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Chinese online nationalism as imaginary
engagement: an automated sentiment analysis of
Tencent news comments on the 2012 Diaoyu
(Senkaku) Islands incident
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How does Tencent—a leading Chinese Internet enterprise—frame news to regulate popular

nationalism? To address this problem, we applied the automated sentiment analysis program

to more than 500,000 news comments on the Tencent news website during the 2012 Diaoyu

(Senkaku) Islands incident. The results show that audiences’ online nationalism is sig-

nificantly influenced by Tencent news, user engagement, and emotions. First, contrary to

using stimulative nationalist narratives in the early stages of the incident, the platform shifts

to restrictive nationalist narratives to prevent online nationalism from endangering social

governance; second, restrictive news can decrease popular nationalism compared with sti-

mulative news; third, users’ love, anger, and disgust emotion can increase their support for

China, while the happiness emotion has the opposite effect. Online nationalism, as imaginary

engagement, arises from the collusion among platforms, the government, and audiences,

contributing to maintaining the government’s legitimacy. The computational approach pro-

mises to shed light on nationalism research.
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Introduction

The expansion of the Internet has brought about a profound
debate on its impact on the communication of Chinese
nationalism. On the one hand, Technology and important

symbols are key to constructing chauvinistic online nationalism
(Schneider, 2018). Hyun and Kim (2015) found that online
political expression can enhance nationalism. Advanced infor-
mation and communication technologies play a pivotal part in
the interaction between state-led nationalism and popular
nationalism (Schneider, 2022). On the other hand, the co-
existence of the Internet and the party-state gives rise to both
government critics and pro-government voices (e.g., nationalism)
(Han, 2018). Online nationalism can influence government
policies by integrating online nationalism into the political system
and prompting the government to grant more freedom to
cyberspace (Wu, 2007). In addition to facilitating online public
opinion, the Internet also challenges the discourse power and
information control of the state (Liu, 2006; Shen and Breslin,
2010; Esarey and Xiao, 2011). In contrast, Wang and Kobayashi
(2021) show that state-controlled media increases nationalism,
while social media present contrasting effects: WeChat has a
positive effect on nationalism, but Weibo has a negative effect on
nationalism.

Further, most of these discussions overlook the public’s
engagement with online nationalism and their interaction with
the platforms. What online audiences express in detail and how
platforms react to such public opinion remains unclear. For
example, Wang and Tao (2021) analyzed nationalism reflected in
the comments on Chinese social media and argued that the
political crisis triggers the rising of nationalism and its evolution.
Yet they only selected a portion of the full dataset as repre-
sentatives, which limited the comprehensiveness of their study
(Wang and Tao, 2021). Similarly, Yuan (2021) looked into a large
number of posts on social media and identified the topics pre-
senting nationalist sentiment. However, the interaction between
the platforms and the audiences was largely ignored.

To resolve the dispute regarding the relationship between the
Internet and Chinese online nationalism, we claim that Chinese
online nationalism is imaginary engagement. By analyzing large-
scale datasets of Tencent news comments, we fill the research
gaps by exploring how online platforms portray nationalist
events, how audiences express nationalist sentiment, and the
interaction between them. We argue the collusion among the
platforms, audiences, and the government gives rise to the ima-
ginary engagement with Chinese online nationalism. Two char-
acteristics of the Tencent news comment data are essential for this
study: On the one hand, provided by a large number of Chinese
audiences, the comments reflect Chinese people’s online public
opinion. On the other hand, as the audiences are less aware of
being investigated by the researchers (Salganik, 2018), the com-
ment data they provide could be less biased compared with those
collected from traditional surveys. Our findings show that the
level of audience engagement, the platform’s restrictive strategy,
and the audience’s emotions have a significant influence on their
support for China.

In specific, we focus on the Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands incident,
which has been the most influential international conflict for
China and generated a wide antagonization of Japan in the past
decade (Schneider, 2018, p.1–2). The most recent conflict of the
incident started in April 2012, when the Japanese government
proposed to purchase the islands. It lasted for about half a year,
followed by several protection activities from mainland China,
Taiwan, and Hong Kong. Although how people access informa-
tion and express their opinions has changed over the past decade,
the logic of Chinese online nationalism as imaginary engagement
emerged in the Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands incident still holds. First

and foremost, media platforms are required to comply with
government regulations and oversight. Second, media platforms
are dedicated to seeking revenue from audiences. Therefore,
media platforms must balance their relationship with the gov-
ernment and audiences. When nationalism is beneficial to the
government and national interests, it will be encouraged through
media platforms; when the flames of nationalism threaten the
government and national interests, they are suppressed through
media platforms. Nowadays, as the governance of media plat-
forms becomes increasingly stringent, this underlying logic has
gained prominence. Therefore, although the Diaoyu (Senkaku)
Islands incident took place a decade ago, it remains crucial for us
to understand the logic of online nationalism as imaginary
engagement.

We choose Tencent as a representative of the four major non-
official news media companies in China, i.e., Tencent (qq.com),
Sina (sina.com.cn), NetEase (163.com), and Sohu (sohu.com).
First, Tencent is the most popular website among the four major
portals. Second, Tencent has developed two instant messaging
apps, Tencent QQ (developed in 1999) and WeChat (developed
in 2011), providing an extensive user base. There were 798 mil-
lion active QQ user accounts and over 300 million registered
WeChat users in 2012 when the incident took place. A miniature
Tencent news website or a breaking news snippet pops up at
times in the user interface of the QQ and WeChat apps, linking to
Tencent’s website and thereby increasing traffic. Third, while not
allowed to create news reports, Tencent has its own opinion
columns that effectively function as a kind of “Tencent news.”

According to China’s provisions on the administration of
Internet news information services, Internet media—including
these news portals—only have the right to gather and repost news
from traditional media outlets instead of creating their own news.
Consequently, these news websites can only repost the news
produced by other news media. Yet a gray area exists: they can
publish their opinions alongside the news. During the Diaoyu
(Senkaku) islands incident, Tencent published the top news about
the dispute on its homepage, provided background information
in multiple forms (e.g., pictures, videos, and texts), and sum-
marized the step-by-step development of the incident. In parti-
cular, Tencent published a special series on the incident in the
Jinri Huati column, providing its own systematic and in-depth
analyses. Each news report of Jinri Huati had a clear, pointed
message for readers regarding how they should think about the
incident or what they should do during the incident.

Literature review
Chinese online nationalism as imaginary engagement.
Nationalism, as the most powerful political force, connects peo-
ple, the platforms, and the government. The construction of
nationalism is based on three elements: national boundaries,
collective memory, and people’s engagement. Boundary makes a
nation limited (Anderson, 1991). However, the boundary is not
restricted to a territorial dimension; it also connotes political,
cultural, and psychological variances that stimulate national
consciousness or imagination. It takes a critical position in
forming group identities, such as national identities (Barash,
2016).

We argue that people’s online engagement with Chinese
nationalism is essentially imaginary. On the one hand, as
Anderson (1991) claims, a nation is an imagined community
shared by people living within the same boundary, and this
national imagination is realized with print media. In cyberspace,
which is an extension of the nation, most audiences do not know
each other. Their perception of nationalism is obtained through

ARTICLE HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-02983-w

2 HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |          (2024) 11:484 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-02983-w



their imagination after consuming various online content. Thus,
online nationalism can be regarded as the imaginary engagement
of audiences who express their nationalist sentiment on
platforms.

On the other hand, the interplay between audiences and
platforms constructs imaginary engagement with online nation-
alism. Audiences’ online engagement with nationalism encom-
passes activities, such as consuming news stories, expressing
approval or disapproval by clicking the “like” or “dislike” buttons,
and voicing nationalist opinions. Platforms play a pivotal role in
facilitating online engagement with nationalism. To increase
traffic, platforms are incentivized to increase audiences’ engage-
ment. However, when online nationalist engagement poses
challenges to the government, platforms will employ restrictive
strategies to appease the public or even censor the audiences’
content (King et al., 2013; Han, 2018; Han and Shao, 2022). The
strategic choice reduces the risks caused by offline engagement
and aids the government in maintaining social stability.
Consequently, public engagement with online nationalism
decreases their capacity to take action and participate in offline
protests, which makes Chinese nationalism merely imaginary.

The imaginary engagement of online nationalism arises from
the collusion of three parties (platforms, audiences, and the
government). Three parties’ complicated relationships determine
the mechanism of news production and consumption. In the
form of imaginary engagement, audiences consume news and
express nationalist emotions, platforms win their traffic for their
economic purpose by framing the news, and the government
maintains its legitimacy with the assistance of the platforms.

First, as the major disseminators of nationalism, platforms
profit by increasing traffic by producing news reports that shape
nationalist opinion, especially when nationalism is considered
emotionally compelling and marketable. However, platforms
must also adhere to the Party line (Zhao, 1998), which obliges
them to serve as instruments of state propaganda. Specifically, in
times of crisis, they bear the responsibility of mitigating the
government’s communication risks. In practice, platforms employ
communication strategies (e.g., news framing) to shape how
audiences perceive nationalism. As a bridge connecting the
government with the public, platforms have to balance the
interests of both parties and bear pressure from both sides.
Consequently, they produce news that caters to people while
aligning with the government’s expectations.

Second, audiences’ online nationalist voices form their
imaginary engagement in cyberspace. On the one hand, public
engagement with news generates traffic for platforms. More
importantly, it can bring political trust to the government. On the
other hand, online expressions of nationalism can bolster
netizens’ support for the government (Hyun and Kim, 2015).
Shen and Guo (2013) suggest that nationalism and the form of
consumed media are instrumental in consolidating political trust.

Third, the government plays a significant role in shaping
Chinese nationalism and regulating communication on plat-
forms. On the one hand, the government regulates platforms to
consolidate or at least maintain its legitimacy. On the other hand,
while nationalism fosters nation-states, it also poses threats to
social stability (Billig, 1995, p.43). For example, the government
has implemented a long-term Patriotic Education Campaign
targeting the Chinese youth to strengthen political legitimacy
(Zheng, 1999, p.90). However, when abrupt events stoked
excessive nationalism, the populace would blame the government
for its softness in international conflicts, potentially undermining
the government’s legitimacy.

Yet, we can only observe the behaviors of two parties, with the
government hidden behind the scenes. First, the platform
produces the news with its nationalist strategies. Second, the

audiences create news comments to express their nationalist
opinions. Before formally developing our hypotheses, we need to
describe the nationalism arising from news and news comments.
Thus, we formulate our descriptive research question as follows:

RQ: How is Chinese online nationalism constructed in the news
of commercialized news portals and audiences’ comments,
respectively?

Restrictive strategies. Platforms employ various communication
strategies to portray news stories and further shape public opi-
nion. The most common two tactics are agenda setting and
framing. Agenda setting refers to the mechanism that mass media
set the agenda for audiences (McCombs and Shaw, 1972). Plat-
forms set the public agenda through news reports on nationalist
events. By emphasizing what communicators intend to highlight,
platforms direct the audience’s attention to specific topics while
neglecting others. Similarly, framing tells audiences how to view
various issues in news. Entman (1993, p.52) asserts that “to frame
is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them
more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to pro-
mote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral
evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item
described.”

Nationalism encompasses both rational and irrational elements
(Kecmanovic, 2005). The engagement with nationalism can thus
be either rational or irrational. Correspondingly, patriotism is
classified into two types: rational patriotism (pinyin: lixing aiguo)
and irrational patriotism (pinyin: feilixing aiguo) (Allison and
Williams, 1971; Li, 2018). Rational patriotism advocates the
expression of patriotic sentiment in a non-violent manner. On the
one hand, rational patriotism avoids harm to fellow Chinese. On
the other hand, it helps to maintain social stability and national
interests (Li, 2014, p.189). In contrast, irrational patriotism, often
criticized by Chinese media, involves non-violent protests (e.g.,
boycotting foreign products) and violent protests (e.g., smashing
foreign automobiles or looting foreign shops), which can lead to
economic loss and social chaos. In all, rational patriotism can
reduce people’s irrational engagement in expressing radical
nationalist sentiment.

Nationalism can be framed as either stimulative or restrictive.
Stimulative news fuels emotions, appealing to nationalist
audiences and generating higher traffic. In contrast, restrictive
strategies are more commonly employed for the safety of the
platforms. Restrictive strategies are implemented by adjusting the
nationalism of the news. There are three basic forms of restrictive
strategies, including obscuring national boundaries, blurring
collective memory, and reducing people’s engagement. Among
them, reducing people’s engagement refers to decreasing
irrational nationalist behavior, such as boycotting foreign
products and street violence, which poses challenges to social
governance. Thus, platforms often emphasize the discourse of
rational patriotism. While rational patriotism might be regarded
as incapable by some nationalists, it is less likely to threaten the
government. Similarly, Shen and Guo (2013) state that the
positivity bias in the news reports of China as framing has a
positive association with national pride and political trust in
China. According to the arguments above, we formulate the
following hypothesis:

H1: The restrictive strategy of news reduces audience support for
China.

Engagement. Three aspects of audiences’ online discourse
embody their engagement: the meaning of the content, the
number of words, and the number of sentences in their com-
ments. Longer comments with more meanings, words, or
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sentences suggest stronger nationalism, whether it is rational or
irrational. The Chinese people, especially the young, are more
hawkish than dovish in international conflicts (Weiss, 2019).
Politicians apply discursive resources (e.g., thematic, evaluative,
and cultural representations) to arouse state nationalism in sup-
port of their governance (Wang, 2017). The interaction between
officials and popular nationalism gives rise to the grassroots’
“wolf warrior” posture (Sullivan and Wang, 2023). The audience
engagement fuels the flames by generating stronger online
nationalism and creating more pro-government discourses.
During the Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands incident, it is reasonable to
infer that most user comments support China. Therefore, the
higher the level of audience engagement indicates the stronger
Chinese nationalism.

H2: The extent of audience engagement increases audience
support for China.

Emotions. Emotions play a significant role in people’s daily lives,
which drives them to think and behave in certain ways. Nation-
alist propaganda manipulates emotions and anti-foreign senti-
ment (Mattingly and Yao, 2020). The Chinese state demobilizes
and redirects online emotions into regime-supportive nationalism
through multi-layered strategies (Song and Liu, 2023). Official
media act as a system of emotional valves to stabilize society and
relieve social tension (Lu et al., 2023). Following Ekman (1993)
and Xu et al. (2008), we consider seven types of emotions in
audiences’ comments, i.e., anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness,
surprise, and love. The presence of emotions suggests stronger
nationalist sentiment, which can translate to increased support
for China. For example, love is a sense of belongingness to peo-
ple’s nation, while anger shows resentment towards other nations.
Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:

H3: The emotions of the audiences increase audience support for
China.

Method
The data of Tencent news and comments. The Internet offers a
broader spectrum of nationalist expressions (Denemark and
Chubb, 2016) and serves as an ample database for nationalism
research. We examined Tencent news on the 2012 Diaoyu
(Senkaku) Islands incident. First, we compared the news in Jinri
Huati with the incident’s timeline to investigate Tencent’s pub-
lishing frequency and framing strategy. Second, we coded the

news (stimulative or restrictive) in Jinri Huati to explore how
Tencent switched its tones to adjust online nationalism. Third, we
utilize a computer-assisted data collection system called Shuimiao
(https://www.shuimiao.net/NewsComment/) to automatically
gather the comment data. This system goes beyond mere sam-
pling and instead scrapes the entire dataset, ensuring the validity
of our data. Fourth, to explore netizens’ online nationalism, we
analyze the news comments related to the coverage of the inci-
dent in Jinri Huati, mainly using sentiment analysis. The work
steps of analysis are described in Fig. 1.

Manual coding of restrictive strategies in news. Jinri Huati
consists of more than 20 news reports on the Diaoyu (Senkaku)
Islands incident. We chose the first 18 news reports (see
Appendix 1) that covered almost the whole incident from April
2012 to September 2012. Tencent framed the news by adjusting
its content in line with its incentives. We set the coding rules as
follows: if the news reports are used to attract people’s attention
to the incident and encourage people to resist or fight with Japan,
we categorize them as promoting nationalism and mark them as
“stimulative.” Specifically, news reports that emphasize national
boundaries, the collective memory of Japanese resentment, or
promote nationalist engagement (e.g., setting a nationalist
example from other nations) are regarded as “stimulative.” News
reports that create a diversion from the incident by obscuring
national boundaries, blurring collective memory, or reducing
engagement (directly calling for “rational patriotism”) are marked
as “restrictive.” Two coders are recruited to code the restrictive
strategy of 18 news independently, and the intercoder reliability
is 1.

As shown in Table 1, the first news report (titled “How to view
the Japanese people’s support for purchasing the Diaoyu
(Senkaku) Islands?”) calls for prompt action to cope with Japan’s
political pursuit on the international stage. In the news, Tencent
tries to obscure national boundaries (to reduce antagonism)
between China and Japan by narrowing the definition of the
enemy as the Japanese right-wing group rather than the Japanese
government and people. This article aims to relieve the conflicts,
so we mark it “restrictive.” Another example is the fourth news
report (titled ‘How to view “defending the Diaoyu (Senkaku)
Islands” among the populace?’). It says that the Diaoyu (Senkaku)
Islands are actually controlled by Japan, so it is not feasible for the
Chinese government to take any action. However, it is worthy of

Fig. 1 The flow chart of the research design. The research design consists four sections, including the question, data, method, and measure.
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praise for the populace to defend the islands, which aims to
increase people’s engagement in the incident. So we mark this
article “stimulative.” We code the 18 news reports and identify
the strategies that Tencent applied in each news report.

Manual coding of nationalist sentiment in news comments. As
shown in Table 2, we develop a coding scheme of nationalist
sentiment. Two coders are recruited to categorize the nationalist
sentiment in news comments into five levels according to the
coding scheme and the tone expressed in the comments: “very
high” (score= 2), “high” (score= 1), “neutral” (score= 0), “low”
(score=−1), and “very low” (score=−2). It is necessary to note
that the platform or the government aims at controlling nation-
alism at a “very high” level, which will arouse collective action or
harm foreign relations. The intercoder reliability is between 0.84
and 0.88 (Hosti score= 0.91, Scott’s Pi= 0.84, Cohen’s
Kappa= 0.84, and Krippendorff’s alpha= 0.88).

Sentiment analysis. According to Pang and Lee (2008, p.10),
sentiment analysis is “the computational treatment of opinion,
sentiment, and subjectivity in text.” Pang and Lee (2008) suggest
that sentiment analysis mines the data in terms of features,
including term presence, position information, parts of speech,
syntax, negation, and topic-oriented features.

First, we measure the emotions (anger, disgust, fear, happiness,
sadness, surprise, and love) embedded in the news comments
using the Python Package cnsenti (https://pypi.org/project/
cnsenti/). The measurements of emotions were originally
proposed by Ekman (1993) and later enriched by Xu et al. (2008).

Second, we have also employed the Automated Sentiment
Analysis Program (ASAP) to measure the nationalist opinion in

the Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands incident. This program was mainly
adapted from a previous approach proposed by Hopkins and
King (2010). However, the natural language processing module
for Chinese word segmentation makes the ASAP different from
the ReadMe package (Hopkins and King, 2010). To estimate the
proportion of all documents in each category rather than
classifying individual documents, Hopkins and King (2010)
developed an unbiased method. The function of the ASAP is to
perform the calculation of the proportion of catalogs with various
sentiments. Thus, the ASAP is also called “opinion mining”
which serves as an automatic classifier for objects. The supervised
machine learning approach is employed in ASAP with unbiased
estimation. The ASAP includes five steps as follows:

Step 1. Natural language processing with Chinese word
segmentation. Hopkins and King (2010, p.232) argue that when
processing an English text, it is necessary to convert all the words
into lowercase, eliminate punctuation, and stem the word based
on the characteristics of the English language. Analyzing a
Chinese language text, however, is different. Chinese is made up
of characters instead of letters that form words. The characters
have no upper- or lowercase and no stems. Furthermore, different
combinations of characters generate various meanings. We use
the package of Chinese Lexical Analysis System (ICTCLAS) for
word segmentation.

Step 2. Training set assignment. A prerequisite for the ASAP is
a hand-coded training set large enough to contain all examples of
nationalist sentiments in the online discourse that is to be
analyzed. Using the examples of blogs, Hopkins and King (2010)
suggest that coding more than about 500 documents to estimate a
specific quantity of interest is probably not necessary unless one is
interested in much more narrow confidence intervals than is
common or in specific categories that happen to be rare. For

Table 1 Comparison between incident development and news attitudes.

No. Incident development Jinri Huati News Tencent’s attitude toward
nationalism

1 16 Apr. Shintaro Ishihara proposed to buy the Diaoyu (Senkaku)
Islands.

1 May. How to view the Japanese people’s support for
purchasing the Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands?

Restrictive (blur collective
memories)

2 17 Apr. Shintaro Ishihara claimed that the two countries had
basically reached an agreement.

16 Jul. What is the purpose of Japan’s nationalization of
the Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands?

Restrictive (obscure
boundaries)

3 18 Apr. The Japanese Prime Minister claimed that Japan would
not interfere with the purchase by the Tokyo government.

28 Jul. Implications of Major General’s claim: “Ryukyu
belongs to China”

Restrictive (decrease
engagement)

4 27 Apr. The Tokyo government called on people to donate to
purchase the Diaoyu (Senkaku) Island.

16 Aug. How to view “defending the Diaoyu (Senkaku)
Islands” among the populace?

Stimulative (increase
engagement)

5 1 Jun. The donations reached one billion yen. 20 Aug. Why does the South Korean government
strongly defend Tokdo Island (Takeshima)?

Stimulative (increase
engagement)

6 10 Jun. Six Japanese officers inspected the Diaoyu (Senkaku)
Islands.

21 Aug. Boycotting Japanese products: causing us more
loss than the Japanese

Restrictive (decrease
engagement)

7 12 Jun. Japan held a public hearing on purchasing the Diaoyu
(Senkaku) Islands.

23 Aug. Should we fight for the Diaoyu (Senkaku)
Islands?

Restrictive (decrease
engagement)

8 26 Jun. Eight Tokyo officers landed on the Diaoyu (Senkaku)
Islands.

27 Aug. A patriot: Shintaro Ishihara Restrictive (obscure
boundaries)

9 5 Jul. Two Ishigaki officers landed on the Diaoyu (Senkaku)
Islands.

28 Aug. It is deplorable to applaud the attack on the
Japanese ambassador.

Restrictive (decrease
engagement)

10 7 Jul. The Japanese Prime Minister asserted that the islands
would be nationalized.

1 Sept. If we start a war, can we beat the Japanese? Restrictive (decrease
engagement)

11 24 Jul. The Japanese government officially starts to nationalize
the Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands.

3 Sep. Is it useful for Chen Guangbiao to advertise for
the Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands?

Restrictive (decrease
engagement)

12 24 Aug. Japan passed an act about the Diaoyu (Senkaku)
Islands.

13 Sep. Rare Earth is not an army, so it is unwise to use it
for resistance against Japanese aggression.

Restrictive (decrease
engagement)

13 3 Sep. The Japanese government and the private owner reached
an agreement about the purchase.

14 Sep. Why are the Japanese not patriotic enough? Restrictive (decrease
engagement)

14 10 Sep. The Japanese government passed the nationalization
principle.

15 Sep. The Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands crisis: Is the
United States the real manipulator?

Restrictive (decrease
engagement)

15 11 Sep. The Japanese government signed the purchase contract
with the private owner.

16 Sep. Those who exert violence with mendacious
patriotism should be punished

Restrictive (decrease
engagement)

16 17 Sep. Why is it difficult to break the Diaoyu (Senkaku)
Islands deadlock?

Restrictive (decrease
engagement)

17 18 Sep. Everyone is responsible for the rise and fall of his
country

Restrictive (decrease
engagement)

18 20 Sep. It is unnecessary to be overly pessimistic about
irrational anti-Japanese behavior.

Restrictive (decrease
engagement)
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some applications, as few as 100 documents may even be
sufficient (Hopkins and King, 2010, p.242). 300–500 comments in
each case is enough for the desired estimation accuracy.
Therefore, we randomly select 300–500 comments for each of
the eighteen news articles. Then, we manually code the selected
comments to be the training sets according to the coding rules
(see Table 2). With this training set, the ASAP learns how to
understand and code the residual comments.

Step 3. Word table construction. After the previous steps, we
download the training set of comments and the comments for
automated sentiment analysis from a spreadsheet file to a Word
table for further statistical processing. Based on the training set,
the ASAP recognizes which words in the samples gain high points
and which words deserve low points. For example, in the training
set, we mark the comments containing the phrase “打日本”
(strike against Japan) with 2 points and those with the meaning of
“谴责” (condemn) with 1 point.

Step 4. Unbiased proportion estimation of comments with
different sentiment levels. Instead of finding a needle in the
haystack, Hopkins and King (2010) propose to directly
characterize the haystack. The central idea of Hopkins and King
(2010) relies on the so-called random selection assumption: the
misclassification probability calculated using data from the
training dataset also applies to unlabeled population datasets.
By directly estimating the document proportion using the

algorithm developed by Hopkins and his colleagues (Hopkins
and King, 2010; Hopkins et al. 2012), the ASAP provides a
relatively low biased proportion estimation.

Step 5. Results reporting. The ASAP outputs the proportions of
different levels of nationalist sentiment.

Results
To answer the research question, we start from describing the
communication strategies in the Tencent news of Jinri Huati and
the nationalism presented in the audience comments. Further, we
employ regression models to formally test our hypotheses and
examine the relationship between Tencent’s communication
strategy and the audiences’ online nationalism.

Tencent’s news framing. As Tencent’s standard narration about
the Sino-Japanese conflict, the first column of Table 1 shows the
incident development summarized by Tencent editors based on
the reports of the other media outlets. As the summary of the
facts of the incident, it is more objective than Tencent editors’
discussions. The second column of Table 1 shows the titles of 18
Jinri Huati news reports. By comparing the incident development
situation (the first column) and the news reports of Jinri Huati
(the second column), we explore the publishing frequency of
Tencent news. Additionally, after reading the news, we code

Table 2 Manual coding of nationalist sentiment.

Type Coding scheme Tone Examples Translation(C-E)

Very high
Score= 2

The comments include strong
resentment of Japan or a strong
assertion of defending China’s
sovereignty.
The comments support war with
Japan or a boycott of Japanese
products with violence, such as
smashing Japanese brand
automobiles. Some radical or
impolite words may be used.

relatively
strong

1.打日本, 我捐命。
2.要打就把小日本他们彻底灭

了!
3.小日本可以买岛, 我们也可以

从上帝那里把小日本买过来然

后统统干掉。

1. Fighting with Japan, I will devote my life.
2. If we fight, we should eliminate all the Japs!
3. The Japs can purchase the Islands, but we can
also buy Jap from God and eliminate them all.

High
Score= 1

The comments have some
concerns about the incident. They
support rational patriotism instead
of waging war with Japan.
Pejorative appellation for Japan can
also be used.

relatively
even

1…战争一爆发, 没有一个家庭是

完整的, 希望和平解决…..
2. 我们支持正义, 支持我们的国

家。
3. 我只是一个普通人, 我只能尽

我微薄之力, 不买日货。

1. If the war breaks out, no families will be
complete. (I) hope (the Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands
dispute) will be peacefully solved…
2. We support justice and our nation.
3. I am an ordinary person, and what I can do is
not buy any Japanese products.

Neutral
Score= 0

The comments are neutral to the
news, such as bumping,
advertisement, and flaming.

relatively
even or no
special
tone

1. 顶
2. 占座

3. 坐看互喷

1. Ding (bumping)
2. Seat occupied
3. See the flaming (between other netizens).

Low
Score=−1

The comments show people’s lack
of concern about the incident.

relatively
even

1. 买不买, 卖不卖与我无关, 哥只

关心粮食和蔬菜, 因为活着要生

活!
2. 中国人连自己的房子都买不

起, 关心这个有用么, 你统一世界

又能怎么样, 土地是你的么?
3. 关我们老百姓鸟事? 中国什么

时候是老百姓的中国, 不一直是

政府的吗?

1. To purchase or sell (the Diaoyu (Senkaku)
Islands) has nothing to do with me. As I need to
survive in society, what I care about is rice and
vegetables (my own life).
2. As Chinese people cannot even afford their own
houses, why should we concern ourselves with
purchasing the islands? Even if we reunify the
world, the land will not belong to us.
3. It has nothing to do with us ordinary people.
When does China belong to the ordinary people?
Is it not always the government’s country?

Very low
Score=−2

The comments express something
unfavorable for China or say
something favorable for Japan.

relatively
strong

1.打死不爱国。卖日本车的人,
如果他坐牢我愿意养他们的父

母亲。
2. 我喜欢日本人, 日本天(皇)万
岁!
3.世界上任何一个国家都比中国

可敬可爱。

1. I would like to die other than be patriotic. If the
Japanese automobile salesperson goes to prison, I
would like to support his parents.
2. I like the Japanese. Long live the Mikado!
3. Any other country in the world is more
venerable than China.
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Tencent’s general attitude toward nationalism (the last column).
Two key points arise from our observations: First, the publishing
frequency suggests the news framing function of the platform;
second, whether the Tencent news can stimulate nationalist
sentiment depends on Tencent’s framing purpose.

First, Table 1 illustrates that Tencent’s news publication lags
behind incident reports. When the other media outlets release
reports on the Japanese government’s activities during the
incident, Tencent follows by producing corresponding Jinri
Huati news reports to guide public opinion. For instance, four
sub-incidents were covered by other media outlets in April 2012,
while the related Jinri Huati news reports emerged on 1 May
2012. In May, with limited incident news, Tencent did not create
additional Jinri Huati news. Similarly, when another four sub-
incidents were reported in June, Tencent produced two related
Jinri Huati news reports in July.

Second, Tencent actively frames the news in response to the
incident’s development. In August, when the Japanese govern-
ment officially initiated the nationalization of the Diaoyu
(Senkaku) Islands, Tencent significantly increased the number
of Jinri Huati news reports, reaching a total of six. These news
reports were swiftly published from 16 August to 28 August, with
new reports appearing in no more than four days. This surge was
prompted by widespread protests in major cities of China during
this period. As the dispute came to a climax in September, a total
of nine Jinri Huati news reports were released. Consequently,
from Tencent’s perspective, the increase in the number of Jinri
Huati news reports reflects the escalation of the Sino-Japanese
conflict and the growing demand for online news framing.

Third, when examining the results of manual coding of the
Jinri Huati news, a clear pattern of restrictive strategies emerges.
As Table 1 shows, out of the 18 Jinri Huati news reports, only two
are marked as “stimulative,” while the remaining 16 are classified
as “restrictive.” Notably, the two stimulative news reports (the
fourth news and the fifth news) were published during a phase
when the conflict had not escalated. Even in their stimulative
capacity, these reports only called for certain actions without
fueling strong resentment or resistance against Japan. An
important milestone of the incident was the Japanese govern-
ment’s signing of the purchase contract with the private owner on

11 September which incited considerable frustration among many
Chinese citizens. The eruption of nationalism caused violence
towards the Japanese residents in China and even incidents
involving Chinese individuals working for Japanese companies or
married to Japanese spouses (Wallace and Weiss, 2014). Such a
situation posed a direct challenge to state governance. Excessive
nationalism leading to social turmoil could tarnish the govern-
ment’s image and legitimacy (Shirk, 2008). It is reasonable to
speculate that Tencent’s shift in reporting aligns with internal
directives from the authorities to temper nationalist sentiment.
Consequently, Tencent adjusted the frame of subsequent news
reports (from the sixth news to the eighteenth news) to emphasize
rationality in the context of the incident, aiming to bring down
nationalist sentiment to an acceptable level to the government.
The restrictive strategy of Jinri Huati news underscores Tencent’s
efforts to curb popular nationalism.

In summary, Tencent managed its news production during the
incident by adapting both the publication frequency and the news
content. Initially, as the incident began, Tencent released Jinri
Huati news with relatively low frequency. As the conflict
escalated, Tencent significantly increased its coverage of the
incident, effectively framed the news, and enhanced audiences’
nationalist sentiment. Notably, when offline protests engendered
much violence, Tencent’s news production featured the restrictive
strategy, which helped suppress popular nationalism and
advocate rational patriotism. As Zheng (1999) argues, rational
patriotism represents a milder form of nationalism supported by
the government.

Public engagement with Tencent news. Analyzing audiences’
engagement involves two key steps: comment count and senti-
ment evaluation. The first step involves counting the number of
comments in each Jinri Huati news report. Tencent news allows
audiences to air their opinion and engage with the news content.
The sheer volume of comments indicates a significant level of
interest and engagement among the audience with regard to the
incident covered in the news.

Figure 2 shows the comment number of 18 Jinri Huati news
reports comments (see also Appendix 2). Notably, there is a

Fig. 2 The comment number of 18 Jinri Huati news reports. The horizontal axis shows the publication date of each news report, and the vertical axis
shows the number of comments.
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noticeable spike in the number of comments in late August and
early September, aligning with the climax of the Diaoyu
(Senkaku) Islands conflict and Tencent’s increasing coverage of
the incident (see Table 1). Given the issue of salience to national
sovereignty, we interpret these spikes in coverage and comments
as signs of increased interest in national identity and nationalism.

Figure 2 reveals an interesting observation regarding audience
engagement. Specifically, the fifth news report, titled “Why Does the
South Korean Government Strongly Defend Tokdo Island (Take-
shima)?” and the eighth news report, titled “A Patriot: Shintaro
Ishihara,” received significantly fewer comments compared to the
other news reports. This discrepancy can be attributed to the fact
that these two news reports do not directly discuss the Diaoyu
(Senkaku) Islands incident, which is the central focus of the news
series titled “The Escalation of the Diaoyu Islands Crisis.”

Sentiment analysis of the user comments. The second step aims
at evaluating nationalist sentiment within the comment data
using the ASAP program. With the processed data, the ASAP
program is run to conduct sentiment analysis. We also calculate
the mean values of nationalist sentiment in each news report.
Figure 3 displays the percentage of different levels of nationalist
sentiment in the 18 Jinri Huati news reports. There are two spikes
(the second news and the seventh news, above 40%) in “very
high” nationalism (which Tencent aimed to decrease).

Tencent’s strategic narration of the conflict aims to balance the
expression of nationalism with the need to prevent excessive violence
and social chaos. Without the restrictive approach, the level of
nationalism might have escalated further, given the peak of offline
nationalism during that time. Here’s a breakdown of their strategies:

First, catering to angry emotions. At the start of the anti-
Japanese demonstration in August 2012, Tencent published two
stimulative news reports (the fourth news and the fifth news) on
16 and 20 August 2012 (see Table 1). These reports aimed to cater
to audiences’ angry emotions and promote nationalism.

Second, shifting to a restrictive tone. As street demonstrations
escalated and violence became prominent, Tencent quickly
shifted to a restrictive tone. On 21 August 2012, they released
the sixth news, which advocated rational patriotism and

discouraged boycotting Japanese products. The restrictive voice
continued throughout the rest of the incident.

Third, gradual reduction of nationalism. Figure 3 shows that
Tencent’s strategy to dial back nationalism does not have an
immediate effect. The seventh news still has very high-level
nationalist sentiment (above 40%). However, from the eighth
news to the eighteenth news, the level of high-level nationalist
sentiment consistently remains below 30%, which is considered
within an acceptable range.

Figure 4 shows the mean percentage of nationalist sentiment.
First, the proportion of comments categorized as “low” and “very
low” is very small. In particular, the proportion of “very low” level
is almost negligible (0.28%). Second, the largest portion of
nationalist sentiment falls into the “high” category (70.57%)
instead of “very high,” suggesting that most audiences utilize a
rationalist frame to express their nationalism. They tend to adopt
rationalist discourse (e.g., orally condemning Japan) rather than
promoting collective actions (e.g., proposing war with Japan) that
could jeopardize the government’s legitimacy. Third, the “very
high” level nationalist sentiment (e.g., supporting war or
smashing Japanese autos) is relatively high (15.88%), taking the
second place among the five levels. Indeed, the risks associated
with strong nationalism should not be underestimated. In
addition, this pattern is relatively stable across 18 news reports.

After measuring the nationalist sentiment in the comments of
Jinri Huati news, we investigate whether the nationalist sentiment
reflected in the comments is affected by Tencent’s framing of the
news. Qualitatively speaking, it appears that the framing of Tencent
in the Jinri Huati news is effective in influencing the tone and level
of online nationalism among the audience during the course of the
Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands incident. In the beginning and middle part
of the incident, Tencent only designed two stimulative news reports
to promote online nationalism. Audiences’ “very high level” online
nationalism takes a more significant proportion in the first seven
news reports, implying that Tencent encourages audiences to raise
nationalist sentiment. With the development of the incident,
people’s offline nationalist sentiment became stronger, and protests
continuously emerged in many cities (Wallace and Weiss, 2014).
Therefore, Tencent switched to producing news to adjust

Fig. 3 Percentage and mean value distribution of audience comments’ nationalist sentiment across 18 news. The nationalist sentiment comprises five
levels: very low, low, neutral, high, and very high. The orange line indicates the mean value of the nationalist sentiment.
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nationalism by calling for “rational patriotism” after 21 August 2012.
From the eighth news to the eighteenth news, the “very high level”
nationalism was mostly below 20%, except for the tenth news and
fourteenth news, only a little higher than 20%. In particular, during
the climax of the incident (from 11 to 16 September 2012), when the
11th–13th news reports were released, the “very high level”
nationalism was even lower than 10% (see Fig. 3). Thus, when the
protests were fierce in the streets, Tencent tried to frame the news to
restrict audiences’ online nationalism, which seems to be effective.

Overall, it shows that the audience’s engagement with
Tencent’s news reports during the incident is marked by a high
level of nationalism, but this nationalism generally remains within
a range that did not incite widespread violence or extreme actions.
While the public express strong nationalist sentiments, they are
largely channeled through discourse and online expression rather
than leading to widespread physical violence or extreme
behaviors. This finding also highlights the role of media platforms
in shaping and moderating nationalism sentiment.

Hypotheses testing. We formally conduct a logistic regression
analysis to examine the relationship between Tencent news and
online nationalism presented in audiences’ comments (see
Table 3). We employ both OLS and mixed effects logistic
regression to test the hypotheses. Using the support for China in
6398 comments as the dependent variable, we categorize the
comments with high and very high nationalism as “support
China” and those with very low, low nationalism, and neutral as
“neutral or not support China.” We code the attitudes that
“support China” as 1 and others as 0.

Table 3 provides a comprehensive overview of the findings: First,
there is a negative relationship between Tencent’s restrictive news
framing and corresponding online popular nationalism. Compared
with stimulative strategies, when Tencent applies restrictive
strategies in its Jinri Huati news, online nationalism significantly
decreases. This finding suggests that Tencent as a platform can
effectively adjust popular nationalism. Second, the length of the
comments positively influences the level of nationalism, suggesting
that a higher level of engagement tends to intensify nationalism.
Third, users’ emotions, including love, anger, and disgust, can
increase their support for China, while the emotion of happiness has
the opposite effect. In all, our hypotheses H1-3 are largely supported.

Discussion and conclusion
To understand how the interplay between the platform and its
audience gives rise to online nationalism, we empirically

investigate Tencent’s framing of Jinri Huati news, online
nationalism presented in audiences’ comments, as well as their
relationships during the Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands incident.
Tencent primarily employs the restrictive strategy to adjust online

Fig. 4 Mean percentage of nationalist sentiment. The distribution of nationalist sentiment is left-skewed.

Table 3 OLS and mixed effects logistic regression on
support China.

Dependent variable: Support China

OLS Mixed Effect

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Intercept 0.559*** 0.512*** 0.566*** 0.509***
(0.126) (0.128) (0.047) (0.034)

Restrictive −0.268* −0.283** −0.199*** −0.205***
(0.107) (0.108) (0.047) (0.034)

Number of Words 0.058*** 0.047*** 0.061*** 0.050***
(0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003)

Number of sentences 0.063 0.054 0.034 0.028
(0.056) (0.056) (0.033) (0.028)

Happiness of comments 0.361* −0.380***
(0.170) (0.034)

Sadness of comments 0.068 0.099**
(0.210) (0.034)

Love of comments 0.503*** 0.480***
(0.08) (0.032)

Anger of comments 1.016* 1.013***
(0.510) (0.034)

Disgust of comments 0.284*** 0.297***
(0.072) (0.030)

Surprise of comments −0.704 −0.597
(0.737) (0.750)

Fear of comments 0.567 0.557***
(0.350) (0.034)

SD (Intercept news) 0.476 0.462
Observations 6398 6398 6398 6398
Adjusted R2 0.18 0.2
R2 Marg. 0.797 0.825
R2 Cond. 0.81 0.835
AIC 3459.2 3405.9
BIC 3493 3487
ICC 0.1 0.1
RMSE 0.27 0.27

Model 1 and Model 2 are OLS logistic regression models. In comparison, Model 3 and Model 4
are mixed effects logistic regression models using news as a group variable.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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nationalism and alleviate the fervor of irrational patriotism.
Through its strategic news framing, the platform effectively
accomplishes its objectives: It bolsters popular nationalism by
garnering audience attention through extensive reporting while
concurrently tempering popular nationalism by adopting a more
restrictive stance.

First, the “very high” level nationalism, signifying extreme
nationalism, is present at a relatively low percentage, notably lower
than the “high level” nationalist sentiment, which is considered
conducive to the government’s interests and platform stability.
Second, Tencent facilitates a rise of rational discourse in both news
reports and user-generated comments aligned with the govern-
ment’s official narrative, thereby assisting the government in
forestalling collective action. In addition, audiences’ nationalist
sentiment is relatively stable over time. Platforms, such as Ten-
cent, effectively affect online nationalism through communication
strategies in news reports. In contrast, popular nationalism in
public demonstrations appeared challenging to control, with
instances of violence erupting in numerous major Chinese cities
during protests. From this perspective, online news websites play a
crucial role in averting the erosion of government legitimacy.

We argue that the collusion of the platform, audiences, and the
government shapes the underlying logic of audiences’ imaginary
engagement with online nationalism. Since the government and
censorship are hidden behind the scenes, we can only observe the
explicit behaviors of the platform and audiences. The platform
successfully generates revenue by capturing considerable attention
from the audience while simultaneously aiding the government in
preserving its legitimacy through the tempering of extreme popular
nationalism. Audiences, in turn, fulfill their emotional and enter-
tainment needs by consuming nationalist news and articulating
their sentiments in online comments. Further, the impact of cen-
sorship aligns with the central logic of our argument: online cen-
sorship represents a structural factor contributing to Chinese online
nationalism as imaginary engagement. If the framing strategy of
news serves as a gentler means to temper nationalist sentiment,
censorship acts as a forceful mechanism to suppress the fanatical
national sentiment. Consequently, the government manages to
uphold its legitimacy by restoring social order to a stable state. This
synergistic alliance among these three parties effectively bolsters
popular nationalism (Hyun and Kim, 2015).

Nationalism is inherently intertwined with the potential for
violence. Just as Billig (1995, p.28) claims, “Violence is seldom far
from the surface of nationalism’s history.” This argument
prompts the question of whether individuals can truly exercise
rationality in the context of a nationalist sentiment that is
innately violent. Consequently, categorizing patriotism as
“rational” and “irrational” may be problematic during the inci-
dent. Nevertheless, despite the inherent paradox, the platform’s
persistent promotion of “rational patriotism” exerts a discernible
influence on nationalist sentiment.

In all, drawing upon existing research on nationalism (Wu,
2007; Han, 2018; Schneider, 2018; Wang and Kobayashi, 2021;
Wang and Tao, 2021; Yuan, 2021; Schneider, 2022), we suggest
that the Chinese online engagement with nationalism is essentially
imaginary. Platforms, to some extent, help confine Chinese online
nationalism to the realm of imagination or mere expression,
devoid of the potential for actionable outcomes. We make a
valuable contribution to prior research by formulating Chinese
online nationalism as a form of imaginary engagement. This study
is inspired by Anderson (1991), who indicates that a nation is an
imagined community and nationalism gives rise to our under-
standing of the nation. In a parallel vein, our research underscores
that online public engagement with nationalism is also imaginary,
which may address the ongoing debates in existing research
regarding the influence of the Internet on Chinese nationalism

(Esarey and Xiao, 2011; Schneider, 2018 and 2022; Han, 2018;
Wang and Kobayashi, 2021). Admittedly, Chinese nationalism has
been influenced by various external factors, such as tightened
control of media under the new leadership and the China–United
States trade war since 2012. Online nationalism seems to have
become stronger in general than a decade ago. Nevertheless, the
logic of collusion among platforms, audiences, and the govern-
ment stays the same. Their intricate interplay may still forge the
fundamental rationale behind audiences’ imaginary engagement
with Chinese online nationalism.

Data availability
The dataset and code employed in this study are available on Open
Science Framework https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/ZHT8E.
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