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Public Imagination:

Media Use and the Construction of the Chinese Nationalism
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Abstract

This doctoral thesis examines the cognitive-symbolic nature of nationalism from
a communication perspective. It also attempts to build theoretical connections
between aspects of public perceived nationalism and their rational basis and
antecedents. Specifically, it focuses on the examination of the mechanism of the
media use impact on the construction of the Chinese nationalism in three Chinese
cities.

We started with a measurement of the degree of the imagined nationalism by
using a multi-dimensional index. Then we adopted the O-S-O-R model used in
political communication effects research and the Integrated Theory used in media
effects research in China as our analytical framework for studying the relationship
between factors relevant to imagination and antecedents such as media use patterns,
interpersonal discussion, knowledge, active information processing, and mental
complexity and the dimensions of nationalism. In addition, we examined the
mediating function of the rationality factors between media use and the formation of
nationalism. Finally, we investigated the influences of the macro-societal factors on
the construction of nationalism by using the theory-based triangular comparison
method.

Parallel surveys with random samples were conducted in three Mainland China’s
metropolises, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Macao. Face-to-face questionnaire
interviews were conducted in Shanghai and Guangzhou while telephone interviews
were done in Macao. A similar set of questions except for some differences in the
media use part were used in all cities.

Results show that nationalism as cognition subsumes three components
corresponding with expectations: private assessment of national identity, China’s
global role estimate, and readiness to sacrifice personal interest or life. Further
analysis reveals that all three dimensions have strong rational foundations in that they
require political knowledge, sophisticated reasoning, and depth in information
processing. Media exposure and attention were also found to have relation with the
three dimensions. However, it was found that Media’s effects on nationalism are
mediated by the rationality measures. At last, the research discovers that the political
system produced large impact than media environment on the degree of perceived
nationalism at the societal level, whereas they have little influences on the media use
at the individual level . It concludes that while national boundaries, social contexts
and the meaning of nationalism may change, media’s persistent and routine
contribution to the public imagination of nationalism tend to be enduring.
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