on the practical knowledge
of intellectuals, who may also be major critics of how the
state operates, thus calling into question the legitimacy of
the social order and its political structure (Lipset and
Dobson, 1972). No ruler in modern times can risk
completely closing down the intellectual public space,
but they also cannot afford to take a laissez faire attitude
toward their national intelligentsia. Permitting public
writing about certain topics in certain degree of scope
“will always be preferable to complete censorship”
(Lorentzen, 2014, 403).
For modern states, censorship must be tailored to the

specific context. As Gallagher and Miller (2021, 1012)
note, “the state enforces information control and repres-
sion with a scalpel rather than a hammer”. Indiscriminate
censorship is likely to backfire and induce a range of
negative consequences that undermine the state. For
instance, such censorship may attract even more attention
to the prohibited content (Hobbs and Roberts, 2018),
harm the credibility of the state’s disclosed information
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(Gläßel and Paula, 2020), further mobilize societal resis-
tance (Pan and Siegel, 2020), or block crucial information
channels that allow rulers to learn about underlying
grievances in the population (Egorov, Guriev, and
Sonin, 2009; Dimitrov, 2017). State censors are also
found to possess various instruments to implement
strategic and adaptive censorship, including the total
blocking of specific information sources (MacKinnon,
2008), selectively deleting writings and messages
deemed to be offensive to the state (Stockmann,
2013), distracting audiences’ attention from the prohib-
ited content by deploying state-sponsored “trolls” (Han,
2015; King, Pan, and Roberts, 2017), adding friction to
the public’s access to undesirable information (Roberts,
2018; Sanovich, Stukal, and Tucker, 2018), or under-
taking behind-the-scenes censorship by outsourcing
some of the operations to the private sector (Zhao,
2000; Sun and Zhao, 2021; Ruan et al., 2021). The
state may also alter its censorship strategy to signal to
other countries its change of approach (Weiss, 2014;
Cairns and Carlson, 2016) or the venting of social
frustration (Hassid, 2012).
Given its distinctive nature as a political expression

venue, the intellectual public space is critical in a state’s
censorship strategy. Unlike popular public spaces, in
which participation in collective deliberation and action
is mostly anonymous, the intellectual public space involves
members of the intelligentsia exerting political influence
through either discourse, which shapes the ideological and
moral landscape of a nation, or through iconic symbols of
overt defiance (Finkel, 2007). Its connective structure is a
radiating network in which individual intellectuals are the
major nodes of influence. Intellectual writing is politically
significant, as it can help to disseminate alternative dis-
courses that may conflict with the official rhetoric (Davies,
2007; Zarycki, 2009), lead to the development of a
coherent dissident group (Flam, 1999), or cultivate the
next generation of anti-regime youth (Wasserstrom,
1991).
This distinction between popular and intellectual

public spaces had led censorship mechanisms to adapt
to the specific pathways of influence, sources of power,
forms of content, and connective structures embedded in
specific venues for political expression. In the following,
we assess the content of a leading intellectual portal site in
China and apply unsupervised machine learning to
examine the censorship regime that the Party-state of
China imposes on the nation’s intellectual public space.
We can then identify the criteria that the state uses to
determine which topics cannot be discussed and who gets
blacklisted.

Data
The database we analyzed is leaked from the backend
database of one of China’s leading portal websites for

conceptual critiques, op-eds, and current affairs commen-
taries (Yan and Li, 2023). The website serves as a de facto
archive of intellectual work in the social sciences and
humanities and of serious discussions of current affairs
and state policies. The website reprints content from other
online intellectual platforms and strives to republish a
comprehensive collection of Chinese intellectual writings.
Our dataset can thus be best understood as a collection,
archive, or digital library of China’s public intellectual
writings between 2000 and 2020.4

Given its influence, the website is watched closely by
state censors. Three Party-state agencies (and their local
branches), the Central Propaganda Department of the
CCP, the Office of the Central Cyberspace Affairs Com-
mission of the State Council (zhongyang wangxinban), and
the Internet police of the Ministry of Public Security
(wangjian), have the authority to censor any item pub-
lished on the website that is deemed inappropriate. When
a censorship order is issued, the agency demands swift
deletion, and failure to do so on the part of the managerial
team of the website may result in penalties in the form of
fines or a temporary shutdown of the website. Overall, the
observation and censorship mechanism in place for the
website is carefully applied and is always operational.5

However, although the censored articles disappear from
public view, they are nevertheless stored in the backend
database of the website. This enables us to discern the
censored from the uncensored (and thus publicly view-
able) articles.

We construct a database containing all articles that
have ever appeared on the website. Research highlights
the difficulty of obtaining reliable data “about both what
was banned and what was permitted” (Esberg, 2020,
825), particularly over a long period (King, Pan, and
Roberts, 2013). Our dataset addresses this through a
clearly labeled set of published and censored articles.
This offers a unique opportunity to study the Chinese
Party-state censorship mechanism deployed in the
online intellectual public space over a continuous
20-year period, and thus almost from its inception.6

The database contains the main texts, author names,
numbers of clicks, and publication dates of all 144,280
articles. Among these, 138,874 items written by 28,290
authors survived state censorship and were publicly
viewable on August 1, 2020, while 5,406 articles written
by 769 authors were published but later deleted follow-
ing the instructions of the state censors. The overall
censorship rate is thus 3.89%. Table 1 provides a
summary of the database.

Three important caveats about the scope of this research
should be mentioned. First, we are aware that self-
censorship is a pervasive phenomenon. Contributors to
both social media websites and intellectual portal sites self-
censor their work to varying degrees. Website managers
and editors also exercise censorship during the selection
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process based on their understanding, best knowledge of,
or even guesswork about the state censorship criteria. In
other words, topics that are frequently censored are those
that authors misjudged to be within-bounds but are then
proved not to be. In this research, we focus on state
censorship (i.e., the state’s proactive attempts to regulate,
control, and shape public expression in the intellectual
public space) and regard self-censorship as a constant.
Second, due to the nature of the website and the data,

we primarily examine post hoc censorship (implemented
after an article is being published) rather than ex ante
censorship (implemented before an article is published).
As the data source collects and reprints articles from all
over the Internet, the articles being gathered and published
by the website may have already survived one or more
rounds of censorship elsewhere — particularly the auto-
matic keyword filtering censorship system, customarily
called the “Great Firewall.” This means that we may have
underestimated the censorship rate. This concern is none-
theless alleviated by the fact that intellectual writings are
normally long and sophisticated texts. Scholars have long
argued that text censorship relies more on the hand-
censoring of state censors and less on automatic keyword
filtering (King, Pan, and Roberts, 2017). This allows a
time window for the website to collect the articles in
question and leave a record of their censorship in the
database.
Third, as the data do not contain precise records of the

times when deletion instructions were issued, we cannot
conduct a strict time series analysis of the dynamics of
censorship over small timescales. However, as confirmed
in the literature on state censorship, instructions to delete
an article are typically issued within 24 hours of said
article’s first appearance on the website (King, Pan, and
Roberts, 2014). Thus, for the purpose of this research, we
can safely assume that the censorship time is roughly the
same as the publication time. We conduct an explorative
analysis of the time variation in the censorship of articles

regarding China’s One-Child Policy based on this
assumption.

Two Types of Censorship Instructions
Two types of instructions are issued by the state censors. In
one type of order, the censoring agency specifies the title of
the article in question and requests its immediate removal.
In the other type of censoring order, the censoring agency
demands that all articles written by a particular author be
deleted, regardless of topic. In the latter scenario, the
censoring agency also demands that the author in question
be banned from future publication on the website. The
distribution of censorship rate by author indeed shows a
clear bimodal pattern (see Figure 1), which identifies one
group of completely silenced authors (censorship rate = 1.0)

Table 1
Summary of the website Database

Uncensored Authors Partially Censored Authors Completed Muted Authors

Authors
(Active AuthorsNote 2)

27,725 565 204
(5,966) (425) (35)

Published Articles
(By Actives Authors)

111,798 27,076 0
(90,548) (26,166) (0)

Deleted Articles
(By Active Authors)

0 1,939 3,467
(0) (1,454) (3,303)

Note 1: This table summarizes the censorship status of authors in the website database. The Uncensored Authors category consists of
authors whose articles were all accessible on the day we collected the data (August 1, 2020). The Partially Censored Authors category
consists of authors for whom some of their articles were accessible, but some were not accessible to the public. The Completely
Silenced Authors category consists of authors who had all of their articles deleted. Deleted articles unavailable to the public are
permanently stored in the backend database.
Note 2: The category Active Authors consists of authors who have three or more articles published on the website.

Figure 1
Binomial Distribution of Censorship Rate by
Author
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Notes: This figure shows the censorship rate of active authors on
the website. The censorship rate demonstrates a binomial
distribution.
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and another group of authors who only have some of their
writings censored.
Put simply, in China’s intellectual public space, some

articles are censored because of their content and other
articles are censored because of their author. This raises
two interesting questions. First, what criteria does the state
use to determine what content should be deleted? Second,
what are the reasons for blacklisting some authors?

What Topics Are Not Allowed?
We use topic modelling to identify the relative frequency of
the censoring of different topics. The basic assumption is
that if only some of a particular author’s publications are
censored, the censorship decision is based on the content of
the deleted articles and not on the identity of the author.
We call this group of authors the “partially censored”
authors. To find out which topics are more likely to be
censored by the state, we compare the content of the
censored articles written by the partially censored authors
with the content of all of the publicly viewable articles on
the website as of August 1, 2020. We estimate the contri-
butions of each topic identified from this corpus to the
eventual censorship decision. This process, described below,
produces a list of topics ranked by censorship magnitude.
We construct a corpus of the 1,939 deleted articles

written by the partially censored authors and the 138,874
articles that survived state censorship. The articles pub-
lished by completely silenced intellectuals are excluded
from this subsample, as they may not have been censored
because of the content of the articles.
The voluminous size and high dimensions of this

corpus pose challenges to conventional text mining
methods. On average, each article in our dataset contains
5,132 Chinese characters. This is much longer than the
length of social media posts, which are the data used in
most research on China’s censorship mechanisms (as a
reference, each post on Weibo — the Chinese version of
Twitter— allows a maximum of 144 Chinese characters).
To reduce the dimension of the textual data, we first

deploy an advanced graph-based ranking algorithm, Tex-
tRank, for text pre-processing.TextRank creates abstracts for
each article using between 50 and 200 keywords extracted
from the text.7 The number of keywords is proportional to
the length of the article— the longer the article, the more
keywords are selected. This method reduces the noise
created by long texts with minimal sacrifice of meaning
and interpretability (Milhalcea and Tarau, 2004).
We then use the Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA)

topic modeling approach developed by Blei, Ng, and
Jordan (2003) to transfer each article into a vector of
160 topics; thus, each article could be seen as a distribution
over 160 topics.8 To identify the most frequently and least
frequently censored topics, we use a logistic regression
model where the dependent variable is whether article x is
censored, and the independent variable is the topic

distribution of article x.9 This way, we are able to identify
each topic’s contribution to the state’s decision to censor
(or not censor) an article, namely the “censorship
magnitude” of each topic. When a topic has a greater
censorship magnitude, articles discussing this topic are
more likely to be censored.

Thematic Censorship: Prohibited Topics
Figure 2 shows the topics that have the most and least
contribution to the censorship of an article (for details
about the topics, see Appendix I). Three findings are
particularly salient. First, for intellectual writings, the state
censors are most likely to block discussions about alterna-
tive policies that challenge the basic national policies, such
as those questioning the scientific validity of the One-
Child Policy, arguing against the post-2012 anti-
corruption campaign under the presidency of Xi Jinping
(e.g., accusing the campaign as a disguised political purge),
commenting on the grave inequality under China’s social-
ist market economy, disclosing the social costs incurred by
the state’s environmental policies, or protesting decisions
about important state projects and national events (such as
the 2008 Beijing Olympics).

The reversal of the One-Child Policy affords a valuable
opportunity to test our findings. Since its establishment in
the early 1980s, the One-Child Policy has gained
increased significance in China’s official discourses and
was framed as a “basic national policy.” This policy was
strictly enforced by the Chinese state from the 1980s until
its swift about-face in the early 2010s (Mattingly, 2020),
throughout which time the policy remained the most
censored topic in our dataset.When a basic national policy
sees a quick turnaround, public discussion and intellectual
writing still need time to adjust their direction (Yan and Li,
2023). Given this discursive inertia, we expect state cen-
sors to be busier censoring antithetical writings in the
intellectual public space that are no longer compatible
with the new policy direction of the state. In other words,
we expect greater volume and higher frequency of censor-
ship undertakings around critical moments of policy
turnaround.

Our dataset shows exactly this pattern. Three critical
points mark the course of the turnaround of China’s One-
Child Policy. On each of these three occasions, we observe
a significant peak in the censorship rate of the topic of the
One-Child Policy. In 2008, the Chinese state openly
hinted the possibility of “reconsidering” the One-Child
Policy. In 2013, the gradual relaxation of the policy
started, and a “Conditional Two-Child Policy” was put
in place. In 2018, the state bureaucracy in charge of the
enforcement of the One-Child Policy — the National
Commission on Family Planning— was merged with the
National Health Commission (Alpermann and Zhan,
2019). Figure 3 shows the total number of publications
on the One-Child Policy and the percentage that have
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been censored (censorship rate) for each year over the past
20 years. The intensity of state censorship on this topic
peaks in 2008, 2013, and 2018, which reflects the state’s
attempt to ensure a smooth and controlled policy change
for each critical juncture in the process, curbing uncon-
trolled discussion about this important policy about-face.
Second, intellectual writings on China’s contemporary

history, particularly history after the founding of the CCP
in 1921, invite intense attention from censors. Censored
topics include competing historiographical interpretations
of the Chinese communist revolution (such as discussions
about the internal factional struggles among the communist
leaders and red army generals during the 1930s), unflattering

stories about the Communist Party’s past (such as discus-
sions about the cultivation of opium in the communist-
controlled areas during the Sino-Japanese War), and often
nuanced accounts of personal experiences of political
persecution and suffering under communist rule by mem-
bers of the intelligentsia. It shows that the Party-state is on
high alert to prevent the emergence of any unofficial,
competing, or even antithetical historiography.
Third, our results also show that articles related to social

and moral values — particularly those that are regarded by
the CCP as fundamentally alien and even harmful to the
officially sanctioned morality — are more likely to be
censored. These topics include the usual suspects such as

Figure 2
Topics with Highest and Lowest Censorship Magnitude

Notes: This Figure illustrates the 20 topics with the highest censorship magnitude (in red) and the 20 topics with the lowest censorship
magnitude (in blue) of the 160 topics identified by the LDA topicmodel. The asterisks after the topic label indicate the statistical significance of
the topic’s censorship magnitude. The color of each bar indicates the general topic category. More details of the topics can be found in
Appendix I.
∗p < .1, ∗∗p < .05, ∗∗∗p < .01
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Western liberalism or Christianity, but also counterintuitive
items such as the traditional ethic of filial piety, which is
considered harmful to the norms of the state-endorsed
socialist legality (e.g., one censored article discusses the view that
family members should not report each other’s crimes), and
Marxist fundamentalism, which is negatively critical about
China’s market reforms (e.g., one censored article described
China today as a crony capitalist country according to orthodox
Marxist standards).
In contrast, as shown in Figure 2, metaphysical discus-

sions of academic theories of economics, sociology, and
cultural studies are less likely to be censored, as are articles
on the negative side of domestic policies in foreign countries
(e.g., terrorism in Western countries), or issues in China’s
foreign policy such as the Sino–US relationship. Of course,
intellectual writings on topics that are in line with the
official political rhetoric (such as achievements in poverty
alleviation, national development, or administrative modern-
ization) have particularly low censorshipmagnitude. Details
of each of the 160 topics are provided in Appendix I, which
presents the key words (in English and Chinese) under each
topic, the censorship magnitude for each topic, and the
yearly topic prominence and censorship rate overall.

Who Gets Blacklisted?

Authors Are Not Blacklisted Because of Topics
Now we turn to persona censorship. Occasionally, the state
issues an order to blacklist a particular author, demanding

the complete erasure of all of her writings regardless of
content or topic. One might assume that the likelihood of
a person being blacklisted is positively related to the
frequency of her writing on topics that are most likely to
be censored; that is, blacklisting may be just an extreme
variant of thematic censorship. However, a comparison of
the writings of the partially censored authors with those of
the completely blacklisted authors refutes this theory. Our
comparison of various dimensions consistently shows that
the writings of the blacklisted intellectuals are more similar
to the corpus of uncensored and publicly viewable articles
on the website than to the corpus of the deleted articles in
the partially censored authors subsample. In other words,
our empirical findings strongly suggest that decisions to
completely blacklist a particular scholar have highly dif-
ferent motivations than content-based thematic censor-
ship decisions.10

First, a comparison of the average number of censored
articles per a partially censored author and per a completely
silenced intellectual suggests that there are two different
censorship mechanisms at work. On average, the 425 par-
tially censored authors have 3.4 censored articles per
person, whereas the 35 completely blacklisted authors
have 91.9 censored articles per person. This remarkable
disparity supports the hypothesis that different censorship
mechanisms are applied to the two groups of authors.

A further comparison shows that the topics of the
deleted articles written by the blacklisted authors are more
similar to the topics in the publicly viewable articles

Figure 3
Articles on the One-Child Policy

Notes: This figure shows the number of publications (blue line) and the censorship rate (red line) of articles about the One-Child Policy. It
shows that the censorship rate peaks in 2008, when the Party-state declared a “reconsideration” of this basic national policy. The censorship
intensity has gradually decreased since 2008, as the policy was slowly dismantled. The three peaks in censorship in 2008, 2013, and 2018
may indicate the state’s desire to ensure a smooth and controlled policy overhaul.
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written by the partially censored authors (cosine similarity =
0.227) that survived state censorship than to their deleted
articles (cosine similarity = 0.291, t(3302) = −87.734,
p-value = 2.2e-16**). We further verify whether an author
is completely muted due to the last few articles she
published before the ban. We found that the last n articles
(n ∈ 2,3,5) published by blacklisted authors are robustly
more similar to the survived pool of articles than the
censored pool of articles (see Figure A3 in Appendix C
for more details). This confirms that it is unlikely that the
state’s blacklisting of an author is triggered by the content
of articles she last published prior to the ban.
In fact, our findings show that, even when the black-

listed authors write on the least censored topics, their
articles are still completely censored. When partially cen-
sored authors write on the 20 topics that are least likely to
be censored (see Figure 2, they have a low censorship rate
of 0.49%, whereas the censorship rate of the completely
blacklisted author remains 100%. It is worth noting that
the frequency of publication on the least censored topics
does not significantly vary between the two groups of
authors — over the past two decades, the completely
blacklisted authors published an average of 8.4 articles
per person on the 20 topics that are least likely to be
censored, whereas the average of the partially censored
authors is 10.06 articles (t(58.082) = −0.751, p-value =
0.456). This shows that the completely blacklisted authors
on the website are no less likely to publish on topics
welcomed by the Party-state than their peers; yet, not
even their articles on “benign” topics escape complete
erasure.11

Possible Contributing Factors for Blacklisting
Then, why are some authors blacklisted by the state at all?
We use feature selection models to evaluate six possible
factors that are discussed in the literature. Appendix D
introduces the data collection processes for these variables.
For detailed descriptive statistics of the variables, see
Appendix E.
Article Topic: Intellectuals who write more about polit-

ically taboo topics may be more likely to be silenced or
exiled by the state, lest they spread subversive ideas and
antithetical discourses (Finkel, 2007).We use the percent-
age of each author’s articles that focus on any of the
20 topics that are most likely to be censored (TopCen-
sored20) to measure this factor.
Public Influence: Intellectuals who are socially or polit-

ically influential may be more likely to be blacklisted, as
they could facilitate the organization of or even instigate
the mobilization of potential social movements (Coser,
1997; Gallagher and Miller, 2021; Pan and Siegel, 2020;
Ngoshi, 2021). We measure the public influence of an
author with three variables. First, we use the ratio of the
number of followers to the number of posts on an author’s
real-name Weibo account to measure her influence on

social media (WeiboInf). Second, we use the number of
articles mentioning a particular intellectual’s name in
China Digital Times, a prominent overseas opposition
media platform, to estimate the author’s political influence
within dissident networks (CDTcount). Third, we use the
number of articles mentioning a particular intellectual’s
name in the People’s Daily (renmin ribao), the official
mouthpiece of the Party-state, to measure the author’s
political influence within the Party-state establishment
(PPDcount).12

Opposition Movement: An intellectual’s participation in
national opposition movements can be seen as a credible
sign of her anti-regime tendency; thus, intellectuals with a
record of participation in national opposition movements
are more likely to be blacklisted by the state (Gasster,
1969; Flam, 1999). In the past decades, the two most
prominent national opposition movements in China have
been the June Fourth Movement in 1989 and the “Char-
ter 08” Movement in 2008. To measure this factor, we
first determine whether the author was on the state’s Most
Wanted List issued after the June Fourth movement or on
a list of persons who were prohibited from entering China
because of participation in the June Fourth Movement
(JuneFourth). Then, we determine whether the author was
a signatory of “Charter 08”, an anti-state manifesto drafted
by a group of intellectuals led by Liu Xiaobo (Char-
ter08).13

Overseas Experience: Intellectuals who have overseas
experiences may be more likely to be blacklisted for the
following reasons: (a) they may spread subversive West-
ern ideologies and discourses (Zweig and Yang, 2014);
or (b) their international connections and fame make
suppression against them politically costly. In this case,
a complete blacklisting could be an economical choice
for the state (Camp, 1985). We measure this factor on
two dimensions. First, we record whether an intellec-
tual is non-Chinese or is currently sojourning overseas
and thus is beyond the jurisdiction of the Chinese
Party-state (Foreign). Second, we collect the informa-
tion about each author’s degree and work experience
and check if they have obtained any higher degree from
overseas institutions of higher learning (OverseasDegree)
or if they had full-time work experiences in a foreign
country (overseas military or diplomatic postings for the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) is excluded) (Over-
seasWork).
Political Status: Intellectuals in China are customarily

categorized as “establishment,” and “non-establishment,”
or “independent”. Generally, “establishment intellectuals”
work in state-funded institutions and thus tend to be more
closely controlled and monitored by the regime than their
more “independent” counterparts, who are less connected
to state institutions (Hua, 1994). Thus, intellectuals who
are more embedded in the state establishment may be less
likely to be blacklisted. To measure an intellectual’s
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involvement in the establishment, we use the following
criteria: (a) work experience in state-funded institutions
(EstExp); (b) a leadership role in state-funded institutions
(EstLeader); or (c) is/was a deputy or member of the
People’s Congress or the Political Consultative Confer-
ence — the two legislative organs of the PRC — at any
level (Sessions).
Lèse-Majesté: Intellectuals tend to be harshly penalized

for making pejorative remarks or personal attacks on the
supreme leaders of the state. This is because using
abusive language to attack a recognized supreme leader
— incumbent or retired — in published writings,
constitutes a damaging symbolic act of defiance (Kelly,
1981; Black, 1989; Streckfuss, 1995). The state, pre-
sumably, would use all available means to prevent this
kind of open and symbolic defiance from happening and
diffusing to a larger sphere. We check whether an author
has made abusive or pejorative remarks or personal
attacks toward any of the Party-state’s supreme leaders
(LeaderAtk). We define supreme leaders as those whose
ideological concepts are included in the Constitution of
the CCP: Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin,
Hu Jintao, and Xi Jinping.

Deciphering Persona Censorship
To weigh different contributing factors, we first fit a
logistic regression model to gain a preliminary understand-
ing of the correlations between various factors and the
response variable, namely whether an intellectual is black-
listed by the state. We also control for the intellectual’s age
(BirthYear), academic discipline (Discipline), and type of
institutional affiliation (AffiType).14 Then, to weigh the
contribution of each factor against the state’s eventual
decision to blacklist a particular intellectual, we deploy
two feature selection models from the least absolute
shrinkage and selection operator (LASSO) family: the
adaptive LASSO and the group LASSO. For a more
detailed discussion of the methods used, see Appendix F.
The results of the logistic regression show that making

personal attacks against the supreme leaders of the Chinese
Party-state or using abusive or pejorative language when
writing about them is the most, if not the only, important
motivation for a complete ban by state censors. The odds
ratio denotes that, other things being equal, attacking the
supreme leaders in a publication makes an intellectual
30.18 times more likely to be blacklisted. Other variables,
such as the topic of an article and an author’s participation
in national opposition movements, public and social
influence, overseas study and work experience, or political
status in relation to the Party-state establishment, have
little or no effect on the state’s decision to completely
silence an author in the intellectual public space. This
result holds when we control for gender, academic disci-
pline, and age (see Table 2).

Figure 4 shows the results of the adaptive LASSO and
the group LASSO regressions, which penalize the variables
(or group of variables) with relatively less predictive power
and thus select the stronger predictors. As the penalization
weight λ increases, the relatively unimportant predictors
decrease toward zero, and the variables with more predic-
tive power will thus be revealed.15 The results of both
LASSO models show that at optimized values of λ
(i.e., λmin and λ1se), LeaderAtk (i.e., whether an intellectual
has attacked national supreme leaders) becomes the only
variable with predictive power to anticipate whether an
intellectual will be blacklisted by state censors.16

Table 2
Deciphering Persona Censorship with
Logistic Regression

Blacklisted

(1) (2)

TopCensored20 –0.221 –0.234
(1.034) (1.041)

WeiboInf 0.00003 0.00002
(0.0001) (0.0001)

CDTcount 0.002 0.002
(0.004) (0.004)

PPDcount –0.006 –0.006
(0.008) (0.008)

JuneFourth –0.046 –0.077
(1.517) 1.505

Charter08 –0.061 –0.021
(0.607) (0.621)

Foreign 0.209 0.222
(0.745) (0.754)

OverseasDegree 0.212 0.192
(0.644) (0.647)

OverseasWork 0.356 0.326
(0.731) (0.739)

EstExp 0.891 0.814
(0.600) (0.616)

EstLeader 0.453 0.430
(0.519) (0.520)

Sessions –1.555 –1.544
(1.220) (1.212)

LeaderAtk 3.407** 3.327**
(0.551) (0.568)

Discipline 0.032
(0.212)

BirthYear –0.0001
(0.0001)

AffiType –0.006
(0.022)

Constant –4.255** –4.039**
(0.698) (0.970)

Observations 399 399
Log Likelihood –83.925 –83.682
Akaike Inf. Crit. 195.849 201.364

Notes: The robust standard errors are in parentheses. Model
(1) is the baseline model. Model (2) includes controls for the
intellectual’s gender, discipline, and year of birth.
* p<.05, **p<.01 (two-tailed test).
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Can authors return from persona censorship? In other
words, once an author is blacklisted, are they forever
silenced? In this research, we define a blacklisted author
as one who has at least three articles being published,

which have all been ordered to be deleted by the state. If
an author was once blacklisted and then permitted to
publish again, we may observe the following: (1) the
deletion of all (at least three) of the author’s publications

Figure 4
Relative Importance of Variables for Predicting Blacklisting Using LASSO Models
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from before time point t; (2) the author’s resumption
of publication at time point t + 1, with at least one
article uncensored; and (3) an interval between time
points t and t + 1 that is significantly longer than the
mean interval of the author’s publication before time
point t. We identify only one author whose publication
record meets all three conditions.17 The author is an
expert in the philosophy of art, with no public record of
making pejorative comments about the Party-state’s past
and present supreme leaders. It is likely that the censor-
ship of his three articles before 2009 was the result of
individual censorship instructions (i.e., content deletion)
rather than author blacklisting. In general, the existing
records to date show that authors muted by the state
rarely recover from being blacklisted.

Robustness Checks
We use several more traditional and transparent methods
to check the robustness of our main results. First, Table 4
presents a 2 × 2 crosstab between LeaderAtk and Black-
listed. It shows that authors who have issued personal
attacks against the supreme leaders are 12.69 times more
likely to be blacklisted than those who have made no such
attacks. Second, the main results reported include the
simple logistic regression results with all 13 variables and
three groups of control variables. Here, we also conduct
logistic regressions with each of the 13 variables (with
normalization) one by one as robustness checks (see
Table A2 of Appendix G). The results confirm that
LeaderAtk is the variable with the greatest contribution
to the state’s eventual decision regarding whether an article
is to be censored.

Figure A6, Figure A7, and Table A3 in AppendixG show
the results of the basic LASSO regression (L1 regularization)
and ridge regression (L2 regularization). These robustness
tests support our main results.

To cross-check the results from the LASSO models, we
also use two tree-basedmodels, the random forest model and
Boruta algorithm (Figure A8 and Figure A9 in Appendix G).
The results of the tree models prove that making personal
attacks on supreme leaders is the most robust predictor of the
state’s decision to blacklist an intellectual.

A potential concern is that the six factors that we
consider as motivations for blacklisting a member of the
intelligentsia are interrelated. In other words, there may be
a high level of multicollinearity between these variables,
and thus they might collectively describe a particular type
of intellectual that is highly susceptible to state silencing.
The correlation matrix presented in Figure A5 of Appen
dix E shows this is not the case. The main predictor of
interest, LeaderAtk, demonstrates weak correlations
with other predictors, eliminating multicollinearity
issues. Other predictors also show weak intercorrelations
in general, with the only exception being the three

Table 3
Deciphering Persona Censorship with
LASSO Models

Blacklisted

(1) (3)

(Intercept) –2.839 –0.825
(-2.467) (-0.825)

TopCensored20 . A .
(.) (.)

WeiboInf . B .
(.) (.)

CDTcount . B .
(.) (.)

PPDcount . B .
(.) (.)

JuneFourth . C .
(.) (.)

Charter08 . C .
(.) (.)

Foreign . D .
(.) (.)

OverseasDegree . D .
(.) (.)

OverseasWork . D .
(.) (.)

EstExp . E .
(.) (.)

EstLeader . E .
(.) (.)

Sessions . E .
(.) (.)

LeaderAtk 0.963 F 0.242
(0.501) (0.095)

Notes: This table shows the output of the two LASSO-based
models. Model (1) is the adaptive LASSO model; Model (2) is
the group LASSO model. The table reports the coefficients of
each variable λmin and λ1se (in parentheses). A dot signifies
that the variable is eliminated under the given λ because of
insignificance. The letter indexes in Model (2) indicate the
grouping of the variables.

Table 4
Relations Between LeaderAtk and
Blacklisted

LeaderAtk = 1 LeaderAtk = 0

Blacklisted = 1 22 13
Blacklisted = 0 25 339
Blacklisted Ratio 46.81% 3.69%

Notes: This table shows the relationship between LeaderAtk
and Blacklisted. It shows that if an author has a record of
attacking the supreme leader of the Party state, her possibility
of being blacklisted is 46.81%. However, the possibility of
being blacklisted for an author who has no record of Lèse-
Majesté is only 3.69%.
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variables measuring overseas experience (i.e., Foreign,
OverseasDegree, andOverseasWork), which are understand-
ably tightly clustered. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, the
two variables measuring social movement participation
(i.e., JuneFourth and Charter08) are almost uncorrelated.
This may be due to the two-decade-long time span
between the two movements, as well as the fact that the
prominent participants of the June FourthMovement had
already been penalized by the time of Charter 08 and faded
away from the public sphere: it is highly unlikely that the
participants of the two movements were the same group of
people.
Another potential concern lies in our measurement of

the intellectuals’ participation in national opposition
movements. In the main results, we measure this factor
through the actual records of the intellectuals’ direct
participation in the June Fourth Movement and the
“Charter 08” Movement. However, the authors publish-
ing on the website may at some point in their lives have
joined, encouraged, or memorialized the opposition
movements and thus have been indirectly involved in
these movements. Therefore, in the robustness check,
we substitute CDT64 and CDT08 for JuneFourth and
Charter08. These two new variables indicate whether an
intellectual has written about the two prominent national
opposition movements on the dissident platform China
Digital Times. Our main results hold (see Table A4 and
Table A5 in Appendix G).
For the same reason, we also substitute the political

status of each intellectual’s publication venues for the
political status of the individual’s institutional affiliation
and career attributes (EstExp, EstLeader, Sessions). The
assumption is that publishing in the CCP’s mouth-
pieces could serve as a certificate of political trustwor-
thiness and thus shield the intellectual from
blacklisting. We create two variables: (1) Organ indi-
cates whether an intellectual has published in an official
newspaper or journal of the Central Committee of the
CCP, namely the People’s Daily and Qiushi Magazine,
and (2) OfficialPress indicates whether an intellectual
has published in the “People’s Press” at any level; these
are the official publishing houses directly run by the
Communist Party committees at the central and pro-
vincial levels. Our main results hold (see Table A6 and
Table A7 in Appendix G).
We also substitute TopCensored20 and TopCensored10

forTopCensored30, tightening and loosening, respectively,
the definition of “politically sensitive topics” (see Table A8
and Table A9 in Appendix G). Our main results hold in all
of these tests.

Is There a Mechanism of Spike Suppression?
An alternative explanation is that there may be a “spike
suppression” mechanism at work when the state makes
censorship decisions. For instance, King, Pan, and Roberts

(2013) argued that state censors pay more attention to a
certain topic when there is a “spike” of interest in it on
social media platforms so as to avoid the risk of that topic
becoming focal. Lorentzen (2014) also contended that
investigative reports are censored more stringently when
there are more bad stories to tell, compared with quieter
periods. Our data of intellectual public writings do not
support either argument. In Appendix H, we show that
the prominence of a topic (measured by the proportion of
a given topic in all published articles on the website in a
given year) is negatively related to the censorship rate of
that topic (see Table A10).
We also find that the prominence of an article (mea-

sured by the proportion of each topic in the article
weighted by the prominence of each topic in a given year)
is not significantly related to whether it is censored (coef =
−1.77, p-value = 0.737). It may also be argued that the
state is more likely to take down writings of more prolific
authors to contain their social influence (Gallagher and
Miller, 2021). Our data do not support this hypothesis. In
Appendix H, we demonstrate that the relationship
between the prolificacy of an author and the possibility
of said author’s articles being censored is actually negative
(see Table A11 of Appendix H). Furthermore, an author’s
prolificacy is not a valid predictor of the likelihood of said
author being blacklisted by state censors (see Table A12 of
Appendix H). Combining these findings, we find the
“spike suppression” hypothesis to be invalid. The Chinese
state does not particularly target prominent topics, prom-
inent articles, or prolific authors, at least in the intellectual
public space we study.

Concluding Remarks
In 21st century states, censors must patrol both popular
and intellectual public spaces. Most studies of state
censorship in China focus on the popular public space,
which is mainly made up of the many social media
platforms that have developed since the early 2000s.
Studies of censorship regarding these platforms indicate
that state censors tend to block “the spread of common
knowledge about collective action events (and not
grievances)” (King, Pan, and Roberts, 2017, 497), delete
unsolicited criticisms of the state (Gueorguiev and Mal-
esky, 2019), remove messages that are specific or that
signal conflict (Tai and Fu, 2020), or “repress and limit
the reach of influential non-Party ‘thought leaders’”
(Gallagher and Miller, 2021). However, none of these
standards appear to be applicable to the Chinese state’s
censorship of the intellectual public space. Political
expression in this context has considerable significance
but has received limited scholarly attention so far. We
draw on the database of a leading Chinese intellectual
website and find that two types of state censorship
operate in parallel in this intellectual public space, each
following a different rationale and set of standards.
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Thematic censorship is deployed to block writings that
oppose the official narrative of national policies, ortho-
dox historiography, and officially endorsed values and
moral norms. Persona censorship is used to completely
silence a small group of intellectuals who dare to make
pejorative remarks about the incumbent and past
supreme leaders of the state, which represents a symbolic
gesture of open defiance against the state’s authority.
These two elements are combined in a mechanism that
represents China’s censorship apparatus in the intellec-
tual public space.
Our findings differ from those of other studies regard-

ing the criteria used for censorship. We argue that this
difference is due to our identification of the above-
mentioned factors, both of which have theoretical and
practical significance. Our extensive dataset of 144,280
published and censored intellectual public writings over a
continuous 20-year period includes a total of 740 million
Chinese characters, and enables us to conduct a compre-
hensive investigation of China’s censorship system in the
intellectual public space. First, we argue that other studies
do not distinguish censorship decisions in terms of scope,
and thus regard the state’s selective censorship of content
on a day-to-day basis as the same as the complete and non-
negotiable banning and silencing of individual authors on
rarer occasions. We, however, find that the standards used
for selectively labeling certain content as inappropriate are
fundamentally different from those that determine which
authors should be completely banned from future public
expression. Antithetical narratives at odds with the basic
national policies, official historiography, and the moral
values advocated by the Party-state are forbidden topics,
but pejorative personal attacks directed at supreme leaders
result in an author being completely banned from the
public sphere. As the criteria of censorship often reflects
the intent and goals of the government (King, Pan, and
Roberts, 2013), our findings indicate that rulers may be
more threatened by the direct and open ridicule of the
supreme leader as an individual, as this is a sign of public
and symbolic defiance and thus requires a comprehensive
ban of any output by the intellectual who has committed
such an “offense.”
The context in which political expression takes place

can also help us understand state censorship. Unlike other
research that focuses on social media, we consider state
censorship of the intellectual public space, which has a
unique political significance. Unlike the netizens who
wield the combative power of the masses through collec-
tive expression in the popular public sphere, the intelli-
gentsia are politically significant for the entire nation in
terms of their discursive agency and moral leadership.
They provide the discursive agency to construct a poten-
tially parallel consensus that advocates new norms, dis-
courses, and narratives that compete with the official ones.
Intellectuals have a significant role to play in the forming

of public opinion, as they are those “who speak in the
name of the social whole” and are also “mandated⋯to tell
the group what the group thinks” (Bourdieu, 2020, 45).
As the Chinese philosopher Huang Zongxi (1610–1695)
wrote, “ultimately right and wrong are to be determined
by scholar-philosophers in the schools, for they are the
custodians of the Truth” (deBary, 1957, 197). If this
normative and moral authority is not restrained, intellec-
tuals can lead public opinion into a parallel social consen-
sus that is at odds with that upheld by the state; they may
then call for alternative systems of symbolism, power, and
authority. Thus, intellectuals have the power to legitimize
or delegitimize the state at a fundamental level without
calling for immediate collective action. The collective
action potential standard used in the censorship of social
media platforms may not be equally applicable in the
state’s undertaking to control the intellectual public space.

Intellectuals may also have a political impact through
their moral leadership. These “moral counter elites”
(Reddaway and Glinski, 2001, 140) make symbolic ges-
tures of overt defiance to the state authority. Those who
personally engage in public displays of disdain, contempt,
and defiance against the state or ruling elite may even
voluntarily submit to the subsequent state violence, and
thus become symbols of dissidence (Flam, 1999). Thus,
unlike social networking platforms that mainly have “flat”
structures, the intellectual public space radiates out from
the demonstrative persona and charisma of its most sym-
bolic members. These intellectuals do not seek to connect
but to display and thus take a position of moral leadership.
Their symbolic gestures of defiance may also have a
“broken window effect,” and they may shatter the power
foundation of the state. The unique channels through
which the intelligentsia exert political power suggest that
the state must apply a different set of criteria when
censoring topics or authors in the intellectual public space.

This research contributes to the general literature on
authoritarianism by revealing how an authoritarian state
assesses threats and selectively applies coercive power to a
sector of society. Studies show that authoritarian ruling
elites tend to be selective, tactical, and discreet in their use
of state coercive power (Greitens, 2016; Gerschewski,
2013; Xu, 2021; Pop-Eleches and Way, 2023). Such
rulers rationally restrict their use of coercion to occasions
when the perceived threat to the regime is greatest, thus
reducing the potential for a backlash. However, it is
unclear how authoritarian states identify, classify, and
evaluate threats. In this study, we demonstrate that the
authoritarian state recognizes the moral leadership of those
intellectuals who dare to openly defy it by publishing lèse-
majesté remarks of ruling elites who are on the pinnacle of
power. Thus, our findings reveal the “personal” aspect of
modern authoritarian regimes (Geddes, Wright, and
Frantz, 2018; Shirk, 2018), which has long been down-
played or ignored by the predominantly institutionalist
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literature on authoritarian regimes. To quote Anthony
Giddens (1987, 304), “a key aspect of totalitarianism,
without which the rest would not be possible, or at least
would not be unified into a cohesive system of rule, is the
presence of the leader figure”. The authoritarian state’s
persona censorship mechanism, which completely silences
a small group of authors, reminds us of the penalties
traditionally (and still current in a few countries today)
imposed on offenses of lèse-majesté; these are “purely
discursive crimes” based on national security, but they
“do not physically threaten the state but erode the state’s
construction of what it contends is a sacred national
identity” (Streckfuss, 1995, 448). This mechanism repre-
sents the state’s protection of its own core symbolic
authority.

Supplementary Material
To view supplementary material for this article, please visit
http://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723002815.
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Notes
1 Likewise, Balsekar (2014) finds that in a context of
electoral democracy (India), censoring an allegedly
offensive film may be a political strategy pursued by
otherwise resource-poor candidates to appeal to
minority constituencies who are expected to be
offended by the film in question.

2 The proposal of this research has been reviewed and
approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB)
before any data processing or fieldwork. Research was
undertaken according to the approved procedures and
protocols.

3 It is worth noting that Pan and Siegel’s (2020, 113-4)
subsequent study in Saudi Arabia provides a different
argument, suggesting that “express[ing] dissatisfaction
with or criticizing the Saudi monarchy including
specific royal family members, members of the reli-
gious establishment such as state-sanctioned clerics, or
religious doctrine associated with the monarchy,” to
the extent that they “challenge the legitimacy of the
religious monarchy,” and in fact “likely represents the
most intolerable form of online expression for the
Saudi regime”. Although Pan and Siegel (2020, 114)
regard lèse-majesté as a subset of “criticism,” they do
distinguish the criticism of the supreme leader from
that of specific policies, and identify the latter form of

criticism as “less problematic for the regime as it
challenges its policies but not its underlying
legitimacy”.

4 As the website focuses on public intellectual writings,
it does not include academic research articles pub-
lished in peer-reviewed journals.

5 Censorship orders received by the website always
demand complete deletion of the articles in
question. State censors never demand the editing/
rewriting/redaction of only some of an article’s con-
tent. The situation may vary for other publication
venues.

6 Hereafter, for simplicity, “published” articles refer to
those that were publicly viewable on the website on
August 1, 2020, and “censored” articles refer to those
that had been published on the website but were later
deleted according to state censorship orders.

7 Existing research shows that normally around
10 keywords are representative enough for articles of
the length of an academic paper (Zhou, Yang, et al.,
2020; Zhou, Shi, et al., 2022). In this research, we
extract around 50 to 200 keywords for each article to
make a generous representation that assails the topic
modeling.

8 Topic modeling is preferred in textual analysis because
it provides both depth (by putting words into con-
texts) and width (by abstracting features using the
whole text) (Grimmer and Stewart, 2013; Ying,
Montgomery, and Stewart, 2021). By doing so,
according toMueller and Rauh (2018, 358), we “let the
data speakwithout losing interpretability of the results”.
For the choice of the number of topics K = 160, see
Appendix A.

9 For details of the logistic regression model, see
Appendix B.

10 All our study on blacklisting are based on the
35 “active” blacklisted authors, who have at least three
attempts of publication. The non-active authors —
those who published one or two articles and all were
censored — have too few publications that makes it
impossible to decide whether the articles were cen-
sored one by one (and thus happened to be all
censored), or the author was muted (and thus all her
publications were erased wholesale). For this reason,
we only focus on the active blacklisted authors, who on
average publishes 91.9 articles, and all were censored.

11 Similarly, the blacklisted authors are not significantly
more likely to publish on the 20 most censored topics
(t(39.349) = 1.239, p-value = 0.223).

12 Some intellectuals have common Chinese names, and
thus the counts of articles written by them may not be
accurate. To address this problem, we treat the num-
ber of articles written by someone with a common
name as missing data. We then use multivariate
imputation by chained equations (MICE) methods to
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generate multiple predictions for each missing value
based on the observed data. See Buuren et al., 2006.

13 We use publicly available information to compile the
list. For the “Charter 08” Movement, a full list of
signatories is available online (China Digital Times,
2019). For the June Fourth Movement, we combine
three name lists: (a) the major “conspirators” of the
movement identified by a report of the Beijing
Municipal Government published in 1989 (Chen,
1989); (b) an online document leaked from Guang-
dong Province listing the prominent participants of
the June Fourth Movement who should be denied
entry to China (Zeng, 1995); and (c) a list of the
21 most wanted student and labor-union leaders
during the June Fourth Movement published by the
Ministry of Public Security of China (People’s Daily,
1989a,b).

14 For the measurement of each control variable, see
Appendix D.

15 The LASSO models uses cross-validation to identify
the optimized λ, which resamples the dataset to use
different portions of the data as training and testing
sets to train the model, and iterate for 10 times. This
way, the choice of the λ, a hyperparameter, is unlikely
to be influenced by a few outlying incidents.

16 For the numeric results of the LASSO regressions,
please refer to Table 3.

17 This author had 3 publications before year 2009— all
being censored, and 14 uncensored articles after year
2015.
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