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ABSTRACT 

In recent years, many reality television formats have been transplanted into China and have 

become top-ranked shows under the influence of the Korean Wave. In order to unravel the 

complexity of propaganda in popular culture, this thesis focuses on analyzing China’s 

adaptation of transnational television formats in central and private stations. I excavate how 

China tries to unify the nation and build the party-state’s hegemonic status by way of 

disseminating political messages in popular media, as well as the state’s governance of the 

influences of globalization and foreign ideas in domestic productions. I also put forth that 

foreign ideas conveyed in recent formats shed light on issues in China such as class and 

ethnicity, audiences’ ambivalent reception of propagandist programs, and the exportation of 

China’s formats. The genre of reality TV, including production and reception, discloses 

tension and collaboration between state and commercial TV, the local and the global, and 

within the Chinese community.    
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

The international free-market trend and internal economic deficit from the rapid 

development of global media and technology has pressured China’s media market to 

gradually privatize for better business opportunities and global cooperation. Starting from the 

economic reform led by Deng Xiao-ping in the 1980s, television commercialization 

generated many new provincial-running stations. This process relied heavily on 

advertisement revenue for survival and was set the basis for development of modern 

television. Provincial television channels have to face rival competitions not only from other 

provincial competitors but also from the party-owned station, China Central Television 

(CCTV), contending for audience ratings, commercial revenue and market share. In addition 

to the intense competition from commercial interests, Japan Cool and Korean Wave popular 

cultural products have successfully entered China’s domestic market since the 

implementation of the open-door policy. Because of the lower production cost of importing 

foreign programs, major channels aired a great number of translated television programs 

during primetime so as to provide programs with higher quality and to fulfil diverse tastes of 

viewers. This renders China a mere importer of pop culture. TV dramas, movies, and music 

programs are famous transnational products among domestic audience members. Japan and 

South Korea, the originators of East Asia popular culture, view the export of soft products as 

a strategy to brand, advertise and promote the nation as well as to build connections between 

nation-states through cultural proximity (Hunter, 2009). However, the importation and 

circulation of pop culture in China’s media strengthen transnational cooperations as well as 

deepen their conflicts both inside and outside of the nation-states. 

Transplanting reality TV is the intersection of international and local culture, a 

strategy for China’s TV stations to produce media content in the competitive market, and an 

outlet of political messages and surveillance of the state. The following questions will be 
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raised in this research: How does the state censors monitor potential threats when introducing 

foreign formats? How do the state and private TV stations adapt Korean Wave into China’s 

social and political context and utilize it to disseminate propaganda? In order to evaluate 

China’s merging of the propaganda mechanism and popular culture, this thesis focuses on 

China’s adaptation of transnational television formats in central and private television 

stations as well as the state’s governance of the influences of globalization and foreign ideas 

in domestic productions. Based on the genre of reality television, which China has greatly 

adapted and cloned from foreign television formats, I will excavate how China tries to unify 

the nation and build the party-state’s hegemonic status by way of disseminating political 

messages in popular media. To conduct this research, I review existing literature and reality 

TV shows in the past two decades and would like to put forth that foreign ideas conveyed in 

recent adaptations shed light on under-discussed issues in China such as class and ethnicity, 

audiences’ ambivalent reception of propagandist programs, as well as the exportation of 

China’s formats. I do not aim at carrying out audience studies or researching TV practitioners 

and the changes of TV industry. Rather, I analyze plots in popular TV shows, viewer’s online 

comments, the response of media censor, and news media’s reportage, so as to deploy the 

complexity of transnational adaptations and media censorship. TV producers are mostly 

willing to abide with media regulations and to promote national messages, as observed; 

however, the adapted plots are not necessarily politically correct due to different social 

contexts but backfire the revamped propaganda mechanism. 

Before going into an in-depth analysis, the following introduces the television 

structure in China and epitomizes some major concepts that ground this thesis. I then present 

a literature review to illustrate the characteristics of reality television as a lately emerged 

genre. I categorize existing research on reality television into different strands to draw on the 

relations of reality narratives and authenticity: These include the representations of class, 
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nationality, gender and cultural identities, public participation in media, the inter-Asian 

connections, and circulation of program formats.  

China’s TV Structure under Media Privatization and Globalization 

Before the television revolution (i.e. the commercialization of provincial stations) in 

the 1990s, China’s media mainly relied on the state-run transmitter CCTV as a mouthpiece of 

the government to disseminate national and international news, information and 

entertainment, which stressed national belonging over local/regional identity and obfuscated 

regional differences. Despite party-state ownership, the government no longer financially 

supports CCTV. Similar to other commercialized television stations, CCTV depends on 

commercial income to sustain the company’s operations (Müller, 2013), but it still enjoys the 

advantages of obtaining informational resources from the national press, Xinhua News 

Agency, for program productions. In retrospect, as the national broadcaster’s representative, 

CCTV “reflects the ‘Party line,’ reinforcing government slogans and pushing out messages 

that reflect development policies; ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’ in the 1990s, Jiang 

Zemin’s ‘three represents,’ Hu Jintao’s ‘harmonious society,’ and most recently, the ‘Chinese 

Dream’ of Xi Jingping” (Keane, 2015, p. 117).  

In the age of media globalization and re-territorialization, the blooming television 

industry in China has given rise to city- and country-level channels to produce their own 

programs that highlight local affairs––including political issues, environmental concerns, 

education, and sports news––rather than central messages generated by the government (Sun, 

2012). Regarding the domestic market, the ideologically dependent and propagandist image 

of CCTV seems insufficient to attract young audiences when it faces other entertainment TV 

rivals. CCTV’s news reports, documentaries, and the annual Spring Festival Gala (chuanjie 

lianhui 春節聯會) have had a high profile in history as well as today. In particular, the 

annual Spring Festival Gala in 2016 reportedly reached one billion domestic and overseas 
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Chinese viewers via TV transmission, internet live streaming in the mainland and 

transnational platforms such as Facebook and YouTube. Nevertheless, compared to 

provincial satellite stations’ entertainment TV programs that are branded with ordinariness 

and liveliness, not a single CCTV’s entertainment or infotainment program that broadcast 

weekly entered the highest rating list in that year.  

In the stream of provincial stations, each channel brands itself with specific slogans to 

establish its market position. The best-known channel, Hunan Satellite TV, features “Happy 

China (Kuaile Zhongguo 快樂中國)” for entertainment and fashion programs; Jiangsu 

Satellite TV brands itself with the motto of “Sentimental World, Affectionate China 

(Qinggan Shijie, xingfu Zhongguo 情感世界，幸福中國)” in touchy-feely programs; Anhui 

Satellite TV produces a drama series with the slogan, “Dramas transmitting to the world, love 

penetrating to every household (Ju xing tianxia, ai chuan wanjia劇行天下，愛傳萬家 )” 

(Keane, 2015), to cite but a few. In the name of different branding strategies and program 

formats, the provincial stations in fact work in tandem to validate political indoctrination of 

the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). As I will further elaborate in Chapter 4, the communist 

members possess and the media censor supervises the commercial television stations in order 

to ensure that the programs do not deviate from the state’s agenda and disseminate unhealthy 

Western values. Instead of revamping CCTV’s market position to catch up with its 

competitive rivals and the highly entertainment-oriented formats, the state alternatively 

propagates its national institutions by incessantly regulating provincial productions. 

Provincial satellite stations, in other words, operate as part of the state’s propaganda 

outreach, though they are not directly administrated by the party-state.  

Media Regionalization and Cultural Borrowing 

Scholars of East Asian cultural studies have discussed the issue of “cultural 

regionalization” in the national and transnational realm. To begin with, when imitating 
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Western media cultural productions, some East Asian regions (Japan, Korea, Hong Kong, 

Taiwan) start creating their own formats and try to export media cultures as a means to 

counter the Western cultural invasion. As Iwabuchi (2010) writes,  

“East Asian media cultures are not just well-received domestically. They 

have crossed the national boundaries as well, especially to other parts of 

East Asia. This is suggestive of another trend of media globalization that 

regional connections are enhanced in such a way as to bypass the command 

of Euro-American media culture production and distribution.” (p.199)  

The made-in-Asia “global cultures” stemming from Japan, not free from Western influence, 

establish inter-Asia media connections in terms of transnational collaborations such as 

localizing formats, co-productions, and technological exchange. The impetus of cultural 

regionalization stems from ethnic intimacy including linguistic compatibility, shared 

memories and culture, and collective historical experiences (Choi, 2010). Chua (2012) 

similarly illustrates that the East Asian pop cultural sphere is configured on the foundation of 

the historically ingrained regional network of the Sinosphere. The regional media flow is a 

supranational activity that “prioritizes the psychology and phenomenology of 

distance/proximity rather than eradicating them from the entrenched mechanism of cultural 

decision making” (Choi, 2010, p. 117). Interestingly, it is also the regional distinctiveness 

and cultural particularity in pop culture that appeals to audiences. The showing of Otherness 

(such as expats, overseas landscapes, and customs) on screen opens a window for people to 

mutually explore neighboring and periphery regions. According to Chua (2008), regional 

differences and distance are maintained in transnational reception and consumption in a way 

that reinforces not only the demarcations of national identities but also ethnic identities. In 

this way, audiences view different languages (utterances and written scripts), costumes and 

foreign locations when watching transnational television, and the signifiers of culture convey 
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nuances between groups. Particularly in Greater China, the common use of Chinese written 

script maintains a sense of community between mainland Chinese and diasporic Chinese as it 

“reinforces the representation of these locations as ‘belonging together’ as a relatively 

‘coherent’ geographic-spatial unit in the world” (Chua, 2012, p. 42).  

Within China’s border, to win audience ratings and market share from the national 

television station and other provincial stations, the taste of regional viewers is one of the 

determining factors in deciding production types and content. Due to culture and social 

idiosyncrasies in every province, with rich regional resources available, provincial stations 

tend to draw the attention of their target audience with a particular local flavor. As provincial 

channels nowadays are airing programs nationwide, provincial media is likely to capture and 

report issues––from providing local stories to information about the nation and the world––

according to distinctive branding characteristics that satisfy and reify local viewers’ 

imaginations (Sun, 2012). The increasing recognition of the local and the regional is 

described by Sun as “place-making” and “place-specific” (2012, p. 11) which promotes local 

flavor and identity through the local stories. The emergence of place-specific media also 

challenges the CCTV’s authoritative position of narrating culture, history, and morals. Given 

that commercial companies generate most of the media productions in China, including 

provincial and municipal stations, as well as small media production houses (e.g., Omnijoi 

Media based in Nanjing), local media has dominated the market share compared to the 

Chinese state media. The commercial productions prioritize local distinctiveness over 

national unity and sameness. In addition, under China’s “Going Out” cultural policy effected 

in 2005, we witness local media’s active engagement with transnational cultures, adapting 

and contouring global influences into domestic productions. We also see its efforts to 

facilitate cultural export by establishing overseas offices for broadcasting television programs 

to international audiences. However, the global outreach is not as successful as it is to 
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domestic audiences as the Mandarin-language program reception is primarily limited to 

Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macau, and Chinese diasporas, where re-broadcasts are available in 

channels abroad (Chubb & Gorfinkel, 2015).  

Probing into the vantage point of the made-in-Asia global pop cultural flow and local 

media production, Keane (2015) states that local cultural adaptations can help the Chinese 

masses to connect to the wider transnational pop culture production and cultural diversity as 

transnational formats are cloned, adapted and mediated to assimilate into China’s context. 

Moran and Keane define cultural adaptation as “the reorganization and rearrangement of 

popular culture, entertainment, consumption, creative design and the like on a large, even 

global scale to fit the needs to particular situations, peoples, places and times” (cited in 

Keane, 2015, p. 87). The borrowing of external ideas, styles and forms create new cultural 

meanings. The practice of cultural borrowing and adaptation reveals the process of media 

hybridization and homogenization; more importantly, the domestication of the foreign 

develops understanding of the Self through cultural assimilation and differentiation 

(Iwabuchi, 2002). That is, the borrowing of transnational modern narratives and images 

construct and represent one’s national and cultural identity. As Iwabuchi explains, the matrix 

of global homogenizing forces in the transnational distributed television formats “tend to 

become culturally odorless as origins become subsumed by local transculturation processes” 

(2004a, p. 33), while no cultural signs of the originating country or region can be traced in 

the cloned formats. Meanwhile, Lim (2008) argues that the Asian pop cultural flow has 

boosted the circulation and “renting” of shared social capital, including common histories, 

signs, stories and other cultural forms, in creating local productions for domestic audiences 

(p. 44). Renting strategies increase the chances of regional interpretations and creations of 

media spectacles that the similar yet diversified media narratives appear in different local 
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productions. Cultural distance is therefore articulated precisely through the vehicle of 

television formats, and the practices of cultural adaptation and borrowing.  

Statist Nationalism 

State nationalism proposes that the state is the embodiment of the nation’s will and 

that the state seeks citizens’ loyalty and support for the nation, aiming to bind national 

members together as a congruent political and cultural community despite historical and 

ethnic differences (Townsend, 1996). Townsend (1996) depicts state nationalism as “an 

existing state [that] strives to become a unified nation (the idea of nation-building) or claims 

that its goals embody those of a nation and are essential to its nationhood” (p.7). When 

discussing the relations of nationalism and print language of Europe in the late twentieth 

century, Anderson (1991) writes that “much the most important language is its capacity for 

generating imagined communities, building in effect particular solidarities [emphasis in 

origin]” (p. 122). The distribution of multilingual print material, polyglot radio and television 

broadcasting invoke nation-ness and the imagined community that illustrates the wider 

populations of different mother tongues (Anderson, 1991). Political consciousness and 

ideological habits are always embedded and reproduced in seemingly benign and natural 

forms. Billig (1995) suggests that the present approach of nationalism should be broadened to 

cover “banal nationalism” (p. 16), which is the routine reproduction of nation-states in 

everyday life, instead of limiting the concept to the fierce expression and overt articulation of 

state-seekers. He finds language a crucial instrument in the operation of ideology and in the 

construction of ideological consciousness, insofar as “nationalism embraces ways of 

thinking––patterns of common-sense discourse––which make this boundedness and 

monopolization of violence seem natural to ‘us’, who inhabit the world of nation-states” 

(p.20). In that, the patterns of discourses reflect and convey the emotions, beliefs, and 
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judgements about Self and Others, and therefore, the ways of thinking therefore become part 

of the ideological operation.  

Duara (2009) asserts that the spreading of nationalism comes from not only the global 

recognition of the nation’s glorious past, but also the desire to transform itself into a 

varnished competitive body in the modern nation-state system. In the transnational urges of 

national movements, China’s state has absorbed the goals of popular nationalism and anti-

imperialism (Duara, 2009). According to Anderson (2001), one of the features of official 

nationalism is that the nationalists’ vision of the future would have an effect of fundamentally 

changing people’s understanding about the past. In China’s case, the annual Spring Festival 

Gala (chuanjie lianhui 春節聯會), broadcasted once a year during the Chinese New Year by 

the Central China Television (CCTV), stages a spectacle of multi-ethnic peoples that consists 

of the nation. On the one hand, the portrayal of ethnic and cultural diversities implies national 

wideness; on the other, it underlines the distinction between the Han majority and minorities 

to denote the cultural superiority and modernity of the former. Here, the Han people dress up 

in modern clothing, which does not connote any tribes or traditions, whereas the minorities 

appear in colorful traditional costumes and present traditional performances to represent the 

backward and underdeveloped past (Gladney, 1994). The party propagandists endeavor to 

construct a CCP-style Chineseness to encourage a sense of anti-foreignism, differentiating 

Self from the threatening foreign Others (Brady, 2002). Absorbing Western public relations 

approaches and embracing new technologies, the modernization of the Chinese propaganda 

system in the mid-1990s publicized political messages on television programs, apart from the 

news media, to legitimate the party’s rule––“the party is the new China” (Brady, 2002, p. 

567). Through the positive representations of the Chinese state, including economic strength 

and ethnic harmony, the propagandists try to control public opinion and garner support from 

the masses by magnifying emotions while downplaying critical ideas and reflections.   
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Literature Review: Overview on Reality Television Genre and Pop Culture Asia 

Genre, format and adaptation.  

Reality television is a lately developed entertainment television genre that emerged in 

the West during the past twenty years. Kavka (2012) attempts to trace its genealogy to 

describe this kaleidoscopic genre. It situates in-between the genre of fictions and 

documentary, the scripted and the unscripted––in form of docudramas, talk shows and game 

shows. Deriving from the innovative use of camcorder to document family stories, the first 

generation beginning from 1990 was generated by docusoap, which showed non-traditional 

actors engaging in real life leisure and lifestyle activities, and even crime incidents. The 

second generation, unlike the preceding reality programming, introduced 24-hour 

surveillance on competitive game shows set in fabricated environments rather than showing 

ordinary people in their corresponding locations. Prominent examples are Big Brother and 

Survivor, in which the house rules encourage and justify comprehensive voyeurism and also 

promote observer-performer interactivity on new media. Besides gaming, a sub-genre focuses 

on disclosing the reality of social life, including domestic relationships and personal stories. 

“Reality television has,” Kavka writes, “become a site where the celebrity-making logics of 

representation, desire and commodification meld” (p. 147). The third generation gave a 15-

minutes-of-fame spotlight to wannabe celebrities and the untalented ordinary. With the use of 

the internet, instant messages and blogs, the public can watch and get involved in the making 

of reality shows as the private lives of ordinary celebrities become visible in the public 

sphere. This celebrity-making mechanism also boosted the commodity value of minor 

celebrities like fading stars, politicians and D-list performers.  

Moran (1998) has differentiated genre from television format where the latter is a “set 

of invariable elements in a program out of which the variable elements of an individual 

episode are produced” (p. 13). Keane writes, “television formats are ostensibly about 
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imitation […] Formats in this sense create a chain of value that can be modified and extended 

across national boundaries as well as within national media systems” (2004, p. 11). Formats 

appear in multifarious forms, such as reproduction of homemade videos, docusoaps, talent 

shows, outdoor and experiential challenges, talk shows and game shows. In the book 

Television across Asia: Television Industries, programme formats and globalization, various 

researchers map the indigenization of the global format in Asia, the formalization and 

distribution of formats in different regions, and how the format developers and states 

contribute to the television format business sector and television industries. The conceptual 

analyses of different television industries across Asia are not discrete findings but capture 

many important points and conjunctions to enrich the body of Asian media studies, 

demonstrating the competitions and interconnectedness of media systems and technology that 

transcend borders (Keane & Moran, 2004).  

Adaptation is an indigenized and localized version of foreign formats, either in the 

form of co-production or licensed production. As language and culture differ from one 

location to another, local companies adapt global formats according to their cultural 

backgrounds, where producers borrow local resources to create contents for domestic 

viewers. While transnational format adaptation is a mechanical repetition of the primal 

production, the formats (i.e., the original version of the program) can also be licensed as a 

popular product ready to be consumed around the globe. Yet, very likely program adaptations 

gain higher national appeal and work opportunities for the local producers; they also offer a 

greater chance to transplant financial success to the local market than simply purchasing the 

right to transmit ready-made shows.  Some research has analyzed the variations of format 

adaptations. For instance, Krijnen and van Keulen (2014) compare the Dutch and Australian 

versions of The Farmer Wants a Wife (originated in Britain) based on filmic, narrative and 

symbolic layers. They contend that local adaptations vary greatly due to geographical 
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location and the production nature of broadcasters, apart from the factor of cultural diversity 

as other researchers estimate.  

Slightly different from the Western counterpart, reality shows in China (also known 

as Real People or Real Environment Show, zhenren xiu 真人秀) is a subcategory of variety 

show (zongyi jiemu 綜藝節目) that signifies game shows, talk shows, talent competitions, 

and documentaries. Keane (2004) notes that the Chinese assemblage for reality TV caused 

confusion when it encountered the propaganda documentary that the Chinese government 

produced in the Mao era. Under this circumstance, the factual genre and format become 

hybridized and dubious because of the emerging entertainment production. As a new 

alternative genre to the documentary, the state-owned station appropriates reality television 

formats to propagate nation-building goals. As Fung et al. wrote, “the marriage of 

entertainment TV and politics alerted Chinese leaders that unscripted drama was perhaps the 

best way to make a connection with the masses” (2007, p. 47). The early 2000s was the 

fledging period of China’s reality television (Hsieh, 2015), and the state has regulated this 

particular genre since 2003, to ensure that the content functions as a component of the 

propaganda apparatus. The Dictionary of Happiness (Kaixin cidian 開心詞典) (2000–2013), 

the Chinese clone of Who Wants to be a Millionaire? produced by CCTV, underscores 

“socially useful knowledge” that the Party would like to educate the public, from the official 

narratives of national history to the political infrastructure (Fung et al., 2007, p. 65). Not 

rarely, reality formats are flavoured to articulate political and governmental messages hand-

in-hand with the party-state. 

The adaptation of the reality format in Asia works in a quite different trajectory than 

in the West. While Japan has been copying, imitating, and translating the cultural architecture 

from the West, East Asia has simultaneously been copying, imitating, and translating the 

cultural architecture from Japan by then, and now from Korea’s. Liu and Chen (2004) have 
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categorized five common ways of importing foreign television programs: imported programs 

(direct purchase of finished videos, adding subtitles and dubbing to rebroadcast); licensed 

programs (co-producing franchised formula); cloning (replicating international format 

structure without authorized permission); adaptation (retrieving significant elements of 

format for local production); reproduction (buying and re-editing videos according to the 

host’s wishes). The transfer of the global format manifests cultural uniformity and market 

synergy across East Asia. It, nevertheless, is inappropriate to say that China’s borrowing of 

global cultures is a reception of the Western or foreign way of life and departure from 

traditional Chinese culture. Under the surveillance and control of China’s broadcast regulator, 

State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and Television (SAPPRFT), program 

plots and contents that are not in accord with the government’s leading principles have to be 

either repackaged or censored. One of the examples is a replicated business reality show from 

the US. The state television station China Central Television (CCTV) created two Chinese 

versions: Absolute Challenge (Juedui Tiaozhan) and Win in China (Ying Zai Zhongguo) by 

imitating the American Apprentice, a job- and money-hunting competition. Instead of the 

money-minded mentality and the fierce social-Darwinist eliminations advocated in 

Apprentice, the Chinese productions underscored a type of self-reliance and perseverance that 

are more of individual self-reflection than business tactics. In the appraisal of traditional 

virtues, the localized versions as well went beyond lucrative market strategies so as to 

incorporate personal gains and goals with social and collective responsibilities. By 

devitalizing the capitalist ideology and emphasizing China’s political pedagogy on revaluing 

entrepreneurship, the narratives convey the social and collective responsibilities that 

businessmen should bear (Li, 2013). In the transplantation of program formats, to bypass 

censorship in China, contestants’ “politically correct” performances and their personal stories 
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of success by hard work supersede Western values, lifestyles, deteriorating human behavior, 

violence, and huge winning bonuses in the original format.  

New labor and exploitation.  

The unprecedented form of producing reality television also leads to new kinds of 

exploitation of recipients and participants. This research paradigm does not stand as 

remarkable in China’s media studies as in the West, yet it is a contentious issue in both 

academia and society. In April 2016 China decided to ban celebrities’ offspring from 

appearing on reality television so as to prevent instant fame and a situation that deprives them 

of their childhood. Children’s psychological development and their right to education are the 

major concerns of the general public and government officials, and China is not alone in this 

permeable debate. Interest groups in the U.S. and Australia have also raised similar concern 

about children’s protection and welfare. Indeed, Western scholars point out that labor 

exploitation in reality television as well include adult participants, audiences, and 

participants’ acquaintances. Skeggs and Wood (2011) found that non-professional 

participants on reality TV are unlikely to earn salary equal to skilled actors and writers in 

fictional programs, yet their performances can also generate a handsome value to producers. 

Employment contracts also retain the right of producing companies to possess, edit, and 

transmit participants’ footages of stories, no matter whether the media practitioners portray 

them accurately or distortedly. Moreover, the emotional irritation brought about by public 

discussion in the tabloid media, the filming of participants’ non-celebrity family members 

and friends who do not profit directly, as well as the filming of unpaid contestants until they 

enter the semi-finals, are examples of labor exploitation in the production activity in reality 

TV (Andrejevic, 2011).  

In the triangular affinity between the media, the spectators, and the television 

performers, Andrejevic (2004) probes into the implication of how we produce, consume and 
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interact with one another when audiences are engaged in online streaming. Audiences can 

participate in shows by contributing on websites and fan pages, in which their comments 

might be instantly read and responded to, and commercial entities can collect audiences’ 

demographic data as a company asset. He continues that as the masses publicly vote the 

elimination of contestants, audience devotion in other words becomes a part of the production 

where users provide content but for which their labor is neither paid nor contracted 

(Andrejevic, 2011). China’s Supergirl exemplifies the media company’s exploitation on the 

unpaid labor, insofar as the boundary of entertainment and production is blurred for the 

audiences (Jian & Liu, 2009). To support their favorite idols, fans vote through text 

messages, which in turn benefited telecommunication companies for over RMB 20 million in 

2005; concurrently, high audience ratings of the show drew lucrative profit from 

advertisement and sponsors for the channel. Audiences’ leisure conversely turns into a 

production force to generate revenue. As no concrete and obvious class structure appear in 

this laborer/capitalist relationship, audiences are frequently unaware of their contribution in 

content production. Meanwhile, Iwabuchi (2010) writes that globalization of television 

formats and copyright monopolies lead to new international exploitation of cultural labor, in 

which the production process that involves basic work and techniques decenters from 

wealthier media industries to locations where cheaper labor is available. Because of the 

global circulation of intellectual property, labor exploitation and inequality become 

transnational issues.  

Performing ordinariness, class, nationalities and cultural identities.  

Regarding the increasing opportunities for the general public to participate in the 

making of mass media, fan communities and online platforms are public spaces for the 

masses to openly interact with one another and manifest their cultural identities. Turner 

(2010) describes the phenomenon of public participation in television programs as “demotic” 
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rather than “democratic” with an intention to dismiss the myth of power re-allocation of 

information production and the privilege of media companies. She emphasizes that the media 

now turns to the ordinariness of individuals, liveness of the masses, something real and 

genuine. According to her, “demotic” refers to the phenomenon of ordinary persons gaining 

incremental visibility in media content through interactive media, namely, reality television, 

DIY websites, and so on; however, the economic system of the media industry still remains 

hierarchical insofar as popular entertainment and its entertainers are elite-centered. Turner 

(2010) also argues that the plots in reality television reflect a pedagogic motif: By exposing 

the dark side of human nature and its transgressive behavior, reality television invites 

audiences to criticize the practices of ordinary celebrities on a moral high ground based on 

ethical judgements. Given that reality television represents quotidian situations and 

contestable social issues that the general mass encounter, narratives naturalize middle-class 

tastes and values by showing how people fail to live up to the “normal” standard and how 

they face punishments (Skeggs & Wood, 2011).  

From a feminist perspective, Skeggs (2004) examines the reinvention and circulation 

of the classed self among audiences through the portrayal of women in reality television. The 

rhetoric of class in makeover shows emphasizes middle-class values and lifestyles, such as 

dressing tastes, eating habits, and childrearing principles, implying that everyone needs self-

management and improvement so as to carry out the basic responsibilities of being a woman, 

and that society has the right to rectify the excess and disgust of the lower working class. 

Makeover TV shows encourage participants to stick closely to the “rules” and conform to the 

“correct” way of living if they want self-transformation and success. Pedagogic guidance 

speaks not only to the performers but also to the audiences who lack the skills of self-work 

and self-development that are deemed essential in the precarious new economy (Skeggs & 

Wood, 2011). Ouellette annd Hay (2008) substantiate when the working class viewers watch 
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the display of domestic and emotional exploitation; at that point they immediately connect 

and respond to the familiar situation on the screen. In response, they judge the 

pretentiousness of the bourgeoisie. As the representations in reality television negotiate and 

reinforce the standards of class, the audiences’ identification with the performers also 

strengthens their class value in the life-world (Skeggs & Wood, 2008).  

A lot of research has discussed the performance of identities––nation, gender and 

class––in different format adaptations and their relationship to the making of individual 

identities. As local adaptations stereotypically narrate the stories of national members and 

visualize national diversity (or unity) within the nation, the representations shape viewers’ 

imagination and understanding of national identity and their belonging to the nation as a 

community. A comparative analysis of the Next Top Model format maps out the 

representation of nationhood in American and German adaptations. The American Next Top 

Model asserts national identity through repetitive mentioning of nation name and racial 

diversity, while in the German version, participants and hosts articulate national identity by 

stressing whiteness (Cann, 2013). Even if the national narratives are not state-mandated but 

rather market-oriented, the commercial productions catering to national and domestic 

members create a public space and public spectacle that enable political expressions, 

reception and negotiation. National identities are constantly reproduced in the capitalist 

market and adaptations of global formats. In the case of China, media commercialization, on 

the one hand, brings China’s media industry in line with other international commercial 

media systems. On the other hand, in the presence of the state’s media control, China’s 

television stations partially imitate and appropriate elements of foreign formats that reinforce 

the state’s propaganda (Chan, 2010). The global formats have engendered content diversity 

that meets local market needs, while hybridization does not challenge the status of the state 

and its political ideology.  
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Popular Cultural Flow in East Asia.  

Before the Korea Wave surge, Japan has been playing the same role in de-

Westernizing cultural hegemony and building an Asian international media structure, directly 

boosting the cultural exchange in different parts of Asia. Decentering from Americanization, 

Japan was the first to produce and distribute non-Western popular products. “Through 

increasing transnational integration, networking, and cooperation among worldwide cultural 

industries, including non-Western players, the structure of transnational cultural power has 

been dispersed, but has also become more solid and ubiquitous,” states Iwabuchi (2004b, p. 

6). According to him, such transnational/translocal cultural flows were formed in East and 

Southeast Asian countries, as they share a similar spatial-temporal consciousness towards 

modernity. Even Japan’s export of soft products is declining, it has taken an imperative part 

in facilitating intra-Asian cultural exchange from the onset. In the Japanese consumption of 

the Korean Wave, Iwabuchi  (2004d) observes that Japanese audiences view Korean cultural 

products with a sense of nostalgia, as if the two countries stand on different stages in History, 

where Japan is the Future and Korea is the Past. The nostalgia of the former is likely to be a 

mourning for the loss of pure interpersonal relationships and private memories (Iwabuchi, 

2004c). The reception of the Korean Wave in Japan arouses citizens’ awareness of Japan-

Korean history and the subjugation of Korean residents in present days, bringing the personal 

consumption of pop culture into political discussion. Present media circulation has fleshed 

out historical remains and disputes; at the same time it weaves transnational imagination and 

offers a platform for self-reflexivity.  

Borrowing from the Japanese model, Korean pop culture now surpasses its East Asian 

competitors. The focus of cultural analysis hence switches to the impact of the Korean Wave, 

drawing from the remains of Japan Cool. The overseas success of the Korean drama Dae 

Jang Geum (2003) discloses the possibility of distributing ready-made cultural goods and the 
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latent regional dynamic over East Asia. Provided that East Asian regions share a great extent 

of commonalities, such as traditions, icons, histories and customs, producers are inclined to 

“rent intellectual, cultural, and other forms of shared social capital that increase the chance of 

local (if not regional) circulation and financial success [emphasis in original” (Lim, 2008, p. 

44). Many East Asian countries have inherited Confucian traditions, giving them resembling 

values and mores; the cultural proximity therefore encourages cultural exchange across the 

region and engenders a sense of interconnectedness between viewers and media 

representations. 

Analyzing the cultural imports from Japan, Korea, Hong Kong and Taiwan into 

Singapore, Chua (2004) remarks that inheritors of Confucian values transfigures traditional 

ideas into a form of neo-Confucian representation on screen. We can better comprehend this 

phenomenon if we single out the route of cultural traffic. For instance, Korea inherited 

traditional Chinese culture when it was the vassal of the Chinese empire, and when it was 

colonized by Japan, an overlapping of cultures attributed to the formation of Korean’s self-

perception to develop neo-Confucianism in their own way. Through the exports of soft 

products, Korea sells and disseminates their interpretation of Confucianism to East Asian 

countries who share the same tradition (Seliger, 2013). By way of cultural roots, as Chua 

(2004) continues, urban middle-class values have displaced Confucian culture to become the 

common and interchangeable plots in TV series. Consumerist and capitalist ideologies travel 

along with the circulation of cultural products and the narratives of modern Asian-ness. In the 

discussion of nationalism and transnationalism, many scholars often cite Joseph Nye’s 

concept of soft power to explain a nation-state’s use of cultural resources to influence others 

and mobilize them to do what the former wants. Regarding this, Press-Barnathan (2012), in 

contrast, cautions that the volatility of audiences’ acceptance and consumption could 

undermine the usefulness of the political influence as deemed. In particular, cultural 
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attraction does not necessarily operate as “power” that influences international affairs, and 

the assumption of docile recipients does not stand.  

Politics of pop culture in China.  

Outside of the screen, audience studies evaluate the influence of TV programs in 

society. In the analysis of fan activities and political engagements, van Zoonen (2004) 

suggests that the success of reality shows has revealed the interoperability of television to 

invite the public to political involvement and activities, using entertainment to make 

disseminating the idea of democracy possible. The idea can be typified in the Chinese show 

Supergirl, an adapted version of the American reality talent contest Idol, was recognized as a 

benchmark of the reality format in China since 2004. The show has also drawn a lot of 

scholars’ attention following its viewing climax and similar spin-offs, investigating the 

implications of universal participation of television voting and the dynamics of the market 

and the state censor. For the first time, the ordinary contestants have access to perform on 

stage and succeed like professional celebrities. The show is the pioneer in initiating an 

audience voting system that enhanced audience interactivity with celebrities as well as 

promoted entertainment democracy in communist China. Research has explored media 

collaboration across music, telecommunication and mass media in relation to commodified 

democracy (Jian & Liu, 2009). But the television voting system does not prolong. For fear 

that the fantasy of democratization and stardom permeates through the show, the state media 

watchdog thereafter imposed new measures in 2006 to sustain the “harmonious socialist 

society” by ordering television programs to avoid filming vulgar or gross styles, and stop 

embarrassing the contestants (Fung, 2009). Media practitioners alternatively understood the 

new regulation in a way that television voting is not allowed (Keane, 2015).  

Another potential threat perceived by the state is the rise of individuality in China, as 

the performance of the wannabe celebrities articulates a sense of individuality. “True” 
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expression is a vital element that audiences seek for and identify with. Li Yu-chun, the 

winner in the first season of Chinese Supergirl, attained tremendous fame and support from 

the general public because of her sincere, authentic behavior and persistence “to be herself” 

(Jian & Liu, 2009). However, her androgynous image aroused contentious debates on 

performing gender identities and challenging the gender role and hierarchy in modern China 

(Luo, 2008). The media censor condemned that the non-conforming attitude of contestants is 

vulgar and low-taste. Moreover, the juxtaposition of transnational and local idols on the same 

reality show stages has given a contrast to national and cultural identities. Tsai (2008) 

proposes that the representations of transnational idols’ interaction reify the intersection of 

the popular, the public, and the political, as the image of the performers is not apolitical but 

signifies a particular culture and nationality with which the audiences could identify. While 

media always reports the border-crossing moves of Asian popular idols, under the context of 

the aggregating political disputes among Asian regions––such as the territorial disputes in the 

South China Sea, the military conflict of Terminal High Altitude Area Defence (THAAD), 

and historical issues between China and Japan––the public does not perceive transnational 

pop idols as innocent of politics. Patriotic sentiment is malleable in the entertainment realm 

as the transnational idols move between different public spheres. There are more studies on 

China’s transnational co-productions and the politics of producing and receiving 

transnational formats. However, instead of reviewing all of the literature here, I will include 

studies in the following chapters to expand the discussion.   

Chapters Overview 

To enrich the understanding of the transnational flow of TV adaptation, this thesis, 

from the scope of China, sets out to expand the discussion on the state’s role in controlling 

the commercial market and adapting transnational television formats, as a means to reinforce 

and justify its authoritative position. I try to juxtapose studies from various disciplines, 



 

 22 

unravel the complexity of propaganda in popular culture and point out the neglected areas. 

Chapters 2 and 3 discuss the contradictions between political control on media and the 

promulgation of foreign ideas in popular programs, while Chapter 4 probes into China’s 

imagination of its superiority over the West and other Asian regions, and the national pride in 

Chinese modernity in the popular television narratives, in connection with the discussion of 

East Asian cultural tides and regionalization. 

In Chapter 2, I argue that outdoor gaming TV shows that provide voyeuristic pleasure 

would reveal class division in China which is rarely mentioned or portrayed on TV. 

Commercial producers eroticize class and ethnic differences when adapting popular tourist 

formats, if not intentionally, to create performers’ extraordinary experience on screen, which 

could awaken underlying social conflicts regarding unequal wealth distribution as well as 

undermine national harmony. The state’s regulators censored and banned some of the plots 

from airing on television channels because of their concern about spreading “unhealthy” 

messages to the masses. I cite the case of Where Are We Going Dad? (Baba quna’er? 爸爸去

哪兒) to illustrate that it is not only because of the incitement of instant fame and fortune that 

the state criticizes the show, but more importantly, is because of the showing of the 

extravagance of the middle-class and their alienation with the have-not. Despite this, CCTV 

co-produces similar tourist experiential formats, namely The Great Challenge (Liaobuqi de 

tiaozhan了不起的挑戰), to advocate for laborers and eulogize their contributions. By 

juxtaposing the two shows, this chapter excavates format imitation and political narratives of 

the have-not and the ethnic minorities.  

Following that, in Chapter 3, I look into the political indoctrination in entertainment 

narratives that aims to revitalize socialism and collectivism. The dovetail of entertainment 

and state messages has attained high audience ratings and public discussions, which the state 

considers it a success of the ideological propaganda. However, in the entertainment format, 
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unlike the propaganda documentaries that the party-state produced in the Mao era, current 

official narratives of history and the state have to compromise with market-oriented 

production forms. To illustrate that popular culture as the vehicle to transmit knowledge and 

educate the public masses does not function as perceived, I scrutinize two transnational 

television formats originated from Korea––Takes A Real Man (Zhenzheng nanzihan 真正男

子漢) and Let’s Go (Zhenmen chuanyue ba 咱們穿越吧)––to exemplify the contradictions of 

nationalist agenda in entertainment television. As audiences nowadays have acquired a higher 

media literacy than before and are skilled in reading between the lines of the politically 

indoctrinated programs, this chapter also shows audiences’ ambivalent attitude and their 

reception politics when consuming popular TV.  

Chapter 4 examines transnational television formats in China from the international 

perspective in order to encapsulate the intra-Asian connections and the construction of 

Chineseness vis-à-vis the foreigners. I demonstrate how everyday media reproduces Chinese 

identity and national boundaries in the form of banal nationalism and how China’s worldview 

is manifested in the encounters of local performers with the transnational and transregional 

ones. Though China establishes cultural connections in the Chinese-speaking regions by 

program exports, which are the cloning and adaptation of transnational materials, the 

inclusion of transnational performers in China’s reality television productions is in fact to 

satisfy domestic audiences’ desires instead of to expand into the overseas market. Unlike 

Japan Cool or Korean Wave, China’s program exports neither successfully disseminate a 

transnationalistic sentiment nor create a pan-Chinese identity for Chinese people living in 

different nation-states. In China’s opening to the global media market, the popular culture 

seems to resist regionalization but embraces China’s superiority. Lastly, I will conclude this 

thesis by reflecting on the trend of transnational adaptation in China, and questions that 

cannot be covered in this thesis will be enunciated. 
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Chapter 2 – Exoticization of Class and Ethnic Differences in Reality TV Tourism 

China’s media regulator, SARFT, issues new guidelines banning 

celebrities’ offspring from performing in reality programs. Officials 

emphasize that the new policy is aiming at “child protection” [my 

translation]. (Ye, 2016 April 17) 

Amidst the unexpectedly high reception of a reality series Where Are We Going Dad? (Baba 

quna’er?爸爸去哪兒) (2013-), China’s top media regulator, the State Administration of 

Press, Publication, Radio, Film and Television (SAPPRFT), announced that reality TV 

content should curb putting celebrities’ children on screen. This nascent ban instantly called 

off the airing of the show, which was at the peak of its success by the time of this research is 

undergoing. While the total profit of advertisement and sponsor title in the television industry 

in 2015 was RMB$10 billion, this show alone had dominated the market share by more than 

RMB$ 1.5 billion. Indisputably the show credited astoundingly both inside and outside of the 

showbiz including license fees, advertising effects in other consumption products, and travel 

industry. In spite of its popularity, for the sake of children’s upbringing, education and 

leisure, the state refined the broadcasting guidelines by restricting the second generation of 

stars performing in television shows in the name of child protection.  “This policy should be 

enacted earlier,” one of the users on WeChat confesses, “it is so unfair to the poor watching 

the superrich earning great fortune by playing games” (cited in Ye, 2016 April 17). Another 

supporter of the ban comments, “in the era of mass consumption in which people blindly 

follow and imitate trends, this revision of censorship is essential,” he continues, “the flooding 

of the wealthy kids’ shows are more mentally pernicious to the children in the nation” (cited 

in Ye, 2016 Apr 17). The feedbacks from the ordinary masses demonstrate that, rather than 

protecting children from working in the creative industry, the public concern extends to other 
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kinds of social tension––namely, the widening wealth gap, deteriorating moral values owing 

to materialism and consumerism, as well as disputes in childrearing.  

Keane and Zhang (2017) write of reality program Where Are We Going Dad? and its 

implications to the “One Child Policy” in China. It is not only the welfare of children and 

parent-child tension but also the disclosure of class differences which reveal inequalities in 

China outrage viewers. If we look at the plots, obviously the same sequence is shown in each 

episode of Where Are We Going Dad?. Beginning with the recording of the living 

environment of the celebrities––spacious apartments and houses with modern and decent 

interior designs, and sometimes with domestic pets. Parents spoil their kids with a bunch of 

toys, clothes, and food but they are yet to be satisfied. Cameras capture children’s everyday 

routines from the most private part like sleeping and washing up to the most intimate 

moments such as cuddling their parents. The domestic space is exposed to the public. Then it 

moves onto the fathers’ guilty confession for being so pre-occupied with work that they can 

spare no time for family. Though the show’s motif is to address the pressing isolation 

between working parents and their children by sending fathers and kids on vacations to 

cultivate their relationships, all of their destinations are tourist spots, for example, desert in 

the northwest, coastal island in the east, cultural villages in central China. From the 

commercial perspective, the show can profit from filming those spots as it partly advertises 

for them (Hu & Li, 2016), given that the owners of those places pay for the advertising 

effects that boost revenue after screening (Keane & Zhang, 2017). Even if producers deny 

benefiting directly from filming tourist attractions and tend to look for natural, tranquil, and 

less modernized areas, the celebrities’ journey of consuming the exotic environments has 

already explicitly emblematized their class status on screen. Considering that class is still a 

sensitive topic to discuss on media in China since Mao Zedong’s era of advocating class 

struggle, reality TV of tourism indirectly reflects wealth disparity and class issues in 
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nowadays China. Aligning with Bourdieu and Passeron’s idea on social capital (1990), Urry 

(2002) writes that “travel is the marker of status” (p. 5) and that their mobility, pleasure-

seeking behavior, and affordability of going abroad are perceptible indicators which 

differentiate them from the working-class laborers. Even if class status and the corresponding 

tension are not the major focus of the TV show, the traveling experience of the celebrities 

inevitably reveals what the state is unwilling to publicly speak of.  

China’s adaptation of transnational reality television formats manifest and circulate 

the neo-liberal capitalist/consumerist practices which consolidate the materialistic and 

hedonistic ideologies. Such mentality might destabilize the governance of the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) who wishes to establish its power on the authoritarian basis and 

might violate the communist party’s foundational emphasis on solidarity, social equality, and 

frugality. To deploy the tension between transnational TV shows and state media policies, we 

have to affirm the interrelationship of two power holders on the production level: Information 

producers (broadcasters of adapted television formats, either private or public satellite 

stations) as well as the government (the policy maker and media regulator). I see the media 

producers and the state have been reciprocally selecting, adopting, and appropriating 

resources from transnational formats, and hence constitute different mediascapes and 

ethnoscapes in local context. Regarding the effectiveness of governmental media control, 

quoting Chua Beng Huat, “the country applying soft power has total control over the level of 

soft power resources expended, limited control over the channels via which the resources are 

funneled, and finally, little or no control over how the soft power resources influence the 

crucial cognitive process of the recipients” (2012, p. 68). Though the government can directly 

intervene in the making of media representations, the state can never entirely manipulate 

audience perception and self-understanding through the state-led TV station, particularly 
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because there are private TV operators and other online streaming platforms which offer 

alternative popular commodities.  

Regarding the role of the state in balancing the influences of transnational TV shows, 

this chapter aims to examine the authoritative control of the state over media and the state-led 

station’s adoption of transnational resources to disseminate national ideologies. I will discuss 

how transnational adaptations aid the spreading of middle-class standards and how the arm of 

China’s regulator, China Central Television (CCTV), produces political interpretation of 

social stability in similar formats. In the first part of this chapter, I will illustrate the 

development of contemporary understanding of class in China in order to relate the making 

of class discourses of the state and popular media. Class struggle was a doctrine that Mao 

Zedong utilized to mobilize the public to acquire a communist utopia, while to date, class has 

been an ambivalent word for the Chinese policy-makers and scholars to define. However, this 

does not mean that class demarcation does not exist as there is a lack of official narratives, 

rather, media representations and media pedagogy entrench class standards under statist 

nationalism. The second part is a discussion on the voyeuristic gaze in reality television 

which habitually objectifies and fetishizes peasants and ethnic minorities. Portraying the 

interaction of the grassroots and the wealthy class alternatively produces and re-distributes 

bourgeois mentality, as well as strengthens the binary opposition of natural/cultivated, 

backward/modern, illiterate/educated. This type of representations arouses audiences’ self-

reflection and self-awareness as they relate televised plots to their everyday lives. But such 

self-positioning is dangerous as it exposes wealth inequality and social stratification. 

Following this, in the last part of this chapter, given that the state has limited control over 

private media production, I argue the state station CCTV adopts transnational formats to 

articulate the national agenda of maintaining national unity which however exoticizes class 

and ethnic differences and convey an aspiration to attain middle-class identity. Deriving from 
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state-led nationalism, duoyuan yiti geju (plurality within unity) is at play to achieve the goals 

of uniting and homogenizing different races and cultures in China, and the exoticism in 

television narratives is very much coherent to this structure.  

Recent Definition of Class 

In China’s context, to define or even enunciate class hierarchy is a complex 

conundrum. At the end of Mao Zedong’s regime, there was a reluctance to discuss class or 

class conflict because the changing socio-economic conditions in the opening of China’s 

market had contradicted to the pre-established political consciousness in socialism. As 

individual entrepreneurs started to become the initiators of social changes, the private sector 

delegitimized the authority of the CCP and accumulated capitals which potentially led to 

extreme social inequality and instability. In response, the CCP intervened to balance power 

distribution by redefining socialism and class demarcation in 1980-90s (Goodman, 2014). 

Some sociologists have conducted a couple of large-scale empirical and comprehensive 

research to re-configure social stratification after China’s economic reformation in 1978 

(Ren, 2013). These prominent publications became cornerstones for developing new 

interpretations on social stratification. Maoist ideology contends that there were only three 

social strata in the country: Workers, peasants, and intellectuals. Today, the renewed 

understanding of class describes the newly emerging middle class as stratum (jieceng) instead 

of class (jieji) to move away from the political connotation in Maoist term of class struggle 

(Goodman, 2014). In other words, individuals’ socio-economic positions no longer imply 

their political consciousness.  

Albeit there was a re-interpretation of the privileged class, previous research reveals a 

dilemma in tackling the rapid economic development in China. The reason behind is that, 

according to a China’s social scientist Li (2011), middle class is a relatively new term in 

China’s context, which was an idea introduced from the West and rarely used in the first four 
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decades after PRC established, and not until Deng Xiaoping’s era did this term appear in 

society. In view of the tenacious social and economic development, including urbanization, 

expanding production and consumption, the characteristics and behavior of being middle 

class is amorphous. In addition, such group is enlarging in a quick speed that research work 

could not accurately reflect its evolution in time. Income, occupation, education level, and 

consumption habits are four major measurements to determine middle-class membership; 

however, there is relatively little scholarly consensus on the consistent standards of 

calibration. Some scholars reject defining middle-class merely on income, whereas others 

prefer the interchangeability of the terms middle-income stratum and middle class. At the 

same time, as Chinese policymakers are skeptical of the political loyalty of the middle-class 

(i.e., the bourgeois), they continue to term the new group middle-income stratum instead. At 

the 16th Congress of the CCP in 2002, Jiang Zemin professed one of the targets of the state is 

to “expand the middle-level-income group” (cited in Li, 2010). Xi Jinping accordingly 

proposed to “complete the building of middle-income society (xiaokang shehui 小康社會)” 

at the 19th National Congress in 2017. This typifies the government’s definition of middle-

class grounds more on income criterion. The lack of a clear and widely consented framework 

also adds difficulty to understand the potential political role of middle class, let alone to 

undergo cross-country comparative analysis with China’s counterpart (Li, 2010). Li (2011) 

further argues that in the vague definition of such nascent class, members of different 

subclasses have not developed a shared identity. The heterogeneous group does not turn into 

a real group with coherent values and cultures.  

Compared to how media represents the middle-class, which solely focuses on living 

conditions, taste, and consumption, the complexities of class have converged in the illusion 

of a homogenous image. The public impression of middle-class in great extent attributes to 

the advertisements of luxurious commodities, real estates, and other expensive goods that 
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signify social status. Capitalist consumerism puts up standards through images and content 

that encourage consumers to acquire social status. Meanwhile, mass media disseminates and 

consolidates the representations of middle class, forming a dominant understanding of the 

middle-class and the “policing” of the underclass.  

Middle-class in Media and Life-world 

It is a commonplace for media to affiliate class identity with people’s lifestyle as 

commodities signify their purchasing power and visualize their socioeconomic conditions. 

Western reality television shows tend to feature the process of self-transformation of the 

grassroot people, who lack cultural and intellectual capital. Contentious everyday issues are 

resources for setting as backgrounds, for example, childrearing practices, fashion sense, and 

obesity. Western reality TV focuses on recording how the ordinary participants encounter and 

resolve these problems. Makeover shows illustrate the ordinary performers as corny, 

incompetent, and native that need “salvation” and advice from experts and professionals. 

Playing out racial ideology, the selected participants are usually people in color, migrants, 

blue-collar workers, housewives, or small business owners. Usually the narratives underline 

their extraordinary moments and excessive behaviors, while hosts excoriate their lack of taste 

and cultural capital. In Foucauldian sense, bourgeois standards articulated in media become 

the authoritative power to govern the public, eventuating self-governance and conformity of 

the viewers so that they can retain or attain middle-class membership.  

Here, I adopt a constructivist approach to tackle the relationship of media and the 

making of class, that the formation of class identity is the aftermath of a discursive process, 

instead of a consent institutional definition in society. As we can understand from audience 

studies, media representations epitomize boundaries of different classes and self-resourcing. 

Skeggs and Wood (2008, 2011) investigate viewers’ judgements against the cultures 

performed on media in relation to their own values and self-placement. When reality 



 

 31 

television shows try to impose bourgeois standards on the working class, the working-class 

viewers discredit and deride the middle-class with the reason of anti-pretentiousness. By 

dismissing the extravagance and impractical ideals of the middle-class, underclass audiences 

embrace their own cultures and values, and reassert their position of being authentic and 

unpretentious. Researchers suggest that audiences with higher cultural capital are likely to 

disassociate themselves with reality television as the programs are thought to be of lower 

taste and value (Skeggs et al., 2008). Allen and Mendick (2012) have also investigated how 

the viewing of reality shows shapes self-identity of teenagers and reproduces social class 

identification. Presumably, the constructed reality in TV shows becomes a mirror of the life 

world which drives audiences towards reflection and desire of a better self. By better, I do not 

mean the perfection of being ever youthful and genteel, but the imagination of an ideal self. 

The desideratum can be a classy paragon, or a natural ordinary, or even both.  

Indisputably, the hosts and judges are given the authority to establish and re-interpret 

norms in the shows. These rhetorics permeate outside of the screen and possibly govern 

bodies and thoughts in society, from the grassroots to the upper class. Palmer (2011) 

proposes that the bodies being watched (the performers) have impact on the watching 

subjects (audiences). The receptive audiences are usually lower-middle or working class 

women who envisage themselves as one of those who need immense help as suggested by the 

shows. Therefore, the audiences undergo self-surveillance based on the “perfect” and 

“sacred” middle-class standards without questioning or doubting. But as Skeggs (2004) coins, 

the middle-class have to keep redefining standards intentionally so that they can continuously 

attribute value by distancing themselves from the excessive mass. The middle-class 

knowledge on fashion and culture is to claim their knowingness of taste and their “symbolic 

power” to make judgement and definitions (p. 105). However, the transformation and 

imitation of the lower class will never be the same as the bourgeoisies and acquire equivalent 
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status. The transformation of the tasteless in make-over shows thus does not represent an 

egalitarian social structure as they live up with the class standards; rather, the visualization of 

imitation, nuances, and simulacrum strengthens class hierarchy.  

A space to negotiate cultural and class identification emerges between reception and 

reaction. In the dissemination of didactic messages in reality television shows, audiences 

mediate and decode the audio-visual materials based on their live experience and world 

views. Kim (2005) researches how Western television programs affect Korean working-class 

and middle-class women’s imagination of freedom. In that, we learn that the viewing of the 

modernized Western environment causes an experience of globalization and a yearning of 

mobility and individuality that the Korean women want to break away from conventional 

morality and patriarchal family role. Audiences express discontent towards Korean traditional 

family rigidities, and desire of freedom especially of their future career and financial 

independence. Meanwhile, the study shows, Korean women not at all consent with Western 

dating culture of being sexually liberated and having casual sex. When Koreans encounter the 

representation of foreign culture, they maintain a position of “we are not like them”. This 

piece of research reminds us that the viewing of globalized television formats impacts the 

self-identification of local audiences. We have to acknowledge the international power in 

shaping our national identity as we contrast the local and the foreign. Furthermore, when 

importing transnational pop cultures, it is difficult for the state to entirely control global ideas 

carried in transnational formats. Particularly in formats adaptations, narratives in the original 

version that contradict to the CCP’s goals might still exist even after local editing and re-

designing. To illustrate, I will look into a transnational TV adaptation in China and the tourist 

gaze embedded in the show. The portrayal of exotic environment on the one hand denotes 

national wideness and addresses urban dwellers’ isolation from nature; on the other, it 

emphasizes class differences by exoticizing ordinary people, culture and space, promoting 
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affluent lifestyles, lavishness, and extravagance, while these human qualities are oppositional 

to what the CCP embraces.  

Tourist Gaze on Screen 

Either in licensed formats or locally produced television shows, travelling is one of 

the common features in filming outdoor adventurous games. Its origin can be traced back to 

the American series Survivor from the late 1990s, in which competitors lived in exotic and 

isolated locations and had to overcome extreme survival challenges. Unlike its Western 

counterpart, East Asian regions did not report outstanding audience ratings of the same 

format. Japan and China had adapted this international format into local series, named 

Survivor (Sabaiba) and Into The Shangri-La (Zou ru Xianggelila走入香格里拉) respectively 

in the early 2000s. Japan aired four seasons in total and China only produced one, whereas 

some of the Western TV stations (e.g., in Europe and the US) have mounted 33 seasons 

lasting for almost two decades and new series still release today. The incompatibility of 

socio-cultural background of the show accounts for its gloomy reception in East Asia.1 In 

particular, the exposure of ruthless humanity of participants in rival competitions is not 

accepted by most of the audiences who share Confucian values.  

Even so, the element of travelling did not cease to exist in reality television formats in 

East Asia. Tourism, exoticization, and cultural shock still remain crucial in the making of 

outdoor adventurous game shows. The showing of the tourist behavior of performers 

correspondingly brings about the re-emergence of underlying class conflicts. Along with the 

entrance of celebrities into developing areas, camera/tourist gaze visualizes class hierarchy as 

it captures the binary opposition of modern/primitive, and in the sense of race, Han/ethnic 

                                                      
1 This piece of information is inspired by Mr. Man Shu Sum. I thank him for sharing his experience and 
setbacks, from the perspective of being a television production insider and practitioner of indigenizing Survivor 
in China, while I was a student taking his lecture.  
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minorities. Where Are We Going Dad? (Baba quna’er?爸爸去哪兒)2 and The Great 

Challenge (Liaobuqi detiaozhan了不起的挑戰) are China’s TV shows modelling on Korean 

formats. The former is a local adaptation from KBC broadcasting by Hunan Satellite TV,3 

and the latter is a co-production of China’s CCTV and Korean Satellite TV KBC. Producers 

of Where Are We Going Dad? send celebrities and their children to different villages to enroll 

in farmer’s duties. However, the ordinary people whom the celebrities interact with are 

always pictured as onlookers, faceless, and trivial. Similar kind of exoticism appear in The 

Great Challenge, although the Chinese spokesperson of the show insists that the production 

crew deliberately abandons a multitude of gaming elements in order to emphasize how 

celebrities engage with the working class and experience manual labor jobs (Wang, 2015 Oct 

28). Celebrities are assigned to work as lower classes, crossing hierarchical boundaries for 

promoting mutual understanding and sympathy, and national unity.  

According to Ren (2013), delineating from Debord’s work on “spectacle”,4 he coins 

the idea of “life spectacle” as “a mediated cultural process that affects the way in which we 

perceive, act upon, and function in everyday life,” he continues, “the proliferation of life 

spectacles corresponds with the rising of communication in the history of contemporary 

capitalism” (p. 70). Ren mentions that ethnic tourism and modernizing progress in less 

resourceful regions have been taking advantage from the media’s distributive function for 

their development, at the same time. These spectacles “contribute to the project of socially 

engineering a middle-class society through media communication” (p. 68). Accordingly, 

reality television is an example of what Han’s calls life spectacle, in which “media companies 

                                                      
2 The source of the shows is available on CCTV and China Hunan TV Official Channel on YouTube.  
3 The major difference between co-production and adaptation is that the former can grant CCTV more power to 
alter the plots and narratives into its flavour, because investor who holds bigger share owns more influence in 
making decisions. Whereas, in adaptation, KBC is the legitimate party in designing the series as it owns the 
license, and Hunan Satellite only plays the role of execution and fulfilment.  
4 In Debord’s definition of “society of spectacle”, “the spectacle is not a collection of images; rather, it is a 
social relationship between people that is mediated by images” (cited in Hai, 2013, p.70). 
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deploy the spectacle as an effective technology for describing, defining, and prescribing what 

living a Chinese mundane life means, should mean, and will mean” (p. 72). Reality TV 

shows do not turn the living minorities into a simplistic image on screen, but performers 

engage with the stereotypical understanding of minorities and reproduce narratives of 

illustrating ethnicity and modernity.  

Looking at the spectacles in the realty television shows featuring outdoor adventurous 

games, it is a usual practice for the performers to interact with general people in their 

ordinary space. Contestants participate in the show as tourists, exploring native cultures 

which are dissimilar to their own living environment. As we can encapsulate from Where Are 

We Going Dad?,5 there is a deliberation of transferring modern celebrities, who play the role 

of middle-class, and their children to underdeveloped or rural areas where weather, 

landscapes, and cultures are drastically contrasted to modern cities that create physical 

discomfort for them to adapt. For example, they can only use limited electronic devices (no 

fan or air-conditioning), primary furniture and cooking utensils, and have to co-habit with 

live stocks and domestic pets. Apparently, the production crew targets primitive places to 

capture the natural isolation from the city’s hustle and bustle. The uncontaminated 

atmosphere in deserts, valleys, flatlands, and farmlands exhibit a sense of authenticity. The 

filming backgrounds invite audiences to follow the gaze of performers, to look and feel the 

extraordinary so as to fulfil their fantasy of going abroad, primitive and undisturbed.  

According to Urry (2002), tourism is a somewhat unnecessary consumption of goods 

and services which generate pleasure through experiencing different environment out of the 

ordinary. For tourists, the ordinary of the Others is extraordinary; the binary opposition of the 

                                                      
5 There are shows in analogous plots, for example, She’s My Family (Mingxing dao wojia), Son in Law at the 
Door [my translation] (Nuxu shangmenle) featuring celebrities’ entrance to rural families and live with them for 
a short period of time. But I chose to cite Where Are We Going Dad? as the subject matter as these shows share 
a common production formula, and it has included most of the typical traits that I would like to address.  
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ordinary and the extraordinary is hence formed. He writes, “tourist experience will not make 

the typical tourist feel that he or she is ‘home from home’, not too much ‘out of place’,” 

however, “people must experience particularly distinct pleasures which involve different 

senses or are on a different scale from those typically encountered in everyday life” (p. 12). 

For MacCannell (1984), witnessing the mundanity of the Others constructs the reality and 

authenticity that tourists quest, and such authenticity is impossible to experience or discover 

in their own living place. In other words, tourism is a fascination of gazing upon and seeking 

pleasure of the natural, real and sometimes primitively exotic ordinary life. But how 

authentic can it be? The authenticity of tourist sites is simply a staged reality constructed by 

the stakeholder groups (including government, site managers and owners) to fulfil tourists’ 

desires. Comparatively, similar sense of authenticity is conveyed in reality television. 

Capturing 1000 hours of footages by 40 cameras all-day from multi-angles without uncharted 

corners, producers of Where Are You Going Dad? infiltrate the materials into a 2-hour 

program for each episode (Li & Li, 2014) so that the show can convey a sense of 

omniscience and verisimilitude. Both media––tourism and reality television show––have 

claimed to represent authenticity of the Others as they create an illusion of capturing the 

whole reality and true experience.  

Unruly Content in Commercial Media and the State’s Counteraction 

In Where Are We Going Dad?, both adults and children perform cultural shock in the 

expression of grumpy faces, yelling, and complaining as they enter less developed regions. 

These episodes repeatedly appear at the beginning of the series, but as the show goes on, 

gradually contestants learn to embrace life in an exotic environment. They learn to enjoy 

stunning natural landscapes and unprecedented activities like horse riding in the wild, living 

in caves and yurts. In addition to the filming of geographical space, villagers take part in the 

shows as supporting roles such as helping celebrities in playing games. Although the ordinary 
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people only play minor roles, they always present a welcoming, helpful, and frolicsome 

attitude. Because of the interaction, celebrity performers at the end change their views toward 

the underdeveloped areas from contempt and dismissive to positive. The show portrays that 

the well-off performers are willing to engage with villagers and adaptive to the rural 

environment at last, while the have-not has preserved their cultural heritage. At the same 

time, the show depicts that the rural areas are in fact undergoing modernization that the 

environment will gradually enhance. Here, the staged reality constructs the image of poor 

people, peasants, ethnic minorities, and workers, and implies that they are impoverished and 

backward but pure.  

Though the integration of the well-off and the have-not on screen seems a utopian 

stage––a desired harmonization of people aligning with state’s agenda, it essentializes the 

binary opposition of rich/poor, modern/primitive in relation to the culture of Han 

Chinese/ethnic minorities, and geographical locations of city/inland. Such rhetoric of 

integration is rather sloppy because class hierarchy must be affirmed from the onset, but it 

does not necessarily arrive at the utopian stage in viewers’ perception and imagination. Given 

that the objectification and exoticization of Others is a process of self-sourcing, the 

contestants’ behavior manifest their social position as they identify themselves out of the 

poor and the uncivilized stratum. Their gaze on the poor alternatively exposes underlying 

social conflicts, i.e., the unequal distribution of social resources, and the suppressed ethnic 

minorities.  

According to Kuppens and Mast (2012), nationalist expansionism is not the major 

cause of cultural shock and exoticism6 in reality programs; rather, cultural shock and 

exoticism proliferate in intercultural programs is due to the expansion of mass consumption 

                                                      
6 According to Mason, exoticism is a “process of decontextualization and recontexualization” (cited in Botelho, 
2011, p. 267). Mason’s definition on exoticism denotes the process of extracting individuals, groups, and 
countries from a context and then give each, or all, a new meaning.  
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market. In European context, “exoticism entails a desire for the Other, a desire for the object 

of exoticization” (p. 804). While exoticism does not implicate any knowledge about the 

exoticized object, “knowledge is incompatible with exoticism, but lack of knowledge is in 

turn irreconcilable with praise of others; yet praise without knowledge is precisely what 

exoticism aspires to be” (Todorov, 1993, p. 265). The finite understanding of the Others 

consolidates the stereotypical exoticist binaries: Primitive/modern, simple/sophisticated, 

excessive/ordered. While in China’s context, the exoticized Others designate working 

laborers, peasants, and farmers, who are gazed upon for pleasure on consuming their 

everyday ordinariness and authenticity. In contrast, contestants perform as the mainstays of 

claiming middle-class standards in fashion and modern cultures. Not only do their 

expressions of cultural shock impose their superiority over the general mass, but their 

consumerist behaviors such as enjoying tourist utilities and exoticism strengthen class 

boundaries in material forms.  

There are thousands of millions of rural dwellers, underprivileged urbanites, rural-to-

city migrants, and left-behind children who suffer from social deprivation. Thus, it is not a 

surprise to see a bulk of netizens applauded when the state openly condemned the production 

of Where Are We Going Dad?. In distance to the everyday lives of the general masses, the 

filming of celebrities’ domestic space portrays a polarized extreme of wealth disparity. Their 

luxurious living environment reflect the gated community of the status-seekers in metropolis. 

Celebrities represent new middle-class, including various professions––business 

professionals, mid-level managers, private business owners, and new professionals with 

specific knowledge. They earn stable handsome income, possess high-level education (with 

good human quality, i.e., suzhi), and auspicious career outlook. With high consuming power, 

they differentiate themselves from others by positioning themselves in the gated 

communities. China’s property developers design these apartments and townhouses in the 
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model of Western villas, encouraging the middle-class to perform their identity through 

fetishism (Goodman, 2014). The high-income professionals spatialize themselves within their 

own neighborhood which is segregated from the larger society, as they have a strong 

tendency to interact with individuals of similar social positions, self-enrichment, and better 

interpersonal network (Wang, 2013). Returning to the banned TV show Where Are We Going 

Dad?, it conveys similar materialistic values of middle-class taste and standards, promoting 

the pursuit of living quality and pleasurable experience.  

Since the restructuring of China’s media in the 1990s, provincial satellites became 

commercialized and financially free from the state. Though the state does not operate 

provincial stations, it juridically censors and supervises program productions. In particular, 

Where Are We Going Dad? is one of the examples of provincial production which was 

censored. Pop cultural commodities need not undergo institutional approval before 

broadcasting, but programs have to carry out requirements of the state and stay in line with 

national interest in order to avoid being censored. In fact, the standards of censorship 

fluctuate, as Samuels (2012) describes, 

with obvious exceptions, interpreting the boundaries between the 

permissible and the forbidden is rarely straightforward, and if draconian in 

principle, the day-to-day realities of censorship are far from fixed and 

unbending. Indeed, viewed from the inside, the absence of clear boundaries 

is as such or even more of an issue than knowing where the line is drawn, 

and this is partly because the line can also change without warning (p. 168). 

He continues, “this is also to say almost anything is permissible in the world of China’s 

information and media industries––until it is not” (p. 170). Therefore, it is not surprising that 

the ban on Where Are We Going Dad? effected after broadcasting for three seasons. Here I 

would like to stress on the state’s strategies in rectifying and re-directing China’s media to 
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state messages and its deficiencies in carrying them out. Many people consider the 

institutional evolution in controlling media and public opinion compelling, but in fact it is at 

a loose end in many respects. China’s Big Brother is not as effective as perceived. Albeit 

SAPPRFT is a unit under the State Council and the Propaganda Department of the Chinese 

Communist Party––aiming at monitoring media content, network convergence 

(conglomerating with other media), cable infrastructure, and technical standards, it does not 

have direct control over provincial/local government offices (Feng et al., 2009) and it has no 

rights in involving the operations in private TV companies. Since local broadcasters have 

autonomy in operation, the state can only exert political pressure on operators in market-

driven approaches and enact media regulations in order to ensure the effectiveness of 

censorship mechanism (Wu & Leung, 2012).  

The establishment of Ministry of Industry and Information Technology (MIIT) in 

March 2008 which specifically takes charge of Internet and telecommunication industry 

creates managerial complexities with the traditional broadcasting censoring institution 

SAPPRFT. The co-existence of MIIT and SAPPRFT leads to unsorted division of censorship 

labor and dubious censorate boundaries. Due to uneven structural development of the two 

units, loopholes exist for producers to make good use of (Wu & Leung, 2012). There could 

be cases such as the same content could not bypass SAPPRFT but was approved by MIIT, or 

vice versa. To rectify this inconsistence and curb restricted programs from airing to public in 

whatever means, the state extended SAPPRFT’s authority of regulating internet audiovisual 

content in 2009, while SAPPRFT issued a “Notice on Strengthening Content Management of 

Internet Audiovisual Programs”. The Notice states that all online streaming programs must 

align with the same standards of TV programs (SAPPRFT, 2017).  

Nevertheless, the intensified version of media regulation notice does not seem to 

effectively halt the dissemination of unwanted contents. In the case of Where Are We Going 
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Dad?, SAPPRFT perceives that employing celebrity kids as performers is a clamor for 

overnight fame and fortune which endangers public morality. The show was discarded from 

airing in any television channels. Meanwhile, producers neither adopt a sit-and-wait 

approach. To counteract the ban on celebrities’ offspring (a.k.a. “Restriction of kids”, 

Xiantongling) which impose to all TV programs, plots are slightly modified in the new 

season. The new series features new pairs of celebrity fathers and children so as to replace 

those who had previously participated, as the novel appearance of the newly recruited 

children performers would bypass state’s regulations of halting the exploitation of children’s 

fame. Tian Liang, a retired national diving athlete who had performed in the show before and 

continue to do so in the new series, participates in the new series with another child of his 

rather than the one that have already performed on TV. Strictly speaking, the filming of 

unseen fledging performers, despite actual kinship with celebrities, does not regard as 

appropriating the fame of their offspring. Secondly, the rest pairs of contestants are 

constituted by young single male celebrities playing the role of fathers and ordinary children 

performers. The show terms this relationship “intern fatherhood”. In that way, the show does 

not breach state’s regulations. The fourth season releases on Hunan TV’s online streaming 

branch Mango TV after the enact of Xiantongling.7 Meanwhile, Hunan Satellite TV continues 

to produce other parent-child spin-offs imitating Where Are We Going Dad? and air on 

internet platforms, such as Super Mom (Chaoren mama daiwaji超人媽媽帶娃記) and Dads 

with Kids (Baba daiwaji爸爸帶娃記). Despite the rigid state censorship, TV producers 

constantly adapt to restrictions and take advantage of the porous censorate boundaries.  

What is significant but unarticulated is that the over pursuit of consumption and class 

differences are never explicitly mentioned in both TV narratives and the censorate notices. 

                                                      
7 Season 4 is released on an online streaming channel Mango TV, a subdivision of Hunan Satellite TV starting 
from 7 Oct 2016.  
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Instead of pointing out the contentious debate of extreme wealth gap which the TV show 

reflects, the state tries to downplay class antagonistic sentiments in society by stigmatizing 

the rich as acquiring overnight fortune. Ironically, the state-led TV station CCTV 

concurrently imitates and co-operates with Korean production companies to produce popular 

tourist reality television, with the intention to educate the public about frugal life. On the one 

hand, adapting transnational formats can win audience ratings and profits from provincial 

stations; on the other hand, transnational format is a vehicle to inscribe and promote state’s 

doctrines. While the state no longer propagates parental messages directly in mass media, the 

supervision of state becomes discursive as it emphasizes self-governance and self-

supervision.  

The next section draws on the state’s media representations of the poor and ethnic 

Others in relation to perform national harmony and unity in reality television. In scrutiny of 

The Great Challenge manufactured by CCTV, I will deploy how the state channel 

appropriates transnational formats and inserts politically correct narratives. 

Exoticism in State’s Media 

Gladney (1994) argues that the construction of Chinese nation relies enormously on 

the objectification of minorities. The images of ethnic minorities on media frequently convey 

their exoticness and eroticism. The deliberate accentuation of minorities’ customs, history 

and cultures has more to do with the very formation of Han Chinese identity than the 

minorities themselves. The cultural distinctiveness of ethnic minorities who make up of less 

than 10% of Chinese populace is often made visible to paint an imagination of pluralistic 

national community. In contrast, the Han people usually appear to have adapted modern and 

Westernized behavior yet lack distinguishable cultural features. We can also find the same 

contrast in the state’s production of reality television show which intends to glorify laborers 

and impose national identity on recipients. When advocating the uniqueness of various 
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ethnicities, the show carefully represents their images lest the plots expose historical and 

religious conflicts among them or with the Han. Minorities’ cultures are limited and 

simplified in costumes, customs, delicacies, dance, songs, and other entertaining-oriented 

resources. 

Different from Where Are We Going Dad?, instead of merely participating in pre-set 

games and consuming the tourist spots, The Great Challenge underlines celebrities’ 

hardships in experiencing everyday manual labor tasks. It also includes their reflections and 

acknowledgement of those behind-the-scene workers. To experience ordinary living 

environment and indigenized cultures, celebrities are assigned to engage, interact, and work 

with workers and peasants. Though the show aims to prohibit discrimination against the 

grassroot, promote frugality in Confucian tradition and mutual respect of different ethnicities, 

celebrities’ participation in the ordinary world cannot escape from tourist exoticization. 

Whenever performers in The Great Challenge get involved in the quotidian work with the 

masses, they vehemently express surprise, excitement, and more often reluctance to finish 

work which requires tremendous physical strength. Apart from introducing idiosyncratic 

cultures in different provinces, the show also sheds light on uncommon occupations such as 

haulage men (bangbang gong), i.e. manual cargo deliverance in town by using simple 

bamboo cudgels as tools, as well as general work such as ticket sellers in public transport, 

lotus-root pickers, firemen, and salespersons. Whenever contestants enter work places and 

understand their duties, the camera would capture their anguish and antipathy, while their 

instructors and other ordinary laborers can only unconvincingly smile in response.  

On the one hand, celebrities’ demonstration of inexpert skill in ordinary jobs implies 

applause to laborers’ contribution for building a better society; on the other, performers’ 

extraordinary reaction marks their superiority over the general mass. In their enrolment in 

physical labor jobs, celebrities reveal their well-trained muscular body, which the workers 
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have also developed because of mechanical work practices, yet ironically, the former can 

hardly manage to accomplish the tasks. The same strong built figure hence alludes different 

meanings: It is of aesthetic purpose to the middle-class, and conversely, signifies hard work 

of the grassroot laborers. There are occasions that performers take up extreme jobs––for 

instance, oil excavation in the middle of the sea, and ice-fishing in Jilin, where they regard 

the journeys as painful leisure like an alternative tourism. Their experience is comparable to 

slum visiting and volunteer tourism that, in a staged environment, socio-cultural space is 

essentialized with regional differences, which distance socially disadvantaged and 

marginalized districts from metropolis. “The tourists or tour operators distinguish something 

as poverty, as opposed to wealth, poverty is brought into being for the observers. Poverty is 

created by being named and distinguished from wealth” (p. 424), as Manfred Rolfes (2010) 

suggests. Now that audiences can receive and visually experience the staged the spectacle of 

poverty, the media also constitutes their imagination and understanding of the poor Others. 

Other than ordinary occupations and distinctive working locations, celebrities also go 

into tourist spots and cultural villages, in which similar tourist mechanism described above 

emerge again. For example, the challenge for contestants in Zhangjiajie, Tianmen Mountain 

National Forest Park, is to work as Spider Cleaners, descending from the top of the mountain 

to precipice cleaning trash everyday (Chen, 2015 Dec 13), where the Grand Canyon Glass 

Bridge on the height of 300 meters is a tourist attraction. The show hosts boast China’s 

greatness in architecture and technology of conquering nature, although the bridge was closed 

for maintenance after thirteen days of opening in reality. In another episode, searching for a 

filming location, a contestant consults an ethnographer on where to go if they plan to visit an 

idiosyncratic village that has “beautiful scenery, beautiful scenery, beautiful scenery” (Chen, 

2016 March 13), re-stating his first requirement three times in a row. The ethnographer 

suggests Xiaozhai village in Guangxi Province because there people can find beautiful 
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scenery of the dragon-backbone terrace, unique way of agricultural living, and honest 

villagers. Once they arrive, joyful villagers who wear traditional costumes welcome them 

with ethnic dances and songs. Celebrities also have the chance to taste special local delicacies 

and experience village lives––to hunt and reap whatever they want to eat. Surrounded by a 

group of nameless and backward villagers, performers representing modernity establish 

cultural, economic, social, and intellectual superiority. 

Zhao and Postiglione (2010) argue that the representation of ethnic minorities on 

media reflects a stereotypical image of being economically and culturally limited so that the 

Han Chinese could appear in a lucent role of supporting them with resources and political 

involvement. In that, Han modernity has privilege over other ethnicities and cultures. 

However, the frozen image of peasants and workers on screen is a double-edged sword. It can 

promulgate modernity and national unity within differences; it can otherwise diffuse enmity 

of the underprivileged when media does not represent but silence and exoticize their 

existence. Furthermore, as cultural theme parks, folk villages, museums, and tourist sites 

display the high profile and visibility of the ethnic minorities, filming these locations is 

relatively “safe” option to capture the image of different ethnicities. Also because these 

locations promote “healthy and progressive elements”, religious practices and superstition are 

either abandoned or repackaged into standardized consumed forms which the state approves 

(Li, 2011). Nevertheless, the staged performance of local workers and ethnic minorities 

indeed present what people are not, as suggested by MacCannell (1984).  

The display of cultural diversity and heritage maintenance in media representation 

denies the possibility of articulating for cultural evolution, mutation, and alternatives. The 

state media strengthens the binary oppositions of primitive/modern, grassroot/middle-class, 

ethnic minorities/Han for social harmony. In the two series, performers consistently perform 

to be modern Chinese people, concealing their real ethnic origins. Celebrities in Where Are 
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We Going Dad? and The Great Challenge in fact include ethnic minorities, but there is not a 

single sign of disclosing their identity. Hu Jun,8 Sa Beining, and Xiaoni (a.k.a. Neghmet 

Raxman)9 are Manchu, Hui, and Uyghur, yet they perform to have assimilated and become 

one of the modern Han––speaking fluent official Chinese Mandarin, dressing in Westernized 

and modern outfit, and travelling as city dwellers, unlike ordinary performers who explicitly 

act out traditional ethnic cultural traits. Their disguise in Han identity strongly evinces 

cultural homogeneity and the construction of ethnic cultures.  

Concluding Remarks 

Apart from exercising direct censorship and control, CCTV’s co-production with 

Korean companies attests a proactive approach that the state takes to transmit proper 

messages against unwanted content, although the political construction of national identity is 

not without critics. Class and ethnic differences are exoticized to propagate China’s 

modernity and national unity. In the state’s optimism, expanding middle-income stratum to 

the majority population is an anecdote to social inequality and potential convulsion. It is 

therefore interesting to map out how China utilizes transnational formats to promote national 

agendas and the imagination of prosperity. In the case of Where Are We Going Dad?, I have 

shown that the state’s intervention in curbing the dissemination of unwanted discourses but 

its supervision on TV programs is porous instead of infallible. At the same time, the state 

television borrows transnational popular formats to publicize state-approved narratives, 

which discursively form people’s understanding of nation, modernity, and Chineseness. 

Under supervision, China’s reality TV shows emphasize positive, educational, and 

constructive messages. For example, The Great Challenge purposefully appraise rural-to-city 

migrants for their contribution by revealing their vicissitude. Reality TV exploits sentimental 

                                                      
8 Participated in Where Are We Going Dad? season 3. He also attained Hong Kong citizenship through the 
“Quality Migrant Admission Scheme” in 2008.   
9 Both performed in The Great Challenge season 1.  
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stories of filial citizens to deliver affective education, cultivating the love of family and 

nation among viewers. I will examine whether this mechanism is useful in next chapter, while 

I have pointed out that popular media in fact reflects unspoken discourses of class. Ethnic and 

regional differences are cultural resources to attract audiences and create a sense of cultural 

familiarity when adapting transnational formats. Nonetheless, the crossing of class and ethnic 

boundaries inevitably exposes social disparity and deep-rooted conflicts in China which both 

private and official media do not dare to report.  
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Chapter 3 – Indoctrinated Entertainment Programs: The Politics of Production and 

Reception 

Commercial television formats in provincial satellite television channels become 

more and more mature in China after years of indigenizing transnational formats and 

branding their own programs. Grappling market strategies, cultural backgrounds and 

consumers’ taste, the local television stations have won many young viewers’ loyalty. 

Although the rise of entertainment television has threatened the position of the national 

mouthpiece, China Central Television (CCTV), it is insufficient to prove that the CCP’s 

propaganda mechanism does not permeate. As Fung points out, the amalgamation of 

nationalism and commercial formats is a common practice in contemporary China’s media 

productions (cited in Turner, 2010). Given that television market competition is intense and 

audience can freely consume programs of their choice by a remote control, the state does not 

depend solely on CCTV as the only outlet of state messages. Instead, under tightened media 

regulations, provincial satellite channels correspondingly produce television programs to 

advertise for state policies. Regarding this, as existing literature shows that audiences, after 

living with and within the propaganda apparatus, have acquired higher media literacy that 

enables them to selectively indulge in the pleasure of indoctrinated entertainment; therefore, 

the indoctrination is not as effective as envisioned.  

In this chapter, to begin with, I illustrate the omnipresent control of the state in 

television industry, from sustaining the state-owned station to interfering in commercialized 

television corporates. Though provincial satellites stations are financially-dependent, they are 

still ideologically-independent and politically-interlocked to the party-state. Given that the 

state has been monitoring entertainment productions and encrypting programs with political 

messages, the reception of them are ineluctably political that audiences strategically watch 

and engage in the mediated narratives. The indoctrinated entertainment which cater 
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audiences’ spectatorial expectations have accumulated high popularity and public attention. I 

will analyze two reality television shows to demonstrate the happy marriage of political 

agendas and entertainment television, and the working of propaganda apparatus in 

transnational formats. I will then deploy audiences’ embrace of indoctritainment and its 

influential impact with reference to existing research literature and excerpts of online 

comments––the programs are popular only because the market-oriented formats have 

fulfilled audience desires. High audience ratings do not imply public embrace of the state 

messages. The use of entertainment television for educational purposes is indeed problematic.   

State’s Omnipresence in Television Production 

Documentary was and has been a genre for nation-states to propagate and promote 

national agendas, while China is not a unique case. In the escalating status of China on the 

global stage––for example, Chinese media had released some documentary TV podcast, from 

state-centric to market-oriented framing, in order to generate an official view of the rise of 

China and its future development, including The Rise of the Great Powers (Daguo jueqi大國

崛起) (2006), Alert to Danger while Dwelling in Safety (Ju an si wei居安思危) (2006) and 

The Road to Revival (Fuxing zhi lu復興之路) (2007). Through recounting the rise of the 

West, Japan, and the end of Soviet Union from the perspective of China, the TV documentary 

series articulate and disseminate the narratives of a new global Chinese image and modern 

history which legitimize CCP’s regime (Müller, 2013). However, TV documentaries do not 

successfully arouse much audience’s fervor especially when other provincial satellite 

television stations produce entertainment shows culturally and commercially challenging the 

hegemony of China’s national flagship station, CCTV, after media commercialization in the 

1990s. Even if CCTV has invested more than millions of dollars and at least a year in 

producing refined series like The Rise of the Great Powers (Daguo jueqi大國崛起) and The 

Forbidden City (Gugong故宮) (2005), which are with good filming quality, the elitist-
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oriented information and ideological installation do not attract domestic audiences’ interest 

(Zhang, 2015). In the commercial competition, the razzmatazz of entertainment programs has 

replaced the position of TV documentaries with salient political functions and patriotic 

indoctrination and dominated the market.  

Being the officially recognized information outlet of the CCP, CCTV maintains the 

position of national media center by producing contents in the nationalist approach, ranging 

from discussing domestic issues, international relations to directing public criticism. In part, 

it is not the only national television mouthpiece of the government. In the strand of 

commercialized television companies, members of the CCP own shares in all of the 

provincial television stations (Stockmann & Gallagher, 2011). Specifically, Party members 

own more than at least 51% of the market share in mass media companies including radio, 

newspapers, and TV stations. Their operation might be of commercial model, yet the 

invisible hand of the state is already aggregated in the system to counterpoise the 

democratization of media and influence of globalization. In other words, apart from media 

censorship, the provincial stations are not completely free from the state’s control that 

entertainment TV have to comply with the demands of the state (Hawes & Kong, 2013). As 

we can witness, since President Hu Jintao professed CCP’s goal to build a “harmonious 

society” in 2003, a rise of TV mediation series was seen to campaign harmony in private and 

public spaces, such as family and marriage quarrels, neighborhood relations, and property 

ownership issues, because government officials consented that judiciary is not effective to 

resolve disputes of many kinds (Hawes & Kong, 2013). Namely, Shanghai TV started airing 

The New Family Mediator (Xin laoniangjiu 新老娘舅) in 2008, while Jiangxi Satellite TV 

channel broadcasted Gold Medal Mediation (Jinpai tiaojie金牌調解) in 2010. By providing 

a platform for disputants to expound their claims, both shows adhere to revive mediation for 

settlements outside courts, in which professionals provide legal, psychological, and moral 
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advice. These shows demonstrate how provincial channels incorporate as part of the state’s 

apparatus and gatekeepers of social norms––privileging family relationship, collectivism, and 

social harmony over individual aspiration of interest. The provincial stations are financially 

self-reliant yet still confine to the role of being the avenue to promote state agendas.  

According to Bai and Song (2015), when television channels are propelled to attract 

audience and seek advertisement clients, China’s television programs started tilting toward 

entertainment formats including dramas, variety shows, travelogues, and dating shows. The 

audience-seeking approach successfully draws viewers’ loyalty from the high-profile CCTV. 

For instance, garnering popularity through company branding and indigenizing foreign TV 

formats, Hunan Satellite TV (HSTV) became so renowned that it is perceived to be a model 

and spearhead of entertainment TV development to a pinnacle that different stations have a 

proclivity to emulate. The change of program genre and viewing habits nevertheless do not 

challenge the state’s influence in media transmission even in the age of media globalization. 

With the circulation of global television formats, as Fung (2009) argues, provincial stations 

nowadays are more oblivious, flexible, and advanced to incorporate national agenda in their 

productions. He emphasizes that the state has never loosened its control over media or 

stopped resisting the values of liberalism, freedom, and democracy; rather, the state has 

cloned and adopted popular global formats to reinforce television’s social and political 

function in securing social norms and its governance. Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? was 

copycatted in 2000 into The Dictionary of Happiness (Kaixin cidian開心詞典), The Biggest 

Loser was legally indigenized as The Biggest Loser (Chaoji jianfei wang超級減肥王) in 

2004, and The Apprentice was cloned into Win in China (Yingzai Zhonghuo贏在中國) by 

infringing copyright since 2006 (Keane, 2015). The producers not only modify program 

orientation and content structure of the global formats to accommodate into Chinese social 

and political background, but they also disguise and integrate state’s propagandist intentions 
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into “infotainment” approach as a means to disseminate self-supervision and direct public 

conduct. To elaborate, Win in China demonstrates a Chinese-style entrepreneurship in the 

commercial market. The show values contestants’ endurance, benevolence, and creativity 

more than profits they accumulated (Li, 2013). Obviously, the motif of the series is to 

incubate an unbiased environment on screen, in which people from different classes and 

backgrounds can have tantamount chances of success. It also encourages passionate business 

starters to acknowledge social interest rather than personal gain, in avoidance of extreme 

materialism and wealth disparity. The adapted China’s formats are hence political to construe 

an idealistic and new image of Chinese in the market economy and commercial media under 

CCP’s vision.  

Politics of “Indoctritainment” 

The masking and integration of political messages in infotainment formats seem to be 

a more receptive vehicle for the public than solely delivering didactic teaching, insofar as the 

former offers more viewing pleasure. The inculcation state’s propaganda in the form of 

popular format is coined by Sun (2002) as “indoctritainment” (p. 191), which describes “the 

‘happy marriage’ between state agenda and the spectatorial desire of the population.” Similar 

concept is also seen in the Western TV theories to delineate the merging of advertising 

agenda and entertainment in the post-broadcast era. As Deery (2012) observes, reality TV is a 

media for “post-advertising dissimulation” (p. 14), which the plots of televised makeovers 

entail product advertisements to covertly publicize for commercial donors, rather than simply 

inserting commercial sections in the show. Participants’ experience, pseudo-events, planned 

competitions, and interviews in reality programs therefore disguise the intention of 

advertising, as the sublimated advertising narratives set up and reinforce new norms. It 

motivates passionate viewers to discipline themselves, improve, and act like one of the 

portrayed ordinary. The didactic message in reality TV is incorporated as “lessons in 
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conduct” (Kraidy & Sender, 2011, p. 69), in a way that the reacting viewers impose self-

surveillance based on witnessing the process of changes and efforts made by performers to 

turn into idealized models. Kraidy and Sender (2011) describe the fragments of behaviors 

arranged in reality television (re)define standards of class demarcation, (re)establish and 

(re)articulate the essentialness of complying to the norms. Fragments include the process of 

change and transformations of the individuals who failed to live up to the social standards 

and punishments to the “irresponsible” figures, such as over-weight and tasteless contestants, 

and lousy parents. Here, personal transformation stories are political devices to educate 

audiences by shedding light on matters and conducts. Reality TV is a semi-private site as it 

publicizes individual lives and misbehavior, while these representations are watched by 

audiences in their home and leisure.  

The cloning and adoption of global formats which reflect global tastes provide wider 

types of programs for domestic audiences to choose from. However, it is unlikely that the 

state approves all of the formats even if TV stations have already carried out self-censorship 

and self-supervision. When content connoting ideas of materialism, individualism, and other 

Western values are transmitted to the public along with the global formats which can trigger 

audiences’ affect, the state authority does not refrain from establishing new regulations to 

rectify the production direction (Fung, 2009). For fear that the fantasy of democratization and 

stardom permeates, the media watchdog SAPPRFT imposed new measures in 2006 to sustain 

the “harmonious socialist society” by ordering television programs to avoid filming vulgar or 

gross styles, and stop embarrassing the contestants (Fung, 2009). Regarding entertainment 

TV’s deviation of the state’s goal, SAPPRFT urged television stations to take up social 

responsibilities to safeguard the collectivistic and communist values for younger generation 

and curb the vulgarization of television (Bai, 2015). It is repeatedly emphasized in many 

research that the state’s control, no matter direct or indirect, has never relinquished.  
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Entering the era of Xi Jinping, censorship on TV entertainment is further tightened to 

carry out “thought work” (sixiang gaizao) (Sun, 2002, p. 169). In August 2016, the 

spokesman of SAPPRFT issued “A Notice on Further Strengthening of Social Entertainment 

and News Program Management” through Xinhua News Agency to announce the updated 

media expectations from the state. The notice required media producers in the field of 

entertainment TV and news to “positively propagate unity, stability, and uphold socialist core 

values to direct public discourse” (Huang, 2016 August 29). The media censor believes that 

by inculcating the state ideology in every media outlet such as mass media, television, and 

new media platforms can effectively control public opinion. In addition, more conditions are 

implemented, for example, “traditional cultures and classics should not be spoofed, while 

Western life-style should not be sought after” (Huang, 2016 August 29). Content should 

resolutely prevent the pursuit of stardom, overnight fame, hedonism, lavishness, the 

disclosure of personal privacy, emotional conflicts, family disputes, and power struggles. It 

appears that the CCP enhances its governance in TV satellites because it well acknowledges 

the efficacy of entertainment TV and plans to continually disseminate political ideology 

through such instrument. As Xi puts paradoxically, “low culture (di su) does not equal to 

popular culture (tong su)”, that the youths should consume popular cultural products with 

refined quality (cited in Cheng, 2016, p. 32). Xi’s “refined” refers to aesthetic value, 

educational, moral, and philosophical (si xiang) meanings. Instead of bringing entertainment 

TV to doom, the CCP allows it to thrive under the state’s manipulation.  

On the one hand, the state incessantly manages public desire and strengthens 

ideological control in pop culture. On the other hand, as for Chinese audiences, they are fully 

aware of the presence of the state’s censorship and indoctrination under the veil of 

entertainment TV programs. As Ma (2000) writes, “temporarily sidelining their long-

acquired anti-hegemonic read-between-the-lines skills to continue to indulge in the romance, 
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comfort and fantasy on screen” (p. 29). Johnston (2017) evidences that the escalation of 

China’s nationalism is merely a media meme and that media is not at all reflective of popular 

sentiments. He finds that youths, the generation under a patriotic education campaign, do not 

congruently surmise China’s superiority as the state propagates. Nationalist sentiments in 

media does not mean that China’s nationalism is on the rise. While audiences are not docile 

that surmise the televised representation, their reception is a process of political digression 

(Ma, 2000). The personal cultural consumption, in other words, contains political techniques 

of decoding so as to seek out personal enjoyment and interest in the indoctrinated programs. 

In retrospect, following the state’s goal of re-developing the legal system for protecting labor 

rights and resolving social conflicts during 2003-2013, CCTV produced a legal mediation TV 

show Legal Report (Jinri shuofa今日說法) (1999-) which investigated in successful 

individual law suit stories. Through narrating “true” experiences of ordinary people, the show 

aims at encouraging workers who face injustice to seek legal help as a modern way of settling 

labor-related disputes. Despite the establishment of positive image and acknowledgement of 

the legal system due to the television program, Stockmann and Gallagher (2011) find that the 

workers not at all embrace and participate in CCP’s modern legal development. The 

popularity of the show recounts to labor empowerment when viewing bargains in courts as 

the show enlightens their hope of claiming rights from employers. In their research, result 

indicates that audiences do not pay much attention to the legal development in China even if 

cases of laborers’ consultation in government have risen.  

Long experienced the top-down ideological education, viewers adapt and learn to 

strategically read and view the indoctrinated media content for their personal benefits. In the 

following pages, I will probe into two programs which blatantly narrate state-mandated 

agenda in order to manifest the marriage of indoctrination and transnational formats. The 

following questions will be raised: In Xi’s era, how does the state television entail and imply 
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official messages in transnational formats? In what ways that the media representations 

normalize and justify the power hierarchy of the party-state? Both shows that I will examine 

have earned the state’s compliment of being “educational”, “successful”, “effective”, and 

gained public support. The popular shows seem to have rejuvenated socialist, collectivist, and 

patriotic spirits. However, for winning public acceptance, I emphasize, the official and 

cohesive narrative of national space and time10 has to compromise in the form of 

entertainment, and the commercialization of political ideas could fragment the social and 

political functions of Chinese television.  

Socialism and Collectivism Revitalized 

In the perfect marriage of political messages, global format, and commercial TV, 

Hunan Satellite Television (HSTV) produced Takes A Real Man (Zhenzheng nanzihan 真正

男子漢) (2015-2017), a reality TV format indigenized from Korea. There is a tendency that 

state officials rarely appear in entertainment TV. Even in mediation TV shows which I have 

previously mentioned hardly involve any character of government authority so as to evade 

from contentious issues. Out of many HSTV’s productions that the state censored and heavily 

criticized, SAPPRFT comments that Takes A Real Man is a paragon which other 

entertainment formats should imitate. In cooperation with People’s Liberation Army and its 

associated production house, August First Film Studio, HSTV recruits six to eight celebrities 

to participate in the troop and experience regular trainings with other ordinary young soldiers 

in each season. Participants range from adolescent to middle-aged and are of different 

personalities and professions, including singers, actors, and athletes. The show has attained 

positive audiences’ feedback and good ratings that more than 1% of the domestic audiences 

                                                      
10 The concept of “cohesive national time-space” is retrieved from Wanning Sun (2002). According to her, 
media events and news events are created by the official media (aka CCTV and People’s Daily) in order to 
justify and convey cohesive meanings of collective memory to domestic audiences. The spatial and temporal 
dimension of events are mediated to “suit the state agenda on critical issues”, “using the past to serve the present 
and using the foreign to serve China” (p. 161).  
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watched it aired, which tops the rank compared to other programs transmitted in the same 

time-slot (Zhao, 2015).  

The setting of the show responds to the national goal of “propelling the public 

education of national security” (Zhao, 2015, p. 124) and to agitate patriotic sentiments of the 

youths. Playing the role of newly recruited soldiers, celebrity participants present themselves 

as if they had changed their identities for real as the voice-over and commanders often 

emphasize the seriousness of living in an army. Under commander’s supervision, they have 

to adapt and conform to strict regulations, while their seniors can exercise absolute power to 

punish and give instructions, no matter how absurd they are. Among the celebrities, one 

character is set to be a middle-aged, frail, reticent yet the most patriotic and serious man. He 

can hardly complete tasks when undergoing hard-core physical trainings under hot weather, 

but there is no sign of him giving up or complaining. He is the one who always accurately 

recites army songs and slogans. But the highlights of the show, targeting the younger 

generation, do not rest much on this official, almost pretentious representation of nationalist 

as well as the politically correct attitude. Rather, the highly disciplined image of the People’s 

Liberation Army is contrasted by a rebellious character. Being a famous young singer who is 

an idol to lots of avid fans, Wang appears to be hubris and forthright when facing legion 

restrictions made by commanders. He is filmed of losing temper and attempting to challenge 

the authoritative seniors, while the oppression and unjust treatment that he faces provide 

viewers a context to be compassionate for him and to identify with him. His response and 

mentality are the most resonant to the young audiences born after China’s economic 

reformation when “many state-authorized institutions that used to embody the moral 

legitimacy and leadership of the paternal Party-state have largely disappeared” (Sun & Lei, 

2017, p. 21). As he is now living in the military camp, the state’s power is embodied by the 



 

 58 

human figure of the commanders to discipline his behavior and time, which he had never 

experienced.  

Entering and subordinating to the military institution of the state, participants are 

connected to the state and with other national members “out there” who need protection from 

the foreign threat. In that, ordinary performers of official authorities often emphasize that 

collectivity and stern discipline are of utmost importance for soldiers to shoulder the 

responsibilities of securing the nation-state. Team leaders of the celebrities initiate to take the 

blame for their troop’s of being inefficient and undertrained, imposing self-punishment in 

front of other commissioned officers. Even for celebrating team’s accomplishment, 

commanders ask participants to hail by the means of self-punishment for fear that the troop 

would become prideful and complacent. The show portrays commanders’ good intention and 

self-control as the virtue that every soldier should uphold and what the participants should 

learn. Here, the ordinary performers not only embody “ordinariness” analogous to the 

ordinary people but “an instrument of the ‘ideological state apparatus’” (Turner, 2010:21), 

visualizing love and pride of the nation in a didactic and political way. Bonner puts forth that 

the performance of ordinary people on television is indeed not that ordinary like most of the 

people, but it provides a spectacular version of ordinariness for public consumption (cited in 

Turner, 2010).  

The show has downplayed the stern image of the army but portrayed friendly 

relationships between ordinary commanders and celebrity soldiers in an official occasion of 

military training. As revealed in participants’ behind-the-scene interviews and chitchat 

footages, participants’ perception of army has greatly changed because of the caring and 

thoughtful acts performed by the commanders, and they start to discover humanity beyond 

the absolute power of the state and military apparatus (Liang, 2016 October 28). As the plot 

continues, the military training experience of the participants urges them to reflect and 
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change themselves to conform and contribute in the army. One of the celebrities confesses in 

front of his fellows, acknowledging that he was brought up in a safe and comfortable 

environment and being a member of People’s Liberation Army has to risk his own life and 

danger to ensure national security. However, the toughness on the first day has already 

surpassed his expectation. His guilt for his lack of endurance and determination to fight along 

with his peers is followed by a behind-the-scene interview of another celebrity expressing 

similar ideas. Guilt and shame are repeatedly mentioned when celebrities fail to accomplish 

their trainings or stay aligned.  

Dubiously the television narratives have justified socialism and collectivism as 

individuals’ personal ability is tied to the strength of the nation-state and safety of the public. 

Yan (2010) describes socialism in China as “partial and collective type of individualization, 

which in essence is part of China’s quest of modernity” (pp. 493-4). She explains,  

the party-state played a key role in directing the flow of individualization 

and managing the interplay among the players: the individual, the market, 

social groups, institutions, and lately global capitalism as well. […] the 

central axis of individualization in China is the changing relationship 

between the individual and the party-state instead of the categorical shift in 

the individual-society relationship as in Western Europe. (p. 509) 

The celebrities’ experience of staying in the Army epitomizes the imagined connection of 

individuals and the party-state. Celebrity participants are re-embedded to the body of the state 

as a fundamental part of realizing modernity and as a gatekeeper of national security against 

foreign invasion as well as internal uprising. In response to Xi’s advocacy to reform and 

modernize military technology and enhance the army’s strength of combat (Ke, 2015), in the 

show, participants learn and experience army trainings and weaponry, promoting for the 

modern military technology. Here, the visibility of authoritative figures on screen intensifies 
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the verticality of power hierarchy and the party-state’s hegemony. The presence of the 

military service and the broadcasting of it serves as a visual reminder of the state’s political 

control over the nation, while the violence of regime hierarchy, abuse of power, is channeled 

through on-screen friendships between the military officers, the celebrities, and the citizens. 

Celebrities’ experience of military service and technology normalizes not only trust of the 

party-state, but also trust of the national hard power.  

Entertainmentized Historical Narratives 

SAPPRFT released a notice in 2015 on suppressing legion “meaningless” reality TV 

productions, known as Xianzhenling (literally translated as Restriction on Reality Television), 

on purpose to regulate the quality of reality shows and put a halt to entertaining-but-jejune 

series (Li, 2015). In response to the notice, Sichuan Satellite TV co-produced Let’s Go 

(Zhenmen chuanyue ba咱們穿越吧) with Korean production house, modelling on the 

Korean show Let’s Go (Lescheugo sigantamheomdae). The storyline begins with celebrity 

performers travelling back to four different periods––pre-historical times, Song, Tang, and 

Ming Dynasty––and experience the living of the ancient times, from dwelling in the natural 

environment, drilling fire, wearing ancient costumes, and to travelling along the Silk Road.  

The show highlights to “truly” and “faithfully” visualize historical events and environment 

on screen. The storyline also consists of explanations by historians and parenthetic 

documentations of historical facts in order to enrich, if not instill, knowledge of Chinese 

history and culture to the public. In addition, the plots reflect political situations in 

contemporary China, such as Silk Road is set to resonate with China’s One-Belt-One-Road 

international policy, and the anti-Japanese incident (kang wo) in Ming Dynasty to allude 

disputes in the South China Sea (Li, 2017). Regarding social issues happening in China 

nowadays, some of the historical narratives are reinterpreted to deliver political messages. 

For instance, episodes depict participants travel back to Ming Dynasty and encounter Zheng 
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Yimen, a wealthy and renowned family that was deeply influenced by Confucianism and had 

devotedly exercised filial piety (Chen, 2015). The image of the historical character, Zheng, is 

clean, honest, and abiding the law, which implicitly deplore the corruption in today’s China 

and denounce the convicted government officials. Recounting stories in the ancient times, the 

show criticizes present social and political situations that the authority deems problematic. 

Though political and didactic, the show has attracted approximately one billion viewing rate 

online, ranking second in the broadcasting period (Zhang, 2016).  

In the discussion of national history, Duara (2009) states that the writing of historical 

narratives “is dependent largely on an immanent theory of an original people––descended, for 

instance, from mythic ancestors––and a historical narrative of this people as poised to fulfil 

their destiny in a modern future” (p. 27). The dominant paradigm of history in fact 

encapsulate the national formation of a nation-state––nationalism, related narratives of 

progress, and modernization. Even if a nation-state still possesses substantial power in 

determining the framework of national history, “the loosening of central controls over media 

and state institutions […] has also led to the proliferation of available media, while the 

commodification of the sign and the unleashing of the historical signifier […] have made an 

entire array of symbols available for identity-building [emphasis in origin]” (2009, p. 64). As 

non-state-controlled media agencies proliferate, the nation-state no longer monopolizes the 

writing of national history and the interpretations of historical signs. The case of Let’s Go 

exemplifies that the emergence of media also decentralizes the power of identity-making. The 

power to produce historical narratives is popularized and decentralized to provincial and 

commercial TV stations. Nevertheless, historical narratives channeled in entertainment 

television is not necessarily incompatible with the central paradigm. Mass production and 

mass consumption further spawn historical signs and disseminate cultural patriotism in banal 

forms. 
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The dovetail of entertainment and national history on the one hand revives historical 

facts through lively interaction and experiences. Commentators (e.g., Xia (2015)) deem that 

the integration of Chinese history and culture in entertainment television is a positive turn in 

the flooding of “low culture”, meaningless gaming plots, and celebrities’ eye-catching 

performances. The format is resounded because of better knowledge transmission, 

enhancement of production value and reflexive to public concerns. On the other hand, in 

accommodation to televised media, history is inevitably flattened into pleasurable narratives 

which lack room of analysis, reflection, and depth. This is also the reason why the genre is 

receptive among the public. As I will continue in the next section, the show’s high audience 

viewing rate does not denote the effectiveness of knowledge transmission and vast reception 

of political messages. On the contrary, the skilled audiences who read between the lines are 

interested in other elements that exist in indoctrinated television. I now shall turn to deploy 

how indoctritainment fulfil spectatorial expectations and successfully attract audiences’ 

eyeballs.  

Yearning for the (Extra)Ordinary Experience and Authenticity 

The above mentioned indoctritainment formats fall in to the category of “celebrities’ 

experiential reality TV”, termed by Chinese media commentators to describe the popular 

formula (Zhang, 2016). The category describes formats of prominent public figures traveling 

to foreign locations and experience another kind of life. What construct the unfamiliar 

situation are the crossing of cultural, class, gender, and occupational boundaries. The genre is 

appealing to the mass not because the televised reality trigger or resonate with audiences’ 

emotion in a fictional setting; but because audiences commit to a “reality contract” when 

viewing the representations of reality (Jones, 2003, p. 402). Audiences constantly negotiate 

the standards of authenticity and pretentiousness, reality and fiction, and assess how “real” 

the representations are by referencing to the real-world implications and personal experiences 
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(Jones, 2003). Given that viewers have enhanced their technologic skills and media literacy 

thanks to increasing collective media accessibility and intelligence, audiences develop new 

subjectivities when being exposed to the viral transmission of reality TV at primetime. The 

skilled audiences, acknowledging the incredibility of visuals in the digital age, reckon that 

they are able to discern, judge, and critique the “fake reality TV”; they therefore quest and 

yearn for a “more real” spectacle (Jian, 2008). The “reality contract”, which implies an 

extended participation of audiences in media text, becomes an important element for 

entertainment TV to connect the masses. In that, audiences not only passively indulge in the 

fly-on-the-wall narratives, but identify with the participants on screen and examine the 

indexical features, comparing the life-world with the televised reality. As Ang succinctly 

writes, “what is recognized as real is not knowledge of the world, but a subjective experience 

of the world” (2003, p. 45). 

In contrast, if the filming locations are alien to the public that they cannot interfere 

and reference to the televised reality, the fictional settings of the shows appear to be more 

real to the audiences in terms of performers’ reactions and behaviors (Jian, 2008). In other 

words, the more germane the viewers are to the portrayed social context, the easier for them 

to judge the “fake reality” on screen. On the other hand, as audiences are less familiar with 

the social context portrayed in foreign programs, they tend to perceive the representations, as 

“real” based on vicarious reading though the plots are fictional and writ large. Similarly, as 

the Chinese programs Takes A Real Man and Let’s Go are set in the Army training camp and 

the ancient times, where viewers have finite experience for indexicality, they hence perceive 

the fictional reality as “real” and “authentic”. Critics such as Li (2015) and Chen (2016) find 

the performers’ reactions relatively authentic and true in nature, while they admit that the 

storylines are staged and competitions are included to ensure audience loyalty. Scrolling 

posts and viewer comments of the shows on Weibo and Baidu, it is not difficult to spot that 
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netizens participate in the reality shows by arguing the plots’ realness, the authenticity of 

historical and military representations, and even extend the discussion to testify their 

understanding of facts and knowledge (Xia, 2015). The shows do not directly teach histories 

and military education but they arouse audience interesting of excavating and testifying the 

plots. The viewing number of Takes A Real Man related posts on Weibo reached three billion 

and more than a million netizens had responded (Zhou, 2015), while for Let’s Go, the 

viewing number of posts reached two billion with over a million viewer comments (Li, 

2017). We can see that even if the authenticity of televised reality is contentious, the action of 

debating “reality” alternatively becomes a way for producers to boost popularity of the 

productions and for audiences to virtually engage in the programs.  

Desire of Positive Messages and Cultural Meanings 

There are many discussions concerning the potential direction and renovation of 

Chinese reality television from the state’s perspective. For example, one of the producers 

working for CCTV, Wang (2015) questions whether reality shows accurately reflect “reality” 

or simply “show[ing]” inane content. Others examine which sides of reality should be 

portrayed in order to convey good “lessons in conduct” and how to effectively inculcate 

educational messages in reality television. However, the expectations of delivering positive 

and educational messages in entertainment television is not only from above but also from 

below. As a survey of adolescent’s perception on reality television indicates, Chinese youths 

generally think that broadcasters should rectify the rife spreading of hedonism and 

consumerism in reality TV programs and reinforce its role in public education for common 

goods (Cheng, 2016). The interviewees also suggest that reality television should prioritize 

the following elements––correct social values and norms, positive messages, and Chinese 

traditional culture––instead of commercial benefits (Cheng, 2016). Coincidently the desired 



 

 65 

reality television formats are in accord with the state’s expectations, especially on the basis of 

enhancing the programs’ cultural meaning.  

It is unlikely to sustain audience applause of the majority if a format is deficient of 

cultural meanings. A Chinese-Korean co-production Twenty-four Hours (Erzhisi xiaoshi二

十四小時), broadcasted in Zhejiang Satellite channel, is based on the formula of time-

travelling bringing celebrities to the experience of Zheng He’s voyage, which is also the 

model of China’s One-belt-one-road and Maritime-silk-road policies. Celebrity participants 

are transferred to one of the silk road destinations in modern times for 24 hours in every 

voyage, to engage with local cultures and to complete gaming tasks. Nevertheless, viewers 

condemn that excessive and discrete gaming competitions have belittled the historical 

storyline and that the show does not properly bring out the implied political message 

throughout the episodes (Leng, 2016 Jan 24; Na, 2016 Feb 26). Although the discussion 

mostly centers on how the historical background can be better integrated in reality television 

format and story-telling, traditional cultures and history consist a significant part of pop 

culture that audiences habitually seek for, negotiate, and consume.  

Celebrating Mundanity 

Celebrities’ participation becomes a benchmark for reality show’s success, catering 

viewers’ fanatic for idols, and the indoctritainment productions are not exceptional. Instead 

of playing the role of celebrities, “participants are typically defined and presented as ‘social 

actors’ emanating from the everyday world to which viewers similarly belong and for whom 

television production is outside day-to-day experience” (Mast, 2016, p. 908). Accordingly, 

reality television features their performance analogous to the ordinary, domesticated, and 

mundane masses. It is said that public figures’ experiential participation of the ordinary life in 

Takes A Real Man and in similar shows such as The Great Challenge (Liaobuqi de tiaozhan

了不起的挑戰) is a recognition and appraisal to the contribution and hard work of the 
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ordinary workers (Chen, 2016), yet this is often not the case from the public’s point of view. 

The fame of celebrities garners and guarantees audience attention from the outset (Zhao, 

2015). Under the camera gaze, their “private lives are transformed into public spectacle 

through an emphasis upon drama and performance over information” (Wood & Skeggs, 

2011, p. 6), turning into an attraction for fans and viewers. Instead of ordinary laborers, the 

limelight still rests on the public figures and their performed ordinariness.  

It is risky to attest the effectiveness of indoctritainment simply by the figures of high 

audience ratings and many public discussions. In that, mass reception does not stem from the 

public acceptance and understanding of the state-mandated agendas, rather, it is the effect and 

aftermath of celebrity mechanism of viewing idols to making idols. Particularly if we 

scrutinize the online discussion platforms, common topics that viewers are gung-ho include 

celebrities’ dubious love relationships portrayed in the shows, personal charm, brand-name 

outfits, and the surrounding environment (i.e., travelling spots). Now and then, deviating 

from the state’s goal, the indoctritainment have made performers more known and popular 

than the state institutions and policies because of media coverage and public discussions. For 

instance, Wang Jingwu, the team leader of the celebrity participants in Takes A Real Man and 

an ordinary commander, is spun into a star because of flawless character that he displayed. 

After the series is released, the viewing number of his related posts on Weibo is nearly 750 

million, even outweighing the celebrity participants. No doubt, his compassion, integrity, 

self-sacrificing, and discipline, though staged, is a good representation to promote the public 

image of China’s military service on media. His personality, however, is not seen in relation 

to the Army but his personal attributes which people find favorable. In short, celebrity 

mechanism in the entertainment television and indoctritainment is one of the gold standards 

to popularity, while what the skilled audiences in fact indulge in is the performance of 

ordinariness and behaviors that viewers can derive relations to their day-to-day experiences.  
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Concluding Remarks 

In the promotion of reality television, both Chinese producers and media deliberately 

create the illusion that the camera gaze is faithful to the actual reality with the tactics of 

recording participants to sign a “reality” agreement in order to acknowledge the plots’ 

authenticity. Meanwhile, a lot of Chinese commentators have been envisioning their ideal 

model of reality television show, which is to portray the reality (the ordinary laborer, ethical, 

social and political issues in positive direction) rather than showing off personal charm, 

extravagance, and human selfish deeds. However, both media producers and viewers well 

acknowledge that the represented reality is scripted and edited. For instance, the indoctrinated 

entertainment shows imply political and international conflicts to delineate China’s role on 

the international state but neglect the engagement of military service of China’s army in 

actual situation. Specifically, the narratives never address issues like international tensions 

and potential threats, and the violence and destruction that the authoritarian state could bring 

to the domestic national members do not appear anywhere in the text. On purpose to fulfil 

viewers’ expectations, the commercial television productions create an illusion of 

representing reality, instill positive moral teaching, and portray celebrities and mundanity. To 

adapt in entertainment programs and popular genre, the state’s narratives have to be altered 

and compromised. The political indoctrination blended in entertainment formats therefore 

becomes part of the ephemeral products under consumerist gaze. The state’s enforcement on 

television quality enhancement not only intensifies the dissemination of political propaganda, 

but obliquely encourages audiences’ consumption of it, indulging in the programs by their 

read-between-the-line skills. This explains the phenomenon of high ratings and audiences’ 

demand of qualitied indoctrinated programs.  
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Chapter 4 – China’s Cultural Export to Greater China: Imagined Nationhood and 

Regional Conflicts 

 From the point of view of modern nationalism, neighborhoods exist 

principally to incubate and reproduce compliant national citizens––and not 

for the production of local subjects. Locality for the modern nation-state is 

either a site of nationally appropriated nostalgias, celebrations, and 

commemorations or a necessary condition of the production of nationals. 

(Appadurai, 1996, p. 190) 

Moving beyond national reproductions to the international context, this chapter intends to 

focus on format adaptation in the international level: how East Asian popular cultural flow 

impacts China’s consumption and agitates nationalist sentiments and audiences’ resistance, as 

well as how reality TV interweaves entertainment and politics. By looking at TV shows that 

involve multinational performers, I will probe into, firstly, China’s role as an importer of East 

Asian pop culture, how China borrows materials to articulate its national identity amidst the 

mediated interaction with people of other ethnicities and nations at the same time to 

emphasize its role on the international stage. The structure of media globalization and the 

cultural public space bring about national differences, conflicts, and antagonisms and are 

typified in public discourses on media. TV narratives and public participation work in tandem 

to consolidate China’s hegemonic ideology. Secondly, I will discuss the obstacles to forming 

a collective identity that transcends regional boundaries within Greater China and East Asian 

region. TV narratives and social media platforms are sites that discursively constitute the 

imagination of nationhood, modernity and national superiority over peripheral regions such 

as Taiwan and Hong Kong. The cross-boundary cultural consumption and audiences’ 

participation of reality TV weave the “mass mediated imaginary” that Appadurai coins (1996, 

p. 6), which reproduce the nation-state in banal form particularly in the device of language.  
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Television Globalization and Format Variations since 2000 

China’s transformation from a planned economy to a socialist market economy has 

redefined the economic structure, the role of media and the configuration of culture. Media 

commercialization in China brings its system in line with the world, which may also result in 

cultural homogenization and diversification of content (Chan, 2010). In a transnational 

commercial environment, Waisbord (2004) coins the word “McTelevision” to illustrate the 

circulation of canned programs. “Mc” is the prefix extracted from of McDonald’s, 

designating a universal business model aiming at globalized capitals and efficiency, while at 

the same time catering for specific market demands. Therefore, in the case of media industry, 

what he means by McTelevision is “the selling of programming ideas with a track record that 

are sufficiently flexible to accommodate local cultures to maximize profitability. The national 

origin of the format is less important than its effectiveness” (p. 378). The cultural meanings 

attached to globally circulated formats are national neutral because they are designed to 

penetrate into various national backgrounds. Plots in the metropolitan format are usually void 

of precise local references, yet the reproduced shows are not at all acultural, apolitical or 

anational. New signs are incorporated into domestic productions, including humor, recent 

social incidents, and local characters. Audiences are more inclined to consume domestic 

contents than translated or dubbed productions, though there is a lack of substantial 

explanation to the case, as Waisbord (2004) suggests. It could only be putatively inferred that 

viewers prefer programs that resonates with their own culture. Meanwhile, new social 

meanings are created in the localized programs, which are different from the original one. To 

explicate the hybridity of the global and the local in television formats, I will recount 

previous research on China’s first successful introduction of foreign format.  

The triumph of Super Girl 超級女星 (Season 2) in 2005 that attracted almost 400 

million viewers was thought to be the outset of the globalized format’s entrance into China’s 
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market. Its success affirms that the adaptation of globalized formats creates new forms of 

cultural commodities, and they are welcomed by the general public. Customized reality 

television shows gain audience attention not only because of the unprecedented involvement 

of ordinary performers and unscripted content, where the stage is prepared for the talented to 

earn fame, but also because of cultural familiarity that audiences can recognize and relate to. 

The format of Super Girl highly resembles American Idols, a variation of the music talent 

show Pop Idol in Britain. In China’s version,11 local elements including landscapes, rituals, 

traditions and ideologies can be flexibly added to mold the plots; hence, a local program is 

produced based on an identical format rather than re-broadcasting the original Idols in which 

the language and content is estranged from the locals. Compared to China’s counterparts who 

had officially adapted television formats stemmed from the US or Australia, Jian and Liu 

(2009) contends that China’s producers have a proclivity to eliminate “overt inanity and 

ridiculous attitude toward performers” (p. 525) so as to prevent public disgust. The 

contextualized content and localized media industry, including the use of websites and voting 

on telecommunication systems that enhance the viewer’s interaction, are accountable for the 

show’s success. On the symbolic level, the introduction of Super Girl, apart from implying 

China’s opening to the West, it simultaneously invites the outside world to be unfolded in 

China––portraying China’s understanding of the world and revealing China’s desire to evolve 

into a globalized country with a prosperous economy (De Kloet & Landsberger, 2012). 

Though the flow of technology, money, morality, concept of democracy and sexuality 

seemingly brings new perspectives to China’s pre-existing ideological positions, the show 

                                                      
11 I use “China’s version” instead of “Chinese version” throughout the chapter because there are places other 
than China that produce and adapt reality TV shows in a Chinese version; namely, Taiwan and Hong Kong. The 
focus of this thesis is on China’s media productions which work differently from the latter two. “Chinese” does 
not necessarily mean “China’s.” 
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itself is not reflexive of the social landscape, where the hierarchical positions of the nation-

state and the mainstream media industry are not profoundly challenged but consolidated.  

The high profile of Super Girl convinced China’s provincial satellites to carry on the 

trend of producing pastiches, adapting globalized formats into local productions either 

illegally or legally before 2010, after which regulations on license purchases were officially 

enacted to reform television’s production and quality. As an example, another prominent 

show, Who Wants To Be a Millionaire?, originating from Britain, started to broadcast in 2007 

on the Guizhou Satellite. China’s version (Baiwan zhiduoxing 百萬智多星) had been altered 

into a philanthropic activity where all the accumulated monetary reward would all be donated 

to charities instead of belonging to participants. Performers’ philanthropy demonstrates 

altruism, in contrast to hedonism that other countries represent, as if the show is a pedagogy 

of good human behavior and an ease to potential social fissure. With regard to socio-cultural 

differences, such ready-made television formulas are adjustable to various contexts. 

Producers can easily eradicate national and esoteric signs of the others and replace the signs 

with culturally specific materials of the locals. Language, the realm of questions, game rules, 

and plot setting are elements that could be modified according to cultural and political 

backgrounds.  

In fact, after the boom of Super Girl, between 2006 and 2009, many of China’s 

satellites had pirated and copied foreign formats to boost content diversity and revenue. As a 

result, mass production of low-quality television shows overflew the industry (Hsieh, 2015). 

With an intention to lower costs and fill up endless broadcasting hours, China’s producers 

constantly replicate formats with little changes and different performers. Due to a lack of 

copyright regulation in China, besides a few popular transnational pastiches like Dream of 

China (Mengxiang Zhongguo 夢想中國) and Shark Tank (Chuangzhi yingjia 創智贏家), 

many are jejune derivations. Commentators rebuke this phenomenon for impairing the 
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standards of morality, aesthetics, creativity, and audience fatigue is thus observed (Hsieh, 

2015). Along with China’s economic development in the global trade, globalization also 

fosters the liberal exchange of foreign pop culture. Yet in the transplantation of program 

formats––to bypass censorship––Western values, lifestyles, deteriorating human behavior, 

violence, and huge winning bonuses are superseded by contestants’ performability as well as 

their personal stories of success. In the following years, the Communist Party had been 

cracking down commercial entertainment that promotes the Western way of life, derides 

Chinese values in a negative tone, and contradicts the state’s ideologies (Liu, 2016 Aug 30).  

As global television formats burgeon, increasing local market niches bud from nation-

state to nation-state, and the inscription of national distinctiveness naturalizes national 

identity through the everyday viewing of national entities in banal forms. Conversely to 

Thomas Friedman’s notion in The World Is Flat (2006) that globalization that fuels the 

assumption of inevitable cultural homogenization, the media imperialism from the West and 

other East Asian countries does not monopolize and dominate China’s market. Rather, “the 

local can be so strong that the global becomes localized in the course of cultural production, 

marketing and distribution” (Chan, 2010, p. 203), as the global influence provides references 

to the local to fuse diverse forms, styles, or identities across national and cultural boundaries.  

East-Asian Cultural Tides and Media Regionalization 

Having successfully imitated the cultural globalization strategies of the West, Japan 

and Korea brand their soft products as global consumption goods and make an appeal to East 

Asian audiences. Global (Western) impact in China is seen less than the influence of the East 

Asian cultural flow, as Japan and Korea have decentralized the media power structure and 

become cultural leaders in the region. Today, there is no way to ignore South Korea’s 

(hereafter Korea) influence on China’s popular cultural production, given the fact that China 

is the biggest importer of Korean soft products (Kim, 2012). K-dramas (including reality 
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television as unscripted documentary) and Korean celebrities, whose images are untainted 

with inundating sex, crime and other unhealthy behaviors become good sources for the 

Greater China’s market, including mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and diaspora 

Chinese. The global formats originating in Korea are adapted and co-produced in China’s 

mainstream TV channels, and many of the Korean TV shows are dubbed and screened online 

illegally. The Chinese viewership and reproduction of Korean pop culture creates a cultural 

tide between the regions, and the circulation of K-pop and K-dramas as well enhances 

Korea’s cultural presence in other countries. The Chinese dependence on Korean cultural 

goods and formats not only facilitates the cross-border exchange in the Greater China’s 

sphere, such as fan clubs and transnational/transregional interaction in new media platforms; 

it also epitomizes the force of cultural regionalization based on the “Korean tide” (Chan, 

2010, p. 211).  

Standing between the terrain of globalization and localization, cultural regionalization 

is  

a tendency to construct geocultural spheres of proximity and intimacy 

beyond the nation-state’s boundary with identifiable logics and patterns of 

cultural production, circulation, and reproduction that are simultaneously 

autonomous from and interconnected with the forces of cultural 

globalization. (Choi, 2010, p. 116) 

The consumption of regional pop culture raises the possibility of a “pan-East Asian” identity 

emergence, even if the shelf-life of pop cultural products is short and the participation of fan 

communities is ephemeral (Chua, 2010). As Chua Beng Huat explains, the membership of 

the pan-East Asian community is acquired by the act of pop-cultural consumption, though 

instant and occasional. When the viewing pleasure lingers in consumers’ memories, it is 

likely to change their worldviews and personalities, and could cumulate the impact on 
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forming a pan-East Asian collective identity. On the one hand, transnational pop cultural flow 

mediates the constructed cultural proximity, intimacy and interconnectedness beyond 

national boundaries; on the other hand, it makes nationalities and ethnicities identifiable and 

tangible in the forms of linguistics, religion, tradition, and culinary, reasserting ethnic 

differences and distance (Choi, 2010). It is argued that foreignness and cultural distance, 

instead of cultural proximity, are the source of attraction in transnational cultural goods (Oh, 

2009).  

In the growing supranational interaction and cultural regionalization, we, at the same 

time witness intensified economic nationalism by means of cultural exportation to East Asia. 

For Japan, the political agenda of investing in Japanese cultural power is to resist media 

globalization from the West and advocate Japan’s “return to Asia” as a cultural leader amid 

the gradual industrialization and modernization of other Asian countries (Iwabuchi, 2002, p. 

5). Japanese nationalists immediately interpret the regional popularity of Japanese pop 

culture as “Asia-yearning-for-Japan,” believing that Asian people desire Japanese 

technology, affluence and pop culture as if Japan is the superior white (p. 66). Entering the 

hallyu (literally, Korean Wave) 2.0 era since 2008, when Japan’s position as cultural leader is 

declining, if not surpassed, Korea is the vying competitor for economic and cultural 

hegemony. Partially integrating and plagiarizing the Japanese strategic project on pop culture 

(a.k.a. Japan’s Cool), the Korean government in Lee Myung-bak’s era supported cultural 

exportation through increasing subsidies in the cultural sector. It is interesting that “under 

neo-liberal reform, the primary role of the Korean government has been somewhat decreased, 

as expected; however, the nation-state remains and unexpectedly intensifies its role in 

popular culture,” as Jin states (2014, p. 91). Though Korea’s hands-on approach on cultural 

policy is framed by an economic interest in the consumer-based market, it appears that the 

Korean government is actively promoting national culture and presence through its 
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exportation. Cultural nationalism in transnational media does not seem to fade in the decade 

of 2010, as the Korean government declared the plan of hallyu 3.0 in 2012 (Jung, 2015). In 

the cases of Japan and Korea, both countries utilize pop culture as the tool to arouse foreign 

interest and admiration of the depth, complexity and authenticity of Japanese and Korean 

cultures. 

To reach the global market, transnational Korean public figures are engendered with 

an ambivalent image of choukjeok (無國籍), a nationless and hybridized character, in order 

to survive in different cultural backgrounds (Jung, 2013). Yet choukjeok is not the same as 

Iwabuchi’s term “cultural odourless” (Iwabuchi, 2002, p. 27) which means that the subject 

has no cultural imprint and that the producing country cannot be recognized.12 Rather, the 

constructed choukjeok image itself is a hybrid mimicry of the modern others and a 

stereotyped self-perception that is “associated positively with a particular product in the 

consumption process [emphasis in original]” (Jung, 2013). For either Japan or Korea, export 

of culture might not be able to stir a sense of yearning for Japan/Korea like Hollywood’s 

productions containing the embedded American ideology of freedom and democracy can. But 

their pop cultural exports give chances for East Asian audiences to (re)discover and 

understand Japan and Korea, and to change their neighbors’ impression of history from 

negative to positive (Oh, 2009). Without a doubt, the circulation of pop culture in East Asia 

intensifies transnational/regional cooperation. However, according to Iwabuchi, 

“transnational cultural power does not necessarily mean the straightforward embodiment and 

recognition of one culture’s superiority over another but can be defined as the capacity of a 

culture to produce symbolic images and meanings” (2002, p. 133). As the cultural flow is 

uneven and never power-free, cultural borrowing and appropriation lead not only to 

                                                      
12 In his definition, audiovisual products––namely, consumer technologies, animation, and computer/video 
games–are characterized as “cultural odorless” in which the cultural features of a country and origin are 
obscure.  
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adaptation and hybridization, but also to the capacity allows a strategical articulation of 

national identity and resistance to assimilation. The statist nationalism embedded in global 

media format does not decease when programs cross national borders; rather, the recipients 

could appropriate media representations and meanings to demarcate national, ethnic and 

racial differences and consolidate their own national images.  

By means of transnational cultural flow, East Asian audiences are able to receive 

images, symbols, and meanings from their neighbors in the form of commodities. Cultural 

proximity and collectivity are mediated through the hybridized, localized, and stereotyped 

representations in transnational content. Although the production and consumption process is 

an unequal flow centering in Japan and Korea and with cultural power rippling outwards, the 

recipient countries could maximize the capacity of cultural borrowing to resist the power of 

regional culture and cultural assimilation. In particular, more than a decade had passed after 

the acknowledged entrance of transnational television in China, but media regulations 

imposed by the state’s watchdog do not seem to loosen for better media development and 

international collaborations. China’s privatization of the television industry makes the market 

harder to predict and control. Even so, the state’s censor does not cease to control 

transnational cooperation and cultural import so as to harden the state’s ideological control in 

the non-political spheres. Under this circumstance, national idiosyncrasies are emphasized 

which not only consolidate national identities and boundaries, but undermine the intended 

process of media regionalization carried out by Japan and Korea. I will now turn to China’s 

cultural appropriation of Korean formats and discuss how it creates mass-mediated events 

and fuels the nationalist mood.  

Formation of the Chinese Sphere in China’s TV Productions and Exportations 

Compared to productions before 2010, far fewer ordinary performers are seen 

participating in China’s reality television. Instead, shows filming the private, daily, and 
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ordinary lives of celebrity performers are the majority. In addition, recently, national athletes 

such as Yao Ming, Sun Yang, and Fu Yuen-hui, have started performing in TV shows with 

well-known pop stars. This phenomenon is reckoned as the aftermath of the entertainment 

sector’s expansion (Wong, 2016 June 11). Because of the drastic increase of pop stars, 

entertainment news and pop cultures have become the major sources of public discussion, the 

disclosure of celebrities’ private lives is part of the money-making formula to satisfy the 

voyeuristic desire of audiences. Or, another reason of more celebrities appearing in reality 

television might be attributed to the adaptation of Korean formats. Prominent shows like 

Running Man, I Am a Singer, Sisters Over Flowers (indigenized in China as Benpaoba 

xiongdi 奔跑吧兄弟, Woshi geshou 我是歌手, Huayang jiejie 花樣姐姐 respectively) are all 

transnational13 programs performed by celebrities. The well-recognized faces of transnational 

celebrities who represent their nation are now a key factor of mediating trans/nationalism. 

Popular culture and the media as a public sphere are often politicized, and accordingly, 

transnational pop stars can no longer be politically innocent or neutral (Tsai, 2008).  

The fact that public figures’ performances arouse public and political conflicts is not 

rare when it comes to national animosity such as that between China and Korea, China and 

Japan, and sometimes within the Greater China itself (i.e., between China, Taiwan, Hong 

Kong and other diasporic Chinese). Taiwan, Hong Kong, and other diaspora Chinese are 

considered as ethnic Chinese population outside of China, who do not possess citizenship of 

China but are racially bound together because of the cultural and historical inheritance of 

Confucianism. In the portrayed interaction of transnational celebrities and the staged cross-

border talent competitions, the nationalist sentiment of the public is mediated in commercial 

mass media (reality TV shows and entertainment news) and in new media platforms (Weibo 

                                                      
13 By “transnational”, I mean not only the adaptation of transnational program formats, but also the involvement 
of transnational artists. 
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and Baidu Tie Ba) where the ordinary public can take part. The TV narratives on screen and 

other media events illustrate a “mass-mediated imaginary” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 6) that offer 

a site of realizing national unity and its neighborhood.  

A lot of China’s adaptations, including talent shows, game shows, and dating shows, 

denote transnational and transregional competitions, highlighting China’s privilege over the 

foreign and ethnic others. For instance, I Am a Singer (Woshi geshou 我是歌手),14 a China-

Korean co-production, invites transnational and transregional singers in singing talent 

competition, ranging from the sinophonic (Hong Kong, Taiwan, Malaysian Chinese and 

Singaporean Chinese) to non-Chinese-speaking countries including Korea and Kazakhstan. 

In regard to the competition result, there has been rumor that only singers of mainland 

Chinese nationality would win the first place, while in reality, no singers of other 

nationalities had ever won. A Kazakhs contestant, Kudaibergen, said in the show that his 

obstacle to winning is his inability to sing in Chinese (Hong & Sun, 2017 February 11). As 

such, proficiency of speaking China’s official language is the prerequisite of success, which 

implies the hierarchy in China privileging national members over foreign talents, even in a 

competition of music. Another example is Running Man (Benpaoba xiongdi 奔跑吧兄弟),15 

a globalized format originating in Korea, which is a game show that invites different famous 

celebrities across East Asia to participate. Before the embargo on Korean pop cultures, 

Korean pop idols were invited to take part in some episodes as guess performers. In the 

interaction between Koreans and Chinese, the former talk to the latter in Korean while the 

latter respond in Chinese. Their communication can only be understood when audiences rely 

on subtitles to tackle the foreign utterances. Similarly, this portrayal underscores the 

                                                      
14 The show began to air in 2013. However, due to China’s ban on Korean pop culture (Anti-Korean Measures) 
on September 1, 2016, the show discontinued from Season 4 onwards. It wass then repackaged as a new China’s 
production Singer 2017 (Geshou 歌手 2017) with slight changes in plots and game rules from the original. 
15 The above situation happens to Running Man. It is broadcasted as a new China’s local show named Keep 
Running (Benpao ba 奔跑吧) because of the Anti-Korean Measures. 
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Otherness of the East Asian neighbor, though the actors perform mutual understanding in two 

different languages.  

These TV contests instantiate China’s “going-out” of exporting pop cultural goods. 

Though the formats did not originate in China, the adapted and co-produced versions are sold 

to overseas TV broadcasters–mainly from ethnic Chinese regions like Hong Kong, Taiwan, 

and Malaysia. Foreign channels air China’s (re)productions, without dubbings or much post-

editing, for free to their audiences. Very often, China’s TV narratives illustrate itself as one 

of the players on the global stage that share modern commonalities and assert the national 

differences, privileges, and superiority of being a Chinese citizen. Therefore, when China’s 

productions are exported to ethnic Chinese regions or when ethnic Chinese are involved, the 

China’s gaze is imposed on the ethnic Chinese populations; mostly, this triggers the ethnic 

Chinese to re-demarcate the national boundaries, distancing themselves from being 

“Chinese.” 

Prasenjit Duara (1996) has written of the construction of national boundaries where 

different communities have shared cultural practices, for example, language, dialect, culinary 

habits, and religion. He considers cultural practices as “soft boundaries” if they identify a 

community and the community shares and does not bar the others from self-consciously or 

unconsciously adopting the common cultural practices (p. 49). Communities that 

circumscribe with soft boundaries do not see the mutual breaching of boundary as a menace, 

but they tolerate the coterminous boundaries, and sometimes could coalesce into a group. In 

contrast, as Duara continues, communities with hard boundaries are intolerant to the other’s 

appropriation of shared practices, and tend to privilege and distinguish their differences. The 

soft boundaries and hard boundaries could co-exist or develop from one to another. Even if 

he does not concretely point out the conditions of the boundaries, but the metaphor of 
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“soft/hard” is a device for us to understand the ethnic populations’ enmity towards China’s 

state nationalism that is channeled as China’s “soft power.”  

Language plays a vital role in consolidating national and ethnic boundaries in TV 

shows. In that, language designates more than linguistic patterns; it also conveys the forms of 

judgements, emotions, and beliefs about nationhood (Billig, 1995). Sharing the same written 

form of language among China and ethnic Chinese populations, the circulation of sinophonic 

pop culture could construct a sense of community more easily than other transnational 

contents because of the foregrounding values implied in the language itself. With the 

inclusion of mainland Chinese and ethnic Chinese in entertainment TV, the TV shows 

construct the transnational and transregional relation by affirming the ideology of “Chinese” 

and “Chineseness” (Chua, 2012). In I Am A Singer (Woshi Geshou 我是歌手), Chinese-

speaking singers (using Putonghua) engage with one another backstage to exchange their 

comments and ideas on music where they are filmed. Footages allude to friendships rather 

than animosity between them in speeches of encouragement, appreciation and mentions of 

their private communication even though they are competitors. As such, a border is set 

around the Chinese sphere in which non-Chinese speaking contestants do not belong. 

Especially in singing contests, insofar as music cannot be dubbed, “to Chinese listeners, 

Japanese and Korean [foreign] lyrics are nothing short of a string of nonsense sounds with 

which it is difficult to sing along without the requisite language competence” (Chua, 2010, p. 

222). It is evinced that the non-Chinese speaking celebrities would ultimately perform 

Chinese songs to gain public resonance. Or, in China Central Television’s production of 

Avenue of Stars (Xingguang dadao 星光大道), which is a format that resembles the British 

show Pop Idol, ordinary performers of different races would unsurprisingly perform in fluent 

Chinese. The show features white and other racial minorities as naturalized citizens in China. 
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In particular, language is the soft boundary that identifies “Chinese” as a trans-border 

community, and such identity transcends nationality, ethnicity, and race.  

When the contestants sporadically speak in dialects and slangs in their dialogues, the 

linguistic multiplicity circumvents the sense of “wideness” in the Chinese sphere (Holden & 

Ergul, 2006, p. 113). The performance of transnational, transregional and naturalized Chinese 

celebrities on site reinforces the imagination of these locations “being together” as a coherent 

unit in the world (Chua, 2012). However, it is unlikely that the imagination of “Chinese” and 

“Chineseness” inherited from the soft boundaries are widely accepted and adopted by the 

ethnic Chinese populations. Though there is no mention of political or international conflicts 

throughout the entertainment TV shows, the transnational and transregional talent 

competitions are in fact political. It is not rare that the China’s producers tend to favor 

China’s contestants in order to propagate China’s rising power in the world and self-

congratulate in the media representations. In particular, China’s contestants are likely to win 

over the national, ethnic and racial others. When the suppressed regions like Hong Kong and 

Taiwan receive China’s TV productions, the plots could trigger the underlying resistance of 

the public as political conflicts that have been existing between the regions. Audiences of 

Hong Kong and Taiwan are enraged by China’s narratives of its superiority on screen and 

therefore begin war on new media platforms. Their reaction porously extends to the political 

realm, and it gives materials for the entertainment news producers to bring the TV 

competition to political discussion.  

China’s Imaginary Superiority and Modernity 

China’s adaptations have installed China’s political and ideological hegemony over 

other nations and regions and the contents are widely broadcasted to the domestic audiences 

through officially recognized channels. The filming of the behavior of the celebrities and the 

ordinary people normalize the consciousness of national identity in everyday life, such as 
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how one should behave as a member of the nation and as a modern nation in the international 

community. Michael Billig (1995) terms “banal nationalism” as naturalization of reproducing 

nationalism in the everyday. As he states, it is 

the ideological habits that enable the established nations […] to be 

reproduced. […] Daily, the nation is indicated, or “flagged,” in the lives of 

its citizenry. Nationalism, far from being an intermittent mood in 

established nations, is the endemic condition. (p. 6) 

The ideological habits are not explicit; they are almost undiscernible, when the community is 

constantly practicing them. Similarly in the reality TV narratives enclosed in China’s media 

production restraints and local filming resources, China’s productions are the most reachable 

content for the general public, and the media contents reinforces the understanding of the 

world and nations through the gaze of China.  

As explained, the common use of language connects different national and regional 

communities and forms the Chinese sphere by means of the pop cultural flow. On the other 

hand, language sets as a boundary to build national distinctiveness and uniqueness of China. 

In particular, the monolingual Putonghua (Beijing standard) is branded as the preponderant 

language in the eyes of China. Communication problems between transnational and 

transregional performers and China’s Putonghua speakers sometimes occur and the mistakes 

of the formers are made fun of. As in I Am A Singer (Woshi Geshou 我是歌手), whenever 

performers mispronounce words or misunderstand slang words, idioms, or expressions, that 

moment will be shown on screen with additional effects and pop-up subtitles, identifying 

their mistakes and the corrected form of words without interrupting the speakers. In some 

instances, bad footages are extracted and edited to play repeatedly for mockery. Non-

mainlanders’ inability to master fluent Putonghua in Beijing standard is often emphasized, 

separating people from different mother tongues, from the national language to dialects, from 
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center to periphery. However, the highlighting of language inaccuracy is not featured in 

mainland performers, though they can make mistakes either.  

On the other hand, some transnational and transregional performers would imitate a 

“genuine” Chinese. Some of the transnational and transregional celebrities in TV shows seem 

to blend into the majority––for example, in their choice of words, accents, use of slangs, or 

language accuracy highly resembling to mainland Putonghua speakers. The communication 

accommodation theory coined by Howard Giles (2015) can explain their imitation behavior. 

According to Giles, intergroup communication “involves [a] cluster of people on the one 

hand, and [a] cluster of people on the other that are in conflict or tension [sic]” and the 

communication is based on the characteristics of the group as a whole rather than personal 

attributes of an individual, in which prejudice, discrimination, and stereotypes occur. For 

people who want to make their group identity salient, they would stress the positive image 

and categorization through voice, language, stressing style, and demeanor. Conversely, the 

communication accommodation theory explains the process of how people consciously or 

unconsciously deviate from their origins, adapting to cultural features from situation to 

situation. As such, national and ethnic differences are suppressed by TV performers to 

accommodate mainland China in the staged media representation. In either way––

highlighting language inaccuracy or assimilation––upholding proper Putonghua in reality 

television shows naturalizes China’s standard as the norm, provided that identity is expressed 

by what and how one speaks. 

A Bright World (Shijie qingnian shuo 世界青年說), an indigenized talk show in 

Korean format Non-summit, is produced by Jiangsu Television and features international 

male youth representatives ranging from the United States, European countries, Japan, India 

to Congo to moot on selected social issues. Informal Talks (Feizhengshi huitan 非正式會談) 

is a similar format yet is produced by the rival Hubei Television and focuses on cultural 
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discussions and introduction of special cultural practices in different countries. Throughout 

the shows, the international representatives use Putonghua as their common language rather 

than English or their own languages, and China is staged in the middle of a conference table 

as a participant and a host. Such a format for screening foreigners is not uncommon in East 

Asian TV (re)productions with similar shows in Taiwan and Korea. There is a tendency for 

China’s adaptations to promote China as a developed nation like the West and to inform its 

target audiences about the importance of aligning with the “modern and civilized,” whereas 

Taiwan’s talk shows pay more attention to local and foreign gender roles and differences. For 

example, speaking of the fast food culture, the American representative states that typical 

developed countries would have a KFC, McDonald’s, and Starbucks, while representatives 

from Iran and Egypt admit that none of these branches exist in their countries (Li, Guo, et al, 

2015 August 13). The standard of categorization also immediately demarcates that China is 

one of the established modern nations, and even surpasses the American branches by 

providing food delivery. China is portrayed as sharing the same temporality and 

contemporaneity with the Western Others. Without actually filming the modernized 

landscape and technology of the foreign countries, the discussion of performers construct the 

imagination of China’s condescending position and the coevalness (Fabian, 1983, p. 23) with 

the other developed and modernized nations through the sharing of various universal codes.  

The filming of foreign performers in TV shows like A Bright World and Informal 

Talks reifies the “international community” in manly figures and reflects their cultural roots 

and upbringings in the dialogues. In each episode, the speakers introduce the cultural 

practices such as wedding traditions, culinary habits, and transportation regulations of their 

own countries, while they could also comment and criticize one another. Vaguely 

manifesting the love of their nations and sense of belonging, their narratives in fact frame 

national identity by cultural features and standards to distinguish oneself from the others and 
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claiming “we are not like that.” The shows “provided technical means for ‘re-presenting’ the 

kind of imagined community that is the nation [emphasis in original]” (Anderson, 1991, p. 

30). Nonetheless, regardless how “international” the show seems, the concepts of the 

“globe,” the “modern,” and the “civilized” that appear in the discussions are scripted by 

China’s producers. Even the foreigners’ judgements on the others which are staged to be real 

and original are libellous statements from China’s imagination. The talk shows portray an 

international context of China vis-à-vis the foreign Others, which not only create an 

“imagined world” where China plays a part, but also emphasizes the cultural differences and 

distance (Anderson, 1991, p. 39).  

Kim (2005) argues that transnational TV shows open a space for viewers to reflect on 

their lives and imagine new possibilities in their social context. Similarly, the inclusion of 

transnational performers in China’s TV shows create a condition for viewers’ recognition of 

their identity and knowing the outside world. But as the narratives of China’s superiority and 

modernity are directed by media producers, audiences are emotionally and unconsciously 

guided by and adapted to the state discourses when the ideological media contents surround 

them. China’s TV institutions may borrow production idea and cultural references from their 

counterparts in the West and other East Asian nations, but they partly appropriate the plots as 

a constituent part of the state’s propaganda infrastructure (Chan, 2010). In other words, 

audiences would habitually receive the banal forms of nationalism in the media narratives 

that affirm national supremacy in the inter-national encounter. To comply with the state’s 

expectations, media narratives represent the opening of China and China’s engagement on the 

international stage, while the representations are the tool to drive nationalistic mood in 

individuals that audiences can feel and engage. 

Cultural Public Sphere and Political Factions 
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The circulation of transnational TV formats and celebrities does not only indicate 

regional collaborations and integrations; what is more is the manifestation of the irreducible, 

if not emphasized, national and regional differences. As delineated, China’s worldview of the 

nation, the globe, and modernity is discursively constituted in TV shows and disseminated to 

mainland viewers, which consolidate the boundary of the nation in banal form. In audiences’ 

daily reception of TV contents, the nation is reproduced not only in TV shows but also in the 

audiences’ active participation in media culture. Audiences have a proclivity to comply with 

the ideology in the mixture of politics, cultural publics, and personal emotion.  

One of the prominent singers from Taiwan, Yang Zong-wei enrolled in the I Am a 

Singer but was eliminated very soon. The result enraged many Taiwanese audiences, and the 

Taiwanese fans accused the hierarchical grading system of tilting towards China. Another 

controversy broke out when GEM, a Hong Kong female singer, attended the same show. 

Because of her well-received performance on that platform, she spins into a household name 

in mainland China. Media interprets her rhetoric of embracing China as her support for the 

Chinese Communist Party and disdain towards Hong Kong’s locality and position. Media 

coverage made her speech viral in entertainment news and among Hong Kong and China’s 

netizens. Millions of people viewed it and contributed their comments in Weibo. Fans’ 

support for singers hence becomes a political decision and there is a division of two 

oppositional camps of standing either for or against mainland China. In the context of the 

political dispute over Hong Kong and Taiwan’s independent governance, the transregional 

talent competition and the media coverage, similar to international sports games, are sites that 

arouse different identities. Audiences’ political identity was “turned on” in such situations. 

As Michael Billig writes, “national identity is more than an inner psychological state or an 

individual self-definition: it is a form of life, which is daily lived in the world of nation-

states” (1995, p. 69). National identities are latent and internalized in individuals’ everyday 



 

 87 

living, but the identities would be made salient in factions and struggles for power. As 

viewers from the mainland, Hong Kong and Taiwan have different understandings and 

imaginations of “national community” and “national unity,” the disjuncture is disclosed in 

TV competitions and the subsequent public controversy.  

The concatenation––the viewing of China’s localized TV productions, the divergent 

audiences’ feedbacks that are pertinent to international and interregional politics, as well as 

the ensuing mass media coverage––is a “mass-mediated event” and “mass-mediated 

discourse” which the general masses experience, accept, and reproduce in their identities 

(Appadurai, 1996, p. 6). The media fabricates the imaginary relation (and disjuncture) of 

neighborhoods in the modern world, and it urges the constitution of national features and 

social practices of the self to distinguish the political and ethnical identity. To put it another 

way, media cultures and events constitute a cross-border public sphere where people can 

imagine communities and openly argue and claim cultural, historical and political ownership 

from one to another. Existing studies have shown that media cultures are imperative in 

forming people’s public sphere on the national level (McGuigan, 2005). In the media public 

sphere, local and transnational audiences not only partake in viewership but can speak in the 

cross-bordering communications on social media platforms. Indeed, the people’s 

participation involves “the articulation of politics, public and personal, as a contested terrain 

through affective (aesthetic and emotional) modes of communication” (p. 435). Individuals’ 

cultural consumption is never private and personal but is entangled with politics and the 

public.  

On the international politics’ level, concurrently, due to Korea’s military cooperation 

with the United States regarding the Terminal High Altitude Area Defence (THAAD) system, 

which is thought to endanger China’s security––China decided to ban Korean cultural 

imports in order to carry out an economic punishment on Korea. Effective on September 1, 
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2016, generally termed as Xianhanling or Jinghanling (literally translated as Anti-Korea 

Measures), all Korean popular cultural products were banished from China. This ban was a 

major amendment to China’s media corporations as Korean cultural goods had become 

deeply rooted in TV show productions, and the Korean Wave had been thriving in China. 

Under the ban, the Chinese government had not only prohibited the licensing of television 

programs, transnational co-productions, films, dubbed K-drama, and K-pop; it had also 

prohibited Korean entertainers from appearing in China’s media. Thus, China’s media 

producers had to rename all of the once coproduced Korean television formats and redesign 

the program plots in order to purge Korean influences and not to violate copyrights. 

Interestingly, under the authoritative government policy, the majority of Chinese fans had 

shown support to the ban. In a public forum in Baidu.com (China’s version of Yahoo) under 

the discussion topic of Anti-Korean Measures, some of the fans uphold the patriotic slogan of 

“No idols in the face of country [China]” (國家面前無偶像), and the idea that sacrificing a 

little self-interest and entertainment is nothing compared to China being infringed and 

insulted (Baidu teiba, 2017). Although alternative channels for viewing the illegal streaming 

of Korean shows are built on overseas servers, which will not be supervised by the Chinese 

government, the public generally abandon watching Korean programs. Nationalist statements 

and online discourses of ordinary citizens and public figures align with the state out of 

fervent sentiments and affections.  

More conflicts are observed and inferred to happen in cultural regionalization. As 

Koichi Iwabuchi writes, “inter-Asian media circulation has brought about not just cross-

boundary connections but also cross-boundary disparity, division, antagonism and 

marginalization” (2010, p. 205). As China spreads statist propaganda in mass media by 

adapting transnational popular culture, nationalist sentiment will mount in tandem in the 

cultural public space and political disputes. On press and social media platforms, there are 
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reportage of the sharp decline of tourists to Korea, and China’s guerrilla shoppers disturbing 

Korean supermarket branches. As mainland China’s productions normalize and justify the 

national unity of China, Hong Kong and Taiwan, as well as consolidate the rising national 

power in the international stage, the public retrospectively reproduces narratives on 

international politics––for instance, public support for the party-state is seen in the disputes 

over the South China Sea sovereignty, THAAD, and China’s regime on Hong Kong and 

Taiwan in forms of protests, boycott, and online controversy. According to Sara Ahmed 

(2014), the emotion of hate emerges when a subject “is endangered by imagined others 

whose proximity threatens not only to take something away from the subject (jobs, security, 

wealth), but to take the place of the subject” (p. 43). For mainland audiences, the outside 

threat to national unity and security agitates the love of the nation and hate of the outsiders, 

which turn into Chinese nationalist sentiments. The love of the nation is no longer suppressed 

but revealed and negotiated in the cultural publics in the discourse to protect the nation. And 

it is also the emotion of hate that binds the imagined subjects together. The Chinese 

narratives in popular culture on the one hand portrays China’s fantasy of hegemony in the 

international realm; on the other hand, cultural publics become the platform for the general 

masses to articulate and reproduce their political and cultural superiority which differentiate 

themselves from the threatening others. For non-mainland Chinese audiences, witnessing 

China’s rising political-economic power and the nationalist imagination of assimilating their 

regions on screen, they have a stronger urge of resistance and antagonism, for fear of losing 

their political advantage and autonomy.  

Concluding Remarks 

Despite the sharing of pop cultures in East Asia, China’s (re- or co-)productions are 

unlikely to culturally deterritorize and regionalize the Chinese-speaking community or the 

East Asian sphere. The transnational consumption of Japanese and Korean pop cultures 
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embodies media globalization that, aside from contending against the forces of global 

homogenization and local heterogenization, as well promotes cultural regionalization 

(Iwabuchi, 2002). However, in the case of China as a media recipient and a cultural exporter 

to Greater China, China’s collaborations and borrowing of the East Asian formats are indeed 

inward-looking, self-congratulating and integrated with a hegemonic ideology that targets 

mainland audiences. If the exportation of Japanese or Korean cultural products is an exercise 

of soft power, China’s adaptations manifest a resistance against inter-Asia integration and 

regionalization. At the same time, peripheral regions that receive China’s nationalist content 

also demonstrate defiance against China’s hierarchical performances. Its productions are 

unlikely to encourage regional integration but inter-Asian conflicts and antagonism in the 

transnational and transregional mediated events and representations. It is perhaps too 

optimistic to desire a collective identity of the Chinese or of the East Asian regions by the 

circulation of TV formats. From the TV narratives and the vehement contestations on 

transnational and transregional issues on media, we shall see that the nationalist discourses 

are a mood and media meme that is engineered and agitated in popular cultural forms.  
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Chapter 5 – Conclusion 

During the two years of conducting this research project, the state has imposed and re-

enforced many more media regulations to control public opinion, rectify the sprouting of 

unapproved (foreign) ideas, and even respond to international affairs. The regulator imposes 

additional media control when new media platforms and new media forms emerge. In this 

thesis I investigated the state’s appropriation and borrowing of transnational popular culture 

in consolidating China’s propaganda apparatus in the age of media globalization. By 

reviewing literature of TV shows in the ten years, I accentuated the changing role of the state 

censor, state media, and commercial television stations to deploy the contouring of global 

culture in domestic productions in approaching Xi Jinping’s era. Contributing to the 

understanding of East Asian pop cultural flow, this project probes into China’s position as a 

transnational cultural importer and as a cultural producer for the Chinese-speaking sphere, in 

order to add to a growing body of literature on format adaptations and statist nationalism in 

pop culture. The significance of this research is that it extends the discussion of China’s 

reality TV adaptation to the influences of Korean Wave and the ban on Korean cultural 

imports in 2016 and explores how the adaptations capture social phenomenon and under-

represented social issues, namely class division, audiences’ viewing strategies, and the 

disseminating power to illustrate national history and identity. China’s party-state appears to 

have been strictly controlling global influence and public opinion in the domestic sphere, as 

well as indoctrinating the state’s goals through the mass media, in which China’s exercise of 

soft power mainly affects its domestic recipients. Looking at the merging of the reality 

television genre and the propaganda apparatus, I expanded on the politics of program 

productions and reception and suggested that the success of televised indoctrination is a 

media meme.  
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Despite the party-state’s control over popular media and the provincial stations’ 

implementation of self-censorship, the political messages in popular genre are not in 

congruence but they are more like slogans and moods. On the one hand, the state media 

censor implements regulations to halt the spreading of consumerist behavior and Western 

values, as well as to restore traditional Chinese virtues. The filming of celebrity experiential 

journey in the rural areas is controversial because it reveals the extravagance of the wealthy 

stratum and the widening wealth gap, endangering national stability and harmony. On the 

other hand, to satisfy the market demand for reality television shows, similar plots are used in 

the state station’s making of reality programs that aim at advocating for the grassroot 

laborers. Although the narratives have switched to underscore people’s hard work which is 

the cornerstone of establishing China’s modernity, the ethnic minorities, peasants and the 

working class are still exoticized under the camera gaze. Audiences are invited to view the 

under-class to satisfy their voyeuristic pleasure as if the latter are backward and 

underdeveloped and need political and financial support from the Han Chinese. The gaze of 

the celebrities looking at the underclass exposes and creates class division, in which the 

modern Han Chinese is positioned at the top of the hierarchy, rather than as a representation 

of mutual appreciation. In other words, the under-class is made visible on screen to create an 

imagination of national diversity. Returning to the discussion of state nationalism and the 

transnational cultural adaptation, this research has deployed the complexities of the market 

and the state in contouring global culture into the local productions. Even if the state and 

commercial media have been trying hard to dovetail didactic messages in transnational 

formats, some of the plots would in turn expose conflicts that the state suppresses.  

At the same time, as the popular narratives of the nation and national history become 

part of the entertainment format, TV programs render the state propaganda contents mere 

consumption goods. With the availability of alternative media and in the people’s 
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enhancement of media literacy, the mechanism of propaganda work differently as it did in the 

Mao era. Although mass media continues to play the role of national mouthpiece, 

disseminating the state’s pedagogy in popular culture that is accessible to common people, 

the use of popular genre has brought different effects into society. Despite state-mandated 

nationalism in popular content, the propaganda mechanism in both state station and 

provincial stations does not expel their audiences as people develop new modes of reading––

indulging in watching China’s reality television by separating pleasure from political 

messages. In the marriage of propaganda and popular genre, I reconsidered the popularity and 

success of the televised indoctrination by identifying the reasons for the domestic audience’s 

preference of China’s productions over the foreign ones. Because viewers can culturally 

relate the incidents portrayed in China’s reality television shows to everyday life, audiences 

enjoy negotiating the representations of reality, mundanity and cultural meanings. Unlike 

what the state perceives, high audience rating does not denote the effectiveness of educating 

public and promoting national politics.  

On the other hand, as transnational formats transplant to local context, the adaptations 

themselves are already a banal media of construing nationalism, even when political figures, 

national anthem and flag are absent in the media portrayal. China’s media industry connects 

the local with the global popular culture by means of transnational cooperation and imitation, 

while the state filters global materials by imposing media regulations to comply with the 

state’s goals. China’s narratives of adaptations project the imagination of China’s image in 

the globe and modernity to satisfy the state and audiences in China. From China’s 

perspective, the regional circulation of television formats does not bring about cultural 

homogeneity or synchronization; however, the local spin-offs have consolidated Chinese 

political and cultural identities, provided that the narratives stress cultural distinctiveness 

rather than East Asian cultural proximity. China’s national identity and superiority on the 
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international stage are manifested in the popular narratives, which are part of the domestic 

audiences’ everyday viewing and sources of information. The representations of national 

subjects, vis-a-vis national others, naturalize the loyalty and love of the nation, as the 

imagination binds the national subjects together. Therefore, when international conflicts 

occur, the incidents can easily arouse national sentiment, which is also revealed and 

negotiated in the cultural publics––for example, the public-initiated boycott of foreign 

products, online wars, and media coverage of small-scale public movements. While 

audiences do not perceive transnational celebrities appearing in China’s entertainment 

television as politically innocent, the public figures become figurative targets for Chinese 

nationalists to spread antagonism against the foreign others. The intention of fanning 

nationalism in popular genre could in contrast lead to public dissatisfaction about social 

inequality and regional disharmony between China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Korea. To 

conclude, nationhood, ethnicity, and modernity are common themes that often appear in state 

media. With the engagement of commercial stations in the TV industry, the official narratives 

of the history, and the relationship of self and others become more miscellaneous. It does not 

necessarily jeopardize the state governance but might occasionally narrate social conditions 

in a way that does not favor the state.  

Finally, a number of limitations need to be considered in this project. Firstly, the 

present study has only explored format adaptations in China, while the investigation of the 

original Korean versions is lacking. A cross-national study of the Chinese and Korean 

versions of the same format might reflect China’s narratives on citizen identity and 

authenticity and how cultural codes pertain to the localized context. As transnational formats 

stand between the local and the global, cultural proximity and distinctiveness are negotiated 

in the process of localization. Undoubtedly Korea and China share a lot of cultural 

commonalities, and how Chinese media producers narrate themselves to distinguish national 
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members in transnational cultures would be of great help in understanding the imagination of 

Chineseness. Though reality television is not at all reflective of the real world, the cross-

cultural representations of global and local “reality” are elements that could be further 

investigated but which I have yet to cover. Secondly, there are other states using reality 

television to fan nationalist sentiment that worth evaluation and comparison. For instance, 

Japan and the US appropriate similar strategies to normalize the imagined bondage of the 

national subjects and they are also major format exporters in the world. Further research is 

needed to determine the global implications in China in terms of media structures, 

reformation and co-productions, and in the state policies which encourage transnational 

adaptations and collaborations with other modern nation-states, while at the same time 

suppressing global influences. In general, it is very likely that China will continue to use 

transnational pop culture so as to reinforce the propaganda mechanism as well as to follow 

the trend of media globalization for boosting market revenue and program quality. The 

opening of China’s market, which has attracted foreign investments, and, most importantly, 

production technology and ideas, helps China transplant transnational success into the local 

market and catch up with international standards. However, as the state does not loosen its 

surveillance on mass media, media policies could repress media creativity and innovation, 

and only allows state-oriented contents to dominate. Under the strong presence of the state 

censorship, the audiences, local media practitioners and transnational producers responsively 

adapt and make use of the nebulous censorate boundaries in the cultural publics, negotiating 

their understanding of their local, national and global identities. 
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