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Mega-events today are by definition not only media events but social media events. Social media mobilise 

people and creates epistemic communities around the meaning of the event. Typically, this mobilisation 

takes place on a global scale. A contextual study of any mega-event, therefore, can, or even has to, 

include multiple locations and unorthodox combinations of research methods. 

In the run-up to the 2008 Olympics, Zhang Juan, Merriden Varrall, and myself joined two demonstrations 

that took place in Australia -- the “Sydney Chinese Grand Patriotic and Peaceful March” and another, 

similar event in Canberra – to produce a “collaborative event ethnography” (Brosius and Campbell 2010). 

Both events were attended almost exclusively by mainland Chinese who were studying or had graduated 

from Australian universities – the turnout at both events was estimated at around 10 thousand -- and 

intended to protect the relay of the Olympic torch from possible sabotage by Tibetan or human rights 

activists and to protest Western media portrayal of the recent riots in Tibet. Our interest did not spring 

from a sustained engagement with Chinese students or professionals in Australia. Rather, it came from my 

puzzlement with what I felt were kneejerk nationalistic reactions to perceived slights by Chinese 

nationalists on the Internet. The political stances from which the three of us engaged with the 

demonstrations were palpably different – although we avoided discussing them in detail – but this posed 

no obstacle for observing the events in concert.  

What I think intrigued all of us was what moved masses of seemingly apolitical and apparently rather well-

heeled Chinese undergraduates – as well as some secondary-school students and a number of older 

professionals – from all over Australia to turn out in such large numbers at two political rallies that, as it 

turned out, involved highly emotional and occasionally violent scenes (in Canberra, a Chinese 

demonstrator was arrested for attacking a man with a Taiwanese flag). We had been used to seeing these 

students on our own campus, keeping to themselves and staying away from public events. Had it been 

mobilization by the Chinese embassy that brought them out to demonstrate? If so, why had it succeeded? 

Or had it been economic calculation, or else genuine patriotic sentiment?  
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The demonstrations in Australia took place within a chain of similar events that spanned the globe and 

roughly followed the relay of the Olympic torch from Europe to North America to the Asia-Pacific, although 

some protests were “off course.” Online discussion forums popular in mainland China, such as Tianya – of 

which Zhang Juan was a regular reader – were instrumental in linking these local events and turning them 

into a global spectacle followed by millions of vicarious participants. As the torch made its way around the 

world, organizers learned from and competed with each other. Trawling through thousands of pages of 

online comments, we tracked in real time how events and emotions unfolded on the Web. We then placed 

our observations and interviews during and after the Sydney and Canberra demonstrations, as well as their 

local media coverage and afterlife, in the context of this global story (Nyíri and Zhang 2010).   

Against the predominant explanations of these nationalistic demonstrations as either orchestrated by the 

Chinese government or rationally arising from a sense of humiliation and injustice, neither of which 

matched the atmosphere in Sydney’s streets, we were primarily interested in coming up with an adequate 

rendering of what sort of nationalism it was that went so well with Louis Vuitton bags, a constant snapping 

of photos, and even with an online beauty contest of demonstrators. We concluded that beyond the 

cathartic emotional experience of belonging to a worldwide community the 2008 demonstrations offered, 

displays of “hip nationalism” also provided “an opportunity for individual demonstrations of middle-class 

sophistication, creativity, passion, youthful power and cosmopolitanism. For young demonstrators 

overseas, these attributes represent[ed] not only an ideal self but also the new, ‘real China’” (Nyíri and 

Zhang 2010:27), which they embodied. We suggested that these multiple emotional rewards arising from 

the experience itself – combined with the possibility of socioeconomic rewards of media celebrity status -- 

were at least as important for understanding successful mobilization as the usual explanations, which 

focused on the content of nationalist discourse.   

What had drawn me to study the demonstrations was a search for a better understanding of Chinese 

nationalism. It is true that they marked a turn in Chinese transnational politics, which in the preceding 

period had largely been marked by interactions between the Chinese state and overseas organizations that 

had endorsed state nationalism and, on the other hand, by the oppositional activism of the Falungong and 

some dissident organizations. Compared to these relatively marginal phenomena, the student 

demonstrators managed to attract national attention and to shape nationalist discourse inside China. As 

on many occasions in the past, the figure of the overseas migrant again captured centre stage in Chinese 

imaginations of national modernization. Nonetheless, rather than a sui generis experience, the overseas 

events organised on mainland China-based online portals and in front, as it were, of breathless millions of 

virtual spectators in China served as a proxy for studying nationalist mobilization in China itself, where 
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such demonstrations are not allowed. Ultimately, the main analytical thrust of our study was to offer a 

corrective to the debate on “civil society” in China and the role of transnational spaces in its construction, 

which has long been fraught by a double – technological and political -- determinism. In this debate, civil 

society is still so often equated with liberal democratic goals that observers fail to recognize the dynamics 

of even fairly large-scale non-state social organizing when it does not pursue an agenda of resisting the 

state. 


