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The	information	search	facing	the	reality	of	the	
Chinese	Internet	

	
	
It	 exists	 around	 7	200	 languages	 in	 the	 world,	 but	 only	 5%	 of	 them	 are	 used	 on	 the	
Internet,	and	half	of	 the	websites	are	 in	English.	The	main	 language	 is	by	 far	 the	most	
used	 for	 every	 kind	 of	 research	 and	 also	 for	 monitoring.	 Nonetheless,	 since	 2000’s,	
emerging	countries	arose	on	the	international	scene,	and	their	idiom	and	culture	can	be	
very	different	from	the	Occident	(no	Latin	alphabet,	writing	with	characters	or	symbols).	
These	 countries	 becoming	 more	 and	 more	 important,	 in	 2010	 the	 Icann1	 authorized	
globalized	 domain	 names,	 that	 is	 to	 say	 domain	 names	 written	 in	 Cyrillic,	 Arabic	 or	
Chinese	characters.	But	they	only	represent	2%	of	the	global	Internet.	The	role	of	China,	
for	instance,	is	worth	paying	attention	to	the	information	in	Chinese	language,	in	order	
to	have	a	better	understanding	of	the	evolution	of	the	country.	
	
It	 is	 then	 essential	 to	 develop	 a	method	 of	 information	 search	 in	 Chinese	 and	 on	 the	
Chinese	Internet.	For	that,	we	have	to	analyze	sources	of	information,	databases,	social	
medial	and	media	in	mandarin2.	Because	of	censorship,	the	linguistic	approach	has	to	be	
mentioned,	to	identify	the	best	key	words.	
	

I‐ China	relation	to	Internet	
	
As	soon	as	it	appears,	the	country	quickly	realized	the	assets	of	this	huge	network,	but	
also	the	negative	impact	it	can	have	on	the	authoritarian	system	in	place.	In	1997,	China	
record	 in	 its	 legislation	 the	 ban	 of	 using	 Internet	 “to	 harm	national	 unification,	 incite	
hatred	 or	 discrimination	 among	 nationalities,	 make	 falsehoods	 or	 distort	 the	 truth,	
spread	 rumors,	 destroy	 the	 order	 of	 society	 or	 incite	 terrorism	 or	 criminal	 activity”.	
From	1998,	the	Golden	Shield	Project	is	developed	and	established	in	2003.	Controlled	
by	the	Ministry	of	Industry	and	Information	(MII),	it	is	also	known	as	the	Great	Firewall,	
in	 reference	 to	 China	 Greatwall.	 It	 allow	 the	 control	 of	 the	 network	 and	 also	 of	 the	
content	published	on	Internet.	China	has	many	means	to	contribute	to	the	preservation	
of	 “social	 order”	 on	 Internet:	 blockage	of	 IP	 addresses,	 of	 key	words	 and	websites,	 or	
blockage	 of	 VPN3.	 In	 terms	 of	 content	 to	 censor,	 the	 MII	 is	 under	 the	 control	 of	 the	
department	of	propaganda	of	the	State	Council.	The	country	as	many	sophisticated	ways	
to	 control	 the	 Internet	 and	 has	 important	means	 of	 actions	when	 the	 apparent	 social	
order	 seems	 in	 danger.	 Thus,	 during	 the	 riots	 in	 Xinjiang	 in	 2009,	 China	was	 able	 to	
deprive	 an	 entire	 region4	 of	 communications	 means.	 During	 six	 months,	 it	 was	
impossible	for	the	inhabitants	of	Xinjiang	to	have	access	to	Internet	or	to	send	SMS.	
	

                                                       
1	Internet	Corporation	for	Assigned	Names	and	Numbers.	It	is	the	authority	that	regulates	the	Internet	and	gives	
domain	names.	
2	Synonym	of	Chinese	language.	
3	It	is	a	private	allowing	to	connect	via	another	servor	(located	in	another	country)	and	circumvent	some	restrictive	
measures.	
4	Aaro	BACK	(29/12/2009)	Xinjiang	Internet	Blackout	(very)	partially	lifted.	The	Wall	Street	Journal.	
http://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/2009/12/29/xinjiang‐internet‐blackout‐very‐partially‐lifted		
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Those	 security	 measures	 enforced	 by	 China	 are	 linked	 to	 the	 establishment	 of	 a	
“harmonious	society”.	This	concept	appears	with	Confucius	and	has	then	been	reuse	by	
Jiang	 Zemin	 (1993‐2003).	 It	 became	 the	 key	 concept	 of	 Hu	 Jintao	 presidency	 (2003‐
2013),	who	in	the	same	time,	has	developed	the	principle	of	scientific	development.	Both	
ideas	aimed	to	reduce	the	gap	between	classes,	which	will	allow	social	peace,	as	well	as	
allowing	the	creation	of	a	society	of	knowledge.	This	 last	one	 is	possible	 thanks	to	the	
State	subsidies	and	to	an	opening	to	international	academic	institutions.	So,	in	2007,	the	
number	 of	 scientific	 articles	 from	 China	 in	 western	 publications	 quickly	 expanded5.	
Following	 Hu	 Jintao	 objectives,	 Xi	 Jinping	 reinforces	 the	 control	 on	 Internet	 and	 the	
campaign	against	 “social	order	disturbances”,	he	 then	 supports	 research	 in	 innovative	
fields	 such	 as	 nanotechnologies,	 technologies	 of	 information	 and	 communication	 or	
aerospace.	 Also,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 be	 aware	 of	 the	 evolution	 of	 this	 production	 of	
knowledge	and	of	the	last	scientific	successes	in	China.	For	that,	the	study	of	sources	and	
databases	in	Chinese	language	is	essential.	
	

II‐ Search	engines	
	
First	of	all,	whether	we	are	in	China	or	aborad,	the	use	of	a	VPN	is	very	useful.	In	China,	
to	 have	 access	 to	 a	 “normal”	 Internet,	 and	 abroad,	 to	 have	 access	 to	 websites	 that	
otherwise	are	very	slow	or	 inaccessible.	For	a	better	navigation,	programming	its	VPN	
on	a	servor	located	in	Hong	Kong	is	one	of	the	best	solutions.	
	
Accessible	in	China,	Google	is	slow	and	some	requests	are	censored	(see	below).	Because	
of	 bias,	mainly	 political,	 contents	 in	Google	 and	 in	Baidu	 for	 the	 same	 request	 can	 be	
very	different,	but	are	still	useful	to	analyze	the	 internal	opinion	(or	the	governmental	
one).	
	

                                                       
5	Denis	SERGENT	(03/10/2013)	Philippe	Forêt:	la	recherche	scientifique	chinoise	vise	la	première	place	mondiale.	La	
Croix.	www.la‐croix.com/Ethique/Sciences‐Ethique/Sciences/Philippe‐Foret‐La‐recherche‐scientifique‐chinoise‐
vise‐la‐premiere‐place‐mondiale‐2013‐10‐03‐1032331		
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Degree	of	censor	of	the	word	corruption/腐败	on	Weibo,		

Google	and	Baidu	during	the	last	90	days	(until	January	18,	2016)	
	
Baidu	is	the	first	search	engine	used	(it	represents	more	than	70%	of	market	shares	in	
China6).	 It	 is	 divided	 in	 three	 sites:	 Baidu	 Baike	 (similar	 to	 Wikipedia),	 Baidu	 Tieba	
(forum	platform)	and	Baidu	Zhidao	(equivalent	of	Yahoo!	Answers).	
The	 advanced	 search7	 is	 possible	 and	 similar	 to	 the	 one	 of	 Google,	 but	 Boolean	
indicators	slightly	vary.	In	this	way,	to	search	only	on	one	website,	we	need	to	tap:	site:	
(site)	key	word.	The	exemple	below	is	based	on	a	request	about	the	word	registration/

注册in	PDF	documents,	on	the	website	of	the	Beijing	University	(pku.edu.cn).	
	 	

                                                       
6	Mathieu	CHARTIER	(25/09/2015)	Parts	de	marché	des	moteurs	de	recherche	:	Baidu	et	DuckDuckGo	en	
progression	?	Blog	Internet‐formation.	http://blog.internet‐formation.fr/2015/08/parts‐de‐marche‐des‐moteurs‐de‐
recherche‐baidu‐et‐duckduckgo‐en‐progression		
7	baidu.com/gaoji/advanced.html		
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Baidu	research	

	
The	Google	request	gives	1160	results	whereas	Baidu	only	proposes	one	page	of	results.	
It	appears	that	Google	search	in	a	much	bigger	number	of	pages	of	the	website	than	the	
Chinese	search	engine.	The	same	thing	occurred	for	a	request	in	English:	the	difference	
of	 the	 number	 of	 results	 is	 important,	 mainly	 because	 Baidu	 indexes	 very	 few	 pages	
written	in	a	language	other	than	Chinese.	
	
Beyond	 the	Boolean	 indicators,	Baidu	has	 its	own	referencing	system	of	websites	 that	
made	the	research	 for	relevant	sources	more	difficult.	Contrary	 to	Google,	 the	Chinese	
search	engine	favored	the	quantity	of	links	on	a	page,	especially	on	the	main	page.	This	
explains	 that	 the	 first	 pages	 of	 a	 Chinese	websites	 are	 often	 full	 of	 links	 (see	 below),	
unlike	what	we	can	see	in	Occident.	Moreover,	Baidu	gives	priority	to	websites	that	have	
a	 big	 quantity	 of	 back	 links	 directing	 to	 government	websites	 and	 the	 services	 of	 the	
search	engine.	
	

Google research 
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Sohu.com	main	page	

	
The	 Chinese	 Internet	 is	 in	 fact	 very	 polluted	 by	 this	 referencing	 system	 that	 favored	
quantity	 instead	 of	 quality.	 This	 had	 harmful	 consequences	 for	 the	 reputation	 of	 the	
search	 engine.	 In	 2008	 and	 2010,	 advertising	 for	 uncertified	 hospitals	 and	 drugstore,	
and	then	websites	selling	counterfeit	medicine,	were	on	top	of	the	main	page	of	results.	
	
Besides,	 the	 first	 pages	 of	 a	 not	 very	precise	 request	 or	 an	 actuality	 subject	 are	 often	
portals,	 forums	 or	 uninteresting	 websites	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 quality	 of	 information.	 For	
instance,	to	look	for	a	company,	first	results	are	often	websites	that	only	are	referencing	
enterprises	 in	a	region,	without	any	other	details	 than	an	address,	sometimes	a	phone	
number	or	an	email.	The	official	website	can	be	in	second	page.	
	
In	the	second	place	of	the	most	used	search	engine	is	Sogou.	It	is	mainly	known	for	its	
software	of	writing	by	pinyn8,	Sogou	pinyin,	that	search	all	the	words	and	phrases	used	
on	 Internet.	This	 search	engine	does	not	have	an	advanced	search	option,	but	 it	has	a	
platform	 of	 articles	 and	 profile	 search	 options,	 all	 for	 the	 micro‐blogging	 application	
Weixin.	
	
Haosou	 is	 the	 third	 search	 engine	 used	 in	 China.	Newcomer	 since	 January	2015,	 it	 is	
actually	a	new	version	of	360.com,	which	announced	during	its	inauguration	its	aim	to	
focus	more	on	the	quality	of	the	contents.	Haosou	has	advanced	search	feature,	identical	
to	the	one	on	Baidu.	
	

                                                       
8	Phonetical	transcription	of	Chinese	language	in	roman	letters	allowing	writing	Chinese	characters	on	a	computer.	
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A	certain	number	of	 smaller	 search	engines	also	 exist,	 such	as:	Chinaso9	 (State‐owner	
search	engine),	Youdao10,	Zhongsou11	or	CCTV	search12.	Finally,	 the	 information	portal	
Sohu13	 has	 its	 own	 search	 engine,	 and	 a	 research	 via	 the	 search	 engine	 Sina14	 is	
redirecting	through	Weibo.	
	
It	 can	 sometimes	 be	 interesting	 to	 do	 cross	 research	 on	 those	 search	 engines,	 even	
though	Baidu	and	Haosou	are	the	most	interesting	with	their	advanced	search	feature.	
	
Key	word	choice	
	
After	knowing	what	tools	are	available,	we	now	need	to	identify	key	words.	Chinese	is	a	
very	 illustrated	 language,	 with	 lots	 of	 metaphorical	 phrases	 often	 impenetrable	 for	
beginners,	and	synonyms	are	numerous.	Before	talking	about	the	research	in	itself,	it	is	
important	to	make	a	list	of	the	key	words	that	will	be	used	for	the	request.	A	dictionary	
is	 then	useful,	but	also,	and	particularly,	 the	knowledge	of	 the	phrases	and	words	that	
are	“trendy”	or	politically	correct	and	will	allow	us	to	rapidly	have	pertinent	results.	
It	is	also	good	to	note	that	in	Taiwan	and	Hong	Kong	the	writing	is	traditional,	that	is	to	
say	 the	 pinyin	 is	 the	 same	 but	 the	 characters	 are	 different	 than	 the	 ones	 used	 in	
mainland	China.	It	is	possible	to	write	in	traditional	Chinese	on	a	computer,	but	it	is	not	
necessary	because	Baidu	and	Google	can	both	give	results	in	traditional	characters	even	
though	the	request	is	written	in	standardized	characters.	
	
The	Chinese	 language	uses	a	 lot	of	abbreviations;	a	contraction	of	the	character	exists.	

For	 instance,	北京大学	 (Beijing	University)	becomes	北大.	This	process	 is	 frequent	 for	
company	names,	especially	when	the	name	is	translated	in	English	and	still	has	a	word	

in	pinyin	:	Tianjiao	Machinery	Technology.	Tianjiao	is	the	pinyin	of	synthetic	rubber/天
然橡胶,	 that	 becomes	 in	 common	 language	 天胶.	 This	 reflex	 of	 recognizing	 the	
contraction	 is	 essential,	 especially	 when	 the	 information	 is	 translated,	 and	 therefore	
incomplete.	
About	the	search	of	individuals,	if	the	person	is	known	abroad,	his/her	name	will	have	
an	 occidental	 translation	 and	 in	 this	 case,	 information	 can	 be	 found	 in	 English.	 The	
search	with	the	Chinese	name	is	still	necessary.	
Moreover,	homonym	are	numerous	in	China	(according	to	a	saying,	there	are	only	100	
last	 names	 used	 in	 the	 country),	 a	 simple	 transcription	 of	 the	 name	 and	 last	 name	 in	
pinyin	will	rarely	give	interesting	results.	
	
It	is	also	important	to	know	the	political	and	economic	context.	Since	Xi	Jinping	arrived	
in	 power	 in	 2013,	we	 are	witnessing	 a	 campaign	 against	 corruption	 inside	 the	 Party.	
Famous	 names	 (such	 as	 Zhou	 Yongkang,	 former	 chief	 of	 Security	 of	 China;	 Su	 Shulin,	
governor	 of	 the	 province	 of	 Fujian;	 and	 more	 recently	 Zhu	 Fushou,	 directeur	 of	 the	

                                                       
9	www.chinaso.com/	
10	www.youdao.com/	
11	www.zhongsou.com/	
12	http://search.cctv.com/	
13	www.sohu.com	
14	www.sina.com.cn/	
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automotive	manufacturer	Dongfeng)	have	been	arrested	for	corruption.	Those	matters	
are	public	and	appeared	on	the	front	page	of	national	newspapers,	but	also	on	forums,	
which	were	the	first	ones	to	criticize	the	ostentation	of	people’s	representatives.	
	

Nonetheless,	 the	word	 corruption/腐败	 is	 not	 very	 used	 by	 Chinese	media,	 except	 on	

forums.	 Instead,	 the	 press	 used	 the	 phrase	 more	 politically	 correct	 of涉嫌严重违纪,	
which	 literally	means	«	serious	violation	of	discipline	».	Every	Chinese	understand	 the	
real	meaning	of	it.	
Also,	a	request	on	Baidu	about	the	arrest	of	the	director	of	Dongfeng	following	with	the	

words	朱福寿	腐败	(Zhu	Fuzhou	corruption)	gives	63	000	results,	and	朱福寿	涉嫌严重
违纪	gives	195	000,	with	more	pertinent	sources	than	the	first	association	of	key	words.	
	

III‐ Official	resources	
	
Nowadays,	many	state	institutions	have	their	own	websites.	Most	of	them	are	in	English.	
However,	 this	 version	 contains	 less	 information	 than	 the	 one	 in	 Chinese.	 Moreover,	
Chinese	databases	exist,	allowing	research	in	English	and/or	Chinese.	Then,	when	doing	
due	diligence	report	or	looking	for	legal	information,	the	use	of	administrative	websites	
is	essential.		
	
1) Governmental	websites	
	
	
In	his	article15	about	Chinese	research	sources,	Taylor	Fravel	(PhD.	in	political	sciences,	
specialized	on	China),	explains	that	since	1998	most	of	governmental	 institutions	have	
their	own	websites.	The	quantity	of	information	on	each	of	them	varies	a	lot.	
	
 The	 State	 Council	 website16,	 launched	 in	 2005,	 lists	 all	 the	 websites	 of	 national	 and	

provincial	administrations,	as	well	as	the	big	state	companies,	for	a	sum	of	3	000	links.	It	also	
displays	the	economic,	politic	and	legislative	actuality	of	the	country,	explains	administrative	
processes	for	visa,	taxes,	etc.	
	

 The	Information	Bureau	of	the	State	Council	also	have	its	website17,	where	transcription	of	
the	main	press	conference,	and	speeches	are	available,	as	well	as	the	actuality	of	specialized	
fields:	automotive,	sciences,	technologies…).	

	
 The	Development	and	Research	Center	of	the	State	Council	(DRC)	shows	on	its	website18	the	

themes	of	research	on	the	national	level,	the	main	objectives	of	development	of	China,	many	
reports	of	which	the	list	is	frequently	updated.	

	

                                                       
15	Taylor	FRAVEL	(2000)	Online	and	on	China:	Research	Sources	in	the	Information	Age.	The	China	Quarterly	
http://taylorfravel.com/documents/research/fravel.2000.CQ.internet.sources.pdf		
16	www.gov.cn		
17	www.china.com.cn/index.shtml		
18	www.drc.gov.cn		
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 On	 the	Chinese	Academy	of	 Sciences	 (CAS)19,	 lists	of	 global	partners	 and	programs	on	 the	
provincial	 and	 local	 level	 are	 available.	 It	 also	 takes	 an	 inventory	 of	 the	 different	
departments	 of	 the	 Academy,	 such	 as	 the	 Bureau	 of	 international	 cooperation,	 Bureau	 of	
sciences	 and	 technologies	 for	 the	development	of	 the	Academic	division	of	 the	CAS	 (think	
tank).	

	
 In	 the	 sciences	 and	 technologies	 fields,	 the	 China	 defense	 science	 and	 technology	

information	center20,	 the	China	 international	science	and	technology	cooperation21	and	the	
International	 science	 and	 technology	 cooperation	 program	 websites	 are	 very	 interesting	
sources	for	the	understanding	of	China	development	objectives,	especially	when	technology	
transfers	may	be	involved.	

	

The	 list	 goes	 on	 and	 depends	 on	 the	 needs	 of	 the	 Internet	 user.	 The	 study	 of	 this	
websites	 is	 certainly	 tedious	 but	 they	 represent	 important	 sources	 of	 information,	
allowing	a	better	comprehension	of	specific	fields.	However,	information	about	political,	
economic,	 social	 or	 scientific	 programs	 is	 often	 vague	 and	 not	 precise.	 Coupled	 with	
western	information	can	give	a	better	view	on	the	goals	of	the	government	actions.	
	
Search	 information	 about	 a	 Chinese	 company	 requires	 knowing	 some	websites.	 First,	
register	of	commerce	and	societies	are	available	online,	and	for	each	province.	The	main	
site22	gives	all	the	links	through	provincial	registers.	The	search	is	made	with	either	the	
name	 of	 the	 company	 or	 is	 registration	 number.	 A	 list	 of	 the	 phone	 numbers	 of	 the	
offices	by	towns,	even	by	districts,	 is	also	available	online.	Nevertheless,	some	facts,	 in	
particular	financial	information,	are	not	always	specified,	and	asking	for	them	by	a	third	
party	can	be	seen	as	industrial	spying.	
	
About	judicial	information,	some	courts	publish	a	list	of	people	or	companies	which	have	
not	paid	their	taxes	(it	is	sometimes	seen	on	the	register	of	commerce).	It	is	for	instance	
the	case	of	the	Dalian	court23	(Liaoning	province).	
The	website	China	Law	Info24	publishes	a	huge	part	of	China	law	texts	in	the	economic,	
business,	 international,	 environmental,	 constitutional	 and	 administrative	 fields.	 In	
addition	to	this	information	on	the	business	laws,	the	blog25	of	the	American	law	office	
Harris	&	Moure	LLC	(in	English)	mentions	the	subtlety	of	some	laws,	for	instance	about	
the	registration	of	logo	or	the	protection	of	the	intellectual	property.	
	
2) Online	media	
	
Most	 of	 the	 big	 newspapers	 are	 now	 available	 on	 Internet,	 most	 of	 them	 are	 free.	
People’s	 Daily,	 Xinhua	 News	 Agency,	 China	 Economic	 Times,	 Beijing	 Youth	 Daily,	
Southern	 Weekend…	 are	 under	 the	 control	 of	 the	 State	 and	 have	 de	 facto	 a	 strong	
nationalist	 rhetoric.	 It	 is	 however	 possible	 to	 be	 informed	 via	 semi‐independent	

                                                       
19	www.cas.cn		
20	www.cdstic.cn		
21	www.cistc.net		
22	http://gsxt.saic.gov.cn		
23	http://dlshkfy.chinacourt.org/public/more.php?LocationID=0301000000		
24	www.chinalawinfo.com		
25	www.chinalawblog.com		
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newspapers,	with	a	more	open	and	less	offensive	discourse	on	political	and	diplomatic	
subjects	about	China,	and	Asia	Pacific	in	general.	

It	 is	 the	 case	 of	 the	 Yazhou	 Zhoukan26/亚洲周刊,	 located	 in	 Malaysia	 and	 written	 in	

traditional	 Chinese,	 or	 the	 Nanfang	 Zhoumo27/南方周末	 based	 in	 Guangzhou.	 Both	 of	
them	 are	 well‐known	 among	 Chinese	 intellectuals.	 The	 Yazhou	 Zhoukan	 is	 about	 the	
world	economic	and	cultural	actuality.	It	is	the	most	transparent	publication	in	Chinese,	
among	all	 the	mainland	newspapers.	Even	though	 it	 is	controlled	by	 the	authorities	of	
Guangzhou,	 and	 therefore	 by	 the	 Bureau	 of	 propaganda,	 the	 Nanfang	 Zhoumo	 attract	
cultivated	and	informed	readers,	often	from	the	liberal	movement.	In	this	case,	articles	
with	 metaphorical	 phrases	 and	 pun	 are	 published.	 It	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 famous	
newspapers	in	China.	
Baidu	and	Haosou	search	results	rarely,	or	never,	redirect	through	those	websites.	It	is	
then	useful	to	regularly	read	their	articles.	
	

About	televised	media,	it	is	impossible	to	neglect	the	Phoenix	Television28/凤凰卫视	and	
its	news	reports	and	debates29.	Located	 in	Hong	Kong,	 it	was	 the	 first	private	satellite	
television	 to	 be	 granted	 the	 right	 to	 broadcast	 its	 programs	 in	mainland	 China	 at	 the	
beginning	 of	 2000’s.	 Today,	 it	 broadcasts	 programs	 in	 Chinese	 in	 more	 than	 150	
countries.	 It	 constitutes	 an	 alternative	 to	 the	 public	 channel	 CCTV,	 full	 of	 propaganda	
messages	 and	 with	 not	 very	 interesting	 programs.	 Moreover,	 journalists	 covered	
subjects	that	other	media	are	not	allowed	to	talk	about:	riots	in	Xinjiang	in	2009,	SARS	
epidemic…But,	 it	 is	 still	 a	 semi‐independent	 media,	 when	 subject	 concerns	 directly	
China	politics	or	huge	events,	they	are	displayed	with	a	neutral	tone	and	analysis.	
In	 spite	of	 that,	 the	Phoenix	Television	 is	 seen	as	a	 reliable	media	 in	 the	 international	
scene.	 More	 than	 80	 programs	 are	 available	 on	 replay	 and	 can	 lead	 the	 occidental	
observer	to	have	a	better	understanding	of	events	and	trends	in	China	society,	as	well	as	
a	better	perception	of	the	Chinese	media	way	of	talking.	
In	 conclusion,	 government	websites	 and	 online	media	 have	 an	 important	 informative	
value	because	they	contain	information	about	laws,	provincial	programs,	etc.	China	is	a	
huge	territory	with	multiple	administrative	schemes,	often	different	in	each	provinces,	it	
is	then	essential	to	know	the	organization	of	each	one	for	specialized	research.	
	
3) Databases	
	
Despite	 a	 strict	 control,	 the	 Internet	 in	China	 allows	 the	 apparition	 of	 new	 sources	 of	
information.	In	the	aim	of	scientific	and	economic	development,	the	country	is	trying	to	
produce	a	lot	of	knowledge.	Even	if,	right	now,	it	is	mostly	the	appropriation	of	foreign	
expertise,	 the	 country	 invests	 a	 lot	 in	 laboratories,	 databases	 and	 new	 technologies.	
Thus,	 either	 in	 social	 sciences	 or	 exact	 sciences,	 researchers	 and	 Chinese	 specialists	
publish	 their	 reports	 online	 and	 allow	us	 to	have	 a	new	perspective	on	 the	 change	of	
legislation,	 scientific	 discoveries,	 innovative	 companies,	 society	 phenomenon,	 etc.	 The	
following	databases	confirm	the	big	scale	of	information	available	in	Chinese.	

                                                       
26	www.yzzk.com/cfm/main.cfm		
27	www.infzm.com		
28	www.ifeng.com		
29	phtv.ifeng.com			
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The	National	library30	
	
It	is	the	most	important	documents	base	with	more	than	13	million	resources	available	
in	2012,	in	Chinese	but	also	in	many	other	languages.	It	is	possible	to	choose	the	type	of	
sources:	 books,	magazines,	 newspapers,	 thesis,	 ancient	 texts,	music,	 video,	 slides.	 The	
advanced	 search31	 tool	 offers	 a	 large	 scope	 of	 search	 indicators.	 The	 request	 can	 be	
made	 depending	 on	 the	 language	 of	 the	 documents	wanted	 (French,	 Chinese,	 English,	
Russian,	 Japanese	 and	 Deutsch),	 by	 publication	 date,	 and	 among	 the	 22	 databases	
available	 (such	 as	 a	 database	 of	 the	 United	 Nations,	 publications	 of	 international	
institutions,	archives	of	foreign	and	Chinese	newspapers).	
	
University	libraries		
	
The	library	of	Tsinghua	University32	has	an	online	extent,	like	the	library	of	the	Beijing	
University33.	Notice	that	the	access	to	the	last	one	is	more	difficult	from	outside	of	China.	
A	lots	of	universities	in	China	have	an	online	version	of	their	libraries	and	it	is	possible	
to	find	them	on	the	website	of	the	Tsinghua	University	Library34.	
	
The	Shanghai	library	
	
In	 2010,	 the	 Shanghai	 library	 created	 the	 iDoc35	 platform,	 allowing	 browsing	 the	
documents	 available	 online	 and	 seeing	 a	 short	 description	 of	 each	 one.	 Its	 advanced	
research	feature	makes	it	possible	to	search	through	10	databases	by	author,	date,	key	
words	association…	
	
CNKI	36	
	
One	of	 the	most	 important	sources	 for	articles,	magazines,	and	academic	papers	 is	 the	
China	Knowledge	 Infrastructure	 (CNKI).	 Created	 in	1996,	 it	 is	 a	platform	of	 electronic	
publications,	 which	 is	 financed	 by	 the	 Tsinghua	 University	 and	 contained	 numerous	
databases	 of	 academic	 resources	 specialized	 in	 political	 sciences,	 biology,	 economic	
sciences,	social	sciences,	etc.	The	project	is	supported	by	the	wish	of	the	government	to	
urge	on	the	creation	of	an	information	and	knowledge	society.	The	platform	is	used	by	
more	than	55	000	Chinese	institutions	and	lists	near	17	million	articles.	
CNKI	has	an	advanced	research	 feature	that	allowed	to	have	results	depending	on	key	
words	occurrence,	publication	date	or	by	the	organisms	financing	the	field	of	research.	
	

                                                       
30	http://nlc.gov.cn		
31	http://opac.nlc.cn/F/B2LYQVUJH7V1LX1Q879MVTBI6FSA3XR8QTFMLLTCE1I6DSNA8G‐
84640?func=file&file_name=login‐session#		
32	http://lib.tsinghua.edu.cn/dra		
33	www.lib.pku.edu.cn/portal		
34	www.lib.tsinghua.edu.cn/chinese/otherlib		
35	www.idoc.sh.cn		
36	http://cnki.net		
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Advanced	search	on	CNKI	

	
The	 consultation	of	bibliographic	 record	 is	 free	but	 the	access	 to	 the	entire	document	
required	to	have	Chinese	credit	card.	
	
Wangfang	data37	
	
Wangfang	 data	 is	 the	 competitor	 of	 CNKI.	 It	 has	 been	 created	 in	 1950	 but	 the	
Information	science	and	technology	institute	of	China	(ISTIC)	and	the	Ministry	of	science	
and	technology	(MOST).	It	contains	less	articles	but	has	access	to	the	big	databases	and	
international	 portals:	 China	 Online	 Journal	 (COJ),	 Dissertations	 of	 China	 (DOC),	
Academic	 Conferences	 in	 China	 (ACIC),	 Policies	 and	 Laws	 of	 China	 (PLOC),	 Chinese	
Companies	 and	 Products	 (CECDB).	 It	 has	 a	 Chinese	 version	 and	 an	 English38	 one.	 To	
have	access	to	the	whole	document,	a	Chinese	credit	card	is	also	required.	
	
The	 research	 on	 those	 two	 platforms	 is	 similar.	 It	 is	 then	 possible	 to	 search	 by	
databases,	author	and	type	of	document.	
	
In	 its	 Ph.D.	 report39	 on	 the	methods	 of	 knowledge	 creation	 on	 China	market,	 Nadège	
Guénec	analyzes	the	 information	search	on	different	Chinese	platforms,	 in	English	and	
Chinese	language.	She	asks	the	question	of	the	interest	for	a	western	researcher	(or	an	
analyst)	 to	 check	 on	 Chinese	 databases,	 linguistic	 and	 technical	 obstacles	 may	 be	 a	
brake.	 It	appears	 that	 the	results	of	English	and	Chinese	request	are	not	similar	at	all,	
because	a	lot	of	articles	are	not	translated	yet.	Request	in	Chinese	gives	a	larger	scope	of	
authors	and	the	user	can	therefore	be	aware	of	what	is	actually	happening	in	the	field	of	
interest.	
	
By	 doing	 cross	 research	 on	 those	 different	 databases,	 the	 analyst	 can	 evaluate	 the	
reputation	of	a	researcher,	the	evolution	of	a	domain	of	research…They	also	allowed	to	
obtain	 references	 of	 books	 or	 articles,	 otherwise	 difficult	 to	 identify	 in	 occidental	
networks.	

                                                       
37	www.wanfangdata.com.cn		
38	www.wanfangdata.com		
39	Nadège	Guénec	(2009).	Méthodologie	pour	la	création	de	connaissances	relatives	au	marché	chinois	dans	une	
démarche	d’Intelligence	Economique	‐	application	dans	le	domaine	des	biotechnologies	agricoles.	Université	Paris‐
Est.	Thèse	en	Sciences	de	l’Information	et	Communication.	
https://hal.inria.fr/file/index/docid/554743/filename/3_GUENEC.pdf		
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IV‐ Social	media	
	
Chinese	 social	 media	 are	 probably	 the	 most	 important	 source	 of	 information	 about	
public	 opinion	 and	 Chinese	 thinking,	 enabling	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	 the	 society	
changes	 for	 an	 outsider.	 The	 language	 used	 by	 the	 younger	 generation	 is	 also	
interesting,	especially	the	new	vocabulary	to	fight	against	censorship.	Facebook,	Twitter,	
Instagram…are	 not	 accessible	 inside	 the	 Great	 Firewall,	 but	 similar	 media	 have	 been	
developed,	in	Chinese	language	and	with	their	own	codes.	
	
Weibo	
	
Twitter,	launched	in	2006,	is	not	accessible	in	China.	In	May	2007	the	first	site	of	micro‐
blogging	 in	 China	 appeared,	 Fanwipang.	 Then	 there	 is	 Sina,	 Zuosha,	 Sina	 Weibo	 and	
Digu,	Jishike	or	Fexion.	The	only	platform	to	succeed	is	Sina	Weibo,	or	Weibo,	that	can	
be	seen	as	a	mixture	of	Facebook	and	Twitter.	Launched	in	2009,	the	website	had	more	
than	50	million	users	14	months	after	its	launching.	It	permits	to	post	messages	of	less	
than	 140	 characters,	 photos	 and	 videos.	 It	 is	 also	 one	 of	 the	 most	 important	 news	
sources	in	China.	It	is	then	possible	to	obtain	information	about	recent	news,	participate	
in	debates,	etc.	Accounts	are	public,	all	the	publications	are	therefore	accessible.	
	
The	 search	 on	 Weibo	 is	 similar	 to	 the	 one	 on	 Twitter	 :	 @people,	 and	 the	 subject	 is	
written	between	two	hashtags:	#subject#.	Many	news	media,	companies,	personalities	
and	governmental	organizations,	from	China	or	abroad,	have	an	account.	In	the	case	of	a	
search	about	the	reputation	of	a	society,	browsing	through	posts	and	comments	with	the	
hashtags	of	the	company	can	be	useful.	
Weibo	 also	 has	 an	 advanced	 research	 feature,	with	which	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 search	 the	
information	depending	on	a	location,	the	date	and	even	the	type	of	content	(image,	post,	
video,	 music).	 The	 example	 below	 is	 a	 request	 about	 Taiwan	 elections,	 published	 by	
users	in	the	Chaoyang	district	in	Beijing.	
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Advanced	search	on	Weibo	

Weibo	 Place40	 permits	 to	 see	 all	 the	 publications	 at	 a	 precise	 location.	 This	 feature	 is	
interesting	for	an	investigation	work	on	big	events	(industrial	accident,	ceremony,	etc.),	
because	photos	or	indications	not	talked	about	in	official	media	can	be	seen.	Depending	
on	 the	 city,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 focus	 on	 a	 district.	 Publications	 pass	 and	 users	 are	
identifiable.	
	

	
Publications	in	Shanghai:	gradation	of	colors	depending	on	the	activity	on	Weibo	

                                                       
40	place.weibo.com	
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Focus	on	the	publication	in	the	Pudong	district	

Weibo	 also	 practice	 censorship	 and	 some	words	 about	 Tiananmen	 events,	 arrests	 for	
corruption,	etc.	give	no	results.		
It	 is	 the	same	for	dissidents	 :	a	request	about	Ai	Weiwei	says	that	“in	accordance	with	
the	 law,	 the	 results	 of	 the	 request	 “Ai	 Weiwei”	 cannot	 be	 published”.	 He	 is	 actually	
censored	by	Chinese	social	media	since	2011.	The	new	Taiwan	president,	Tsai	Ingwen,	
suffers	the	same	fate	since	January	16,	201641.	
	

	
Result	for	the	request	«	Tsai	Ingwen	»	

Weixin	
	
                                                       
41	17/01/2016)	A	peine	élue	à	Taïwan,	TsaiIng‐wen	censurée	sur	Internet	par	la	Chine.	L’Express.	
www.lexpress.fr/actualite/monde/asie/a‐peine‐elue‐a‐taiwan‐tsai‐ing‐wen‐censuree‐sur‐internet‐par‐la‐
chine_1754395.html		
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The	 second	 most	 used	 social	 media	 is	 Weixin	 (or	 WeChat),	 an	 application	 only	
accessible	 on	 a	 smartphone	 or	 tablet.	 Its	main	 use	 is	 the	 sending	 of	written	 or	 vocal	
messages	to	a	network	of	friends.	But,	it	is	also	used	to	publish	photos,	short	videos	and	
share	articles.	Many	Chinese	companies	have	an	account,	mainly	in	the	e‐commerce	and	
leisure	fields.	Their	posts	are	public	and	we	can	be	in	contact	with	them	via	the	instant	
messaging	feature.	
	
Those	websites	have	a	 traditional	Chinese	and	English	version,	but	 the	majority	of	 the	
posts	and	profiles	are	in	Chinese.	Therefore,	it	is	essential	to	understand	this	language	to	
explore	all	the	aspects	of	those	platforms.	Moreover,	for	sensitive	subjects,	often	in	the	
political	field,	a	particular	lexicon	is	used.	
	
Thus,	in	2009,	numerous	videos	and	photoshopped	photos	appeared,	depicting	a	“grass‐

mud	 horse”	 or	 an	 alpaga,	 an	 imaginary	 animal	 named	 in	 Chinese	 cǎonímǎ/草泥马,	
literally	meaning	horse	of	the	grass	and	the	mud.	It	appeared	for	the	first	time	in	a	video	
clip,	living	in	the	Mahler	Gobi	and	endangered	because	of	an	invasion	of	crabs	of	rivers,	

héxiè/河蟹.	 In	 the	 eyes	 of	 a	 foreigner	 this	 video	 seems	 funny,	without	much	 interest.	
However,	we	have	to	take	a	closer	look	to	the	words	used	in	this	story.	By	changing	the	
tons,	cǎonímǎ	becomes	càonǐmā,	which	is	an	insult	and	represents	the	government	here.	

Héxiè	becomes	héxié/和谐	 that	 is	 to	 say	harmony.	This	word	 refers	 to	 the	wish	of	 the	
former	president	of	China	to	create	a	“harmonious	society”.	Internet	users	transform	it	
in	the	symbol	of	censorship,	which	takes	here	the	form	of	crabs	of	rivers.	They	are	often	
shown	wearing	three	watches,	called	the	Three	representations42,	the	words	represent	‐	

dàibiǎo/代表	 and	 wearing	 a	 watch	 ‐	 dàibiǎo/戴表	 are	 phonetically	 close.	 They	 are	
embodying	scandals	that	were	made	public	after	photos	showed	Party	representatives	
wearing	luxury	watches.	Many	similar	videos	were	published,	especially	on	Youtube	and	
its	 Chinese	 equivalent	 Youku,	 some	 of	 them	were	 seen	more	 than	 one	million	 times.	
Videos	and	discussions	about	 it	were	censored	after	a	 few	days	but	 they	were	already	
known	for	the	rest	of	the	world,	and	the	grass‐mud	horse	is	still	today	a	famous	meme43	
of	 the	Chinese	 Internet.	The	media	China	Digital	Times44	published	a	 lexicon45,	named	
after	this	animal,	listing	all	the	words	and	phrases	used	by	Internet	users	to	bypass	the	
censorship.	
	
This	 website	 also	 published	 an	 e‐book	 “Decoding	 the	 Chinese	 Internet	 :	 a	 glossay	 of	
Political	 Slang”46	 taking	 an	 inventory	 of	 all	 the	 words	 and	 their	 meanings	 used	 to	

circumvent	the	censorship.	It	talks	about	the	phrases	drink	tea/喝茶	used	to	say	that	a	
person	 has	 been	 questioned	 by	 the	 police	 about	 political	 activities	 said	 to	 be	

                                                       
42	Politic	developped	by	Jiang	Zemin	(president	of	China	frm	1993	to	2003),	representing	the	“advanced	social	
productive	forces”,	the	modern	Chinese	culture	and	the	“fundamental	interests	of	the	majority”.	
43	Viral	phenomenon	on	Internet.	
44	American	media	publishing	censored	content	in	China,	talking	about	dissidents’	conditions.	It	translates	and	
explains	new	linguistic	codes	used	on	the	Chinese	Internet.	http://chinadigitaltimes.net		
45	Grass‐Mud	Horse	Lexicon.China	Digital	Times.		http://chinadigitaltimes.net/space/Grass‐
Mud_Horse_Lexicon:_Browse_by_Topic		
46	Sophie	BEACH	(1607/2015).	Decoding	the	Chinese	Internet	eBook	(2015	Edition).China	Digital	Times.	
https://chinadigitaltimes.net/2015/07/decoding‐the‐chinese‐internet‐ebook‐2015‐edition				
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reprehensible.	In	the	“legal”	lexicon	again,	the	expression	control	the	water	meter/抄水
表	 means	 that	 a	 house	 has	 been	 controlled	 by	 the	 police.	 It	 appears	 because	 some	
policemen	often	pretend	to	be	employees	from	a	water	company	to	be	able	to	enter	to	

the	houses	of	dissidents.	Go	buy	 soy	 sauce/打酱油	 refers	 to	 the	 interviews	 led	on	 the	
province	 of	Guangzhou	 in	 2008.	When	questioned	 about	 the	Edison	Chen	 scandal47,	 a	
man	answered:	“it	does	not	interest	me,	I	have	to	buy	some	soy	sauce”.	Since	then,	this	
expression	 is	 used	 to	 say	 “no	 comment”	 or	 “this	 is	 none	 of	my	 business”.	 Finally,	 the	

term	Ministry	of	Truth/真理部,	 in	reference	to	the	novel	of	George	Orwell,	symbolized	
the	Department	of	propaganda	and	censorship.	
	
Thus,	in	the	study	of	social	media,	it	is	important	to	know	all	the	subtlety	of	discourse,	
which	may	say	more	than	what	it	seems	about	the	opinion	of	a	person.	
	

	

V‐ Conclusion	
	
The	development	of	the	Chinese	Internet	was	very	fast	and	proper	codes	have	been	put	
in	place,	which	makes	it	kind	of	inaccessible	for	the	western	user.	Social	media,	revealing	
in	part	the	public	opinion,	are	different.	Information	available	on	websites	can	vary	from	
a	 language	 version	 to	 another,	 and	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 Chinese	 language	 can	make	
some	information	impenetrable.	
So,	 the	 search	 of	 information	 in	 Chinese	 and/or	 on	 the	 Chinese	 Internet	 is	 organized	
around	three	components.	
	
A	 technical	 one	 that	 demands	 to	 do	 cross	 research	 on	 Chinese	 and	 occidental	 search	
engines,	in	Chinese	and	in	English.	A	linguistic	part,	essential	to	analyze	the	information,	
and	a	cultural	part	 that	allowed	to	understand	the	real	significations	of	some	posts	on	
social	media.	These	three	points	are	inseparable	and	gravitate	around	the	ability	of	the	
Chinese	 speaking	 person	 who	 will	 create	 its	 own	 database	 of	 interesting	 sources	 for	
each	fields	of	research.	
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47	Artist	from	Hong	Kong	whom	personal	pictures	have	been	leaked	on	the	Internet.	The	importance	of	this	case,	
compared	to	the	way	pornographic	issues	are	treated	in	China,	made	the	public	opinion	angry.	


