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Abstract 

People express their national identity not only through hot nationalist sentiments, 

but also in their daily conversations and practices. The theory of banal 

nationalism highlights the everyday routines and discourses through which 

mundane national sentiments are produced. In China, a number of young people 

are engaged in the creation of Ancient Chinese-style songs which, incidentally, 

reveal understanding of their national identity. Ancient Chinese-style songs 

(Gufeng 古风 in Chinese), a variety of digital songs that are created by young 

netizens online with special emphasis on traditional Chinese elements, provides 

data through which young people’s interpretation and performance of national 

identity in their daily lives can be examined. Drawing on the theory of banal 

nationalism, this research analyzes the participants’ construction of their national 

identity in music creating and listening activities. The research uses the 

qualitative method of web content analysis in order to understand the song lyrics 

and listeners’ comments on the songs. The analysis presented here reveals various 

aspects of the participants’ sense of banal nationhood. Findings show that the 

participants in Ancient Chinese-style songs not only provide multiple 

interpretations of national culture and history, but also engage in embodied 

performance of the nation through music creating and listening activities. In the 

process, the young people link their daily experience of online entertainment with 

national culture, and attach new meanings to the cultural elements they draw on. 

It is argued here that the young people exercise agency in their interpretation of 

the nation. Moreover, the diverse expressions of banal national sentiment created 

by the participants in this music style suggests that cultural traditions are not only 

the stereotyped concepts identified in hot nationalism studies, but that they also 

include everyday experiences that the young music lovers identify with.  

Key words: banal nationalism, national identity, Chinese youth, online music 

 

  



 iii 

Acknowledgements 
 

I would like to thank Prof. Ruan Danching, my principal supervisor, for her 

expert advice and great support. At the beginning of my research, I was too 

ambitious and wanted to cover all the topics in one MPhil thesis. It is Prof. Ruan 

who helped me to figure out the theme, and gave me detailed suggestions 

regarding each part of the thesis. Her sincerity, patience and professionalism 

always inspired me. Without her help, I wouldn’t have finished the thesis 

smoothly. 

I must also show my gratitude to Prof. Jack Barbalet. He has always been 

supportive of my research. He encouraged me the find the research field that I am 

most interested in, so I had the chance to study the young participants of Ancient 

Chinese-style songs. His expertise in theory offered me constant inspirations, 

encouraging me to analyze the phenomenon from new perspectives. This project 

could not have been possible without his support. My gratefulness is beyond 

words.  

I am also indebted to Dr. Leung Hon Chu, Dr. Matthew Chew and Prof. Fran 

Martin. Dr. Leung Hon Chu took his precious time to read my thesis, and offered 

me insightful suggestions; Dr. Matthew Chew shared the fascinating theories of 

peer production and prosumption with me, which still attract me to investigate 

nowadays. Prof. Fran Martin offered me the chance to visit the University of 



 iv 

Melbourne, and shared her past research experience with me. I really enjoying 

learning from all of them. 

Last but not least, my deepest gratitude goes to my parents. Whatever challenges 

I meet, my parents are always by my side. They always tell me that they are 

proud of me; it is this sentence that gives me everlasting confidence and courage. 

I want to express my sincere thanks to my parents.  



 v 

Table of contents 

 

DECLARATION ................................................................................................................ i 

Abstract ................................................................................................................................ ii 

Acknowledgements .......................................................................................................... iii 

Table of contents ................................................................................................................ v 

List of tables and figures .............................................................................................. viii 

Chapter 1: Introduction .................................................................................................. 1 

Chapter 2: Theories of nationalism ............................................................................. 5 

2.1 Nationalism theories ........................................................................................................... 5 

2.2 Two critical attributes of nationalism: political and cultural nationalism ............... 7 

2.3 Two types of expression: hot and banal nationalism ................................................... 9 

2.4 Relationships between banal nationalism and cultural and political nationalism11 

Chapter 3: Banal nationalism and everyday nationhood .................................... 14 

3.1 The top-down approach ........................................................................................................... 15 

3.2 The bottom-up approach .......................................................................................................... 16 

3.2.1 The theory of everyday nationhood .............................................................................. 17 

3.2.2 Approaches of studying everyday nationhood ............................................................ 18 

3.2.3 Findings of everyday nationhood .................................................................................. 21 

3.2.4 The importance of the Internet in studying everyday nationhood .......................... 24 

3.2.5 Summary of the bottom-up approach ........................................................................... 26 

3.3 Summary ..................................................................................................................................... 26 

Chapter 4: National identity of Chinese youth in contemporary China ......... 27 

4.1 National identity and related studies in China ............................................................ 27 

4.1.1 National identity theories and their contents .............................................................. 27 

4.1.2 Studies concerning China ............................................................................................... 32 

4.2 Generational features of the post-1980s generation .................................................. 33 



 vi 

4.3 Studies of Chinese youth and their national identity ................................................. 37 

4.3.1 Attitudes towards the West: Pro-Western tendencies ............................................ 37 

4.3.2 Attitudes towards the Chinese nation: dissatisfaction with China ......................... 39 

4.4 Studies of nationalist movements .................................................................................. 42 

4.4.1 Angry youth ........................................................................................................................ 43 

4.4.2 New forms of expression: Internet nationalism .......................................................... 46 

4.4.3 Findings from nationalism studies ................................................................................ 47 

4.5 Summary of findings and research gaps ...................................................................... 47 

4.5.1 Summary of findings ......................................................................................................... 48 

4.5.2 Research gaps ............................................................................................................... 50 

4.6 Research questions .................................................................................................................... 53 

Chapter 5: Research method ....................................................................................... 56 

5.1 Description of Ancient Chinese-style songs and the music streaming platform .......... 56 

5.1.1 Ancient Chinese-style songs ........................................................................................... 57 

5.1.2 NetEase Cloud Music (网易云音乐) ........................................................................... 61 

5.2 Research method design .......................................................................................................... 65 

5.3 Sampling strategy ...................................................................................................................... 68 

5.4 Description of the coding process ......................................................................................... 71 

5.4.1 Coding of song lyrics ....................................................................................................... 71 

5.4.2 Coding of comments ......................................................................................................... 72 

Chapter 6: Description of the sample songs and codes ........................................ 73 

6.1 Basic information regarding sample songs: year of creation, originality and topics .. 74 

6.1.1 Year of creation and originality of sample songs ....................................................... 74 

6.1.2 The topics of the sample songs ...................................................................................... 76 

6.2 Coding at three levels of coding unit .................................................................................... 80 

6.2.1 Coding at the level of the whole lyrical content: the focus of traditional Chinese 

elements ......................................................................................................................................... 81 

6.2.2 Coding at the sentence level: feelings, opinions and attitudes ............................... 85 

6.2.3 Coding at the word level: national symbols and banal signifiers .......................... 88 

6.3 Summary ..................................................................................................................................... 89 

Chapter 7: Interpretations of history and Chinese cultural elements ............. 91 

7.1 Chinese history .......................................................................................................................... 91 



 vii 

7.2 Chinese thought: Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism ................................................. 95 

7.2.1 Confucianism ..................................................................................................................... 95 

7.2.2 Buddhism ............................................................................................................................ 98 

7.2.3 Daoism .............................................................................................................................. 102 

7.3 Traditional literature and Chinese myth ............................................................................. 104 

7.4 Traditional art forms ............................................................................................................... 108 

7.5 Summary ................................................................................................................................... 112 

Chapter 8: The imagination of performing Chinese lifestyles ........................ 119 

8.1 Performing two ideal lifestyles: life in nature and the countryside, and life in the 

Jiang Hu underworld ..................................................................................................................... 120 

8.2 Two sentiments behind the imagination of performance: romantic love and nostalgia

............................................................................................................................................................ 123 

8.3 Summary ................................................................................................................................... 126 

Chapter 9: Listeners’ comments: reflections on understandings and 

performances of national identity ........................................................................... 128 

9.1 Description of the comments ................................................................................................ 129 

9.2 Embodied emotions and practices ....................................................................................... 132 

9.2.1 Embodied emotions: national pride ............................................................................ 132 

9.2.2 Everyday performances and experience .................................................................... 134 

9.3 Interpretations of national history and culture .................................................................. 138 

9.3.1 The aligned stance with song creators ....................................................................... 138 

9.3.2 Cultural ambitions and expectations for the future ................................................. 140 

9.4 Summary ................................................................................................................................... 142 

Chapter 10: Summary of findings and further discussion ............................... 145 

References ....................................................................................................................... 151 

CURRICULUM VITAE ............................................................................................. 157 

 

  



 viii 

List of tables and figures 
 

Figure 5-1-1 Categorization of songs in NetEase Cloud Music…………………..62 

Figure 5-1-2 Comments in NetEase Cloud Music………………………………….64 

Figure 6-1-1 Year of creation………………………………………………………….75 

Figure 6-1-2 The nature of songs …………………………………………………….76 

Table 6-1-3 The topics of the sample songs…………………………………………78 

Table 6-2-1 Category of nodes at the level of the whole lyrical content…………83 

Figure 6-2-2 Frequency of nodes at the level of the whole lyrical content………83 

Table 6-2-3 Category of feelings and opinions at the sentence level……………..87 

Table 7-1-1 Dynasties and the number of sources…………………………………..94 

Table 9-1-1 Category of comments………………………………………………….130 

Figure 9-1-2 Frequency of comments………………………………………………131 

  



 1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

National identity comprises more than the strong nationalist emotions expressed 

in mega-events. It is also embedded in everyday life and expressed through daily 

conversations and practices. The theory of banal nationalism engages with the 

construction of nationhood in everyday life. In China, emerging, daily forms of 

nationalist expression exist that require exploration. 

This study uses the framework of banal nationalism to examine young 

participants engaging with Ancient Chinese-style songs in contemporary China. 

Banal nationalism describes the everyday routines and discourses through which 

nationalism is produced. The theory was first proposed by Billig (1995), who 

argues that in addition to hot nationalist passions in social movements, there is 

also a continual flagging or reminding of nationhood in daily practices. Fox and 

Miller-Idriss (2008) have extended the theory by emphasizing the agency of 

ordinary people in constructing national identity in everyday contexts. The theory 

thus provides a useful analytical framework for the study of ordinary people’s 

construction of national identity in everyday life.  

The category of Ancient Chinese-style songs (Gufeng 古风  in Chinese) 

generally refers to a variety of digital songs with special emphasis on traditional 

Chinese elements, created by young ‘netizens’. Participants of Ancient 

Chinese-style songs, including both the creators and listeners, are mainly urban 



 2 

young people who are the post-1980s1 and post-1990s2 generation and include 

both genders (Sun, 2017; Xue, 2015; Zhou & Xiong, 2016). When creating and 

listening to these songs, they draw on cultural symbols and images in order to 

demonstrate their own identification with the nation and understanding of 

national culture. In the process, they express their identity and identify with what 

they understand as ‘China’ in a non-political, and nuanced manner. The song 

creating and listening activities reflect their understanding of national culture as 

well as their national identity. Therefore, the development of Ancient 

Chinese-style songs has considerable cultural significance, because it reflects how 

participation in this musical genre has become a way for youth to construct their 

national identity in a search for belongingness.  

The research reported in this thesis uses web content analysis to collect data. Web 

content analysis was used to examine the lyrics of Ancient Chinese-style songs 

and listeners’ comments. The construction and interpretation of young 

participants’ national identities is embedded in the songs and is indirectly 

expressed in the process of creating and listening to the music. Therefore, 

analysis of song lyrics and comments facilitates analysis of young participants’ 

interpretations of the music. Data were collected from 18-22 January 2018. Given 

that the subject is an online phenomenon, the field site was NetEase Cloud Music 

                                                
1 The term of post-1980s (baling hou in Chinese) is used by Rosen (2011) to describe Chinese youth 
born between 1980 and 1989. 

2 The term post-1990s (jiuling hou in Chinese) refers to Chinese youth born between 1990 and 1999. 
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(网易云音乐), an online music streaming platform on which one can collect 

lyrics and comments. In NetEase Cloud Music (网易云音乐), the songs were 

sampled on the number of comments that indicates the popularity of songs. 69 

songs that have more than 8000 comments were chosen. Lyrics of the 69 sample 

songs were analyzed. Then, among the sample songs, three songs that show 

explicit nationalist expressions were selected for the analysis of listeners’ 

comments.  

The research reveals the participants’ banal nationhood in various aspects. 

Through their song-creation and listening practices, they actively engage in both 

the interpretation and performance national identity. Regarding the interpretations, 

creators provide rich interpretations of national culture and history. They interpret 

national cultural elements as sources of national pride, ways of thinking, texts for 

new interpretations and resources for entertainment. In these interpretations, the 

young people link their daily experience of online entertainment with national 

culture, and reshape cultural elements in an appealing and relaxing tone. The 

diverse interpretations suggest that cultural traditions are not only the stereotyped 

abstract concepts identified in hot nationalism studies, but that they also include 

everyday experiences that the young participants identify with. As for embodied 

performance of national identity, it is not only conveyed in the creators’ 

imagination of performing Chinese lifestyles in song lyrics, but also showed in 
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other forms of daily activities. In the process, identification with the nation and 

appreciation for national culture are showed. 

In applying the theory of banal nationalism in Chinese contexts, this research 

contributes to studies on banal nationalism. This investigation identifies various 

manifestations of banal nationhood in the music-creation and listening practices 

of the young participants of Ancient Chinese-style songs. Moreover, through 

discussing youth’s perceptions of their national identity in a Chinese context, the 

analysis of their interpretations of national identity also sheds light on nationalism 

studies concerning Chinese youth.  
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Chapter 2: Theories of nationalism 

In this chapter, I shall analyze theories of nationalism to develop the theoretical 

framework of my study. I will first introduce general theories of nationalism in 

order to highlight its complexity and the diversity of ways in which it is 

conceptualized. I shall subsequently review the theory of banal nationalism 

proposed by Billig (1995). Billig’s theory offers valuable insights for the study of 

everyday routines of nationhood in established nations.  

 

2.1 Nationalism theories 

Nationalism is an enormous topic and scholars generally agree that there is more 

than one type of nationalism (Alter, 1994; Billig, 1995; Guo, 2004; Plamenatz, 

1973; Smith, 2001). It can take the form of both state ideology and popular 

movement, and can manifest itself in a range of ways, such as political 

nationalism and cultural nationalism. Moreover, the realization of nationalism 

varies across space and time, hence difficulties arise in attempting to 

accommodate theories of nationalism within a single framework (Alter, 1994). It 

is therefore preferable to refer to nationalisms in the plural and locate the 

discussion of nationalism in specific social and historical contexts.  
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Modernists believe that nationalism is a phenomenon that is closely related to the 

rise of the modern nation-state (Spencer, 2002). Nationalism was initially a 

European phenomenon, and its roots can be found in late-eighteenth-century 

Western Europe (Alter, 1994; Plamenatz, 1973), before spreading to other parts of 

the world. Certainly, the twentieth century witnessed the burgeoning of nationalist 

movements in Asia and Africa. Nationalisms in Western countries and other 

regions have different characteristics. Whereas nationalism in the global system’s 

developed core reflects the establishment of modern civil society, nationalism in 

the periphery centres on mobilizing for national independence and sovereignty 

(Spencer, 2002). 

This research follows the comprehensive approach to nationalism developed by 

Smith. According to Smith (2001, p. 9), nationalism is “an ideological movement 

for attaining and maintaining autonomy, unity, and identity for a population 

which some of its members deem to constitute an actual potential nation”. In 

defining the term, Smith (2001) offers four meanings of nationalism: the process 

of the formation of nations; a sentiment or consciousness of belonging to the 

nation; language and symbolism; and a social and political movement on behalf 

of the nation. These four meanings imply that nationalism has various facets, 

including its cultural and political aspects. 

 



 7 

2.2 Two critical attributes of nationalism: political and cultural nationalism 

Nationalism theory has two critical attributes: political and cultural nationalism. 

As argued by Smith (2001), nationalism entails both political ideologies on behalf 

of the nation and the cultural consciousness of belonging to the nation. Guibernau 

(1996) states that nationalism has two fundamental attributes: the political 

character of nationalism as an ideology defending the nation-state, and the 

national consciousness of a group based on shared culture. As two critical 

attributes of nationalism, cultural and political nationalism manifest themselves 

as elements that are both interrelated and contradictory. It is therefore necessary 

to discuss the key features of both political and cultural nationalism. 

Political nationalism refers to the establishment of modern nation-states (Guo, 

2004; Spencer, 2002). However, political nationalism has different pursuits in 

Western and non-Western countries. In Western countries, it refers to the political 

movement to create a liberal and rational civil society that secures civic rights, 

whereas in non-Western countries it refers to the struggle for national 

independence and sovereignty (Guo, 2004; Spencer, 2002). Political 

nationalism can manifest itself as a state ideology or as a popular movement. 

Whereas state-led political nationalism can be understood as a state nationalism 

that places the state at the center and emphasizes adherence to it, popular-based 

political nationalism generally refers to outbreaks of hot nationalist passions 

whose political pursuit is to create a modern nation.  
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Cultural nationalism, on the other hand, defines the nation in terms of a shared 

culture, whose components may include language, memory of the past, historical 

narratives and various myths regarding the people, its leaders and their historical 

and present-day circumstances (Guo, 2004; Plamenatz, 1973). Plamenatz (1973) 

holds that nationalism is primarily a cultural phenomenon, and that it is the desire 

to preserve or enhance a sense of cultural distinctness that underpins nationalist 

sentiments. Thus nationalism is a reaction of people to what they feel is their 

cultural disadvantage; nationalism in this sense serves to enhance a people’s 

cultural identity or transform or even create it when it is considered inadequate 

(Plamenatz, 1973). For cultural nationalists, the first and foremost issue is not 

territory or citizenship, but the meaning of a national culture. They may reinvent 

a tradition of images, symbols, rites and customs, and reconstruct a narrative of 

historical events and memories to form a repository of national culture (Guo, 

2004). Therefore, cultural nationalism is primarily concerned with a national 

culture founded upon common heritage, history and values.  
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2.3 Two types of expression: hot and banal nationalism 

In spite of the classification of nationalism based on its attributes, Billig (1995) 

offers an additional distinction, namely the distinction between hot nationalism 

and banal nationalism based on the nature of expression. While hot nationalism 

refers to overtly nationalist movements and strong nationalist emotions, banal 

nationalism stresses the national aspect of common sense that is expressed 

implicitly in everyday life. In proposing the concept, Billig (1995) emphasizes the 

embeddedness of national identity in the routine details of ordinary daily life. 

In addition to the hot nationalist emotions aroused in mega-events, Billig argues 

that routine life in national contexts reminds people of their national identity. 

Moreover, this form of remembering occurs without conscious awareness: “the 

citizenry are daily reminded of their national place in the world…this reminding 

is so familiar, so continual that it is not consciously registered as reminding” 

(Billig, 1995, p. 8). In describing banal nationalism in such a manner, it is 

distinguished from the conventional sense of nationalism (which Billig 

characterizes as ‘hot nationalism’) because it is indirectly expressed by people in 

mundane forms, and goes largely unnoticed.  

In Banal Nationalism, Billig (1995) draws scholarly attention to the everyday 

routines and discourses through which nationalism is produced. Banal 

nationalism can also be understood as banal nationhood, as it concerns the 
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national identity of ordinary people in their daily lives. In his research, Billig 

finds that small words in daily discourses offer constant reminders of nationhood. 

Linguistic deixis such as “we”, “here” and “them” are significant in constructing 

the nationhood of ordinary people. The deixis of the homeland is conveyed 

through the mass media and political discourse in everyday contexts, and 

implicitly influences people’s understanding of their nationhood. Therefore, 

Billig argues that nationality is not removed from everyday life but is instead 

indicated in the mundane lives of its citizenry.  

Billig criticizes what he sees as the flaws of the accepted use of the word 

“nationalism” in two regards. First, scholars tend to equate nationalism with what 

Billig calls hot nationalism, while overlooking banal nationalism. Second, 

conventional scholarship on nationalism according to Billig tends to locate 

nationalism in the periphery, and in so doing neglects the nationalism of the 

West’s nation-states (Billig, 1995). Thus, scholars tend to reserve the term 

nationalism for outbreaks of hot nationalist passion that arise in extreme social 

movements in peripheral countries (Billig, 1995; Skey, 2009). In this way, 

nationalism disappears in academia as an issue in daily life and in developed 

nations. In other words, nationalism is perceived as the force that creates 

nation-states or threatens the stability of existing states. The ways in which things 

are maintained in daily activities once stability is achieved are therefore neglected. 

In critiquing such views, Billig (1995, p. 8) argues that nationalism is expressed 
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in daily life in a banal and implicit way: “there is a continual flagging or 

reminding of nationhood in the established nations”.  

 

2.4 Relationships between banal nationalism and cultural and political 

nationalism 

 

Theoretically speaking, banal nationalism is not incompatible with cultural and 

political nationalism, as they refer to two different dimensions. As mentioned 

above, cultural and political nationalism are the attributes of nationalism. While 

political nationalism refers to the establishment or strengthening of the modern 

state, cultural nationalism emphasizes the shared culture of a nation. Banal 

nationalism, whose counterpart is hot nationalism, stresses the nature of 

expressions of nationalism. While hot nationalism refers to nationalist events that 

are conscious and intended, banal nationalism refers to latent aspects of 

nationhood that are subtle, indirect and interactive. In theory, there could be latent 

aspect of political and cultural nationalism. In other words, there are the 

possibilities of banal cultural and banal political nationalism. 

However, in practice, cultural and political nationalism is conventionally attached 

with hot meanings. As Billig (1995) criticizes, scholars tend to equate nationalism 

with what Billig calls hot nationalism, while overlooking banal nationalism. 

Regarding political and cultural attributes, the main focus of academia is put on 
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either political movements to establish the nation, or the cultural ambitions to 

revive the nation. The banal aspect of cultural or political attribute is neglected. 

Therefore, conventional discussion of cultural and political nationalism is 

confined to the hot aspect of nationalism. 

Therefore, in previous discussions, the concept of banal nationalism distinguishes 

itself clearly from (conventional) studies of both political and cultural nationalism. 

In comparison to political nationalism studies, banal nationalism is not about 

political movements to save the nation, nor is it about explicit feelings of loyalty 

to the nation-state. Banal nationalism is also different from cultural nationalism 

studies. Banal nationalism refers to the latent aspects of nationhood that are 

embedded in daily routines, while conventional cultural nationalism generally 

explores the explicit and conscious commitment to the national culture with clear 

purposes. Banal nationalism is not consciously directed to a national past and 

traditions, but draws on symbols of the past for daily activities, including 

entertainment. Consequently, people indirectly express their understanding of 

their nationality, potentially generating loyalty and a sense of belonging to the 

nation, even if this is implicit. Therefore, the sentiments aroused by banal 

nationalism are subtle, indirect and interactive, whereas the efforts made by 

cultural nationalists are typically conscious and intended. 

In summary, banal nationalism offers a new perspective to the study of 

nationalism by drawing scholarly attention towards everyday routines and daily 
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discourses. Numerous studies of political and cultural nationalism exist, which 

generally emphasize hot expressions in nationalist movements and mega-events. 

The research reported here, however, attends to daily expressions and 

performances of national identity, and so uses the framework of banal 

nationalism.  
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Chapter 3: Banal nationalism and everyday 

nationhood 

This chapter will review the ways in which scholars have adopted the theory of 

banal nationalism to study different forms of nationalism. Billig’s theory is a 

major inspiration for scholars with research interests in mundane forms of 

nationalism. As Koch and Passi (2016) note, banal nationalism has greatly 

influenced Western scholars. In their research, scholars not only apply the theory 

to various contexts, but also develop it through offering new perspectives. In this 

chapter I shall first introduce the two main approaches to studying banal 

nationalism, and subsequently discuss the theory of everyday nationhood as a 

supplement to the theory. Finally, I will present findings to demonstrate their 

contributions to my research. 

Studies of banal nationalism display two primary areas of attention: the role of 

banal signifiers conveyed by institutions (the top-down approach), and the agency 

of ordinary people in constructing their nationhood (the bottom-up approach). 

The top-down approach has a macro-structural focus and examines the formation 

of banal nationalism through various banal signifiers constructed by institutions 

such as the state and the media. The bottom-up approach is interested in ordinary 

people and analyzes the construction of banal nationhood by ordinary people in 

specific contexts. In this section, I will review both approaches and show how 

they contribute to my own research.  
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3.1 The top-down approach 

Studies with a macro-level focus critically examine the representation of texts and 

images conveyed by the state and media (Billig, 1995; Raento & Brunn, 2005). 

Emphasis is placed on “the little things” in texts and images that generally go 

unnoticed in people’s daily lives. As Billig (1995) notes, small words in daily 

discourses offer constant reminders of nationhood. Billing (1995) illustrates the 

significance of linguistic deixis such as “we”, “here” and “them” in constructing 

the nationhood of ordinary people. Following Billing’s research, many scholars 

study everyday nationhood manifested in other forms of text and image. Attention 

is paid to the materialization of nationhood through artifacts such as stamps and 

banknotes (Penrose, 2011; Raento & Brunn, 2005), maps (Batuman, 2010) and 

license plates (Leib, 2011). 

In their efforts to analyze the manifestation of banal nationhood in material 

artifacts, scholars emphasize the role of various institutions such as the state and 

media (Billig, 1995; Leib, 2011; Raento & Brunn, 2005). In claiming that 

nationhood is presented in the “little words” of deixis, Billig (1995) argues that 

such national flagging is conveyed in both political discourse and the mass media. 

Given that the nation-state constitutes the basis for political discourse, politicians 

flag nationhood in a habitual way in their speeches to represent the nation (Billig, 

1995). Meanwhile, the mass media such as newspapers employ a complementary 

and complex deixis of “we” and “here” to stand for the nation. Raento and Brunn 
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(2005) have examined 1,457 stamps in Finland between 1917 and 2000, and find 

that stamps are banal signifiers of state nationalism, illustrating that the state’s 

focus has shifted from war to peace. Furthermore, Leib (2011) has investigated 

license plates in the United States of America (USA) and Canada and argues that 

governments have used these items as banal signifiers to promote national 

identity among citizens. In the process, a uniform form of nationhood is 

constructed by the state and media, and ordinary people are unconsciously 

influenced as a result. 

 

3.2 The bottom-up approach 

Excessive attention to macro-structural forces has instigated critics to accuse the 

theory of banal nationalism of overlooking human agency (Antonsich, 2016; 

Benwell & Dodds, 2011; Skey, 2009). For instance, Skey (2009) criticizes it as a 

top-down approach that neglects how people can make sense of their national 

identity in different contexts and at different times. Billig’s account assumes that 

all citizens accept the uniform idea of nationhood constructed by institutions, but 

fails to provide empirical evidence. As Skey (2009) claims, theorists cannot 

assume that particular representations of the nation in the government and media 

have resonance to all individuals. Therefore, the top-down approach fails to 

acknowledge the complexity of the national audience and its ability to make 
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sense of larger messages. In other words, the agency of ordinary people in 

constructing nationhood and the potential for diverse interpretations are not fully 

apparent in this body of research (Antonsich, 2016). While acknowledging the 

importance of the representation of the media and government as formative of 

identity, it is vital to pay attention to the enactment of national identity by 

ordinary people in diverse micro contexts (Antonsich, 2016; Benwell & Dodds, 

2011).  

 

3.2.1 The theory of everyday nationhood 

In order to close the gap between banal nationalism and people’s agency, Fox and 

Miller-Idriss (2008) have proposed the notion of everyday nationhood. Everyday 

nationhood constitutes a bottom-up approach that emphasizes ordinary people in 

diverse contexts. As Fox and Miller-Idriss (2008) state, the nation is not simply 

the product of macro-structural forces, but is also the practical accomplishment of 

ordinary people engaging in routine activities. In this way, the authors seek to 

shift the attention of nationalism studies to everyday life as a domain of enquiry, 

as well as to develop a research agenda for examining the ways in which ordinary 

people construct their nationhood in the diverse contexts of daily life. Akin to Fox 

and Miller-Idriss’ proposal, Edensor (2002) contributes to the notion of everyday 

nationhood by introducing the perspective of popular culture. The conventional 
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view of culture offered in theories of nationalism tends to focus on high and 

official culture, while regarding popular culture as trivial and irrelevant. In 

contrast, Edensor (2002) considers the everyday popular cultural engagements 

that contribute to the reproduction of national identity. 

Everyday nationhood can be viewed as a supplement to the theory of banal 

nationalism, shifting the focus from macro-structural forces to people’s agency. 

While banal nationalism acknowledges the importance of mundane life in 

reproducing nationality, it does not emphasize the agency of ordinary people. 

Everyday nationhood complements banal nationalism by focusing more 

concretely and directly on everyday life as a site for investigating the discourses 

and practices through which people make sense of their nationhood (Antonsich, 

2016; Edensor, 2002). Therefore, adding the “everyday” to banal nationalism 

would facilitate exploration of the activation of nationhood from below 

(Antonsich, 2016). 

 

3.2.2 Approaches of studying everyday nationhood 

Fox and Miller-Idriss (2008) have proposed a methodological agenda to study the 

actual practices through which nationhood is reproduced by ordinary people. 

Unlike the texts and images of banal signifiers constructed at the institutional 
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level, daily practices are trivial and disordered. Thus, investigation of the actual 

practices of ordinary people requires a detailed methodological agenda. Fox and 

Miller-Idriss (2008) list four approaches to studying the quotidian production and 

reproduction of the nation of ordinary people. First is “talking the nation”, the 

discursive construction of the nation through routine talk. Second is “choosing 

the nation”, nationhood as being constructed from the decisions that people make. 

Third is “performing the nation”, the construction of national identity through the 

ritual enactment of symbols. Finally, “consuming the nation” refers to the 

expression of nationhood through daily consumption behaviour (Fox & 

Miller-Idriss, 2008). Of the four approaches, two (“talking the nation” and 

“performing the nation”) offer the most valuable guidance for researchers with 

interests in the everyday nationhood of ordinary people. Therefore, I shall focus 

on the two approaches.    

“Talking the nation” refers to discursive claims made by ordinary people in 

understanding the nation. In using a qualitative interview method, researchers can 

capture ordinary people’s views of the nation (Fox & Miller-Idriss, 2008). In 

contrast to Billig’s perspective that nationhood operates at the level of 

unselfconscious disposition, Fox and Miller-Idriss (2008, p. 539) state that “it is 

simultaneously the practical accomplishment of ordinary people giving concrete 

expression to their understanding of the nation”. Thus, through methods such as 
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interviews and focus groups, researchers can investigate ordinary people’s 

construction of nationhood, rendering implicit nationhood more explicit.  

“Performing the nation” concerns the meanings of national symbols interpreted 

and manipulated by ordinary people. While scholarship on national symbols tends 

to emphasize elite production, Fox and Miller-Idriss (2008) stress the actual 

process of the meaning-making of national symbols by ordinary people. People 

are not just consumers of national symbols; they are producers who actively 

interpret, negotiate and constitute their meanings. Two common contexts for 

people to perform the nation are national holidays and sporting events, in which 

participants become the physical embodiment of the nation (Fox & Miller-Idriss, 

2008). In order to study the experiences of ordinary people in such contexts, Fox 

(2006) proposes an ethnography methodology. However, Fox and Miller-Idriss 

(2008) also acknowledge that national holidays and sporting events only include 

the performing the nation of those who are physically present. There are many 

other ways in which ordinary people interpret national symbols that are awaiting 

investigation. 

Scholars who emphasize the agency of ordinary people engage with the notion of 

everyday nationhood, and investigate daily discourses and practices. They are 

either interested in discursive claims made by certain groups of people (the 

“talking the nation” aspect) (Antonsich, 2016; Benwell & Dodds, 2011) or the 

national symbols constructed by people (the “performing the nation” aspect) (Fox, 
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2006). Benwell and Dodds (2011) have conducted interviews with young people 

in Buenos Aires in Argentina to ascertain their attitudes regarding Argentine 

territorial nationalism proposed by the government. Fox (2006), with interests in 

the practices of youth during national holidays and sporting competitions, has 

undertaken ethnographic research to observe their physical postures and facial 

expressions, as well as their construction of symbols such as national flags and 

songs. In fact, “talking the nation” and “performing the nation” can be correlated. 

In conducting focus-group interviews with students in Milan about being Italian, 

Antonsich (2016) notes that their understandings of national identity included 

proper performative reproductions of nationhood through bodily practices like 

dressing behaviors. 

Therefore, two key conceptual approaches can be used to study everyday 

nationhood: investigating the discursive claims made by certain groups of people 

( “talking the nation” ), and the national symbols that are constructed by people 

(“performing the nation”).  

 

3.2.3 Findings of everyday nationhood 

The aforementioned studies reveal that nationhood is interpreted and performed 

by people in a wide range of ways (Antonsich, 2016; Benwell & Dodds, 2011; 
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Fox, 2006). In his study of ethnically diverse students in Milan, Antonsich (2016) 

did not find any homogeneous, uniform national identity that characterized banal 

nationalism in people’s accounts. Rather, respondents’ expressions of the nation 

were socio-spatially differentiated. Italy was articulated as a highly diverse space 

through which individuals made sense of their own activities. Benwell and Dodds’ 

(2011) research on youth in Argentina has also shown that Argentine people were 

not equally moved by banal signifiers constructed by the state and media. Their 

research additionally highlighted the temporal and spatial nuances of Argentine 

nationalism in young people’s minds. Fox’s (2006) work on the performative 

engagement of university students at national holidays and sporting events 

revealed that nationalist passions and cohesions manifested themselves in diverse 

forms. All of these studies confirm the importance of the agency of ordinary 

people in reproducing nationalism in everyday practices. Emphasizing people’s 

discursive and performative construction of nationhood enables everyday 

nationalism to be depicted in a pluralistic, context-specific form.  

Specifically, studies conducted by Benwell and Dodds (2011) and Antonsich 

(2016) delineate the differences in constructions of nationhood among different 

social groups. For instance, Benwell and Dodds’ (2011) research highlights the 

generational characteristics of youth in understanding their nation. Concerning 

the Islas Malvinas (Falkland Islands), they note that although the banal reminders 

of territorial nationalism espoused by the Argentine government were 
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omnipresent, young people believed that the issue had waning relevance in their 

lives. In other words, young people tended to identify less with state territorial 

nationalism, while the older generation might have displayed quite different 

attitudes. Antonsich’s (2016) research reveals the difference between native 

Italian students and students who are children of migrants. While native Italian 

students had a strong sense of belonging to the nation, the children of migrants 

were more ambivalent about “being Italian”. These findings thus reveal the 

importance of macro-level factors in influencing people’s understanding of 

nationhood. Therefore, it is important to specify certain social groups in terms of 

generation, ethnicity or class when doing research.  

Meanwhile, in addition to differences among social groups, individuals’ 

construction of everyday nationhood is not fixed but constantly negotiated in 

different situations and daily contexts (Antonsich, 2016; Benwell & Dodds, 2011; 

Edensor, 2002; Fox, 2006). Antonsich (2016) has demonstrated that Italian 

students attach different meanings to national identity, depending on the topic of 

discussion. For any one individual, there were multiple meanings of the nation. 

Indeed, in topics involving other nations and immigration, Italy was a unified 

space; however, when the conversation steered away from immigration, Italy 

became a fragmented space where the individual identified more with cities than 

with the nation (Antonsich, 2016). The research thus suggests that individuals can 

construct their national identity at a plurality of scales in different situations. Fox 
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(2006) compares student engagements with national holidays and sporting events, 

and reveals important differences in terms of content, intensity and modality. 

Although national holidays and sporting events were both important platforms for 

individuals to feel national passions and to perform nationhood, students engaged 

more actively with the latter than with the former.  

This research into people’s daily discourses and practices provides significant 

theoretical insights. People are not passive recipients of banal signifiers conveyed 

by the state; rather, they interpret their nationhood in diverse ways in their daily 

lives. Different social groups regarding generation, ethnicity and class tend to 

have different constructions of nationhood. Moreover, the construction of 

everyday nationhood is not static but rather constantly negotiated in different 

contexts.  

 

3.2.4 The importance of the Internet in studying everyday nationhood 

Whereas these studies confine their scope of analysis to daily conversations and 

performances in national holidays and sporting events, White (2015) 

acknowledges the importance of the Internet as a new public space for ordinary 

people to reproduce banal nationalism. The prevalence of the Internet, especially 

with Web 2.0 technologies, has opened up new possibilities for ordinary people to 
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express feelings and construct symbols of banal nationalism. This is especially 

important for analyzing “performing the nation”, regarding the meanings of 

national symbols performed by ordinary people. The performance of national 

symbols during national holidays and at sporting events can be extended to the 

new space of the Internet, where people do not only observe but also participate 

in meaning-making processes (White, 2015). Being interested in the national 

symbol of the anthem and the practice of anthem-singing, White (2015) analyzes 

user comments posted on six YouTube sites featuring New Zealand anthems, and 

concluded that websites such as YouTube have become sites of national identity 

construction. 

White’s (2015) research has also demonstrated the coexistence of “talking the 

nation” and “performing the nation” on the Internet. When commenting on 

different versions of New Zealand anthems, listeners not only stated their 

attitudes and opinions towards their national identity, but also conveyed it with 

significant passion. Desires, longing and belonging are attached to the anthem, 

which simultaneously entails the performativity of nationhood in an affective 

manner. That is to say, online comments convey both discursive attitudes and 

performative emotions. The analysis of online texts enables researchers to 

investigate both the ways of talking the nation and performing the nation in 

cyberspace. 
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3.2.5 Summary of the bottom-up approach 

In summary, the literature on banal nationalism with emphasis on people’s agency 

offers valuable guidance to this study. First, people’s daily construction of 

nationhood might be approached from both discursive claims (“talking the 

nation”) and performances (“performing the nation”). Second, different social 

groups may have different constructions of their nationhood, thus it is important 

to specify certain social groups in terms of generation, ethnicity or class. Third, 

everyday nationhood is fluid and constantly negotiated in various daily contexts. 

Therefore, researchers need to pay attention to the specific contexts and 

interactions where nationhood is constructed. Finally, the Internet represents an 

important field for the examination of everyday nationhood, where people 

interpret and perform their nationhood flexibly and creatively. 

 

3.3 Summary  

In this chapter, I have reviewed empirical studies regarding the theory of banal 

nationalism, and have analyzed the methodological and theoretical issues that are 

useful for my case. My research will draw theoretical insights from banal 

nationalism, and adopt the notion everyday nationhood to discuss the agency of 

ordinary people in particular.  
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Chapter 4: National identity of Chinese youth in 

contemporary China 

In this chapter, I will review studies that examine the features of national identity 

of Chinese youth, before identifying gaps in this body of research. First, I will 

introduce the contents of national identity theories and two fields of studies in 

China that concern the national identity of post-1980s3 Chinese youth. I will 

subsequently give a general picture of the post-1980s generation. Next, I shall 

introduce research findings from the two fields of studies. Finally, I will 

summarize the features of youth national identity described by these studies, 

identify the gaps in previous approaches, and state the importance of introducing 

the perspective of banal nationalism. 

 

4.1 National identity and related studies in China 

4.1.1 National identity theories and their contents 

National identity is a slippery concept to define with precision. It is commonly 

accepted that national identity refers to one’s understanding of and sense of 

belonging to the nation (Emerson, 1960; Smith, 2001; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 

                                                
3 As Rosen (2011) notes, scholars use the term of post-1980s (baling hou in Chinese) to Chinese youth 

born between 1980 and 1989. 
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Billig (1995) adds that national identity is a form of life, shaped by 

understandings about what the nation is and what loyalty to that nation entails. 

Social identity theory argues that national identity includes both 

self-categorization and affect. Self-categorization refers to one’s identification 

with the nation, while affect refers to the sense of belonging and emotional 

attachment one feels towards the nation (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). The process of 

self- categorization involves both the identification of one’s own nation and 

differentiation from other nations. The identification of one’s own nation as being 

unique is enacted by a shared culture and history. National culture and history are 

emphasized in the discussion of national identity. 

Smith (2011) stresses the importance of cultural elements in the reproduction of 

national identity. He defines national identity as “the continuous reproduction and 

reinterpretation of the pattern of values, symbols, memories, myths and traditions 

that compose the distinctive heritage of nations and the identifications of 

individuals with that pattern and heritage and with its cultural elements” (Smith, 

2011, p.18). In the process, Smith argues that historical and cultural elements, 

including memories, values, symbols, myths and traditions, constitute the 

distinctive heritage of the nation. Therefore, examination of people’s national 

identity involves people’s understanding of history and cultural elements, 

including myth and history, tradition, values, symbols and rituals. 



 29 

In accordance with social identity theory’s contention that national identity 

involves the identification of one’s own nation and differentiation from others, 

Billig (1995) argues that national identity includes attitudes towards oneself and 

attitudes towards others. As he claims, “[t]his includes ways of conceiving of ‘us, 

the nation’, which is said to have its unique destiny; it also involves conceiving of 

‘them, the foreigners’, from whom we identify ‘ourselves’ as different” (Billig, 

1995, p. 61). In the process of conceiving “us”, he emphasizes people’s 

understanding of history and myth, as they convey a sense of uniqueness and 

integrity of the nation. Billig also notes that conceiving “us” involves an 

understanding of the place: the national territory. In conceiving “them”, Billig 

finds that one’s understanding of the nation involves stereotyping other nations, 

distinguishing them from one’s homeland. In so doing, people can claim the 

uniqueness of their national identity.  

Theories of national identity highlights how the discussion of national identity 

typically incorporates two aspects with emphasis on national culture and history. 

First, it is about one’s identification with the own nation. The analysis of people’s 

perceptions of their own nation implicates their understanding of national history 

and culture, including myth and history, tradition, values, symbols and rituals. 

Billig also notes the importance of people’s understanding of the national territory. 

Second, national identity involves differentiation from other nations. People 

compare other nations with their own nation to claim the uniqueness of their 
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national identity. Therefore, discussion of people’s national identity necessitates 

examination of people’s attitudes towards other nations.  

It is worth discussing the relationship between national identity and nationalism. 

As mentioned in previous chapters, nationalisms are plural concepts that can refer 

to both what Billig characterizes as hot nationalism and banal nationalism. 

However, conventional arguments tend to equate nationalism with hot nationalist 

movements when discussing the relationship between national identity and 

nationalism. Generally speaking, national identity is viewed as a broader concept, 

whereas nationalism is regarded as a type of expression of national identity. 

National identity, referring to one’s identification and emotions towards the 

nation, is more neutral. Therefore, nationalism is regarded as an extreme 

expression of national identity.  

Such a statement is biased due to its narrow definition of nationalism (Billig, 

1995; Mitchel, 2005; Smith, 1995). For instance, Smith (1995) argues that 

nationalism takes many forms and that moderate forms can coexist with extremist 

ideologies. Billig (1995) criticizes the scholarly view that confines nationalism to 

hot nationalism while overlooking the banal forms of nationalism in everyday 

life.  

Billig, when proposing banal nationalism in saying that national identity is 

produced in daily routines, equates nationalism with national identity. The central 
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thesis of banal nationalism is that there is constant reminding of nationhood in 

daily life. Billig then argues that to have national identity is to embrace the daily 

reminders of the nation and to possess means of talking about nationhood in 

everyday life (Billig, 1995). National identity can be understood as the 

accomplishment of banal nationalism in daily practice. Therefore, nationalism, 

nationhood and national identity are similar concepts, referring to different 

aspects of understanding and reminding of the nation. National identity 

emphasizes individuals’ understandings and feelings of the nation, while banal 

nationalism stresses the process in everyday life.  

 

Using the theory of banal nationalism, I regard studies of national identity and 

nationalism as highly complementary. In studying daily expressions and 

performances of national identity among participants of Ancient Chinese-style 

songs, I deem it necessary to review studies of both national identity and 

nationalism in China. Although nationalism studies generally focus on hot 

nationalist movements, they do illustrate participants’ attitudes and emotions 

towards the nation. Findings on both sides offer insights for my study. 
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4.1.2 Studies concerning China 

Two fields of studies reveal the national identity of youth in contemporary China. 

The first field comprises studies regarding Chinese youth and their national 

identity. In this field, scholars examine the generational features of Chinese youth. 

Their understandings of their national identity are considered an important aspect 

of the generational attributes of the post-1980s generation. The second field 

includes nationalism studies, which focus on hot nationalist movements. Since 

the 2000s, the principal participants of nationalist movements are young people 

of the post-1980s generation. When analyzing nationalist outbreaks in 

mega-events, scholars have also investigated the attitudes of these young 

participants. 

Following the principles of national identity theories, these two fields of studies 

in China also involve the two main aspects when analyzing the national identity 

of Chinese youth. The first is young people’s attitudes towards other countries. In 

China, this aspect is manifested as young people’s attitudes towards Western 

countries, i.e. whether they have a pro-Western or anti-Western tendency. The 

second aspect is young people’s attitudes towards the Chinese nation. While the 

theoretical emphasis is placed on national history and culture, studies of China 

concern attitudes both towards contemporary Chinese society and attitudes 

towards Chinese tradition and culture.  
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In spite of similarities in focus between studies of attitudes and behaviors of 

Chinese youth and nationalism studies, the latter place special emphasis on new 

forms of nationalistic expression. With the prevalence of the Internet, researchers 

of nationalism studies have begun to analyze young people’s online activities and 

their nationalist expressions on the Internet (Shan & Guo, 2011; Wang, 2006).  

Therefore, in this chapter I shall introduce the findings of youth national identity 

in both fields.  In the field of studies on Chinese youth and their national identity, 

I shall analyze youth’s attitudes towards other countries, as well as their 

understandings of their own nation. In the field of nationalism studies, I shall first 

analyze the nationalist movements that have caught scholarly attention, and then 

identify the features of youth national identity manifested in hot nationalist 

movements. 

 

4.2 Generational features of the post-1980s generation 

Before reviewing findings of youth national identity, it is important to give a 

general picture of post-1980s Chinese youth. Since the 2000s, fruitful studies of 

post-1980s Chinese youth have emerged, as they are the first generation to grow 

up in post-reform China. Scholars have analyzed their living contexts and 

identified several features of post-1980s Chinese youth. Although these 
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generational features do not necessarily demonstrate young people’s perceptions 

of their national identity, they offer a general image of the context in which these 

young people live. Therefore, a brief introduction of the living contexts and 

generational features enables us to better understand youth’s understanding of 

their national identity. 

Post-1980s Chinese youth were brought up in post-reform China, a country that is 

experiencing rapid economic development. Following economic reform in 1978, 

and especially from the 1990s, China has experienced considerable 

modernization with tremendous associated changes to the society. Economic 

reform has been accompanied by new economic opportunities, offering superior 

living conditions to post-1980s youth. Increasing wealth has provided youth with 

greater spending power (Weber, 2002). In comparison to previous generations, 

the post-1980s generation are more profoundly influenced by consumerism and 

daily entertainment.  

Indeed, they have been influenced by globalization trends, and enjoy greater 

access to outside information. Following economic reform, China became more 

amenable to foreign trade. Certainly, with the influx of Western cultural products 

and outside information, young people have become affected by global trends. 

Aside from receiving global information from the mass media, young people now 

enjoy new opportunities to travel abroad and experience the Western world. The 

number of Chinese students studying abroad increased drastically from the 2000s 
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(179,800 students in 2008 compared with 38,983 students in 2000 and only 2,950 

in 1990) (National Bureau of Statistics of China). 

De Kloet (2010) argues that the general portrayal of the post-1980s generation is 

cosmopolitan, individualistic and patriotic. Economic development, technological 

advancement and the growing importance of consumption and leisure all 

contribute to their generational characteristics. Rosen (2003) also lists these three 

features along with explanations: first, they are exposed to the global culture to a 

considerable extent, facilitating their cosmopolitan outlook; second, the state has 

been successful in promoting patriotic education amongst youth, which explains 

their patriotic dispositions; third, they are more self-interested and less 

enthusiastic about politics, meaning that they are individualistic. That is to say, 

compared to earlier generations, post-1980s youth have more internationalist 

outlooks and tend to embrace a self-centered, materialistic position, whilst also 

showing strong nationalist sentiments.  

Youth identity is increasingly influenced by the Internet (Clark, 2012; Rosen, 

2011). The prevalence of the Internet has brought increased Western influence to 

the daily activities of Chinese youth, adding a variety of consumption and 

entertainment choices. Clark (2012) argues that on the Internet, the nation has 

both a place and no place: youth can express unrestrained nationalism, while the 

wide range of possibilities offered by the Internet also renders nations less 

important. Moreover, with increasing amounts of time and money spent on the 
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Internet, it has become a major vehicle for socializing youth (Clark, 2012; Rosen, 

2011). The implications of the Internet are significant, because the Internet has 

arguably taken the place of the state in providing the framework for youth 

identity formation (Clark, 2012) Although state censorship exists, it is impossible 

for the state to control all information flows, and young people can attain 

considerable information online (Rosen, 2011). 

Scholars also identify the diffusion of connections between young people and the 

state, as post-1980s generations are less motivated by the party-state and are less 

enthusiastic about politics (Clark, 2012; de Kloet, 2010; Rosen, 2003). Clark 

(2012) finds that the majority of the post-1980s generation claimed to be 

uninterested in politics, whereas consumption and material concerns appeared to 

have become more significant than active participation in safeguarding the nation. 

De Kloet (2010) supplements this argument by claiming that one prominent 

feature of the post-1980s generation is its individualism, as they are more 

self-centered than political-oriented. In other words, the linkage between youth 

and the state has loosened, as youth are more significantly influenced by 

consumer society and the Internet (Clark, 2012). 

In summary, post-1980s Chinese youth were brought up in post-reform China and 

heavily influenced by globalization trends. The generational features of the 

post-1980s generation are cosmopolitan and individualistic. These young people 

are more influenced by the Internet than the party-state.  
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4.3 Studies of Chinese youth and their national identity  

In this section, I shall review studies of Chinese youth and their national identity. 

I shall analyze youth’s attitudes towards other countries. I will subsequently 

discuss their attitudes towards Chinese nation. These are important aspects 

constituting their national identity.  

 

4.3.1 Attitudes towards the West: Pro-Western tendencies 

Differentiation from other nations represents an important aspect constituting 

people’s national identity. Studies in China reveal that young people are 

extremely interested in Western societies and culture, and that the differentiation 

process is manifested as admiration for Western culture. However, some struggles 

also exist regarding youth’s attitudes towards Western countries. 

Scholars identify pro-Western tendencies among Chinese youth (Rosen, 2009; 

Weber, 2002). In spite of the state’s nationalistic propaganda and perceived US 

neo-colonialism, youth continue to admire foreign culture and tend to believe that 

the West offers more opportunities than China (Weber, 2002). This is manifested 

in their willingness to embrace Western cultural products, for example listening to 

foreign music, watching Western movies and admiring Western literary figures. A 

survey conducted among university students in China indicated that 94 per cent 
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of students considered themselves influenced by Western culture, and more than 

half identified themselves with American cultural concepts (Rosen, 2009). 

Moreover, although 82 per cent were aware of the penetration of Western political 

ideas behind such products, fewer than 12 per cent were willing to eschew them.  

Chen (2002) has analyzed youth’s complex attitudes towards the USA. He 

conducted interviews with university students to explore their attitudes towards 

the country in 2000 and 2001. He found that their attitudes towards America 

could not simply be summarised as either love or hate. Rather, they perceived of 

two Americas: a hated hegemonic America and a desirable, advanced America. 

Hence two Americas were found to exist simultaneously in their minds. 

Chen (2002) has also revealed the reasons behind youth’s complex attitudes. 

University students hated the hegemonic America, especially when they 

recognized that China’s national interests were threatened by the USA in 

international politics (Chen, 2002). However, Chen argues that this sentiment 

cannot explain why students would be happy queuing to apply for visas at the US 

Embassy shortly after protesting outside. Delving further, Chen identified the 

other perceived America, an enlightened country. Having accused the USA of 

disadvantaging China in its international relations, the young people criticized 

China’s perceived institutional and cultural backwardness. At this point, they used 

American values and standards to criticize modern China; their anti-American 

sentiments became admiration for American culture (Chen, 2002). 
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In summary, this research indicates that at the beginning of the twenty-first 

century, young people possess both pro-Western dispositions and identity 

struggles regarding their attitudes towards Western countries. On the one hand, 

young people are enthusiastic about Western culture, and this is generally 

accompanied by their dissatisfaction with Chinese culture and tradition. On the 

other hand, they hate the hegemonic image of Western countries when they 

believe that the interests of the Chinese nation are being infringed. 

 

4.3.2 Attitudes towards the Chinese nation: dissatisfaction with China 

In contrast to young people’s admiration for Western countries, their perceptions 

of the Chinese nation are rather negative (Fong, 2004; Rosen, 2011). They do not 

regard China as a powerful nation, nor do they identify with Chinese culture and 

tradition. In spite of the fact that they still love their nation, they are dissatisfied 

with both contemporary Chinese society and its traditional and cultural elements. 

The concept of filial nationalism captures young people’s understanding towards 

China.  

Fong (2004) proposes the notion of filial nationalism to characterize young 

people’s feelings towards China. Filial nationalism, the feeling of being 

analogous to one’s unconditional loyalty to parents, means that young people are 
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sentimentally attached to the Chinese nation even if they are dissatisfied 

with backward China (Fong, 2004). Fong (2004) conducted research from 1997 

to 2002, with emphasis on teenagers born in the 1980s, exploring the 

contradiction between their national identities and admiration of the Western 

world. The research revealed that their feelings towards the Chinese nation are 

inconsistent: they love their nation as their homeland, but are dissatisfied with the 

poor, backward situation.  

Fong (2004, p. 638) thus found that young people are highly critical of 

contemporary Chinese society and its various social problems: “backwardness, 

poverty, corruption, jealousy, and dependence on instrumental social networks 

(guanxi) topped the list of ‘Chinese characteristics’” these teenagers found most 

deplorable when comparing China with modern Western society. Fong (2004) 

also noted a tendency for them to attribute China’s backwardness to internal 

factors (Chinese people’s poverty and low educational levels) rather than external 

factors (China’s emulation of the West).  

Regarding Chinese tradition and cultural elements, these teenagers did not 

express any admiration for Chinese culture and “Greater China” (Fong, 2004). 

They instead identified with Western societies and regarded Western culture as 

superior. In their minds, ‘Chinese characteristics’, including Chinese tradition and 

culture, are negative aspects that must be changed. They assumed an 
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internationalist stance, deeming wealthier societies’ cultural model as the only 

possible means of strengthening China (Fong, 2004). 

However, in spite of their dissatisfaction with Chinese society, they felt obligated 

to sacrifice themselves for their nation. Fong (2004) argues that teenagers 

continue to feel a deep love for their country, analogous to the love they feel for 

their parents. Young people consider their duty to the nation filial. “Study hard to 

repay the motherland” was cited by these teenagers when explaining their 

motivation for higher education (Fong, 2004, p. 643). Akin to Chen’s (2002) 

findings, Fong (2004) also noted that teenagers were especially passionate about 

defending China’s status in the world when they perceive that its interests are 

infringed.  

The term of filial nationalism additionally demonstrates the divergence of youth 

national identity and state nationalism. Youth do not identify with the state’s 

portrayal of China as a great nation (Fong, 2004). Although state leaders attempt 

to promote nationalism on the basis of China’s culture, geographical beauty and 

successful modernization, young people identify far more with filial nationalism 

(Fong, 2004).  

Wang Zheng (2008) attributes young people’s understanding of China as a 

backward country to its history of national humiliation. Youth’s perception of 

their national identity is not only influenced by the current social context, but also 
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by national history and memory. In China, modern historical consciousness is 

characterized by national humiliation from the mid-1800s until the mid-1900s, 

when China was bullied by Western countries (Wang, 2008). This representation 

of history is emphasized by the state as a means of cultivating youth’s nationalist 

sentiments. In 1991, the patriotic education campaign was launched to educate 

young people. The victimization narrative, which blames the West for China’s 

suffering, dominates the discourse (Wang, 2008). Young people’s perception of 

the nation is thus unconsciously shaped by victimization narratives. On the one 

hand, young people love their nation unconditionally; on the other hand, they 

regard their nation as a weak and backward victim. 

In summary, filial nationalism highlights young people’s dissatisfaction with the 

Chinese nation. They are highly critical of the current situation. Moreover, they 

regard Chinese culture and tradition as problematic and inferior. Such a 

conception of Chinese nation is influenced by its national humiliation history and 

victimization sentiment. 

 

4.4 Studies of nationalist movements 

Scholars in the field of nationalism studies since the 2000s have demonstrated 

considerable interest in hot nationalist movements. These movements are 
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represented by the phenomenon of angry youth and Internet nationalism, whose 

main participants are post-1980s Chinese youth. In this section, I shall analyze 

studies of both angry youth and Internet nationalism, and summarize young 

participants’ perceptions of China and other nations within these nationalist 

movements. 

 

4.4.1 Angry youth 

Since 2008, the phenomenon of angry youth has caught scholarly attention. 

According to Yang and Zheng (2012), angry youth primarily refers to the 

post-1980s generation, which expresses extreme patriotism and nationalist 

emotions. In 2008, the worldwide protests initiated by Chinese youth against 

biased Western media reports of rioting in Tibet during the 2008 Olympic Games 

shocked the world. Scholars and the media have demonstrated considerable 

interest in studying these young Chinese, and have categorized them as angry 

youth (Fen Qing in Chinese). 

Shan and Guo (2011) list three characteristics of angry youth: opposition to Japan, 

hatred of the USA and anxiety about the domestic situation. China’s national 

humiliation history constantly reminds Chinese youth of the ways in which the 

country was bullied by Japan and Western counties, and a series of incidents such 
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as the bombing of China’s embassy in Yugoslavia and Japanese Prime Minister 

Junichiro Koizumi’s repeated visits to the Yasukuni Shrine at the turn of the 

twenty-first century irritate Chinese youth (Shan & Guo, 2011). Meanwhile, they 

complain about internal contradictions such as official corruption and the 

widening gap between rich and poor. In order to display their dissatisfaction with 

both international and domestic issues, they post online complaints and organize 

online campaigns.  

The event that has drawn the most scholarly attention comprises the 

demonstrations initiated by Chinese youth during the 2008 Olympics. Youth 

established an ‘anti-CNN Web’ in 2008 and organized influential events in April 

2008, including protests against biased reports about China on foreign media, 

which influenced demonstrations in numerous cities around the world (Yang & 

Zheng, 2012). The ‘anti-CNN Web’ provides an effective platform for domestic 

and overseas students alike to contest the Western media and protect the national 

image.  

Unlike previous scholarly understanding that popular nationalism is led by the 

state, participants in this event consciously distinguished themselves from state 

propaganda (Nyír, Zhang, & Varral, 2010; Yang & Zheng, 2012). The ‘anti-CNN 

Web’ is home to debates regarding whether patriotism is the same as loving the 

government: some people claim that they love their country, but do not 

necessarily love the government (Yang & Zheng, 2012). Nyíri, Zhang and 
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Varral’s (2010) research into national sentiments in the demonstrations during the 

2008 Olympics highlights the same result. Participants claimed to be inspired by 

their identification with the Chinese cultural community, rather than government 

propaganda. Although some online participants expressed explicit support for the 

Communist Party, most were cautious to distinguish their love for the country 

from loyalty to the government (Nyíri, Zhang & Varrall, 2010). 

Wang Zheng (2008) argues that patriotic education and victimization sentiments 

contributed to the rise of angry youth. As mentioned above, the patriotic 

education campaign was launched in 1991 to educate young people. Wang Zheng 

(2008) believes that the post-1980s generation is the “generation of patriotic 

education”, and this partly explains the strong nationalist sentiments expressed by 

the angry youth in 2008. Moreover, the victimization sentiment is confirmed 

when young people see the inferior position of China in global politics. In 

international disputes in which China’s interests are infringed, feelings of shame 

surrounding past traumas are aroused and nationalist emotions are exaggerated 

(Wang, 2008).  
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4.4.2 New forms of expression: Internet nationalism 

Scholars have also observed that cyberspace has become a new domain in which 

nationalism can be constructed, expressed and exercised (Han, 2015; Leibold, 

2011; Zhou, 2005). As indicated above, the Internet facilitates the activities of 

angry youth. The term internet nationalism has been used to evaluate the new 

trend of online activism since the beginning of the twenty-first century. 

Discussion of angry youth and internet nationalism is to some extent overlapping. 

Whereas the concept of angry youth emphasizes young people’s role in online 

nationalist campaigns, internet nationalism highlights the growing role of the 

Internet. Participants in internet nationalism are primarily young people, as the 

popularization of Internet technology enables them to discuss relevant issues 

(Shan & Guo, 2011).  

The year 2003 is widely regarded as the year in which internet nationalism 

commenced (Shan & Guo, 2011; Wang, 2006). Two large-scale signature drives 

or petitions took place on the Internet: one to oppose the use of Japan’s 

Shinkansen technology on the Beijing-Shanghai high-speed railway, and the other 

to claim reparations from Japan for the 18 September 1931 incident (Shan & Guo, 

2011). These campaigns made sensational news because both were organized by 

non-governmental forces and collected tens of thousands of signatures. 
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4.4.3 Findings from nationalism studies 

Although these nationalism studies are centered on the characteristics of specific 

movements, they reveal aspects of these young people’s national identity. 

Regarding their attitudes towards other nations, these young participants are 

strongly opposed to Western countries. Studies show that young people are likely 

to show resentments or anger towards Western countries, especially in cases of 

international disputes where they feel China’s interests are infringed ( Shan & 

Guo, 2011; Yang & Zheng, 2012). Regarding their understanding of their own 

nation, they show strong attachment to the nation, and they are obliged to protect 

the nation in international disputes.  

 

4.5 Summary of findings and research gaps 

In this section, I will combine the findings from studies regarding the general 

attitudes of Chinese youth and nationalism studies to examine the features of 

post-1980s Chinese youth. On the one hand, findings from both fields reveal the 

prominence of certain youth national identity characteristics. On the other hand, 

the combined findings also demonstrate some contradictions, highlighting the 

complexity of youth national identity. Some gaps also exist in previous studies, 

requiring the incorporation of banal nationalism. 
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4.5.1 Summary of findings 

Findings from both fields indicate youth’s neglect of or distancing from Chinese 

historical and cultural elements. According to national identity theories, people’s 

identification with the nation is rooted in national history and cultural elements, 

enabling them to regard the nation as unique. However, in the case of Chinese 

youth, very few positive perceptions about Chinese culture and history can be 

identified. A lack of identification with Chinese culture and history is manifested 

in two ways: the neglect of Chinese cultural elements, juxtaposed with admiration 

for Western culture, and the denial of Chinese culture and tradition in hot 

nationalist movements. 

First, young people enjoy Western culture and demonstrate little interest in 

Chinese cultural elements. In studying the generational characteristics of young 

people, scholars identify pro-Western tendencies, highlighting their interest in 

Western cultural products, in contrast to their indifference towards Chinese 

cultural elements (Rosen, 2009; Weber, 2002). As Rosen’s research suggests, 

most young people enjoy Western cultural products and identify with American 

cultural concepts (Rosen, 2009). Western culture is regarded as relaxed, 

enlightened and enjoyable, whereas Chinese cultural elements are not appreciated 

in daily entertainment. 
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Second, young people tend to assign negative meanings to Chinese culture and 

history in situations where national memory is recalled. As above findings 

suggest, victimization sentiments are identified in both the two fields of studies.  

In nationalist movements, feelings of shame surrounding past traumas are aroused 

to exaggerate nationalist emotions (Wang, 2008). Thus, although national history 

is emphasized, a specific period of national humiliation is constantly recalled. Far 

from identifying with the glorious past, young people attach victimization 

sentiments to their national history. Regarding youth’s general understanding of 

national culture, Fong (2004) finds that young people even contribute China’s 

backwardness to “Chinese characteristics” in its culture and traditions. All of 

these findings demonstrate that young people regard Chinese culture and history 

as negative and problematic and must be changed.  

  

Findings from both fields also reveal contradictory trends in terms of youth’s 

perception towards the Chinese nation and other nations. In the dimension of 

attitudes to Western countries, youth express both pro-Western disposition and 

anti-Western sentiments. They admire Western culture and products, while hate 

the hegemonic Western courtiers when they found Chinese interests are infringed. 

In the dimension of understanding of the Chinese nation, young people also show 

ambivalent attitudes. They love their nation and even show radical nationalist 

expressions in some mega-events; however, they are dissatisfied with backward 
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China. These contradictions highlight the complexity of youth national identity. 

Chinese youth’s understanding of national identity is thus a “complicated, fluid 

and multi-faceted phenomenon” (Zhao, 2008).  

The complexity of the national identity of the post-1980s generation should also 

be understood from the competing or even contradictory influences of 

contemporary China. In twenty-first-century China, competing forces such as 

economic development and social problems, globalization and international 

disputes, patriotic education and a national memory of humiliation history, all 

coexist. Being raised in this period, young people are constantly influenced by 

such competing forces, resulting in their complicated and multi-faceted 

understanding of their national identity. 

 

4.5.2 Research gaps 

However, discussion of young people’s understandings of national culture and 

history is inadequate, because existing studies have failed to consider young 

people’s daily intepretation and performance of national identity. This is largely 

due to the fact that any examination of daily life is absent. Existing studies either 

emphasise hot nationalist expressions or the general attitudes of the post-1980s 

generation, while overlooking how these young people actually perceive and 
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interpret national culture and history in daily life. Specifically, nationalism 

studies confine nationalism to hot nationalism movements, and so they only stress 

strong emotions in nationalist movements whilst neglecting the embeddedness of 

nationalism in everyday life. As for studies of Chinese youth and their national 

identity, young people’s perceptions of national culture are only cited as being in 

conflict with their pro-Western tendencies. Therefore, previous analysis has only 

included general attitudes towards big topics, while neglecting what these young 

people actually perceive and interpret national culture and history in daily life. 

People’s understanding of national culture is an important aspect of national 

identity. Rather than being an abstract concept, national culture is interpreted and 

performed on an everyday basis. Therefore, a detailed analysis of young people’s 

daily interpretation and practice of national culture and history is required to 

ascertain a greater understanding of youth national identity.  

Theoretically speaking, nationalism studies in China lack the perspective of banal 

nationalism. Young people’s understandings of their national identity are only 

analyzed in hot nationalist movements. As Billig (1995) has contended, scholars 

tend to reserve the term nationalism for outbreaks of hot nationalist passion that 

arise in extreme social movements. National identity is thus viewed as an abstract 

concept that is only important in nationalist outbursts. However, everyday life 

also represents a site for the investigation of discourses and practices through 

which people make sense of their nationhood. Discussions of everyday life and 
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daily practices are neglected in understanding youth national identity. Therefore, 

previous studies have failed to consider the everyday routines and discourses 

through which nationalism is produced. 

Consequently, the research gap identified is that discussion of banal nationalism 

is absent in a Chinese context. In analyzing the national identity of Chinese youth, 

scholars tend to frame identity politics within the paradigm of hot nationalism, 

instigating emphasis on political activism and mega-events. The ways in which 

young participants interpret and perform their national identity in daily life, 

especially regarding national culture and history, is hence beyond our field of 

vision.  

An examination of national identity in everyday practice is essential to 

understanding young people’s perception of national history and cultural elements. 

National history and cultural elements, as important aspects constituting national 

identity, are largely neglected in nationalism studies. In the discussion of hot 

nationalist movements, little room exists to analyze youth’s understandings of 

national history and cultural elements. Perceptions and interpretations of cultural 

elements are however embedded in daily life and everyday activities. By 

analyzing the daily activities, interpretations and performances of young people 

under the theory of banal nationalism, I seek to attain a detailed understanding of 

youth’s perceptions of national history and culture.  
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In summary, the perspective of banal nationalism is required to analyze young 

people’s interpretation and performance of national culture and identity. Existing 

nationalism studies focus on hot nationalist expressions while overlooking the 

ways in which young people interpret and perform national culture and history in 

daily life. People’s perceptions of national history and culture are important 

aspects that constitute national identity. Therefore, a detailed analysis of young 

people’s interpretation and performance of national culture and identity under the 

framework of banal nationalism is needed to supplement nationalism studies of 

Chinese youth.  

 

4.6 Research questions 

My research uses the theory of banal nationalism to study the national identity of 

Chinese youth in daily life. My case is focused on young, urban participants 

engaged with Ancient Chinese-style songs in cyberspace, with especial attention 

to their music-creation and listening activities. I shall consequently discuss the 

construction of national identity amongst these young people. 

My research questions are: 

1). How do the young participants interpret and perform their national identity, 

especially regarding national culture and history, and how are these feelings 
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expressed through the banal elements of national focus and expressivity of the 

songs? 

2). Which elements of national symbols are stressed in their songs and what are 

the meanings attached to the symbols? 

In asking these two research questions, the study aims to contribute to studies of 

banal nationalism, as well as to shed light on nationalism studies in China. By 

applying the framework of banal nationalism in a Chinese context, I hope to 

develop the theory of banal nationalism. Moreover, this research introduces a new 

perspective to analyzing the national identity of Chinese youth. By focusing on 

the daily interpretation and performance of national culture and history of 

Chinese youth, this study supplements existing nationalism studies on Chinese 

youth that focus excessively on hot nationalism. It is worth mentioning that 

because the research uses qualitative methods to study a specific group of young 

people who are participants of Ancient Chinese-style songs, the findings cannot 

be generalized to characterize post-1980s and post-1990s people in the 2010s. 

However, by using the theory of banal nationalism to study the young participants, 

I hope to shed light on studies of Chinese youth and their national identity, and 

inspire scholars to conduct detailed analysis. 

Moreover, this study also brings inspirations for understanding the post-1990s 

Chinese youth. My study focuses on the participants of Ancient Chinese-style 
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songs, the majority of whom can be considered post-1980s and post-1990s urban 

youth. Although there are numerous studies on post-1980s generation, the 

post-1990s Chinese youth are less examined. The post-1980s and post-1990s 

Chinese youth were brought up in similar social contexts; however, for the 

post-1990s, their daily life is increasingly shaped by Western cultural products 

and the Internet. The study on the young participants of Ancient Chinese-style 

songs may shed light on future studies on the post-1990s Chinese youth.  
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Chapter 5: Research method 

In this chapter, I will introduce the research method utilized in the investigation. 

Given that Ancient Chinese-style song represents a recent phenomenon, I will 

first introduce the participants and their activities, in order to provide a 

comprehensive picture of the study. In addition, I shall also introduce the music 

streaming platform, NetEase Cloud Music (网易云音乐), from which data were 

collected. The research method will be described thereafter. Web content analysis 

was used to analyze the lyrics and comments. The sampling and coding process 

will also be described in detail. 

 

5.1 Description of Ancient Chinese-style songs and the music streaming 

platform 

In this section, I shall introduce Ancient Chinese-style songs and the music 

streaming platform, NetEase Cloud Music(网易云音乐). First, I introduce the 

young participants and their activities regarding Ancient Chinese-style songs. 

Second, I will describe NetEase Cloud Music and the ways in which it can be 

used by young participants. Indeed, given that data in the current study were 

attained from this platform, it is crucial that such details are elucidated here. 
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5.1.1 Ancient Chinese-style songs 

The category of Ancient Chinese-style songs generally refers to a variety of 

digital songs with special emphasis on traditional Chinese elements that are 

created by young netizens. Ancient Chinese-style songs is the translation version 

of Gufeng (“古风”in Chinese), which shows the aesthetic appreciation for ancient 

music and expresses it with ancient imagery (Xiong, 2013). In contrast to popular 

songs produced by music companies for the public, Ancient Chinese-style songs 

are created by young netizens to express their own expectations. The year 2005 

marked the birth of the genre, as some young netizens began to write lyrics with 

ancient-style poems and posted them online. The songs subsequently attracted 

larger numbers of participants, both in terms of listening and creating. In recent 

years, Ancient Chinese-style song has become a popular online subculture, with 

followers of some famous singers exceeding 1.2 million in Sina Weibo 

(observation from Sina Weibo).4 

Given its recent development, an authoritative definition regarding its musical 

features is yet to be found in academia. However, several studies conducted by 

Chinese scholars outline a general picture of the music. Four features have been 

identified regarding its musical style: first, the use of traditional Chinese elements 

as the creative basis; second, classic and refined song lyrics; third, the adoption of 

                                                
4 Here I observed some of the famous singers and creators in Sina Weibo. Numbers of followers can be 
found from their websites. E.g. 
https://weibo.com/u/1750157883?refer_flag=1001030101_&is_all=1#_rnd1519961358882 
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pentatonic scale in melodies; and finally, a preference for Chinese musical 

instruments (Ma & Chen, 2016; Xue, 2015; Zhou & Xiong, 2016).  

Songs include both cover and original versions (Zhou & Xiong, 2016). In terms 

of the former, creators write lyrics based on the existing melodies of popular 

songs and combine them. In this situation, they borrow melodies from other 

songs, and only the lyrics show their own ideas and expectations. In contrast, for 

original songs, both the melodies and lyrics are created by the young artists. In 

both cases, however, song lyrics are essential. Specifically, in terms of lyrical 

style, creators apply principles of Chinese classical poems or adapt existing 

poetry, which makes it different from Chinese popular music that may combine 

Chinese symbols with Western rap and R&B (Jin, 2014; Ma &Chen, 2016). All 

these indicate the traditional characteristic of Ancient Chinese Style songs.  

Creators place special emphasis on traditional Chinese culture in the lyrics. They 

draw on cultural symbols and images in lyrics to show their identification with 

and understanding of national culture. The lyrics are therefore especially 

important for young creators in exhibiting their admiration of Chinese culture. 

When engaging in song creation, they not only entertain themselves, but also 

express their love for their national culture (Sun, 2017). As Xiong (2013) notes, 

they are committed to disseminating music with traditional Chinese elements. 

The interests in tradional Chinese elements indicate that young people start to 
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rethink their national culture, and moreover, their national identity by engaging in 

online musical activities (Ma & Chen, 2016; Wang, 2014). 

Participants who engage in music listening and creation activities are 

predominantly urban people who are the post-1980s and post-1990s generations 

and include both genders (Sun, 2017; Xue, 2015; Zhou & Xiong, 2016). The 

young participants of Ancient Chinese-style songs comprise not only creators but 

also active listeners. Young creators (including lyric writers, melody writers and 

singers), are mainly of the post-1980s and post-1990s generation, and in college 

or at work. Sun (2017) finds that the majority of young creators are not 

professional musicians; rather, they are amateur music lovers. Unlike music 

production companies that prioritize profit-making, the young creators produce 

the songs for self-entertainment and self-expression: indeed, Ancient 

Chinese-style songs reveal their personal desires and expectations. Moreover, 

listeners also constitute an important part of the field. Listeners also tend to be 

post-1980s and post-1990s urban youth (Sun, 2017). They not only listen to the 

songs, but also provide comments, interact with song creators and communicate 

with one another. Creators and listeners have thus created an online community 

based on this music, where they share their understandings of Chinese culture and 

make friends with other participants (Sun, 2017). Therefore, Ancient 

Chinese-style song has become a new form of youth cultural activities centered 

around the music.  
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Indeed, Ancient Chinese-style song is closely related to online culture. It 

originated in 2005, when some young netizens started to write lyrics with 

ancient-style poems as accompanying music to some popular online games 

(Xiong, 2013). Xiong (2013) notes that the early music creators were fans of 

online games and gathered on certain websites and BBS (Bulletin Board Systems) 

to write lyrics for the games and to cover popular songs with their new lyrics. In 

2007, a group of amateur music lovers collaborated to establish the online music 

association “Momingqimiao” (墨明棋妙), which signaled the expansion of 

Ancient Chinese-style songs as a musical category (Zhou & Xiong, 2016). Over 

time, increasing numbers of young people have engaged in the music-creation 

process. Online culture, including online fiction and gaming, continues to inspire 

young creators to develop songs. 

Activities around Ancient Chinese-style songs are Internet-based. The songs are 

produced and coordinated online. Readily available midi software has enabled 

music lovers to compose, record and mix music at home (Xiong, 2013), while 

communication technologies permit them to cooperate with each other. Moreover, 

listeners appreciate the songs and share their comments on online music 

streaming platforms. Major music streaming platforms have become important 

channels for the young participants to enjoy the songs and share their feelings 

with others.  
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In summary, Ancient Chinese-style song must be considered more than the music 

itself; it should be understood as a new form of youth cultural activity centered on 

music. Participants include both song creators and listeners. In terms of its 

features, it is characterized by its emphasis on traditional cultural elements in the 

lyrics. It is also an online culture, because it is closely related to online gaming 

and fiction, and relies on Internet technology and online platforms for song 

creation and listening. Ancient Chinese style-song represents a fusion of 

traditional culture and modern technology that highlights the desires and 

expectations of post-1980s and post-1990s Chinese youth. 

 

5.1.2 NetEase Cloud Music (网易云音乐 ) 

Of the various music streaming platforms, NetEase Cloud Music (网易云音乐) is 

most popular amongst music creators and listeners of Ancient Chinese-style songs. 

NetEase Cloud Music (网易云音乐) is the primary music streaming platform, 

launched in 2013 by NetEase, Inc. Characterized by its emphasis on 

user-generated song playlists (歌单) and listeners’ comments, NetEase Cloud 

Music has attracted increasing numbers of young listeners. By November 2017, 

the platform had more than 400 million online users (Sohu News, 2017). Creators 

of Ancient Chinese-style songs prefer to upload songs to the platform to attract 

listeners.  
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User-generated playlists (歌单) enable listeners to identify Ancient Chinese-style 

songs. A playlist is a list of songs generated by users. Listeners tend to collect 

songs based on certain categories and create a playlist to include all of these 

songs to support their listening activities. Tags (标签) are assigned to the playlists 

to describe users’ categorization of songs. Categorization can include language 

(语言), style (风格), situation (场景), feeling (情感) and topic (主题), as shown 

in Figure 5-1-1. For example, a playlist with the tag Ancient Chinese-style 

suggests that the user collects some Ancient Chinese-style songs in a playlist. 

Playlists facilitate listeners since they can search for playlists under certain 

categories to find similar songs. As regards the participants of Ancient 

Chinese-style songs, playlists comprise important tools for efficiently discovering 

and accessing such music. By searching for playlists under this category, all of 

those with the tag Ancient Chinese-style are revealed.  

Figure 5-1-1 Categorization of songs in NetEase Cloud Music 
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Therefore, playlists enabled me to identify Ancient Chinese-style songs in 

NetEase Cloud Music. As described, Ancient Chinese-style song is a recent 

phenomenon, and so no authoritative definition or classification exists. Rather, it 

is created and celebrated by online participants. Consequently, user-generated 

playlists under the category of Ancient Chinese-style represented a useful 

criterion for my research. 

Comments enable listeners to respond to the lyrics and to interact with others. 

Listeners post comments to express their feelings regarding the songs. A “like” 

(赞 ) button under each comment enables participants to demonstrate their 

alignment with a previous commenter’s stance. The 15 most liked comments are 

referred to as “selected comments” (精彩评论), and are arranged on the first page 

of the comments section. Comments, the “like” button and “selected comments” 

(精彩评论) are illustrated in Figure 5-1-2. In this way, popular comments attract 

more listeners and encourage greater interaction amongst the audience. The 

number of comments represents an effective criterion for judging the popularity 

of Ancient Chinese-style songs. 
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Figure 5-1-2 Comments in NetEase Cloud Music 

 

In summary, NetEase Cloud Music represents the ideal music streaming platform 

for me to collect songs. Moreover, the playlist is a useful tool for identifying 

Ancient Chinese-style songs, and the number of comments is an effective 

criterion for recognizing popular songs.  
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5.2 Research method design 

This research adopted a qualitative method of web content analysis. It involved 

two steps. First, I analyzed the lyrics of sample songs. I subsequently examined 

the  comments of sample songs.  

First, I used content analysis to explore the song lyrics. Participants’ national 

identity construction was demonstrated in their interpretations of traditional 

cultural elements in the lyrics. Web content analysis enabled me to examine the 

content of the lyrics and to identify which elements were emphasized, as well as 

the interpretations evident in the song-creation process. 

I chose to focus on song lyrics for two reasons. First, song lyrics – rather than 

melodies – are critical to an understanding of Ancient Chinese-style songs. Indeed, 

numerous songs use the existing melodies of popular songs, and so melody 

analysis is less useful than the examination of lyrics, which are created by the 

participants and more clearly highlight their perspectives. Second, song lyrics, not 

melodies, resonate most with listeners. It is true that some melody writers use 

Chinese musical elements in their compositions, but musical interpretation 

requires musical knowledge. In contrast, lyrics can be easily understood and 

appreciated by listeners.  
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Songs were sampled based on their popularity. Owing to time constraints, I could 

not cover all songs in the category of Ancient Chinese-style. By choosing the 

most popular songs, I was able to attain sample data that represented the 

preference of the audience. Given that all of the songs are produced and listened 

online, no official chart ratings are available that provide a wide range of 

statistics of physical or digital sales, as indicators of popularity. However, as 

mentioned above, Ancient Chinese-style songs are played on music streaming 

platforms, with NetEase Cloud Music the primary platform for young listeners to 

listen to songs and write comments. The number of comments regarding a song 

on NetEase Cloud Music represents an effective criterion to evaluate its 

popularity. Therefore, NetEase Cloud Music was used as the site for selecting 

sample songs, and the number of comments was used as the criterion to select the 

most popular songs.  

I subsequently analyzed listeners’ comments. As a large-scale online phenomenon, 

Ancient Chinese-style song reveals not only the creators’ understandings of their 

national identity, but also listeners’ resonance with the interpretations expressed 

in the songs. While listening to songs, listeners post online comments to express 

their feelings and understandings of the lyrics. Listeners’ feedback also provides 

motivation and inspiration for creators to compose more songs that cater to the 

majority of young listeners. In other words, the joint efforts of listeners and 
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creators give rise to the songs. Therefore, listeners’ comments are useful in 

analyzing the banality of the national identity of listeners.  

In this investigation, I analyzed the comments of three of the sample songs that 

directly express nationalist feelings. In other words, I identified three songs that 

explicitly discuss nationalist feelings, and additionally analyzed their applicable 

comments. Ancient Chinese-style songs tackle different topics and listeners’ 

comments are centered on the specific topics. Therefore, the content of the 

comments is contingent on the topic of the songs. I therefore classified the sample 

songs into different topics and analyzed the comments of songs that expressed 

nationalist feelings (the different types of sample song will be discussed in detail 

in the following chapter). Although Ancient Chinese-style songs are characterized 

by their emphasis on traditional Chinese elements, not all songs reveal nationalist 

feelings directly. In the case of many songs, young creators interpret traditional 

Chinese elements to tell stories or display their personal attitudes, hence the topic 

is not directly related to national identity. From the perspective of song creation, 

the lyrics of such songs merit analysis, because the interpretation of national 

elements reveals young creators’ understanding of the nation in a nuanced and 

banal manner. However, from the perspective of listeners, analyzing the 

comments of such songs is beyond the scope of the research since the comments 

focus on various topics other than national identity. Therefore, I opted to select 

sample songs that directly express nationalist feelings, and analyzed their 
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applicable comments. Comments facilitate the study of young listeners’ 

reflections regarding their national identity on an everyday basis.  

In summary, I used web content analysis to explore song lyrics and comments. 

Web content analysis enabled me to analyze song lyrics and to identify the 

elements emphasized by young creators. It also allowed me to examine listeners’ 

comments and the ways in which they understand their national identity.  

 

5.3 Sampling strategy 

The songs were sampled in two steps. First, I sampled the playlists under the 

category of Ancient Chinese-style. Second, I sampled songs from the playlists. 

The amount of play was the criterion used for playlist sampling, while the 

number of comments was the criterion for sampling songs. Given that the 

playlists are generated by users, countless playlists under the category of Ancient 

Chinese-style exist. It is neither practical nor efficient to consider all playlists, 

especially given that less popular playlists include songs that appear in other 

playlists.  

Therefore, I first used the amount of play to identify the most popular playlists, 

which cover the majority of popular songs. In detail, I opened the NetEase Cloud 

Music website and searched for playlists under the category Ancient Chinese-style. 
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I then examined the amount of play for each playlist and chose those that had 

been played more than 5,000,000 times. This represented a convenient threshold 

to filter out unpopular playlists. Thirteen playlists were chosen.  

Second, I sampled songs from the playlists. I opened the chosen playlists, clicked 

each song within, and identified the number of comments of each song. I 

regarded 8,000 comments as a convenient threshold to sample the comments. I 

added the song to my dataset if it had more than this number. A song may appear 

repeatedly in different playlists, and so any song was only added once. 

The data were collected from 18-22 January 2018. In total, I found 82 songs with 

more than 8,000 comments. These represented the most popular songs under the 

listener-generated category of Ancient Chinese-style. However, to ensure a 

satisfactory sample, two more filtering conditions were required. First, I excluded 

songs that had been created by music production companies. Such songs are 

composed by professional songwriters and performed by popular singers to make 

a profit. Although these songs include similar traditional elements, accounting for 

listeners had placed them in this category, they fail to represent the feelings and 

desires of the online participants of Ancient Chinese-style songs. 11 songs were 

thus excluded in this step. Second, I deleted songs that use texts from Chinese 

literature as lyrics. These songs were created by online participants, but their 

creators had used existing Chinese poetry or classical articles as lyrics, and 

combined them with new melodies. Given that the lyrics of these songs were not 
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created by the participants, they could not be included in content analysis. Two 

songs were deleted in the step. Therefore, 69 songs remained in my dataset 

following the filtering process. 

In summary, I identified 69 songs as my samples for content analysis, based on 

the criterion of numbers of comments. These sample songs can be considered the 

most popular songs, with more than 8,000 comments. Furthermore, they have 

been created by young, amateur netizens to demonstrate their own interpretations 

of national identity. The lyrics of these songs are original, hence analysis of their 

lyrics can reveal the construction of these participants’ national identity. 

In terms of the sampling strategy of the comments, I selected three songs with 

explicit nationalist expressions and chose the top 15 most liked comments. Songs 

with explicit nationalist expressions are judged on the topic of the songs, which I 

shall discuss in detail in Chapter 6 in the description of data classification. As 

mentioned above, the top 15 comments are not randomly positioned; rather, they 

represent the 15 comments that are most liked by young participants. Therefore, 

the top 15 comments represent the opinions and feelings towards songs that are 

agreed upon by a large number of young participants. By analyzing the top 15 

comments of the three selected songs, I was able to examine listeners’ 

understandings of their national identity.  

 



 71 

5.4 Description of the coding process 

5.4.1 Coding of song lyrics 

In order to categorize both the detailed elements and general focus indicated by 

the lyrics, I coded three levels of coding units. As Krippendorff (2004, p. 145) 

states, “one of the features of content analysis is the use of several levels of 

coding units that reflect the organization of the texts being analyzed.” The three 

levels of coding units were whole lyrical contents of a song, sentences and words. 

I first coded the whole lyrical contents of a song. At this level, I coded the songs 

based on the types of traditional Chinese elements5 each of the songs mainly 

focus on. The majority of the songs are centered on some traditional Chinese 

elements, from which participants can develop lyrics to express their own 

understandings and opinions. It is worth noting that any one song may have 

multiple focuses. For example, it might emphasize historical events as well as 

historical figures.  

I then coded the sentences of the lyrics. I highlighted sentences that displayed the 

feelings, attitudes and opinions of the song’s creators and classified them 

according to their types. In so doing, I was able to analyze the feelings, 

expectations and understandings of the nation expressed by creators. 
                                                
5 I used the term traditional Chinese elements to summarize different aspects of elements the creators 
draw on that are relevant to traditional Chinese society. Traditional Chinese elements include both the 
cultural and historical elements, as well as lifestyles and performances in ancient China.  
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Finally, I coded specific words. I highlighted words that could be categorized as 

different types of national symbol and banal signifier, and then classified them 

based on their types. Through analyzing the frequency of each node, I was able to 

explore the kind of national symbol emphasized by the young participants. In 

addition, it was indisputable that the sentences (the level of sentences) included 

multiple national symbols (the level of the words). By combining the two levels 

of analysis, I was able to identify the meanings attached to the national symbols, 

as well as the emotions performed by creators through their engagement with 

these symbols. 

 

5.4.2 Coding of comments  

The coding scheme of the comments comprised two steps. First, I coded the 

comments according to the discussion topics in order to filter out irrelevant 

comments. Second, I focused on the category of comments towards national 

identity and classified them into different aspects of expression. A detailed 

description will be provided in Chapter 9.   



 73 

Chapter 6: Description of the sample songs and 

codes 

In this chapter, I will describe the sample songs and the coding process. First, I 

shall provide basic information regarding the sample songs, including their year 

of creation, originality and the topics covered within their lyrics. By presenting 

such information, I offer a comprehensive picture of the sample songs. I will then 

provide coding information at three levels of coding unit. I coded the focuses of 

traditional Chinese elements at the level of the whole lyrical contents, the 

expressions of feelings at the level of sentences and specific national symbols at 

the level of words. At all three levels, I created nodes (a collection of references 

about a specific theme) to summarize the coded contents, and organized the nodes 

into categories for efficient representation. The description of nodes and their 

categories facilitates analysis of creators’ interpretations and performances of 

national identity. The discussion of nodes is only related to Chapter 7 and 8, 

where I shall analyze the interpretations of song lyrics. As for comments, I will 

analyze them in Chapter 9. 
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6.1 Basic information regarding sample songs: year of creation, originality 

and topics 

In order to understand the dataset, I will introduce basic information regarding the 

sample songs. I categorized the 69 songs in terms of their year of creation and 

originality, as well as topic. The year of creation and originality highlighted the 

features of the sample songs, echoing Chinese scholars’ summaries of the 

characteristics of Ancient Chinese-style songs in Chapter 5. In addition, 

discussion of the topics revealed the main contents of the song lyrics. The topic 

referred to the contents of the song lyrics; the themes or issues highlighted by 

creators. Discussion of the different types of topic is important for two reasons. 

First, it illustrates the diversity of contents of Ancient Chinese-style songs. 

Second, the differentiation of topics helps draw attention to songs expressing 

national feelings, hence supporting analysis of the comments of songs containing 

nationalist sentiments in later chapters.  

 

6.1.1 Year of creation and originality of sample songs 

Regarding the year of creation, I found that all the sample songs were created in 

the past ten years (2008-2017), as shown in Figure 6-1-1. Thus, the past ten years 



 75 

have witnessed the burgeoning of Ancient Chinese-style songs. In particular, 

songs have become increasingly popular in the last six years (2012-2017).  

 

Figure 6-1-1 Year of creation 

In terms of originality, I found that two types of song were evident: original work 

and cover songs. As identified by Zhou and Xiong (2016), a cover song refers to a 

song that uses existing melodies, while an original work refers to a song in which 

both the lyrics and melodies were created by these young participants. As 

displayed in Figure 6-1-2, approximately one quarter of the sample songs are 

cover songs. It shows that the original songs and cover songs coexist among the 

most popular songs. 
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Figure 6-1-2 The nature of songs 

 

6.1.2 The topics of the sample songs 

The sample songs cover a variety of topics, which can be divided into five types:  

a. Expressing nationalist feelings (3 songs); 

b. Interpreting history and classics (15 songs); 

c. Imagining life in Ancient China (18 songs); 

d. Creating love stories (9 songs); 

e. Telling derivative stories based on online fiction and games (24 songs). 

The details are displayed in Table 6-1-3: 
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Topics of the songs 
Number of 

songs 
Sub-categories 

Number of 

songs 

a.   Expressing nationalist feelings  3   3 

b.  Interpreting history and classics 15 

Historical periods 2 

Historical figures 7 

Literary classics 5 

Others 1 

c.   Imagining life in Ancient China 18 

Nature and 

countryside 
8 

Jiang Hu underworld 4 

Beautiful scenes in 

some regions 
3 

Others 3 

d. Creating love stories 9   9 
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Table 6-1-3 The topics of the sample songs 

Regarding the first type (a), creators express nationalist feelings directly. Drawing 

upon resources from Chinese history and traditional culture, they display their 

love for the Chinese nation. Three songs belong to this category: The Nation of 

Greatness and Courtesy (礼仪之邦), Deities of Cathaysia (万神纪), and As 

dragon (为龙). The comments regarding these three songs will be analyzed for 

exploration into listeners’ reflections on national identity in Chapter 9. 

In the second type (b), creators draw on Chinese history, historical figures and 

classics and interpret them through their own understandings. 15 songs belong to 

this category. Of these songs, two emphasize significant events in specific 

historical periods, 7 reinterpret historical figures, and 5 engage in the discussion 

of literary classics.  

For the third type (c), creators imagine life in Ancient China in various regards. 

18 songs belong to this category. 8 describe tranquility in nature and the 

countryside, 4 songs imagine the life in the Jiang Hu underworld (江湖) (the 

community of martial artists in Ancient China and an important theme in classical 

e. Telling derivative stories based on 

online fiction and games 
24   24 

Total 69   69 
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Chinese fictions), and 3 describe the beautiful scenes in specific regions, 

especially in Jiangnan Water Township (江南水乡). 

Regarding the fourth type (d), creators compose romantic love stories based in 

Ancient China, describing this in their lyrics. 9 songs belong to this category. In 

most cases, the creators are inspired by historical events, literature and Chinese 

art, and choose to generate romantic love stories to express their feelings. In this 

process, they actively interpret cultural elements and national symbols. Therefore, 

although these songs are not directed towards national understandings, they show 

young participants’ interpretations of national culture.  

For the last type (e), creators tell derivative stories based on online fiction and 

games. 24 songs belong to this topic. The lyrics of these songs are closely related 

to other forms of online entertainment, as creators draw on existing plots from 

online fiction and games. As identified by Xiong (2013), participants in Ancient 

Chinese style are heavily influenced by online culture. However, this does not 

mean that creators are less interested in traditional elements. Given that many of 

the plots are derived from historical facts and Chinese traditions, creators draw on 

resources from traditional Chinese culture to show their understanding of plots 

and characters. 

Therefore, the sample songs cover diverse topics, and indicate that young creators 

are interested in interpreting national culture. Moreover, such interpretations do 



 80 

not disappear in creating love stories and derivative stories; rather, they are 

embedded in the activity of enjoying online fiction and creating song lyrics. 

Description of the five types of topics reveals the diversity of sample songs and 

the embeddedness of creators’ national understanding in daily entertainment. 

 

6.2 Coding at three levels of coding unit 

In this section, I shall present the coding results at the levels of the whole lyrical 

contents (the whole songs), sentences and words. I used the software NVivo to do 

the coding. At all three levels, I created nodes to summarize information 

regarding the coded contents. In NVivo, a node is a collection of references 

regarding a specific theme or topic. I then summarized the nodes into categories 

for efficient representations. The frequency of nodes under certain categories is 

also required to understand the importance of the nodes. NVivo uses sources and 

references to summarize the frequency of nodes. Sources refers to the number of 

sample songs that contain the nodes and references refers to the number of nodes 

within these songs. For example, at the level of sentences, a node called Pride for 

national history and culture has appeared in 5 songs and appeared 17 times. In 

this case, the node has 5 sources and 17 references.  Therefore, in this section, I 

will present the nodes, the categories of the nodes, and the frequency of the nodes 

(represented by the number of sources or references). 
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At the level of the whole lyrical contents, I assigned nodes to code the focus of 

traditional Chinese elements of each sample song, and organized nodes into 

categories based on the types of traditional Chinese elements included. At the 

level of sentences, I assigned nodes to code the sentences that reveal creators’ 

feelings and opinions, organizing nodes into categories of feelings. At the level of 

words, I coded specific national symbols and banal signifiers to analyze the 

selection and frequency of specific elements. Nodes at all three levels represent 

useful analytical tools for the study of creators’ interpretations and performance 

of national identity. In Chapters 7 and 8 I shall combine the analysis of nodes at 

all three levels to discuss young creators’ use of traditional Chinese elements and 

the meanings attached to them. 

 

6.2.1 Coding at the level of the whole lyrical content: the focus of 

traditional Chinese elements 

At the level of the whole lyrical contents, I coded the traditional Chinese 

elements that the songs mainly focus on. At the level, the coding aims at the main 

focus the whole song draws on, instead of the use of traditional elements at word 

level. Given that any one song can have more than one focus, the number of 

sources may exceed the sample size (69 songs).  
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I created 10 nodes to indicate different traditional Chinese elements, and 

classified them into three categories. The three categories are (1) history and 

historical figures, (2) literature, arts and thought, and (3) lifestyle. The 10 specific 

nodes include: historical events and dynasties, historical figures, Chinese 

literature, Chinese art forms, Confucianism, Buddhism, nature and countryside, 

beautiful scenes in some regions, Jiang Hu underworld, wars, and rituals. The 

category of nodes, nodes in each category and the frequency of nodes (indicated 

by sources,6 the number of sample songs that contain the nodes) are displayed in 

Table 6-2-1 and Figure 6-2-2: 

Category  Nodes Sources 

(1) History and historical figures 

 Historical events and dynasties 3 

Historical figures 8 

(2) Literature, arts and thought 

Chinese literature 10 

Chinese art forms 9 

Confucianism 2 

                                                
6 Given that the nodes are assigned at the level of whole lyrical contents, the number of references (the 
number of nodes from all of the sample songs) is equivalent to the number of sources, and so the 
presentation of references is unnecessary.  



 83 

Buddhism 2 

(3) Lifestyle 

Nature and countryside 18 

Beautiful scenes in some regions 6 

Jiang Hu underworld 9 

Wars 5 

Rituals 2 

Table 6-2-1 Category of nodes at the level of the whole lyrical content 

 

Figure 6-2-2 Frequency of nodes at the level of the whole lyrical content  
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Songs in the first category, (1) history and historical figures, have the focuses of 

Chinese history. Song creators are either interested in historical events or specific 

historical figures, so they write songs to express their understandings of that 

historical period. Detailed analysis of creators’ preferences for historical periods 

and interpretations will be provided in Chapter 7. 

Songs in the second category, (2) literature, arts and thought, focus on Chinese 

traditional culture that not only includes classical literature but also various art 

forms and areas of thought. In terms of Chinese literature, classic novels, 

especially Journey to the West (西游记), provide significant inspiration to 

creators. In addition to novels, creators also draw on myths and legends, as well 

as Chinese poems. By citing sentences, using allusions and referring to characters 

from the literature in the lyric-writing process, participants are able to reinterpret 

these classics and express their opinions. Moreover, various forms of traditional 

art interest young participants. In these lyrics, Chinese arts cease to be perceived 

as dull cultural heritage, and are instead regarded as vivid forms of life that offer 

room for imagination and entertainment. Chinese thoughts, including 

Confucianism and Buddhism, also inspire young participants to create new 

interpretations. The young creators’ interpretations of Chinese culture will be 

discussed in Chapter 7. 

While the first two categories of focuses concern interpretations of Chinese 

history and traditional culture, the third category, (3) lifestyle, refers to the 
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imagination of embodied performances of daily life in Ancient China. For these 

participants, understanding the Chinese nation is not only about knowledge of 

Chinese history and culture, it is also about performing ideal lifestyles that are 

particularly Chinese. Therefore, they imagine ideal lifestyles in Ancient China 

and describe possible bodily behaviors. Two types of lifestyle, life in nature and 

the countryside (18 songs), as well as life in Jiang Hu underworld (9 songs), are 

most favored by young creators. Their imaginations of performing Chinese 

lifestyles will be discussed in Chapter 8. 

The three categories of nodes comprise useful analytical tools for the structuring 

of analysis. As mentioned above, the first two categories are concerned with the 

interpretation of Chinese history and culture, while the final category emphasizes 

the imagination of embodied performances. Therefore, I shall arrange the analysis 

of song lyrics in two chapters: in Chapter 7 I shall analyze young creators’ 

interpretations of national history and culture, and in Chapter 8 I will analyze 

their imaginations of performing Chinese lifestyles. 

 

6.2.2 Coding at the sentence level: feelings, opinions and attitudes 

I subsequently coded at the sentence level. I highlighted sentences in which 

subjective feelings, opinions or attitudes towards certain issues could be 
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identified. I then created a node to summarize the feeling or opinion of the 

sentence. I also classified the nodes of feelings into categories. Given that diverse 

feelings were revealed in the sentences of the sample songs, I created a large 

number of nodes for their summarization. Exhaustive description of all nodes 

would be trivial. The categories of nodes, however, are efficient representations 

of feelings displayed in the sample songs. Therefore, at the level of sentences, I 

will discuss the categories of node that demonstrate the major aspects of feelings, 

rather than individual nodes.  

There are six categories of feelings and opinions, as displayed in Table 6-2-3. The 

first category, (1) feelings towards the nation, shows creators’ understanding of 

the nation and their national identity. For example, in the sentence “This is our 

nation of greatness and courtesy, where we keep in mind the benevolence and 

justice, with boundless love” (看我华夏礼仪之邦,仁义满怀爱无疆), the creator 

shows a sense of pride for the nation. The second category, (2) understanding of 

history and culture, shows creators’ interpretations of national culture and history. 

For example, the sentence “I trace back five thousand years, and name myself as 

the hero of Cathaysia” (溯回五千年 ,任由我自诩万古第一狂) shows the 

creator’s feeling towards Chinese history. The third category, (3) attitudes 

towards moral values and life meaning, shows creators’ beliefs and life attitudes. 

For example, the sentence “Brotherhood and righteousness will remain in the 

snow forever” (情义千秋,在梅岭雪间长留) reveals the creator’s belief in moral 
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values. In the same vein, the final three categories highlight young creators’ 

reflections regarding daily life, nature and love stories. 

Category of feelings and opinions Sources References 

(1) Feelings towards the nation 5 28 

(2) Understanding of history and culture  12 53 

(3) Attitudes towards moral values and life meaning 24 93 

(4) Feelings towards daily life and experience 36 98 

(5) Attitudes towards life in nature and the countryside 13 38 

(6) Feelings towards love stories 38 121 

Table 6-2-3 Category of feelings and opinions at the sentence level 

From the table, we can see that two categories, (1) feelings towards the nation 

and (2) understanding of history and culture demonstrate these young participants’ 

attitudes towards the nation and national culture. Specifically, sentences in the 

category of feelings towards the nation explicitly highlight creators’ perspectives 

of their national identity. Detailed analysis will be undertaken in Chapters 7 and 

8. 
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On the other hand, the other four categories reveal reflections about daily 

experience and understanding of life in the past. Although these feelings are not 

explicitly directed to nationalist emotions, they are derived from the portrayal of 

the national culture and the imagination of Chinese ways of living in the past. In 

other words, the abundant feelings related to youth’s life experience and daily 

entertainment suggest that their understandings of national identity are not only 

about hot nationalist expressions, but also ways of thinking and entertaining that 

are embedded in everyday life. It is therefore necessary to incorporate analysis at 

the level of words in order to identify the national symbols and banal signifiers 

that are used in understanding sentences within these categories. Analysis will be 

undertaken in Chapters 7 and 8. 

 

6.2.3 Coding at the word level: national symbols and banal signifiers 

At the level of words, I highlighted specific word if it described a symbol of 

national culture or Chinese tradition. I then created a node to categorize the type 

of national symbol. The nodes at the word level represent useful analytical tools 

for the analysis of focuses at the whole lyrical contents level and feelings 

expressed at the sentence level. There are a huge number of nodes that cover 

various aspects of national symbols, including moral values and rituals, art forms, 

religion and philosophy thoughts, moral values and rituals, literature, history and 
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historical figures, Chinese art forms and so on. As it is difficult to cover all of 

these nodes in this part, I shall combine the analysis of nodes at the word level 

with nodes at other two levels in Chapter 7 and 8. 

 

6.3 Summary 

In this chapter I have presented basic information regarding the sample songs and 

coding results. In terms of the former, I identified five types of topic within 

sample songs that show the diversity Ancient Chinese-style songs’ contents. As 

for the coding results, I described the nodes and their categories at the level of the 

whole lyrical contents, sentences and words. 

Specifically, the nodes and their categories at all three levels constitute helpful 

analytical tools to study song lyrics. At the level of the whole lyrical contents, I 

identified three categories of node that demonstrate attention to traditional 

Chinese elements: (1) history and historical figures, (2) literature, arts and 

thought, and (3) lifestyle. The three categories of focus reveal two aspects in the 

song lyrics: the interpretation of Chinese history and culture, and the imagination 

of embodied performances. Therefore, I shall arrange analysis of the song lyrics 

in two chapters. In Chapter 7 I shall analyze the young creators’ interpretations of 

national history and culture, and in Chapter 8 I will analyze their imagination of 
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performing Chinese lifestyles. The categories of nodes at the level of sentences 

and words are also important, because they reveal the meanings attached to 

Chinese history and culture, as well as the imagination of embodied performances. 

Therefore, in Chapters 7 and 8 I shall organize my discussion according to the 

three categories of focus at the level of the full lyrical content, and cite nodes at 

the level of sentences and words to facilitate detailed analysis.  
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Chapter 7: Interpretations of history and 

Chinese cultural elements 

In this chapter, I shall analyze the interpretations of Chinese history and cultural 

elements used by creators. The analysis includes nodes at all the three levels. As 

Smith (2011) notes, history and cultural elements constitute distinctive heritage of 

the nation. An analysis of young participants’ interpretations of national culture 

and history is essential for elucidating their national identity. Through lyrics, they 

actively interpret Chinese history and cultural elements to illustrate their 

understandings of national identity. First, I shall analyze their interpretations of 

national history. I will then focus on Chinese cultural elements. Chinese thought, 

traditional literature and art forms will be included. Finally, I shall summarize 

four forms of interpretation made by participants and analyze the findings.  

 

7.1 Chinese history 

Chinese history is emphasized at all three levels. At the level of whole lyrical 

contents, 11 songs focus on historical events and figures. At the level of sentences, 

creators’ feelings towards the nation are inevitably related to their understandings 

of its history, and are also interested in reviewing specific historical periods and 

showing their respect for historical figures. At the level of specific words, more 
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than half of the sample (37 out of 69) incorporates historical elements (historical 

facts and the description of Chinese history). In this section I will discuss the 

meanings attached to Chinese history. 

The young participants emphasize the long history of the Chinese nation. At the 

sentence level, five songs explicitly praise this subject. Creators are extremely 

proud of the Chinese nation because of the length of its history. At the word level, 

40 references from 18 songs are coded as describing China’s long history. 

Specifically, words meaning millennium (千年，千载，千秋) are used 27 times in 

16 songs to describe Chinese history. Other phrases such as five thousand years 

(五千), succession of the generations and the Twenty-Four Histories (二十四朝) 

are frequently used. 

The number of songs with these descriptions at the word level far exceeds the 

number of songs with special emphasis on pride for China’s long history at the 

level of whole lyrical contents. That is to say, many of the creators aim to tell 

stories or imagine lifestyle in Ancient China, while pride for long history is 

simultaneously attached to the songs in latent ways when they create the lyric. 

This indicates that a perception of the long history of the Chinese nation is deeply 

embedded in young people’s minds, and the young creators choose words like 

millennium unconsciously to describe Chinese history in other topics.  
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Regarding specific dynasties, the peace and prosperity of the Chinese dynasties 

(such as Tang Dynasty and Han Dynasty) appears to be most significant to 

creators. In order to ascertain which specific periods interest young creators, I 

counted the number of songs in which specific dynasties are mentioned. 

Historical events, figures and the direct mentioning of certain dynasties are all 

included in the counting process. As indicated by Table 7-1-1, the Tang Dynasty 

is mentioned most often (four sources), followed by the Ming Dynasty and Han 

Dynasty (three sources each). All three of these periods were characterized by 

prosperity and strength. The Tang Dynasty is regarded as the most glorious 

historical period in Chinese history, as its economy, culture and military strength 

reached an unprecedentedly advanced level. The Han Dynasty is also considered 

a golden age in Chinese history, as the dynasty witnessed the expansion of 

territory and the blossoming of culture.  

Dynasty Number of sources 

Tang Dynasty (唐代) 4 

Ming Dynasty (明代) 3 

Han Dynasty (汉代) 3 

Song Dynasty (宋代) 2 
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Spring and Autumn Period (春秋战国时期) 2 

Qing Dynasty (清代) 2 

Three Kingdoms (三国) 1 

Yuan Dynasty (元代) 1 

Republic of China (民国时期) 1 

Table 7-1-1 Dynasties and the number of sources 

Creators’ interest in citing resources from prosperous dynasties indicates that they 

unconsciously attach positive meanings to these areas of Chinese history. It is 

worth noting that Chinese history is marked by both glory and suffering. 

Specifically, national humiliation from the mid-1800s until the mid-1900s, when 

China was bullied by Western countries, has been emphasized by the state as a 

means of cultivating youth’s nationalist sentiments. This humiliation history, 

however, is not prevalent in the sample. This means that young people are not just 

consumers of national symbols; they are producers who actively interpret, 

negotiate and constitute their meanings. By selecting the glorious past of the Tang, 

Ming and Han dynasties as representations of Chinese history, these young 

participants link the meaning of Chinese history to glories and prosperity, while 

overlooking the country’s history of being victimized.  
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7.2 Chinese thought: Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism 

Creators also draw extensively on Chinese thought in the song lyrics. Chinese 

thought, including both philosophical thought and religious thought, constitutes 

an important part of traditional Chinese culture. Confucianism, Daoism and 

Buddhism, known in Ancient China as the three teachings, represent three 

distinctive ways of thinking in Chinese philosophy. In the sample songs, creators 

interpret these in different ways and at different levels. In this section, I will 

analyze young participants’ interpretations of Confucianism, Daoism and 

Buddhism in turn.  

 

7.2.1 Confucianism 

Confucianism is a Chinese philosophy that is characterized by an emphasis on 

morality and rituals. Indeed, Confucianism stresses the importance of virtues, 

which are encompassed by the Five Constants (五常), comprising benevolence 

(仁), righteousness (义), proper rite (礼), knowledge (智) and integrity (信). In 

addition to virtues, Confucianism also highlights the significance of the proper 

conduct of Confucian rituals. In the sample songs, young creators demonstrate 

their interest in interpreting both Confucian rituals and moral values. 
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Confucian rituals are advocated as the merits of traditional Chinese culture in the 

songs. In the song The Nation of Greatness and Courtesy (礼仪之邦), creators 

draw on Confucian rituals directly in order to show their pride for the Chinese 

nation. The lyrics describe Confucian rituals in different aspects, including 

couples’ gestures, the proper conduct of treating guests and respecting the elderly. 

Having introduced these rituals, they express their identification with the Chinese 

nation by saying that “This is our nation of greatness and courtesy, where we 

keep in mind the benevolence and justice, with boundless love” (看我华夏礼仪

之邦,仁义满怀爱无疆). In so doing, the creators display a sense of national pride. 

This means that these creators regard Confucian ritual highly, deeming it 

significant within national culture.  

Confucian moral values are also emphasized in the sample. At the level of the 

whole lyrical contents, two songs directly focus on Confucian values: Loyal 

Blood Runs Forever Red (赤血长殷) and The Nation of Greatness and Courtesy 

(礼仪之邦). Loyal Blood Runs Forever Red tells a story that seeks to praise an 

online fictional character for his integrity and braveness. Loyalty and 

righteousness are used to describe him, through which the song creators show 

their deep love and respect for the character. The moral value of righteousness 

(义), which is regarded as the fundamental ethical code in Confucianism, 

constitutes the theme of the song. Moreover, the discussion of Confucian moral 

values is not limited to songs with an explicit focus on Confucianism, because 
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Confucian terms are frequently used to describe characters at the level of words 

in other compositions. Indeed, 20 references from 9 sources can be seen as citing 

Confucian values such as loyalty and righteousness. These values have become 

important criteria according to which creators judge characters in the lyrics, 

meaning that Confucian values are deeply embedded in the minds of young 

participants. 

These two aspects demonstrate participants’ identification with Confucianism, as 

they are enthusiastic about mobilizing Confucian elements in their song lyrics. 

Rather than holding a stereotyped view of Confucianism, the participants offer 

more vivid interpretations than might be expected. While Confucianism is 

commonly acknowledged as the representative of Chinese culture, previous 

studies have stressed youth’s stereotyped perspectives of Confucianism. 

Confucianism, which emphasizes loyalty and obedience, is not compatible with 

Western values such as individualism and freedom. As discussed in Chapter 4, 

studies in the 2000s have demonstrated that Chinese youth regard Western culture 

as superior, while distancing themselves from Confucianism. However, previous 

discussion is inadequate, because it is only concerned with general attitudes and 

overlooks the embeddedness of Confucianism in daily activities. This study on 

the daily activities of the participants demonstrates in contrast youth’s rich 

understandings of Confucianism.  
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These findings suggest that young creators interpret Confucianism in two ways: 

as the source of national pride and a way of thinking. Confucian ritual is 

interpreted as a source of national pride, since it is regarded as the merit of 

Chinese culture that represents China. Discussion of Confucian rituals entails the 

expression of strong nationalist feelings, and the young participants understand 

Confucian ritual as being an important aspect constituting the distinctive Chinese 

culture. In contrast to Confucian rituals, Confucian morality is understood as a 

way of thinking that is habitually ingrained in the minds of young participants, 

influencing their moral judgments. The citing of Confucian values is not directly 

linked to an understanding of the nation, but this does not mean that it is not 

national. Rather, Confucian value have become a nationalist way of thinking that 

influences young people’s perception of other issues.  

 

 7.2.2 Buddhism 

Buddhism, a foreign religion that was transmitted to China during the Han 

Dynasty and subsequently became highly influential, also attracts the attention of 

young creators. At the level of the whole lyrical content of songs, two songs 

explicitly focus on Buddhism: Refuge (皈依) and The Monk in the Mountain (山

僧). Refuge (皈依) tells the love story of a monk, who struggles to balance his 

obedience to Buddhist rules and pursuit of romantic love. The monk in the 
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Mountain (山僧) describes the simple and devout life of a monk who lives in a 

mountain. An additional four songs discuss the characters in Journey to the West 

(西游记), a classical novel that tells the story of a Buddhist monk and his three 

disciples who travelled to the “Western Regions” to obtain Buddhist sacred texts. 

Therefore, although these songs do not focus on Buddhism directly, the creators 

of these songs demonstrate their understandings of Buddhism extensively in 

analyzing the characters in the novel.  

In addition, Buddhist terms (including concepts and items) are frequently used at 

the word level: 101 references from 23 sources can be identified. Creators prefer 

to use Buddhist concepts, including people’s affinity (尘缘), fate (宿命) and 

Saṃsāra (the theory that individuals continue to be born and reborn in different 

realms) (轮回) to tell stories, especially love stories. Buddhist items like wooden 

fish (木鱼) and temples (寺庙) are also popular among young creators for the 

purpose of environmental description. 

Some creators interpret Buddhism thought to display their understandings of 

Buddhism. In the song Wukong (Monkey King, 悟空), the creator re-interprets 

the mentality of the main character in Journey to the West (西游记). The creator 

writes, “I understand that Saṃsāra, life and death will come back to its beginning 

stage (我了悟轮回生灭,孑然如初)… why bother fighting against the fate and 

searching for the way?” (宿命失之何求,大道得之何用). The creator thus offers 

a contrasting interpretation of the character. While traditional views praise the 
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Monkey King for his bravery and fearlessness in obtaining Buddhist sacred texts, 

the young creator challenges the view by asking the meaning of “obtaining the 

way”, as everything returns to the empty stage. Emptiness therefore becomes the 

theme of the song. Emptiness is a Buddhist concept that refers to the ontological 

feature of reality. By using the idea of emptiness to question the efforts of 

“searching the way” in Journey to the West, the young creator re-interprets classic 

novels and demonstrates a personal understanding of Buddhism. Moreover, in the 

song Monk in the Mountain (山僧), the creator praises the simplicity and 

peacefulness of the Buddhist lifestyle. In the song, the creator writes “Buddhist 

thought helps to relieve distress in the world” (佛理悠悠,济人间万般愁). In 

saying this, the creator understands Buddhism as an wisdom of thought that 

enables people to escape from daily suffering and find inner peace.  

In addition to presenting their own interpretations of Buddhism, these creators 

also use Buddhist terms as resources for self-expression and entertainment. On 

this occasion, creators are not necessarily interested in understanding Buddhist 

thought, but instead construct it as cultural icons for the purpose of story-telling 

and entertainment. In the song Refuge (皈依), the creator constructs Buddhism as 

the setting for a love story. The monk who has taken refuge is prohibited from 

falling in love. Consequently, the monk struggles to negotiate a balance between 

romantic love and the Buddhist faith. Therefore, Buddhist doctrines are cited for 

the tragedy of the love story to make the song more appealing. The adoption of 
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Buddhist terms at the level of words for similar purposes is even more common. 

As mentioned above, more than 100 references from 23 songs use Buddhist terms. 

Words such as affinity (尘缘), fate (宿命 and Saṃsāra (轮回), which all help 

constitute early Buddhist thought, are mobilized by the young creators to tell 

stories and express personal feelings. Other words like temple, incense and 

wooden fish are used to establish a solemn environment that represents Ancient 

China. Therefore, these terms are constructed as cultural icons that represent 

Ancient China, even though many are irrelevant to the discussion of Buddhist 

thought. In this way, the use of Buddhist concepts helps increase the elegance of 

the lyrics, enabling young people to entertain themselves in creating Ancient 

Chinese-style songs. 

To conclude, the participants interpret Buddhism in two ways: interpreting 

Buddhism thought to show their understandings towards it, and constructing 

Buddhism as recourses for entertainment. Some creators discuss Buddhist stories 

and concepts to show their own understandings, which may differ from more 

authentic viewpoints. In this situation, young creators are interested in learning 

Buddhist thought, and adopt it in the contents of the songs. For other creators, 

Buddhism is constructed as a resource and cultural icon for the purposes of 

story-telling. In this situation, creators do not necessarily know the meaning of 

Buddhist thought, but simply view it as a cultural icon to refine their story and its 
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lyrics. In other words, they regard Buddhism as recourses that be mobilized for 

daily entertainment.  

 

7.2.3 Daoism 

Daoism, a philosophical tradition that originated in China, is less explicitly 

apparent in the sample songs. Daoist thinking emphasizes the value of wu 

wei (action without intention), simplicity and naturalness. In sample songs, Daoist 

thinking is neither used as the main focus of the songs nor cited at the level of 

words. Rather, it is constructed as a distinctive life attitude that is implicitly 

revealed in sentences. In other words, Daoist thinking is identified at the level of 

sentences where creators express their feelings.  

Daoism is prevalent in two categories of feelings: feelings towards life in nature 

and the countryside, and attitudes towards moral values and life meaning. In the 

first category, Daoism is apparent in creators’ longing for the simple life in nature 

and the countryside; in the second category, Daoist values predominate in a 

certain type of mentality that rejects excessive desires and advocates the true self. 

In the first category, creators express appreciation for the natural world, and 

describe the carefree feelings of the pastoral life. The extravagant lifestyles of 

emperors and senior officials are presented as incomparable to the simple life 
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within nature. Such a mentality is consistent with Daoist advocates of naturalness 

and spontaneity, which unite individuals with the cosmic “way”. In the second 

category of attitudes towards moral values and life meaning, some creators 

hesitate in pursuing fame and fortune. In their stories, such a conventional 

standard holds their characters back from attaining true happiness. However, the 

sentences indicate a preference for an aimless life in nature. For example, one 

sentence states, “I would rather have an old temple in the village than having half 

of the country” (如许我江山半壁,不敌村前一旧庵). Daoist thought, which is 

characterized by a detachment from politics and emphasizes individual happiness, 

is apparent in such lyrics.  

 

Therefore, Daoism can be considered a way of thinking that is deeply embedded 

in the minds of the youth. Daoist thought is only latently conveyed in sentences 

that display people’s longing for a simple lifestyle. The reminding of Daoism is 

even unconscious, meaning that the creators may not be fully aware of their 

preference for Daoist thought in their songs. Daoism is deeply embedded in the 

thinking of these young people. This indicates the “unwaved flag” of the 

nationalism proposed by Billig (1995). As Billig (1995, p. 61) states, “national 

identity is the nationalist way of thinking, even when it is engrained as habitual, 

is not straightforward”. Daoism, an influential Chinese philosophy, has become a 

nationalist way of thinking for these young people.  
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In conclusion, these findings highlight that these young participants interpret 

Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism in different ways. Confucianism, and 

particularly Confucian ritual, is constructed as the representative of Chinese 

culture of which these young people feel proud. In this way, it has become a 

source of national pride. Moreover, Confucian values and Daoist thought are 

interpreted as ways of thinking, since these young people unconsciously identify 

with Confucian moral values and Daoist life attitudes. Confucianism and Daoism 

can be understood as nationalist ways of thinking that are deeply embedded in the 

daily entertainment of these young people. In the case of Buddhism, 

interpretations are different. Buddhism is neither understood as a source of 

national pride, nor as a way of thinking. Rather, it is constructed as a text that is 

open to new understandings and that offers resources for self-expression and 

entertainment. For Buddhism, various interpretations are possible. Young people 

have used Buddhist thoughts as cultural icons to make fun with.  

 

7.3 Traditional literature and Chinese myth 

Classical literature, as a critical aspect of Chinese culture, is frequently cited in 

the lyrics. At the level of the whole lyrical contents, 10 songs place their primary 

focus on Chinese literature. Four interpret the story of Journey to the West (西游

记), while three draw on Chinese poetry in their songs. The song, Deities of 
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Cathaysia (万神纪), is particularly noteworthy, as various Chinese myths are 

collected from different books and traced back to Chinese national history. 

Chinese literature is also favored by creators at the level of words. More than 200 

references from 47 songs can be identified as using elements from Chinese 

literature. This means that the creators of more than two thirds of the sample 

songs draw on classical texts to write their lyrics. Such references assume 

numerous forms, including the direct citation of texts, use of allusions, use of 

book names and citation of figures and places from the literature.  

Classical literature is primarily constructed as resources for lyric writing and 

entertainment. The use of citations from classical literature augments the 

refinement of the lyrics. Moreover, citations of allusions and poems are largely 

used to tell stories and express feelings. Creators use love allusions from poems 

to write the love plots in their songs, and cite sentences written by poets to 

express their own understandings of life. For example, a creator writes “I raise 

my wine in honor of easterlies, why don’t you linger in my company?” (把酒祝

东风，且共从容), a line written by the poet Ou Yangxiu (欧阳修) at the time of 

the Song Dynasty to express the happiness felt by a character when socializing 

with a friend. The inclusion of lines from classical literature illustrates the young 

participants’ command of Chinese poems, classical prose and novels, impossible 

without extensive reading. This indicates that these young people are not only 
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interested in learning classical literature, but seek to use it for popular 

entertainment.  

Some creators are interested in the contents of the texts, and intend to offer their 

own interpretations of the texts. For the 10 songs with a primary focus on Chinese 

literature, creators demonstrate their own understandings of specific novels and 

poems, which may contradict authentic views. Regarding the classic novel 

Journey to the West, creators reveal the mental struggles of the characters instead 

of merely praising them for their devotion as advocated by the conventional 

perspective. As mentioned in the discussion of Buddhism, in the song Wukong 

(Monkey King, 悟空 ), the creator even challenges the original theme by 

questioning the meaning of obtaining Buddhist sacred texts. Moreover, in a song 

entitled Time Will Tell (千秋此意), the creator cites various sentences from Su 

Shi’s (苏轼) work to demonstrate admiration for the eminent writer. Su Shi was 

an influential writer and scholar in the Song Dynasty, who lived optimistically in 

spite of particular challenges. In incorporating Su Shi’s work, the creator portrays 

the author’s life and praises his positive attitude and personal charisma.  

However, the interpretations of Chinese myths and legends differ because the 

creators perceive them as sources of national pride. In the song Deities of 

Cathaysia (万神纪), the creator tells the story of Chinese myths in prehistoric 

periods. Given that these myths were only documented in much later sources, the 

creator collects myths from various classics and combines them to imagine a 
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legendary era. The song includes reference to more than 20 deities, each of whom 

is constructed as the hero that created the Chinese nation. The term Cathaysia (华

夏) is used to describe the Chinese nation and implies that all Chinese people are 

the offspring of these deities. A sense of national pride is thus attached to Chinese 

mythology, as it constitutes a distinctive characteristic of the Chinese nation. 

Finally, the song sings, “After thousands of years, it becomes the wrinkles of my 

hands (千载后,它是我掌心里的纹章) …I trace back five thousand years, and 

name myself as the hero of Cathaysia” (溯回五千年,任由我自诩万古第一狂). 

In this way, Chinese mythology influences individuals’ perceptions of themselves 

and their national identity. These young people feel proud of the distinctive 

Chinese mythology, enabling them to view themselves and their nation with 

confidence in the contemporary world.  

In summary, the young participants interpret Chinese literature in three ways: 

resources for entertainment, texts for interpretation and sources of national pride. 

First, elements from literature are mainly used as resources for story-telling and 

self-expression, since poetic expressions increase the refinement of the song 

lyrics. Second, the young creators are interested in interpreting the text from 

classical literature and attach new meanings to the old texts. These two aspects 

demonstrate young participants’ interests in classical texts. Instead of viewing 

them as sacred and distant texts, the young people see them as accessible, 
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entertaining and open for their diverse interpretation. In addition, a specific type 

of Chinese literature, myths, are constructed as a source of national pride.  

 

7.4 Traditional art forms 

Traditional Chinese art, characterized by ancient and continuous traditions, is 

extensively described in the sample songs. Instead of focusing on several specific 

forms, the young creators include multiple forms of Chinese art in different 

dimensions in their lyrics. Regarding the main focus of the songs at the level of 

the whole lyrical contents, nine songs emphasize traditional Chinese art. Among 

these, four focus on Chinese opera, including three on Peking opera and one on 

shadow puppetry. Other songs attend to calligraphy (two songs), Chinese musical 

instruments (one song), Go (an abstract strategy board game, 围棋) (one song) 

and dance (one song).  

At the level of words, terms and phrases referring to Chinese art forms are 

common. In total, 174 references from 46 sources are made in the category of 

Chinese art forms. This indicates that traditional Chinese art has become an 

important element in the composition of song lyrics, as the majority of the sample 

songs (46 of 69) cite Chinese art forms at the level of words. 
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Based on the type of art forms at the level of words, I identified seven art forms 

from the nodes: Chinese musical instruments, Chinese dance and song, 

calligraphy, Chinese painting, Chinese opera, Go and Pingshu (storytelling, 评

书). Chinese musical instruments are most frequently mentioned, with various 

types of instruments featuring in 23 songs. Guqin (a seven-string Chinese musical 

instrument of the zither family, 古琴 ) is the most commonly mentioned 

instrument in the lyrics. The second largest category is Chinese dance and song, 

referring to the folk songs and dances of the Han people. Calligraphy, Chinese 

painting and Chinese opera are also popular among young creators, each 

occurring in more than 10 songs. It is interesting to note that the four jewels of the 

study (文房四宝), comprising brush, ink, paper and ink stone, are all described in 

extensive detail by the young creators in different songs. Go (围棋) and Pingshu 

also appear in several songs.  

These findings reveal that the young creators choose forms with high artistic 

value to represent Chinese culture. In the above examples, Chinese painting, 

calligraphy, Chinese opera and Guqin are all considered as containing artistic 

value and poetic meaning. Other types of folk art are less favored. This highlights 

that the participants are not only interested in the art itself, but are enthusiastic 

about the cultural meanings and artistic values behind it. Therefore, the selection 

of art forms itself entails a sense of identification with national culture.   
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Some participants show their identification with the Chinese nation through the 

portrayal of traditional art. Their feelings of national pride are explicitly 

illustrated in their descriptions of high art. One song begins with the sentence, 

“The Han music and ancient rhythm originate in the Chinese nation” (汉音古韵，

弦起华夏). In saying this, the creator feels proud of the preservation of Chinese 

rhythm, and identifies with the enduring Chinese culture. In another song that 

explicitly indicates national pride, the creator writes “Every stroke of the Chinese 

character is the manifestation of the generational inheritance of Chinese culture” 

(汉字里墨香温存的一笔一划 ,世代传承的表达). The creator depicts the 

aesthetic qualities of calligraphy and its long tradition. Both admiration for 

Chinese calligraphy and pride for Chinese culture are conveyed in these sentences. 

The two examples show that young creators regard these traditional arts as 

sources of national pride for two reasons. On the one hand, they admire the 

aesthetic values of Chinese art, and feel proud of Chinese culture. On the other 

hand, these art forms are understood as manifestations of China’s long history, 

which enables them to appreciate the survival of China’s civilization over 

thousands of years.  

In addition to national pride, some participants are interested in understanding 

specific forms of Chinese art. The song The Little Go Player (小棋童) tells a 

story of a famous Go player in the Qing Dynasty as a child. In the song, the song 

writer introduces many of the techniques of Go to describe the learning 
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experience. By making an analogy between Go and daily life, the creator 

demonstrates his understanding of the skill and the philosophy of the game. In 

another song named Inksticks Made from the Soot of Pine Wood (松烟入墨), the 

creator offers a detailed description of the way in which pine is burnt and inkstick 

is produced. The artistic value of inksticks and the attractiveness of calligraphy 

are emphasized. By describing the process in a poetic way, the creator 

demonstrates a degree of mastery of inkstick and Chinese calligraphy. In these 

two examples, creators show considerable interest in knowing traditional art, and 

present their understandings of the art forms. Moreover, a sense of national pride 

is implicitly expressed from the sentences showing creators’ love for traditional 

art forms.  

Traditional art is also constructed as resources for entertainment. As mentioned 

above, 174 words from 46 sources are related to specific art forms, meaning that 

terms related to traditional art appear in more than two thirds of the sample songs. 

Words such as Xieyi paintings (写意画), strokes and ink are used as metaphors to 

describe the beautiful scenes; others are constructed as the skills of the characters 

in the songs to highlight their talents. In this case, the young participants are not 

necessarily interested in knowing the art forms, but regard them as indispensable 

resources to write lyrics. The citation of Chinese art increases the refinement of 

the lyrics, and contributes to the elegant feature of Ancient Chinese style.  
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In summary, the young participants select high art to represent Chinese art and 

interpret it in three ways: as sources of national pride, texts for interpretation and 

resources for entertainment. The young creators show their identification with the 

nation through their portrayals of Chinese art, and contribute their feelings of 

national pride to the aesthetic values and durable tradition of Chinese art. They 

are also interested in learning and interpreting specific art forms. Traditional art 

forms are also used as resources when creators draw on terms of Chinese art to 

facilitate lyric writing for their own entertainment. The use of art terms increases 

the elegance of the lyrics. It is interesting to note that these young participants 

select fine art to represent Chinese art, but attach different meanings. Historically 

exclusive high art is constructed as a resource for more popular entertainment and 

new imaginations.  

 

7.5 Summary  

In this chapter, I have analyzed participants’ interpretations of Chinese history 

and cultural elements. Rather than demonstrating a simplistic or monolithic 

perspective of national culture and history, the participants’ perceptions are highly 

diverse. When creating song lyrics, the participants are actively engaged in the 

selection of national culture and the interpretation of its meaning.  
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The participants select various elements from Chinese culture and history to show 

their understandings of national identity. In terms of Chinese history, the young 

creators emphasize the long history of the Chinese nation and intentionally select 

prosperous dynasties to represent it. Regarding cultural elements, different 

aspects of Chinese culture are implicated in the song lyrics, including Chinese 

thought, literature and traditional art forms. In terms of Chinese thought, young 

creators present their interpretations of Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism. As 

for traditional literature, poems, classical novels and Chinese myths are mobilized. 

For traditional art forms, the young creators select high art to represent Chinese 

art and interpret it in various ways.  

In this chapter, I have noted that these participants interpret Chinese history and 

cultural elements in four ways: as sources of national pride, ways of thinking, 

texts for new interpretations and resources for entertainment. Sources of national 

pride is the most explicit way of expressing national feelings. When interpreting 

cultural elements as sources of national pride, they view these elements as 

representative of the Chinese nation, and feel proud of both the nation and these 

cultural elements. The second interpretation, ways of thinking, refers to the 

nationalist way of thinking, which is habitual and implicit. These elements are 

habitually ingrained in the minds of young participants, and the participants 

understand them as guidelines or criterion for proper conducts. Texts for new 

interpretations, however, reveals participants’ interests in the contents of the 
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cultural elements. They view these elements as texts and attach new meanings to 

them which may differ from authentic views. Regarding the last interpretation, 

resources for entertainment, the participants construct cultural elements as 

cultural icons that represent Ancient China for the purpose of self-expression and 

entertainment.  

 

Sources of national pride are prevalent in their interpretations of Chinese history, 

Confucianism, Chinese myths and traditional art forms. Two levels of meaning 

are apparent. First, they understand the glorious national past and consider these 

cultural elements representative of the Chinese nation. Second, they feel proud of 

both the national history and these cultural elements. In so doing, they 

demonstrate their appreciation for national culture in their daily activities.  

The young participants understand Confucianism and Daoism as ways of thinking. 

Confucian values are viewed as the moral standards by which these young 

creators judge the behaviors of characters in their songs, while Daoist pursuit 

influences their life attitudes. For these young creators, Confucianism and 

Daoism are deeply embedded in their minds even without conscious 

remembering. As Billig (1995) argues, national identity encompasses the 

nationalist way of thinking, which is habitual and implicit. Confucianism and 

Daoism have become nationalist means of thinking for these young people.  
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Buddhism, traditional literature and Chinese art are constructed as texts for 

interpretation and as resources for entertainment. The difference between the two 

forms of interpretation lies in the fact that texts for interpretation means that 

young people are interested in understanding original contents, whereas resources 

for entertainment implies that young people use these elements as cultural icons 

for other purposes such as story-telling and self-expression. In the process of 

re-interpretation, the meaning of these traditional cultural elements has changed. 

Originally, Buddhist thought, art and literature constituted serious and 

authoritative texts, detached from the daily lives of ordinary people. However, 

these young people have reshaped these into more accessible texts that can 

provide entertainment.  

The profusion of interpretations of national culture and history by the participants 

indicates their agency in understanding their nationhood in daily life. As scholars 

of Everyday nationhood emphasize, everyday life is an important site for the 

investigation of discourses and practices through which people make sense of 

their nationhood (Antonsich, 2016; Edensor, 2002). In my study, the examination 

of participants’ lyric-creating activities in daily life reveals that young people are 

capable of interpreting national culture in rich and personalized ways. Rather than 

demonstrating straightforward love or disdain for national culture, the 

participants demonstrate diverse interpretations of various elements.  
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More importantly, the interpretation of cultural elements as resources for 

entertainment would be viewed as the accomplishment achieved by creators in 

understanding their national identity. Engagement with online entertainment 

constitutes the everyday experience that characterizes the young people. As Clark 

(2012) states, youth identity is increasingly influenced by the Internet, which 

offers young people a variety of consumption and entertainment choices. When 

the creators interpret national cultural elements as resources for entertainment, 

they link their daily experiences of online entertainment with national culture, 

and re-interpret national culture as appealing and relaxing. This is unlikely to be 

identified among other generations, because it reflects the generational features of 

Chinese youth. When the songs are disseminated via the Internet, such 

interpretations are not only enjoyed by the creators, but additionally celebrated by 

a large number of young people. In the process, the participants make their 

accomplishments in interpreting their national identity in the creative way.  

While previous studies on Chinese youth and hot nationalism identify a singular 

understanding of national culture, this chapter indicates that young people 

interpret their national culture in a range of ways. Previous research has stressed a 

fixed understanding of national culture, in which youth neglect or disparage 

Chinese history and cultural elements. However, a close examination of youth’s 

daily lives and entertainment suggests that they interpert different aspects of 

nationl culture in varied ways. This entails two levels of meanings. First, national 
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culutre is not viewed as an unified abstract conept; rather, it is understood as the 

indispensable elelemt of daily life that young people are capable of making 

diverse intepretations. Second, even in terms of the same cultural elements, 

young people tend to make multiple intepretations depending on daily context.  

This chapter offers an effective illustration of the diversity of interpretations. First, 

participants interpret Chinese thought, literature and traditional art forms in 

different ways. For example, in the case of Chinese thought, Confucianism is 

interpreted as a source of national pride, whereas Buddhism is constructed as a 

text for interpretation and a resource for entertainment. Therefore, youth’s 

understandings of national culture cannot be reduced to a single perspective. 

Second, even in terms of individual elements, participants make various 

interpretations. For example, traditional art forms are interpreted as both sources 

of national pride and resources for entertainment.  

This chapter therefore supplements previous findings on youth national identity. 

Previous studies are inadequate because they merely stress hot nationalist 

emotions. Therefore, only the radical emotions of shame surrounding past 

traumas and dissatisfaction with national culture are identified. However, 

examination of youth’s daily activities under the framework of banal nationalism 

reveals new interpretations. Individuals demonstrate their appreciation for 

national culture and history when interpreting cultural elements as sources of 

national pride. The latent aspect of nationalist ways of thinking is also displayed 
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in song lyrics, meaning that young people unconsciously adopt nationalist ways 

of thinking in daily life. Moreover, the interpretation of cultural elements as texts 

for interpretation and resources for entertainment suggests that cultural elements 

have become vital relaxing and appealing parts of their daily entertainment. 

In summary, youth’s national identity is not fixed but fluid and hence open to 

various interpretations of national culture and history. The four ways of 

interpretations identified in this chapter highlight young people’s agency in 

constructing nationhood. Their active engagement with cultural elements in daily 

activities also demonstrates their identification with national culture.  
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Chapter 8: The imagination of performing 

Chinese lifestyles 

In this chapter I will analyze young creators’ imagination of embodied 

performances of Chinese lifestyles in songs. In the sample songs, young creators 

not only offer their own interpretations of Chinese history and cultural elements, 

but also describe ideal Chinese ways of living. As noted by Fox and Miller-Idriss 

(2008), everyday nationalism includes both “talking the nation” and “performing 

the nation”. Whereas talking the nation concerns the discursive claims and 

interpretations of ordinary people, performing the nation implicates the physical 

embodiment of national symbols. As an online phenomenon, the young creators 

cannot physically display their embodied performance of nationality, but instead 

depict their imagination of bodily performance via song lyrics. I will first 

introduce two ideal lifestyles and their imagination of performing Chineseness, 

before analyzing two sentiments that guide young creators’ imaginations of 

ancient lifestyles.  

The creators imagine ideal lifestyles when describing beautiful scenes and telling 

stories. The imagination of embodied performance of Chinese lifestyles appears 

at all three levels of analysis, including whole lyrical contents, sentences and 

words. At the level of the whole lyrical contents, the third category of focus, 

lifestyle, concerns the imagination of embodied performances of daily life in 

ancient China. As Table 6-2-1 demonstrates, in this category the nodes of life in 
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nature and the countryside (18 sources) as well as life in the Jiang Hu 

underworld (9 sources) are most prevalent. This indicates that participants’ 

imagination of ideal lifestyles is primarily concerned with nature and the Jiang 

Hu underworld. In terms of feelings at the sentence level, creator’s attitudes 

towards life in nature and the countryside (13 sources), expressions of feelings 

towards daily life and experience (36 sources), and feelings towards love stories 

(38 sources) are all closely related to their imagination of Chinese ways of living.  

Simply speaking, creators’ imaginations of the ideal Chinese lifestyle center on 

two ways of living: life in nature and the countryside, and life in the Jiang Hu 

underworld. In these songs, they describe the enchanting scenes and depict the 

stories and practices of the characters. The creation of stories and characters 

becomes a means of imagining potential ways for themselves to live in such 

environments. By describing characters’ happy lives, they construct the desired 

bodily performance and romanticized Chinese lifestyle. 

 

8.1 Performing two ideal lifestyles: life in nature and the countryside, and 

life in the Jiang Hu underworld  

Life in nature and the countryside is constructed as the ideal lifestyle, enabling 

young creators to imagine living in a “Chinese” way. Through their songs, 
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creators introduce various desirable activities and performances in nature and the 

countryside. Farming activities, including sowing crops, picking tea and 

celebrating the harvest, feature in many of the songs. In describing such activities, 

the young creators treasure customs and traditions that are performed together by 

farmers. Moreover, cultural activities are also frequently mentioned. The young 

creators imagine themselves writing poems or drawing paintings to interact with 

the natural environment. Ethereal and tranquil nature is described in great detail, 

and descriptions of art performances enable the young creators to imagine a 

graceful and creative lifestyle. In addition, the young creators imagine leisure and 

entertainment in such settings. In their self-created stories, they perceive that the 

male and female characters fall in love in beautiful landscapes, enjoy traditional 

Chinese food and chat happily with friends.  

The portrayal of bodily performances and activities reflects young people’s 

imagination of a lifestyle that is inherently Chinese. In the above samples, the 

young creators imagine a bucolic, artistic and carefree lifestyle in nature and the 

countryside. Such a way of living has represented an ideal for Chinese scholars 

since ancient times. For instance, the famous scholar of the East Jin Dynasty, Tao 

Yuanming, is noteworthy for his writing on The Peach Blossom Land (桃花源). 

In this opus, the main character becomes detached from politics and opts to live a 

simple life in nature. Since then, a pastoral lifestyle has been pursued by many 

Chinese scholars. Moreover, scholars in ancient times also attached Daoist values 
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and artistic meanings to the bucolic life in nature. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, Daoist values emphasize simplicity and naturalness. Therefore, living a 

simple life in the countryside is regarded as the proper way of performing a 

Daoist lifestyle. The ethereal and tranquil natural environment also inspires 

scholars to engage in various forms of art. Therefore, when imagining embodied 

performances in nature and the countryside, young creators exhibit their longing 

for a Chinese lifestyle that was celebrated by ancient scholars. The description of 

entertainment and art performances in the songs is the manifestation of a Daoist 

lifestyle and Chinese art. 

The young creators also imagine their performances in the Jiang Hu underworld. 

Jiang Hu (江湖) refers to the community of martial artists in martial art stories, 

an important theme in Chinese fiction concerning the adventures of individuals in 

Ancient China. In related songs, young creators create martial art stories to 

imagine a heroic lifestyle. The main characters perform heroic deeds, help people 

in need and fight for justice. They also live a free and happy life. At the level of 

words, wine, sword and horse are frequently cited. With reference to these 

elements, the creators imagine themselves carrying a sword, riding a horse, 

drinking wine and enjoying themselves with their friends. Romantic love also 

occurs in such settings, where male and female martial artists work together to 

fight for righteousness.  
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The portrayal of performances in the Jiang Hu underworld has its roots in both 

the traditional Chinese lifestyle and popular culture. Stories about martial arts 

date back more than 2,000 years, when stories of Chinese warrior folk heroes 

were documented in poetry and literature. The imagination of activities of martial 

artists reflects young creators’ longing for an ancient lifestyle. Moreover, in the 

songs, moral codes are achieved via characters’ brave practices. Therefore, these 

performances are constructed as the embodied manifestation of traditional moral 

values, especially righteousness and benevolence. The imagination of practices in 

the Jiang Hu underworld, however, is also related to popular culture. Many online 

stories and games are based on the Jiang Hu underworld. With this inspiration, 

young creators tell derivative stories and add detailed performances to their 

songs.  

 

8.2 Two sentiments behind the imagination of performance: romantic love 

and nostalgia  

In the above descriptions, two sentiments – romantic love and nostalgia – 

constantly guide young creators’ imaginations of ancient lifestyle. Nostalgia 

demonstrates young creators’ longing for the past and tradition, simultaneously 

denoting a banal understanding of nationhood. Romantic love, as the reflection of 
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their daily experience and entertainment, shows the embeddedness of national 

understanding in everyday life.  

Nostalgia has become a latent theme in the description of performance in nature 

and the Jiang Hu underworld. In related songs, the traditions and customs 

performed by people in ancient times are celebrated. For example, young creators 

describe farming activities idealistically to demonstrate their appreciation for 

such a lifestyle. Moreover, the daily practices of ancient people, including the 

artistic lives of scholars and the heroic lives of martial artists, are imagined in 

detail. Banal signifiers of ancient items and places such as candlelight (烛火), 

evening drum (暮鼓) and alley (小巷) are introduced to portray the warm 

atmosphere of ancient times. Through the retrospection of daily life and 

references to banal signifiers in ancient items, the young creators display their 

longing for a traditional lifestyle.  

Romantic love also comprises an important sentiment that guides the organization 

of daily activities in nature and the Jiang Hu underworld. Many of the 

descriptions of daily life in Ancient China centre on the love stories of couples. 

For example, in a song named Snow Between the Eyebrows (眉间雪), the 

performance of the female character is described as “I (the wife) sew the winter 

clothing for you (the husband), and send a letter to you, waiting for your return” 

(也为你缝好冬衣寄去书信一两句叮嘱). The love story is based on the writer’s 

own experience of playing online games. By combining her own life experiences 
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with imagination of ancient lifestyle, she reflects both her feelings regarding 

online games and her longing for an ancient Chinese lifestyle. Many songs utilize 

love stories from existing online fiction and games, and creators add detailed 

performances that denote Chinese traditions. The prevalence of the love 

sentiment in the imagination of performing Chineseness highlights the close 

relationship between young people’s daily life experiences and their 

understanding of their nationhood.  

Nostalgia and love sentiments characterise imaginations of life in Ancient China. 

Nevertheless, it is worth noting that life in Ancient China was far from 

satisfactory. Farming activities were tiresome, while heroic performance in novels 

are accompanied by bloodshed and death. However, young creators imagine 

Ancient China positively. Nostalgia creates a warm and tender tone that idealizes 

ancient life. In the process of describing love stories, a sense of romance is 

conveyed, idealizing performances of ancient lifestyles. Therefore, the young 

creators construct a romanticized image of performing Chineseness, where they 

show their identification with national tradition. 

It is interesting to note that love and nostalgia have been identified by Cai (2014) 

in studying songs at the CCTV Moon Festival Gala. The songs featured rich 

traditional Chinese elements, and were duly appropriated by the state for cultural 

nationalist appeal (Cai, 2014). Cai (2014) argues that nostalgia and love are the 

two evolutions in state nationalist discourse that romanticize nationalist 
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discourses. In my study, young people’s imagination of ancient lifestyles shared 

similar sentiments with the state’s construction of cultural nationalism at the 

Moon Festival Gala. However, the young creators’ articulation of a romanticized 

ancient lifestyle revealed their own longings and desires. Sentiments of nostalgia 

and love indicate the lived experience of the young participants, whereby young 

people extract love stories from their daily lives and entertaining activities, and 

combine them with their imaginations of an ideal lifestyle.  

 

8.3 Summary  

In this chapter, I have analyzed young creators’ imagination of performing 

Chinese lifestyles in their songs. Young participants imagine two ways of living 

that are deemed intrinsically Chinese: life in nature and the countryside, and life 

in the Jiang Hu underworld. In their portrayal of imagined bodily performances, 

sentiments of romance and nostalgia can be identified. The two sentiments reflect 

their experiences in daily life and their entertainment activities. Through such 

imaginations, they construct an ideal image of performing Chineseness to 

demonstrate their identification with national tradition. 

Young creators’ imaginations of performing Chinese lifestyles reveal how 

nationhood is deeply ingrained in their daily lives. When mobilizing cultural 
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elements in creating embodied activities in song lyrics, participants convert 

abstract national symbols into concrete performances. National culture is not an 

abstract concept but a vivid living experience that constantly shapes the behaviors 

and expectations. As the concept of banal nationalism suggests, aside from hot 

nationalist events, people are also the physical embodiment of the nation in 

everyday life (Billig, 1995; Fox & Miller-Idriss, 2008).  

This chapter has also provided insights into previous studies of youth national 

identity. Previous studies are confined to the framework of hot nationalism. 

Therefore, their findings stress youth’s detachment from national culture, as 

young people are reminded of the humiliation history in mega-events and criticize 

national traditions as being backward. However, the examination of people’s 

daily lives under the framework of banal nationalism reveals a different picture. 

For these participants, the performance of national identity has become an 

indispensable component of daily life, as it is entangled with a longing for 

romantic love and entertainment. In other words, the sentiments of romantic love 

and nostalgia suggest that participants fully embrace and celebrate cultural 

traditions.  
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Chapter 9: Listeners’ comments: reflections on 

understandings and performances of national 

identity 

In this chapter, I will analyze the comments of the sample songs to reveal 

listeners’ reflections regarding their understandings and performances of national 

identity. In these comments, listeners not only state their interpretations of 

national identity, but also document their embodied feelings and practices in daily 

life. Therefore, analysis of comments includes both the perspectives of 

interpretations of national identity and embodied performances. I shall first 

describe the comments and the coding process. I will then analyze listeners’ 

interpretations and performances of national identity. 

I selected three sample songs with explicit nationalist feelings and chose the top 

15 comments attached to each song (the number of comments is 45). As 

mentioned in Chapter 5, the top 15 comments are the comments with most likes, 

meaning that they represent the feelings that are embraced by a large number of 

participants. By selecting the top 15 comments, I can attain the most popular 

opinions among the listeners. In Chapter 6, I introduced five types of topic within 

the sample songs. Of the first type, Expressing nationalist feelings, three songs 

explicitly demonstrate creators’ understandings of national identity. By analyzing 

the comments regarding the three songs, I reveal listeners’ responses to the song 

creator’s construction of national identity, as well as their own interpretations.  
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Thee three songs are The Nation of Greatness and Courtesy (礼仪之邦), Deities 

of Cathaysia (万神纪), and As Dragon (为龙). In the song The Nation of 

Greatness and Courtesy (礼仪之邦), the creator directly draws on Confucian 

rituals to demonstrate pride in the Chinese nation. In the song Deities of 

Cathaysia (万神纪), the creator introduces various Chinese myths to trace back 

the national history and celebrate the endurance of Chinese civilisation. In the 

song As Dragon (为龙), the creator depicts the beauty of Chinese calligraphy and 

the merits of the Chinese spirit to display a strong sense of national pride. In the 

following discussion, I will analyze the comments of the three songs. 

 

9.1 Description of the comments 

I first coded the comments according to the discussion topics to filter out 

irrelevant comments. In this research, only comments regarding national identity 

will be included in the analysis. Comments in other categories are irrelevant 

comments. Three broad categories can be identified:  

a. Comments regarding national identity (interpretations of national culture, 

feelings and practices); 

b. Comments regarding the contents of the song (opinion on the melodies, lyrics 

and song creators); 
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c. Miscellaneous comments (other comments, e.g. discussion of plots of online 

games and fictions that the songs are based on). 

As Table 9-1-1 indicates, the majority of the comments fall in the category of 

comments regarding national identity. 32 comments (71% of the total comments) 

highlight listeners’ reflections regarding their national identity in comparison to 

eight comments about the contents of the song and five miscellaneous comments. 

Given that the selected comments are the top 15 most liked by all listeners, 

comments regarding national identity draw most listeners’ attention. In other 

words, the prevalence of comments towards national identity indicates that 

listeners associate with the nationalist expression in the songs, and are 

enthusiastic about posting their reflections about national identity. Therefore, 32 

comments regarding national identity will be analyzed in this chapter, while the 

other 13 comments are filtered out.  

  

Comments 

regarding 

national identity 

Comments regarding 

the contents of the 

song 

Miscellane

ous 

comments 

The Nation of 

Greatness and 

Courtesy (礼仪之邦) 

13 2 0 

Deities of Cathaysia 

（万神纪） 
9 6 0 

As Dragon （为龙） 10 0 5 

Total  32 8 5 

Table 9-1-1 Category of comments 
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Figure 9-1-2 Frequency of comments 

The second level of coding focused on the 32 comments concerning national 

identity. In these comments, the listeners not only demonstrate their 

understandings of national identity, but also document their embodied feelings 

and practices. The two aspects echo the two major approaches to everyday 

nationhood: “talking the nation” and “performing the nation”. Therefore, I 

classified the comments into two categories, embodied emotions and practices, 

and interpretations of national history and culture. It is possible that one 

comment includes both aspects, as listeners can express both embodied feelings 

and their own interpretations in one comment. 22 references are identified in the 

category of embodied emotions and practices, and 16 references are identified in 

the category of interpretations of national history and culture. 
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9.2 Embodied emotions and practices 

Comments reveal listeners’ embodied attachment to the nation. Their embodied 

attachment is manifested both in the emotions of feeling national pride when 

listening to the songs, as well as everyday performances and experiences. 

 

9.2.1 Embodied emotions: national pride 

A strong sense of pride is conveyed in the comments below: 

(1). TTTT7: Dressing our Han clothing and reviving our nation of 

greatness and courtesy. (作我汉家衣裳, 兴我华夏礼仪之邦) (12,548 

likes) 

Comment on The Nation of Greatness and Courtesy 

(2). JCJ: …our Cathaysia with five thousand years of history. (我泱泱

五千年华夏) (19,647 likes) 

Comment on The Nation of Greatness and Courtesy 

(3). DSXZ: Cathaysia is such a deep and cultural word... My blood is 

pulsing through my veins! (华夏”这个词够深厚！……热血沸腾

中！)(13,387 likes) 

Comment on Deities of Cathaysia 

                                                
7 This is the abbreviation of the commenter’s name, and the capital letters represent the initial letters of a 
Chinese character of the comment’s name. 
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(4). SQWC: …Tracing back 5000 years, I am the hero of Cathaysia! 

(溯回上下五千载，我为万古第一狂！) (12,876 likes) 

Comment on Deities of Cathaysia 

These comments reveal listeners’ strong emotional resonance with the 

nationalistic expressions in the songs. The lexical choices used by the young 

creators, for example the Nation of Greatness and Courtesy and Cathaysia, are 

frequently used by the commenters to represent the nation. While Nation of 

Greatness stresses the nation’s Confucian traditions and merits, Cathaysia 

emphasizes Chinese civilization. Therefore, listeners’ use of lexical choices itself 

entails a sense of national pride. The preference for such lexical choices in the 

comments indicates that the commenters unconsciously celebrate the positive 

image of the nation that is constructed by song creators. It also shows an aligned 

affective stance between the young creators and listeners, as both feel a sense of 

national pride in the song-creation and song-listening process, respectively.  

The listeners show their affective stance of national pride through their choice of 

deixis and punctuation. In the above comments, the deixis of “our” and “I” is 

used to display listeners’ sense of pride. When stating “our nation of greatness 

and courtesy”, “our Cathaysia”, the listeners combine the deixis of “our” with the 

cultural concept of the nation. Through such expressions, a sense of belonging is 

intensified, as the commenters passionately situate themselves in a national 

context to stress the merits of the nation. Moreover, the use of exclamation marks 
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facilitates their affective expression. The exclamation mark is generally used to 

indicate strong feelings. In comments (3) and (4), the listeners use exclamation 

marks frequently to confirm their identification with the nation. The exclamation 

mark facilitates bodily engagement in their expression of nationalist feelings. In 

this way, they not only document their feelings, but convey them affectively with 

embodied practices.  

 

9.2.2 Everyday performances and experience 

Their nationalist feelings are also embedded in everyday performances and 

experiences. That is to say, listeners’ identification with the nation is not only 

demonstrated in music-listening practices, but also performed on an everyday 

basis. When listening to the songs, they recall their daily embodied attachment to 

the nation, and mobilize their everyday experience to understand the nationalist 

sentiments expressed in the songs. In this way, songs with explicit nationalist 

expressions have become a channel for the young participants to link their daily 

experiences of performing the nation with national understanding. In the 

comments, two aspects of everyday experience can be identified: everyday 

behaviors of performing the nation, and daily affect in understanding the nation. 
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In the comments, everyday behaviors of performing the nation are manifested in 

dressing activities.  

(5) JCJ: Hope that someday, I can wear Han clothing out and not be 

misunderstood as wearing Kimono or hanbok… (希望有天穿出去的汉

服不被误认为和服韩服) (19,647 likes) 

Comment on The Nation of Greatness and Courtesy 

(6). EEBTNBS: …My parents always think that Han clothing is 

suitable for me. I think it is nice for me to wear Han clothing when 

walking with family. I sent my cousin a suit of Han clothing a few days 

ago. I hope that we can wear it together in the Chinese New Year. 

(……我妈我爸一直觉得汉服很适合我，和家里人出去压马路穿汉

服也没关系，前几天还送了表妹一套，希望过年的时候姐妹能一起

穿) (3,711 likes) 

Comment on The Nation of Greatness and Courtesy 

The above comments address young listeners’ dressing practices as a means of 

performing the nation. The song The Nation of Greatness and Courtesy that 

advocates Confucian rituals and the proper behavior of ancient people reminds 

participants of their daily experiences of performing Chinese identity. Both of the 

commenters regard wearing Han clothing as the appropriate behavior for 

exhibiting Chinese identity. In comment (6), the participant mentions her 

experience of wearing Han clothing. When hanging out with families, she wears 

Han clothing to display her embodied attachment to the Chinese nation. Moreover, 

such dressing behavior has become an activity for the commenter and her cousin 



 136 

to celebrate the festival. It is worth mentioning that the consciousness of 

performing the nation is embraced by many of the young participants, as such 

comments are liked by thousands of listeners. This indicates that the performance 

of national identity is deeply embedded in the everyday experiences of the young 

participants.  

The young participants also demonstrate their nationalist affect on an everyday 

basis: 

(7). TMWZ: I think that contemporary people lack humanistic spirits 

and identification with the nation. A few days ago in Chinese class, the 

teacher talked about “Su Wu Biography” (Su Wu was a Chinese 

diplomat in the Han Dynasty who was captured by the enemy but 

remained faithful to his mission and loyal to the emperor). The teacher 

told us that Su Wu was distraught when he heard about the emperor’s 

death. My desk mate commented that Su Wu was insane. It is 

understandable if modern people cannot understand the sincere spirits 

of the ancient people, but such sarcasm is unacceptable. 

(觉得当代人大多都缺乏人文情怀，对民族缺乏爱。前几天语文课讲

《苏武传》……讲的是苏武听闻汉武帝驾崩后悲痛欲绝连日呕血，

同桌冷不防地评价一句“神经病”。现代人无法明白对古人的赤诚

之心我还能理解，但如此嘲讽实在无法接受。) (33,706 likes) 

Comment on As Dragon 

(8) HKDNY: I watched the first episode of the documentary “Hexi 

Corridor”. There is a scene when Zhang Qian came back from the 

Western Regions and knelt piously at the Han territory. I was extremely 
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moved and shocked by the scene. It is hard to imagine the loyalty of 

ancient people.  

(之前我看纪录片《河西走廊》第一集有一幕是张骞从西域回来对

着大汉跪拜流泪 当时很是感动也很是震撼 觉得古人那种忠诚当

代人根本无法想象…) （5,183 likes） 

Comment on As Dragon 

The commenters feel the nation in their daily experience of learning in lessons 

and watching documentaries. Both of the commenters felt touched by the spirits 

of ancient Chinese people. In comment (8), the daily experience of learning 

Chinese stimulated the commenter’s nationalist feelings, while in comment (9) 

the daily activity of watching a documentary inspired the commenter to feel awe. 

With 33,706 and 5,183 likes respectively, the two comments have resonance for 

many other young listeners. This indicates that the young participants have 

various experiences of feeling the nation on an everyday basis. However, such 

emotions are likely to be overlooked. Activities concerning Ancient Chinese-style 

songs become a channel for the young people to reflect their daily experiences of 

feeling the nation.  

Listeners’ embodied attachment to traditional spirits also indicates their longing 

for an ancient lifestyle. As the comments show, when reading textbooks or 

watching documentaries, they are imagining the performances of these ancient 

people. In these comments, they demonstrate their admiration for sincere and 
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loyal behaviors. Such a mentality echoes the tendencies of the song creators in 

imagining a Chinese way of living in their songs. This shows that young creators’ 

longing for imagined performances in Ancient China is not detached from 

everyday life; rather, it is a reflection of their daily expectations, expressed by 

listeners. Meanwhile, the young listeners also celebrate the construction of 

embodied performances in song lyrics, since they cater to their daily affect and 

experience.  

 

9.3 Interpretations of national history and culture  

In addition to performing the nation in everyday life, the young listeners also 

offer their own interpretations of national culture and history. On the one hand, 

their interpretations are consistent with the song creators, but on the other they 

shift attention from the national past to the future, positioning themselves in 

modern society and reflecting social issues. 

 

9.3.1 The aligned stance with song creators 

Echoing the song creators’ interpretations, listeners conceptualize national culture 

and history as sources of national pride. In the song lyrics, one of the major 



 139 

interpretations made by song creators is that national history and culture are 

sources of national pride. In saying this, young creators contribute their 

identification with the nation to their admiration for a prosperous national history 

and national culture. Young listeners align their attitudes, as they follow song 

creators’ interpretations and understand national history and culture positively. 

The aligned stance of understanding the nation is demonstrated below: 

(9). SSHLN: There are four cradles of civilisation: Ancient Egypt, 

“Ancient” Babylon, “Ancient” India and China. The other three 

civilisations are all modified with the word “ancient” (meaning that 

they declined). Only the Chinese civilisation survives. (四大文明古国：

古埃及，古巴比伦，古印度，中国。前面的三个都带上了古字，只

有中国文化源远流长，从未中断) (8,600 likes)  

Comment on Deities of Cathaysia 

(10). WISRJYLHG: Every stroke of the Chinese character is the 

manifestation of the generational inheritance of Chinese culture. (汉字

里墨香温存的一笔一划,世代传承的表达) (3,747 likes) 

Comment on As Dragon 

These comments demonstrate alignment between listeners and creators in their 

interpretations of national history and culture. In comment (9), the commenter 

compared Chinese civilization with other civilizations and praised the endurance 

of the Chinese nation. In interpreting China as a civilization with superior vitality, 

the listener agreed with the creator’s construction of China as a prosperous nation 
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with a long history. In comment (10), the commenter even copied song lyrics to 

demonstrate their agreement with the song creator. By repeating the sentence 

portraying the artistic value of Chinese calligraphy, the listener expressed 

admiration for Chinese culture.  

 

9.3.2 Cultural ambitions and expectations for the future 

In addition to showing their alignment with song creators regarding Chinese 

culture and history, the young listeners project their expectations on the 

contemporary and future stage. Expectations for a stronger nation are developed 

from their identification with national culture and history. Their expectations are 

manifested in both the revival of the Chinese civilization and competition with 

other cultures:  

(11). LBN: How majestic and solemn our tradition is! Chinese culture, 

including Han clothing and Ancient Chinese style, is worth promoting. 

After the invasion of Western culture for so many years, the value 

system of the younger generation has been heavily influenced…The 

ruin of a country starts from culture; the revival of a nation should also 

start from culture.  

(大气磅礴，厚重的人文底蕴啊! 像汉服，古风曲，都是值得大力

推广的。欧美文化侵略这么多年，新一代的价值观被严重影响…毁

掉一个国家，从文化开始。振兴一个民族，也应该从文化开始。

(26,173 likes) 
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Comment on The Nation of Greatness and Courtesy 

 

(12).WSYY: …I believe that Chinese civilisation will be revived again. 

(我相信华夏文明会再度复兴) (1,372 likes) 

Comment on The Nation of Greatness and Courtesy 

 (13). XCBJ: Five thousand years ago, we faced floods as the ancient 

Egyptians did... Now, we are competing against America! 

(五千年前，我们和古埃及人一样面对洪水…现在，我们和美利坚

一较长短！) (11,950 likes)  

Comment on Deities of Cathaysia 

The young listeners show their cultural ambition of reviving Chinese civilization. 

In comment (11), the commenter stated the importance of Chinese culture in 

revitalizing the nation. In comments (12) and (13), the commenters expressed 

their faith that this would occur. Such confidence in the future also indicates 

young people’s optimistic attitudes towards the current social environment, 

improvements in national strength and growing international power. In so doing, 

they reflected their understandings of the current social environment in the song 

lyrics. The improving national situation strengthens their identification with 

national culture and history in song-listening activities, while their identification 

with national culture and history consolidates their confidence in a bright national 

future. 
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Attitudes towards foreign culture are also demonstrated in statements of national 

comparisons. Instead of admiring Western cultures, these listeners advocate 

traditional Chinese culture. In comment (11), the commenter expresses concern 

with the negative effects of Western values, and stresses the importance of 

national culture in reviving the nation. Liked by more than 20,000 listeners, the 

comment suggests that many participants have shifted their attention from 

Western cultural products to traditional Chinese culture.  

Young participants’ expectations of the national future demonstrate the close 

relationship between their understanding of national history and current social 

issues. The belief in a bright future originates in a pride in national culture and 

history, while the understanding of national history is influenced by the everyday 

experience of the current nation. The song-listening practice has become a bridge 

that connects their daily lives with interpretations of national culture and history 

in the songs.  

 

9.4 Summary  

In this chapter, I discussed the comments of listeners and analyzed their 

embodied emotions and performances, as well as their understandings of national 

culture and history. Three major findings can be highlighted. 
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First, the participants’ banal nationhood is demonstrated both in aspects of 

understanding the nation and everyday emotions and performances. The two 

aspects are consistent with the two major approaches of everyday nationhood in 

studying banal nationalism: “talking the nation” and “performing the nation”. For 

the young participants, “talking the nation” refers to the interpretation of national 

culture and history, while “performing the nation” refers to embodied emotions 

and behaviors in everyday life.  

Second, song listeners and creators demonstrated similar stances in understanding 

their national identity. Using the lexical choices preferred by creators and the 

deixis of “our” and “I”, listeners highlight their agreement with song lyrics. 

Creators’ identification with national culture is conveyed to a large number of 

listeners through song-listening practices.  

Third, listeners’ identification with the nation is not only demonstrated via 

music-listening practices, but also in various forms of daily practice. As this 

chapter has demonstrated, their daily experiences of interpreting and performing 

the nation have far more applications than just Ancient Chinese-style songs. They 

constantly feel the nation in daily experience such as in lessons and when 

watching documentaries. Such banal expressions are likely to go unnoticed. 

However, activities concerning Ancient Chinese-style songs have become a 

channel for young people to reflect their daily experience of feeling the nation in 

the contents of song lyrics. Therefore, analysis of activities concerning Ancient 
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Chinese-style songs is meaningful because it is concerned not only with the 

phenomena itself, but also the diverse daily practices through which young 

people interpret and perform nationhood.  

Analysis of listeners’ comments demonstrates their identification with national 

culture, and thus offers insights to previous findings on youth national identity. 

As this chapter has demonstrated, participants interpret and perform the nation in 

various forms of daily activity. Therefore, people’s understanding of nationhood 

cannot be reduced to hot nationalist emotions. In terms of national culture, their 

interpretations cannot be summarized as a single version of dissatisfaction. Rather, 

their daily activities are characterized by appreciation for cultural elements.   
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Chapter 10: Summary of findings and further 

discussion 

In this research, I have analyzed the national identity of young participants of 

Ancient Chinese-style songs from the perspective of banal nationhood. I used 

content analysis to examine young creators’ interpretations and listeners’ 

reflections of national identity. This research finds that these young participants’ 

construction of nationhood is deeply embedded in their daily lives. Nationhood is 

not only demonstrated through hot nationalist sentiments, but is conveyed in the 

everyday practices of interpreting and performing the nation. In addition, the 

research identifies young people’s rich interpretations of national culture, 

highlighting their identification with national culture and history.  

This research has primarily aimed to contribute to studies of banal nationalism. 

The research applies the theory of banal nationalism to a Chinese context, and 

identifies various manifestations of banal nationhood in the music-creating and 

listening practices of participants of Ancient Chinese-style songs. Moreover, 

given that it is concerned with Chinese youth, its analysis of young people’s new 

interpretations of national identity sheds light on nationalism studies concerning 

Chinese youth. Although the participants are not numerically representative of the 

whole population of Chinese youth, the analysis offers new perspectives to 

understand youth national identity by using the theory of banal nationalism.  
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The study has indicated the diversity of participants’ banal nationhood. Broadly 

speaking, both “talking the nation”, the interpretation of national culture and 

history, and “performing the nation”, embodied performance and emotions in 

everyday life, can be identified. Song creators offered multiple interpretations of 

national culture and history. Embodied performance is conveyed not only in 

commenters’ documentation of their nationalistic feelings and daily performances, 

but also in creators’ imagination of performing Chinese lifestyles in song lyrics. 

That is to say, when creating song lyrics, young creators not only present their 

interpretations of national culture, but also display their embodied performances 

of ideal lifestyles. 

Banality can be seen in two ways. The first is the diversity of interpretation of 

traditional culture and the history that young people create in the lyrics. The 

second is the accomplishment of national identity in daily life, as reflected in 

comments.  

Regarding national culture and history, four diverse interpretations are apparent: 

sources of national pride, ways of thinking, texts for new interpretation and 

resources for entertainment. While the first interpretation of sources of national 

pride is prevalent in hot nationalist sentiments, the other three interpretations are 

less explicitly and more banally conveyed. The construction of Chinese thought 

as a way of thinking echoes Billig’s (1995) emphasis on the habitual nationalist 

way of thinking of banal nationalism. The other two interpretations, texts for new 
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interpretations and resources for entertainment, demonstrate young people’s 

mobilization of traditional cultural elements for the purpose of self-entertainment. 

Such interpretations are banal expressions of their understandings of national 

culture and history, which connect their construction of national identity with 

their daily experiences of online entertainment.  

Moreover, participants’ national identity is constructed not only in the creation of 

song lyrics, but also in various forms of daily practice. Listeners’ comments are 

illustrative. Young participants perform the nation and also feel nationalist 

sentiments in everyday practices such as dressing behaviors and learning lessons. 

Such accomplishments of national identity on an everyday basis contribute to 

their understandings of nationalist expression in Ancient Chinese-style songs. 

Their daily experiences and interpretations of the nation in song lyrics are closely 

linked and mutually facilitated.  

 

The empirical findings support the concept of banal nationalism, which draws 

scholarly attention to the everyday routines and daily discourses of nationalism. 

Fox and Miller-Idriss (2008) supplement the concept by proposing the notion of 

everyday nationalism, emphasizing the agency of ordinary people in everyday 

contexts. My study demonstrates the agency of Chinese young people in 

constructing their nationhood in an online context. Western studies of banal 
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nationalism find that people’s construction of nationhood is not fixed but 

constantly negotiated (Antonsich, 2016; Benwell & Dodds, 2011; Edensor, 2002; 

Fox, 2006). In my case, the four distinctive interpretations of national culture and 

history by young creators demonstrate the complex and fluid nature of everyday 

nationhood, as interpretations of Chinese cultural elements are dependent on the 

topic of the songs.  

Moreover, this research offers insights to banal nationalism by emphasizing the 

accomplishments of ordinary people. In previous studies of banal nationalism, 

scholars have placed emphasis on the process of expression: how ordinary people 

exhibit their national identity in banal ways in everyday life. People’s 

accomplishment achieved in the process, however, is less emphasized. My 

research adds to this by demonstrating how young participants not only express 

their national identity banally, but also create musical works to show their 

understandings of national identity. Ancient Chinese-style songs are the 

participants’ accomplishment in interpreting national identity, as they attach new 

meanings to cultural elements, which are then celebrated by a large number of 

people. When they interpret national cultural elements as resources for 

entertainment, they link their daily experiences of online entertainment to 

national culture, and reshape cultural elements in an appealing and accessible way. 

Such interpretation reflects the generational features of Chinese youth, marked by 

the growing significance of the Internet and online entertainment. Facilitated by 
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the dissemination of songs on the Internet, such interpretations have become 

accomplishments that are celebrated by large numbers of young people. 

This study also sheds light on nationalism studies on Chinese youth. Existing 

studies on Chinese youth tend to outline youth’s stereotyped understanding of 

national culture—young people neglect or even negate national culture. Such 

findings are inadequate, because the discussion of youth national identity is only 

put under the framework of hot nationalism. Therefore, only the radical emotions 

of shame surrounding past traumas and dissatisfaction with national culture are 

identified. However, in this research, the analysis youth’s daily activities under 

the framework of banal nationalism reveals diverse interpretations.  

This research shows that the participants actively engage in interpreting and 

performing national identity. The participants give rich interpretations on national 

culture and history. They not only perceive them as sources of national pride, but 

also some of the cultural elements as resources for entertainment. Moreover, they 

are enthusiastic about performing national identity, through which they show their 

identification with national culture and history. The findings suggest that cultural 

traditions are more than the stereotyped images that only matter in hot nationalist 

emotions; rather, they are deeply embedded in the life experience of the young 

people, through which the youth interpret and perform their national identity on 

daily basis.  In the process, a sense of appreciation for national culture is 

showed.  
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This research has some limitations. Since the research uses qualitative method to 

study the specific group of young people, findings cannot be generalized. That is 

to say, young participants’ identification with national culture and history in my 

research cannot be used characterize the generational features of post-80s and 

post-90s young people. But the emergence of new interpretations shed light on 

nationalism studies on Chinese youth. It opens chances for future discussion.  
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