
Boundary Marking:

Censorship and Self-censorship in China and Singapore

Dimitar Gueorguiev∗ Elvin Ong†

April 14, 2019

PRELIMINARY DRAFT. PLEASE DO NOT CITE OR QUOTE WITHOUT PERMISSION.

Abstract

In most authoritarian countries, fear of repression and government reprisal makes self-censorship a neces-
sary feature of public discourse. Yet, while the ubiquity of self-censorship is well established, the means
by which it is induced are not. At times, there are sharp red lines demarcating what can and cannot
be discussed. At others, limits on discourse are left vague or undefined. Why are the limits on some
topics clearly marked but ambiguous on others? Likewise, how do perceptions about what is ‘out of
bounds’ impact public discourse? This paper clarifies the concept of self-censorship by introducing a
three-tier typology of boundary zones that contemporary autocracies impose on public discourse. It
also describes three mechanisms through which autocracies communicate and signal to the public these
boundary zones. We illustrate these typologies and communication mechanisms through a qualitative
review of authoritarian limits on three crucial political topics — corruption, foreign policy, and the treat-
ment of ethnic and religious minorities — in two prominent but institutionally distinct authoritarian
information environments: China and Singapore.
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1 Introduction

With the exception of a few isolated autocracies,1 contemporary authoritarian systems operate in in-

creasingly open and dynamic information environments. Whether it be social or traditional media, netizen

or journalist, the potential for anti-regime criticism, and the possibility that such criticism snowballs in into

mass dissent is simply far greater than at any point in the past (Gainous et al. 2018; Reuter and Szakonyi

2015; Tucker 2007). In response, modern authoritarian states must devise new ways of controlling and

censoring discourse (Svolik 2012). At the same time, however, authoritarian states are keen not to stifle

discourse entirely, as they recognize both the informational (Lorentzen 2014) and economic (Brady 2008)

gains from open discourse and rapid information flow. Likewise, societal actors are often quick to find ways

around state imposed constraints (Xu and Albert 2014). As a result, incumbent regimes and their critics

are in a constant contest, negotiating, probing, breaching, backtracking, and realigning the contours of civil

discourse and information flow (Deibert et al. 2012; Ruijgrok 2017).

Yet, the intensity and frequency of this overt contest obscures a deeper, more pernicious form of discourse

suppression, that resulting from self-censorship, which occurs anytime an individual or organization chooses

not to reveal their political opinions and preferences, whether it be on a survey, on social media and print, or

even in daily conversation. As such, self-censorship bears strong parallel with Kuran’s theory of “preference

falsification,” whereby an individual’s public statements diverge from their private preferences. When it

comes to self-censorship, however, individuals not only temper their public statements, they avoid certain

topics entirely, whether in public or in private (Gomez 2000). For instance, recent scholarship on the behavior

of academics and publishers reveals that they often self-censor, even when they face no direct pressure to do

so (Chestnut Greitens and Truex 2018). Which such sprawling influence, it is unsurprising that authoritarian

regimes would seek to harness and calibrate a culture of self-censorship (Link 2002).

Broadly applicable concepts can, unfortunately, can be hard to work with analytically. Is politically

motivated self-censorship different from that induced by social pressure? Does self-censorship in an authori-

tarian setting differ from self-censorship in a liberal one, where voice is legally and institutionally protected?

In this paper, we theorize self-censorship as an individual choice in response to an uncertain risk of sanction.

This formulation is applicable to either a political or social setting; a liberal or an authoritarian one. For

the purposes of this paper, we apply it to the case of political expression under authoritarianism, where

a single actor—the regime—wields power to both define limits on expression and repress those who cross

1North Korea and Cuba being to of the most notable examples.
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them. If, for example, a journalist does not publish a story involving a subject that the regime has marked

as being clearly off limits, they are not self-censoring insofar as that topic was known to be out of bounds

with certainty. However, if that same journalist avoids a topic simply because it might be off limits, they

are self-censoring insofar as their sensitivity is perceived in response to uncertainty.

But what are the determinants of uncertainty, both real and perceived? While there is no finite set

of variables that one could offer in response to this question, suffice it to say that those in positions of

power enjoy a preponderance of influence in not only setting up and policing boundaries of discourse, but

also in calibrating levels of uncertainty about where these limits are located. Specifically, we distinguish

between three types of discourse boundaries. The first involves marking out red zones for topics that are

overtly sensitive. Red zones leave little uncertainty about repression, resulting in predictably high levels of

self-censorship that is observationally difficult to distinguish from censorship.2 The second involves carving

out safe zones. These boundaries clearly locate safe topics that citizens are free to express their political

opinions on. There is low uncertainty about the low probability of repression in safe zones. The third concerns

cultivating gray zones, a blurred middle ground encompassing topics which are known to be sensitive but

for which the probability of repression is perceived with high uncertainty. In addition, we explore three

different types of autocratic communication signaling discourse boundaries, and consider how these types of

autocratic communications are partially conditioned by institutions and repressive capacity.

Empirically, we explore our argument through case studies of public discourse on sensitive topics in two

prominent authoritarian regimes, China and Singapore. Unsurprisingly, the case studies show that different

types of autocratic regimes employ and communicate the boundaries of expression uniquely on different

topics, resulting in varying propensities for self-censorship. Corruption is a no-go red zone in Singapore, but

a gray one in China. Foreign policy and human rights are a no-go in China, but are generally safe to discuss

in Singapore. Discussions about the treatment of ethnic and religious minorities is a clear red zone in China,

but a gray one in Singapore.

We hope to make several contributions in this paper. First, by clarifying self-censorship from a behavioral

perspective, we hope to forestall concept stretching in future research. Our definition reveals that not all

forms of self-censorship are truly self-imposed. Relatedly, our definition suggests that a culture of self-

censorship cannot be reduced to preference falsification, as it not only biases public opinion but also delimits

the range of topics explored in public discourse. Empirically, our study sheds light on how contemporary

2Our logic similar to equivalence of threat of force and use of force in the IR literature. For instance, we need not observe
the use of nuclear weapons in order to estimate their coercive force.

3



authoritarian regimes balance between the twin imperatives of procuring information while tempering dissent.

In particular, we show how patterns of self-censorship help authoritian regimes tread the line between free-

all-criticism on the one hand, and a completely silent citizenry on the other.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. We begin by introducing the three boundaries for everyday

political discourse, elaborating on their most significant conceptual and theoretical differences. We then

explicate the variety of institutional mechanisms through which autocratic governments communicate these

boundaries, taking care to highlight variation in autocratic control over the mass media, in particular.

Finally, we describe how the Singaporean and Chinese governments empirically establish the grey, red, and

safe boundary spaces in the topical areas of corruption, foreign policy, and the treatment of ethnic and

religious minorities. A short conclusion summarizes this article’s most salient insights and suggests potential

future research agendas.

2 Boundaries for Political Expression

The limits on free expression in China and Singapore are most easily described through the metaphor of

sport. In Singapore, people refer to government restrictions on political expression as “out-of-bound markers”

or “OB markers” for short (Cheong 2013; George 2000; Tan and Mahizhnan 2008), a golfing terminology,

whereby colored flags designate areas considered to be out of bounds. In China, the sport of reference is

table tennis—the bounds represented by the white lines on the “edge” of the court (Jernow 1994; Stern and

O’Brien 2012).

In both instances, should the player’s ball find itself outside the limits, players lose points or face possible

disqualification. Similarly, if journalists, opinion makers, or civilians cross those bounds of public discourse,

they may be professionally ostracized or face legal prosecution. Importantly, however, playing near the edge

can have its advantages. Here tennis is the more apt analogy, where hitting a ball as close to the edge as

possible is a great way to get it past your opponent. Likewise, skirting the boundaries of political expression

in a repressive authoritarian system can make the difference between media stardom and a lengthy prison

sentence. Hence, the cat and mouse game played by Chinese journalists and the Chinese Communist Party

(CCP) is commonly referred to as a game of “edge-ball” (da ca bian qiu) (He 2008; Stern and O’Brien

2012).3

3The root of this terminology comes from the story of famed editor who built the World Economic Herald into the most
incisive media outlet in China during the 1980s, by skillfully navigating the boundaries of sensitive topics Jernow (1994, pp. 14-
19).
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The sporting metaphor, though vivid and darkly amusing, is in some respects poorly-suited to convey the

nuance of discourse suppression in authoritarian settings. In particular, the notion that the boundaries on

political expression are clearly marked, whether as lines on a court or flags planted on the golf course, belies

the fact that the limits on expression are rarely explicit, and hardly ever written down. Instead, the public

must approximate these bounds from what they can glean from the statements of leaders, propaganda slogans,

and the pages of the state-run press. Perry Link likens this ambiguity to a “giant anaconda wrapped around

the chandelier;” ready to pounce at anytime but with little indication as to when or even why. Similarly, in

Fog of Censorship, He Qinglian underscores precisely this ambiguity, not the censors themselves, as the prime

impediment to free expression in China. Indeed, in both Singapore and China, journalists, scholars, and

lawyers have repeatedly called upon authorities to provide a clear map of where markers lie. Unsurprisingly,

authorities in both countries have proven reluctant to do so.

To better understand the nuance of boundaries, how they are drawn, and how they are perceived, we

introduce a three-tier typology of the boundary spaces restricting mass political expression in autocratic

regimes. First, and consistent with the sporting metaphors, authoritarian regimes oftentimes mark off red

no-go zones for certain topics that are strictly closed for political discussion. These are topics that the

authorities have deemed vital for political legitimacy, and are deeply invested in shielding from criticism.

When individuals breach the bright red lines demarcating these zones, by casting aspersions on or criticizing

the government, there is a high probability of state-sponsored repression. This can include arbitrary arrest by

the police, or legal harassment with investigations, criminal charges, eventual prosecution, and incarceration.

The long, drawn-out process of a humiliating criminal trial is oftentimes favored for dealing with insiders

who turn against the regime (Shen-Bayh 2018). When faced with an almost certainty for repression, a high

degree of self-censorship among the citizenry is par for the course.

Nevertheless, autocratic regimes do not always restrict all forms of political discussion, all the time. There

are particular sets of topics that reside in clear safe zones. They constitute the second type of boundary

space of political discourse. Indeed, autocratic governments may even be interested in encouraging discussion

on these topics because they can gain information about public dissatisfaction and respond accordingly

(Gueorguiev and Malesky 2019; Lorentzen 2013). In these zones, it is widely recognized that citizens are

very unlikely to encounter repression, no matter the criticism directed towards the government. Thus,

self-censorship is likely to be low.

In between red and safe, there exists an undefined gray zone, bounded by blurred lines. The relationship

between gray zones and self-censorship is less intuitive than red or safe zones. While a general relaxing of

autocratic controls from red to grey can induce a greater volume of political expression on a given topic, the
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ambiguity of repression can also encourage risk-averse individuals to self-censor because they are uncertain

of the consequences of exercising their freedom of speech (Gueorguiev et al. 2018). Correspondingly, whether

individuals are risk-averse or risk-taking is highly dependent on individual attributes, such as one’s social

status, and whether state-initiated repression for vocalizing dissent is a salient issue in the public’s mind

(Ong 2019). Regardless, we can expect that the equilibrium level of self-censorship for topics with blurred

lines is likely to be higher than safe zone topics, but lower than topics with red lines.

Table 1: Summary of Boundary Spaces

Boundary Space Boundary Markers
Repression
Probability

Repression
Uncertainty

Level of Self-
Censorship

Red zones Bright red no-go lines High Low High

Gray zones Ambiguous blurred lines Ambiguous High Medium

Safe zones No restrictions Low Low Low

From the perspective of the regime, establishing such a gradation of boundary spaces offers instrumental

advantages, akin to those attributed to selective censorship (King et al. 2013). For instance, carving out safe

zones gives the regime unfiltered access to public sentiment (Gueorguiev and Malesky 2019). Alternatively,

cultivating ambiguity in gray zones encourages self-censorship from a generally risk-averse public (Gueorguiev

et al. 2018; Ong 2019). Finally, marking out red zones insures that certain topics are avoided entirely

(Stockmann and Gallagher 2011). To reap the rewards of self-censorship, therefore, the regime can easily

assign different boundary spaces to different topics of interest.

3 Communicating Boundaries

In this section, we review the ways in which the zones and boundaries for public discourse are commu-

nicated by autocratic regimes and inferred by the mass public. As Table 1 implies, the regime can influence

the boundary space along two dimensions. First, it can signal to the public and media representatives the

relevant topics that invite certain repression, those that are safe, while leaving undefined those that reside in

the foggy middle. Second, the regime can also increase or decrease the level of uncertainty over repression.

To understand how these signals are communicated, we focus our inquiry on the modes of communication.

In general, we can distinguish between three types: (1) public or private announcements, (2) passing legal
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regulations, and (3) guided publication. Finally, we consider how institutional structure and capacity help

explain the ways by which authoritarian regimes tailor and communicate boundaries.

Before we proceed, it is important to first stress that the state’s ability to cast topics into one zone

or another is partially constrained by its repressive capacity and institutional architecture—factors with

important implication for self-censorship behavior. First, a regime’s ability to cast items in the “red” is

contingent on its capacity to credibly and forcibly enforce that zone. For instance, despite President Putin’s

desire to control the media in Russia, his administration has been relatively impotent in preventing critics,

like Alexei Navalny, from posting corruption accusations and documentaries on social media and YouTube,

both of which are readily available in the country. As a result, discussions of corruption often make it into

the mainstream press as well. Instead, repression against critical discourse in Russia is often outsourced

and indiscriminate (Taylor 2011), and thus consistent with gray zone uncertainty. If Putin’s censors wanted

to enforce a bright red line on such criticism, they would have to either shut off the internet or create an

internal Russian Intranet, options that are being readily explored (Soldatov 2019).

This is not to say that high repression capacity states always deploy red zone censorship. Regimes with

the capacity to fully enforce red zones likely have the ability to coerce and silence selectively and surgically.

Armed with such capabilities, a powerful information control apparatus can increase the risk of repression

without placing topics in the red zone, thereby inducing self-censorship without giving up the illusion of

openness (Gueorguiev et al. 2018). The implication here is that the range of topics which fall into the

“gray” zone could be a function of limited capacity or deliberate obfuscation by a surgically repressive state.

In both instances, the observable implication is greater levels of self-censorship at the aggregate level, but

with somewhat different expectations concerning individual provocateurs who can test the boundaries in the

former, but not the latter. We return to this issue when we explorer censorship patterns within China and

Singapore in the case study section.

Like repression capacity, legal-rational institutions also help parameterize the state’s ability to cast topics

into one category or another. Generally speaking, strong legal-rational institutions ought to reduce uncer-

tainty outright, by delineating not only the boundaries of protected speech, but also the scope and process

by which the state can exercise repression. Even when the state tries to cloud its actions in ambiguity by

referencing opaque laws and statutes to justify their actions, such as a “state’s secrets” or “anti-sedition,“ a

strong legal-rational foundation offers members of the public and the media mechanisms for appeal and

clarification that reduce uncertainty over time. By contrast, when legal-rational institutions are weak and

pliant, ambiguity lingers as topics shift from red to safe and back again without clear indication as for how

and why. As a result, authoritarian states that are keen on advancing legal-rational institutions for other,
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often economic motives, are careful to hobble their applicability to the issue of speech and censorship. In

the case study section, we point to examples of legislative foot-dragging and forced disappearances as two

possible maneuvers.

3.1 Modes of Communication: Announcement

The simplest and most common way to convey that certain topics are off limits or permissible for political

discussion is to announce it. Announcements can be made either in public or in private, either proactively or

in response to the actions of specific organizations or individuals. At times, public announcements about the

limits of political criticism may be prompted by an activist breaching a particular boundary. At other times,

an over-eager journalist asking inconvenient questions on specific topics may prompt private declarations

within a media organization by the autocracy. In either case, the key objective is for an autocrat to be

crystal clear in signaling the high probability of repression if further criticisms continue.

When there are clear “red” lines that the regime does not want crossed, they can make it abundantly clear

that such topics are not open to negotiation. For instance, it is widely known that discussion of separatist

activities and government operations in Darfur, the Blue Nile and South Kordofan regions of Sudan are not

to be approached by the domestic media, and that those who who do will be promptly arrested. Likewise, the

brutal murder of Jamal Khasjoggi inside the Saudi Consulate in Istanbul is widely seen as a royal message

that personal attacks on the Saudi Crown Prince by other Saudi’s will not be tolerated. Alternatively, if there

is a topic that the regime would like debated and discussed in the open, it can place it in the safe zone by

formally soliciting public input, or what was called “prompted criticism” during the Soviet-era (Fitzpatrick

1996; Inkeles and Geiger 1953).

These examples, however, concern relatively general and slow moving targets. In the age of 24hr hour news

cycles and social media, authoritarian censors must be far more nimble. In China, for instance, propaganda

authorities are said to issue daily, sometimes hourly, guidance on sensitive topics (Miller 2018; Stern and

O’Brien 2012; Zhao and Wusan 2007, p. 307). As it happens, these directives are often leaked and outside

organizations, like the China Digital Times, has archived them for transparency. Figure 1 illustrates 9000 of

these topics issued between 2011 and 2013, with larger font signifying the frequency with which a topic was

highlighted as sensitive. The term “加油” (jia you) refers to increases in gas prices,“法拉利”(falali) refers

to a deadly car accident involving a Ferrari carrying the son of prominent Chinese politician, “molihua” is

the Chinese term for the ”Jasmine“ revolution movement. More recent announcements include guidance on

how to handle tweets from American President Donald Trump.
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Figure 1: Leaked Sensitive Words in China

Red zone announcements are often closely tied to the locus power, so as to minimize any uncertainty over

the threat of repression. As a result, whether it is public or private announcements, the key enforcer agencies

are typically centralized bureaucracies closely linked to the autocratic leader. In Singapore, for instance, the

Prime Minister’s press secretary alongside the Chief of Government Communications are typically the ones

to issue guidance on red zone topics. Little imagination is left in the mind of the critic or journalist about

their future career when they are told that their criticisms must stop by someone from the Prime Minister’s

office. In Sudan, arrests and hit jobs often come with a business card from the President’s office, or the

Crown Prince as in Saudi Arabia.

At the same time, as Figure 1 illustrates the sheer scope and breadth of sensitive topics, as well as the

multitude of actors that need to be notified, means the censors must outsource their coercive functions.

In Russia, for instance, the central information control organ Roskomnadzor relies on IP providers and

private companies to help communicate boundaries. Likewise, in China propaganda authorities delegate

communications and enforcement to a complex array of regional and commercial entities, often resulting in

ambiguity and inconsistencies not only the way boundaries are communicated but also how they are policed

(Miller 2018).

There are of course topics that are obviously sensitive, for which guidance is unequivocal: ‘reprint Xin-

hua.’4 Beyond that, however, is a wide gray area, where China’s various institutions of information control

provide little formal guidance. Content in this space can be met with many different responses, ‘mention

4Xinhua is the official Chinese state news network.

9



without hyping,’ ‘publish but under small headlines,’ ‘only on back pages,’ ‘close the comment boxes,’ and

‘downplay as time passes.’5 Likewise, although the Chinese state has coercive capacity at the central level,

sub-national governments and authorities have their own, which can and often are activated against critical

voices (Ong 2018). In conjunction, discretion in how information is controlled and how criticism is repressed

serves to increase levels of uncertainty in the Chinese case (He 2008).

3.2 Modes of Communication: Regulations

An alternative to announcements is to pass legal provisions to demarcate red zones that restrict the

freedom of speech. For instance, in Russia a 2013 regulation called the “Lugovoi Law” authorizes the

prosecutor general or his deputies to immediately block access to media that “disseminates calls for mass

riots, extremist activities, or participation in unsanctioned mass public events.”6 It should be noted, that a

similar prohibition on the discussion of collective action events operates in China, though there is no obvious

legal regulation explaining that this is the case (King et al. 2013, 2014). Legal announcements can also signal

that a topic has entered the safe safe zone for discussion. For instance, policymakers can specify issues on

which the regime is interested in soliciting public feedback as part of a legal policy drafting process. One

prominent example of this is the practice of Notice and Comment consultation in China (Gueorguiev and

Malesky 2019; Truex 2014), a practice we elaborate on in the next section.

Although legal provisions are most useful in marking off red zones, they can be instrumental in prosecuting

gray zone tactics as well. For instance, legislation passed by a regime-controlled legislature is likely to be

vaguely worded. The ambiguity in the precision of what constitutes an offence when critical speech is made

gives authorities the discretion to decide who and when to target for prosecution and repression. In so doing,

autocracies signal to the masses that the regime considers particular topics of political discussion to be not

so sensitive as to impose a blanket ban on the topic, but sensitive enough that they retain the prerogative

to shut down critical speech at any time if necessary.

Insofar as legally sanctioned restrictions and repression on political speech involve questions of law, spe-

cialized regulatory agencies are delegated with the powers to write new legal regulations and to enforce those

regulations. Singapore’s Info-communications Media Development Agency (IMDA), for example, regulates

all political speech on the Internet via a license scheme and an Internet Code of Practice.7 If and when

5We know this thanks to Xiao Qiang and the work done by his organization, China Digital Times, to collect and organize
censorship directives. For further discussion and source material, see (Xiao 2011).

6See: http://398-fz.rkn.gov.ru/
7See IMDA ”Class License Registration for Internet content Providers” at https://www.
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activists become too critical online, these agencies have the powers to order Internet Service Providers to

restrict access and take down the critical speech. Of course, prosecutors in an autocratic regime’s legal

agencies also retain the powers and prerogative to target and harass critics of the government by invoking

the law.

The degree to which authoritarian governments rely on regulation is contingent on both the strength

of the legal system and enforcement capacity. Though these qualities may in most instances coincide with

one another, they can at times function in opposition. For instance, a strong legal system inevitably makes

boundaries clearer than an informal threat, even if a regulation is written with deliberate ambiguity in so far

as it offers individuals the opportunity to use legal means for clarification. Singapore, for instance, enjoys

strong legal institutions and media are governed under the Newspaper and Printing Presses Act (NPPA).

Though the act leaves ample room for discretion on the part of authorities, the legal process offers individuals

opportunities for recourse, which have at times been used to force the government to clarify why certain

individuals were prosecuted and how. This is also perhaps why China, with the largest media market in the

world, lacks a press law outright.8

3.3 Modes of Communication: Guided Publication

The third mode of communication occurs through guided publication. This mode of communication is

intimately tied to uncertainty. Put simply, when there is uncertainty about the boundaries to expression

and zones of repression, individuals and organizations naturally look for cues from those they see as privy

to those limits and gradations.

In authoritarian regimes, the privilege of knowing the boundaries naturally rests with those in greatest

proximity to those in power. In the case of media, for instance, it is not uncommon, for example, that

authoritarian governments own stakes in the mass media organizations and to assign top personnel within

those organizations. Singapore’s top two media organizations - Singapore Press Holdings (SPH) and Media-

corp - are indirectly own by the government through government-linked corporations (Cheong 2013; George

2012; Rajah 2012; Tey 2008). In China, the extent of government control is both more pervasive and more

nuanced, as practically all broadcast and print media must be licensed under a state-affiliated press, though

these associations, like that of a distant cousin’s, can be many steps removed. When an association is clear,

imda.gov.sg/regulations-licensing-and-consultations/licensing/licences/class-licence-scheme/

class-licence-registration-for-internet-content-providers, last accessed March 13, 2019.
8A Chinese press law has been in draft for decades, but public proposal has been released.
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however, as in the case of the Straits Times in Singapore or the People’s Daily in China, the topic choices

of such outlets serves as a barometer for all the rest.

In the Chinese case, for instance, provocative outlets like Caixin have boundary pushing stories ready

and waiting, such that if the official press mentions a topic, they pounce on it with extensive and in-depth

investigative journalism. The thinking, according to Caixin editor Hu Shuli, is that the official press have a

better sense of the boundaries, and that they would not go near a topic if it was indeed in the red. From

that perspective, any reference in the official press represents an opportunity.9

Importantly, in this type of environment, access to clear and timely guidance can be a valuable asset.

In particular, in a media market that is sterile and rife with propaganda, investigative journalism, inside

scoops, and pointed opinion sells and gets re-posted. For those on the inside, guidance on how to approach

such matters often comes in the form of internal media (Dimitrov 2017). It can also come through a daily

phone call, along with follow-ups if necessary).10 By contrast, those on the periphery are left to glean what

they can from the official media’s coverage, general instructions (typically delivered by email to the editor’s

desk), or simply through their own prior experiences (Stockmann and Gallagher 2011, p. 445).

Different mediums, of course, represent vastly different information control challenges and the challenge of

guiding content on traditional print, radio, and television may seen like a cakewalk when juxtaposed against

the chaos of social media. The Chinese state’s management style in the latter case has, unsurprisingly, been

much more proactive. As of 2017, for instance, government departments and officials had set up over 160,000

social media accounts, each dedicated to steering the conversation within their respective jurisdictions.11

The government has also tried to tilt the playing field by only allowing ‘official’ accounts, on viral social

networking hosts like WeChat, to disseminate public forum content.12 Similarly, in Singapore, the PAP has

invested significantly in its online social media communications. Most governments ministers have their own

personal Facebook and Instagram accounts where they issue and share official and non-official statements.

The government also has a “Factually” website, where it puts up articles specifying the official position on

controversial topics, thus guiding political discourse on those topics.13

9See Osnos 2009, also author’s discussion with Hu Shuli, July 2009.
10Corresponding author’s discussion with Xiao Qiang, director of China Digital Times.
11See: https://goo.gl/SfWya3.
12See: https://goo.gl/MQCcBP.
13Last accessed on April 11, 2019 at https://www.gov.sg/factually.
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4 Case studies

To further illustrate the three categories of boundary zones and the three forms of communicating those

boundaries outlined in the previous sections, we conduct a qualitative review of sensitive subject areas in

China and Singapore which fall loosely into “red zone”, “safe zone” and “gray zone” boundary spaces. Of

specific focus to our study is how the authorities in both countries signal the nature of boundaries, as well as

how journalists, publishers and the mass public react to them. Table 2 below summarizes the topics and the

respective zones which they are allocated to in the two countries. Recall that our primary dependent variable

of interest is self-censorship - a decision by citizens to not express their political opinions and preferences.

We should expect citizens’ propensity to express their political views correspond to the boundary spaces as

summarized in Table 1.

Before proceeding, a methodological note on the comparison between Singapore and China is in order.

Despite the obvious differences in size between the two countries - Singapore has 5.6 million people squeezed

in some 700 square kilometers of land, while China has about 1.3 billion people spread across almost 10

million square kilometers - political scientists have nevertheless sought to compare and contrast their robust,

autocratic political systems (Ho 2018; Liu and Wang 2018; Ortmann and Thompson 2018). Critically,

for us, both countries are broadly described as authoritarian states, with highly censored public discourse

environments. That said, the state and legal infrastructure in both countries offers useful variation for

our theory. Singapore has a highly centralized bureaucracy developed on a legal-rational principles (Chong

2010; Rajah 2012). China, in contrast, has a highly complex and decentralized bureaucracy (Xu 2011),

and censorship regime (Miller 2018). Differences in bureaucratic organization between the two countries

should engender variation in how boundaries and repression for political expression are communicated, and

how citizens perceive those signals. We should expect that Singapore adopt a more legal-rational approach

for demarcating boundaries and imposing repression for everyday discourse, while China resorts to more

discretionary and arbitrary forms of announcements and arrest.

4.1 Corruption

Corruption is ubiquitous across regime types and across countries at various stages of development. In

autocratic regimes, growing corruption is a particularly destructive development. It undermines citizen trust

in the regime, corrodes state infrastructural power, and precipitates regime collapse. Autocracies therefore

seek various means to stem and reduce corruption, such as creating and empowering independent anti-

corruption agencies, encouraging citizens feedback on corruption, increasing transparency on bureaucratic
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activities, and raising the salaries of public officials to reduce the incentives for corruption.

In China, the Chinese Communist Party actively encourages citizens to report on corrupt activities and

officials (Pan and Chen 2018). Even as early is the 1990s, the Chinese government established whistle-blower

protection statutes, to encourage citizens to report on corruption, and in 2013, the Central Disciplinary

Inspection Commission (CDIC) established a centralized, online reporting platform where individuals could

submit anonymous tip-offs.14 Seen from this perspective, the Chinese stance on political discourse on

corruption might be seen as a “safe zone” for citizens and journalist. At the same time, certain types

of corruption-related criticism has been forcefully suppressed. In particular, discussion of official’s wealth

and family relations has been routinely punished, and some outlets have lost their license to circulate content

in the Chinese market for challenging those limits.15 Moreover, because of China’s decentralized coercion

environment, local officials and state-affiliated enterprises have retaliated against critical voices.16 As a

result, reporting on corruption in China continues to be a high risk affair, with journalists typically waiting

on cues from the CDIC, which provides daily reports on new investigations, before publishing their exposes.

Surprisingly, the Singaporean perspective on corruption is quite different. Although the authorities

maintain a strict anti-corruption stance similar to the Chinese, it adopts a red boundary zone position on

any discussion surrounding corruption. Beyond factual reporting covering corruption trials in the courts or

based on government statements, very little further discussions on corrupt activities is tolerated. Moreover,

government repression over the breaching of the red lines has typically taken the legal-rational route. Either

the government prosecutes the perpetrator under some existing law, or members of the government undertake

defamation suits against the offender.

Consider two very recent episodes of state-initiated prosecution of corruption allegations, for example. In

the first case, The Online Citizen (TOC), an online news website, published a letter in September 2018 from

one of its readers alleging “corruption at the highest echelons of government.” Subsequently, in December

2018, the TOC editor and author of the letter was charged with criminal defamation.18 The government

declared that the charges were necessary because “the allegations go to the core of the integrity and reputation

of leaders and the Government, and this is something that we cannot take lightly.”19

14see: http://tiny.cc/xhgahy
15For instance, see the cases of the Bloomberg and the New York Times.
16For instance, in July of 2013, Li Jianxin, an anti-corruption vigilante, was knifed and doused with sulfuric acid in his

native Huiyang, an coastal district China’s southern Guangdong province, after reporting on corruption by local officials and a
prominent family in Huiyang.17

18See “TOC editor and author of article about MP Seah Kian Peng to be charged with criminal defamation.” The
Straits Times. December 12, 2018. Last accessed on January 30, 2019 at https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/

toc-editor-and-author-of-article-about-mp-seah-kian-peng-to-be-charged-with-criminal.
19“Why authorities’ actions are necessary: Amrin.” The Straits Times. December 13, 2018. Last accessed on January 30,
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Similarly, in the second case, a now defunct news website, The States Times Review, published an article

alleging that the Singapore government and the Prime Minister were targets of investigation in relation to

the 1MDB scandal that had emerged in neighbouring Malaysia in 2015. The government quickly worked

with Singaporean internet service providers to block the website and article from access and also issued a

“take-down order” to the website to remove the article because it “undermined public confidence in the

integrity of the Singapore Government and is objectionable on grounds of public interest.”20 Prime Minister

Lee Hsien Loong himself also began a defamation lawsuit against a prominent blogger Leong Sze Hian. The

lawsuit alleged that Leong defamed the Prime Minister by linking and sharing the article on his personal

Facebook page, even though Leong shared it without any additional commentary.21 Clearly, any hint of

alleged government corruption is out-of-bounds for political discussion.

Why the Chinese and Singaporean authorities would approach political expression surrounding corrup-

tion so differently deserves some further attention. The differences may be due to the varying stages of

development in which the respective dominant parties find themselves. In Singapore, the ruling People’s

Action Party (PAP) prides itself on being non-corrupt. Indeed, the country is one of the least corrupt in the

world, according to Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index.22 In fact, the Singaporean

government justifies paying its Ministers and civil servants the highest public sector salaries in the world by

claiming that high salaries deter corruption. Thus, any insinuation that any members of the government are

corrupt quickly erode the very bases of legitimacy that underpin PAP’s dominance.

4.2 Foreign Policy

Autocracies are not only invested in managing political expression around domestic topics closely tied

to their governing legitimacy. They are also frequently committed to managing mass political discussion

and protests surrounding foreign policies in order to achieve foreign policy objectives (Weeks 2008; Weiss

2014). For instance, recent research suggest that autocracies can use local media outlets to disseminate

propaganda to shape mass public opinion (Wang and Womack 2019). To be sure, not all autocracies adopt

2019 at https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/why-authorities-actions-are-necessary-amrin.
20“States Times Review refuses to take down article linking PM Lee with 1MDB” ChannelNewsAsia.

November 10, 2018. Last accessed January 30, 2019 at https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/

states-times-review-refuses-remove-article-pm-lee-1mdb-10912976.
21“Blogger Leong Sze Hian fights back against Singapore PM Lee Hsien Loong’s libel suit, wins support from leader’s brother

Lee Hsien Yang.” South China Morning Post. December 27, 2018. Last accessed on January 30, 2019 at https://www.scmp.

com/news/asia/southeast-asia/article/2179689/singaporean-blogger-fights-back-against-prime-ministers.
22“Singapore rises to third place in annual ranking of least corrupt countries” The Straits Times.

Jan 29, 2019. Last accessed on March 14, 20-19 at https://www.straitstimes.com/politics/

singapore-rises-to-third-place-in-annual-ranking-of-least-corrupt-countries-global-study.
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the same approach in their international relations (Weeks 2014). The Singapore and Chinese authorities

exhibit significant variation in utilizing their control over the mass media to impose subtly differences in

boundary spaces for political discussion over foreign policy.

In Singapore, citizens, local newspapers and media organizations are free to report and debate about the

country’s foreign policies. The government does little to stifle reporting about the positions of Singapore’s

adversaries as well as its own positions. What it may do is to robustly rebut some views that it deems to be

deviating from its own preferred and ideal points.23 But differing views does not invite overt repression nor

legal harassment from the authorities.

Consider Singapore’s relations with its closest neighbour Malaysia. Since the return of Tun Dr Mahathir

Mohamad as Malaysia’s Prime Minister after his coalition’s victory in May 2018, Singapore-Malaysia relations

have once again soured. Multiple bilateral disputes have returned, including but not limited to disputes

over airspace, territorial waters, a water provision agreement, and railway link construction. Despite these

multiple disputes, however, the Singapore government has not sought to bind political expression and debate.

Multiple news outlets freely report and discuss the intricacies of the arguments and counter-arguments of

both countries. Mahathir’s comments are frequently reported and discussed by the country’s newspapers,

while letters to the editor concerning relations of both countries continue to be published. There appears to

be no instructions to curb bona-fide reporting and public discussions.

In contrast, discussion of foreign policy in China has traditionally been a red zone. Newspaper editors, for

instance, are routinely warned not to reprint Trump’s tweets on China, nor to over-analyze Xi Jinping’s trips

overseas. Of course, Xinhua carries and official version of China’s foreign policy position, but the discussion

typically ends there. The best explanation for why China’s leaders are so allergic to foreign policy discourse

is that they feel insecure domestically and vulnerable to nationalistic critiques (Shirk 2008). Indeed, some of

China’s foreign policies, like spending hundreds of billions in foreign investment and aid, might prove rather

unpopular given that many parts of China remain underdeveloped and impoverished. Interestingly, however,

we are starting to see some evolution with regard to foreign policy in China. Recently, for instance, we saw

the Foreign Investment Law opened for public consultation. Before that, the Xi administration also sought

public input when responding to tariffs imposed by the US. Such developments suggest that Chinese officials

see some value in allowing public discussion on foreign policy matters, and that we might see more foreign

23See Kishore Mahbubani’s op-ed “Qatar: Big lessons from a small country.” The Straits Times. July 1, 2017. Last
accessed March 14, 2019 at https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/qatar-big-lessons-from-a-small-country, as well as
“Minister Shanmugam, diplomats Bilahari and Ong Keng Yong say Prof Mahbubani’s view on Singapore’s foreign policy
’flawed’.” The Straits Times. July 2, 2017. Last accessed March 14, 2019 at https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/

prof-kishore-mahbubanis-view-on-singapores-foreign-policy-deeply-flawed-ambassador-at.
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policy issues move into te greay zone, or even into temporary safe zones.

4.3 Treatment of Ethnic and Religious Minorities

Finally, given that both China and Singapore have significant ethnic and religious minorities, one would

expect that autocracies in both regimes strictly control the discourse surrounding them. After all, minor-

ity agitators who allege government maltreatment can quickly snowball into substantial protests against

regime. Yet we observe significant variation in discussing inter-ethnic and inter-religious relations across

both countries.

In Singapore, ethnic Chinese are the ethnic majority, making up 74.3% of the local resident population.24

Ethnic Malays constitute 13.4% of the local resident population, while ethnic Indians are just over 9%.

The latest available statistics also reveal that nearly 44% of all Singapore residents profess believing in

Buddhism/Taoism, about 19% follow Christianity and the same number have no religion, while 14% follow

Islam and 5% follow Hinduism.25 Given this kaleidoscope of ethnicities and religions squeezed into an island

only about 5% of the area of metropolitan Los Angeles, the authorities recognize that inter-ethnic and

inter-religious friction and conflict are inevitable. They have thus sought to implement and institutionalize

numerous policies to preserve societal peace and harmony, such as the Ethnic Integration Policy (EIP) in

public housing estates.26 In particular, the EIP mandates that no ethnic group can exceed their stipulated

proportions in each public housing block and neighbourhood, thus eliminating ethnic enclaves throughout

the country.

Nevertheless, the Singaporean government also recognizes that controversial discussions and criticisms

concerning these policies may arise from time to time, especially when they attempt to change some of

these policies. When Singapore sought to change the institution of the elected Presidency to specifically

reserve the position for ethnic minority candidates, for example, there was an uproar.27 Many Singaporeans

disagreed with the government’s approach and criticized the government severely.28 Because implementing

24See “Table A1.3 Singapore Residents by Age Group, Ethnic Group, and Sex, June 2018” in Population Trends 2018. Depart-
ment of Statistics Singapore. Last accessed April 11, 2019 at https://www.singstat.gov.sg/-/media/files/publications/

population/population2018.pdf.
25See “Religion Among Age 15 Years and Over.” in Highlights of GHS2015. Department of Statistics Singa-

pore. Last accessed April 11, 2019 at https://www.singstat.gov.sg/-/media/files/visualising_data/infographics/ghs/

highlights-of-ghs2015.pdf.
26“Ethnic Integration Policy is Implemented.” National Library HistorySG. Last accessed April 11, 2019 at http:

//eresources.nlb.gov.sg/history/events/d8fea656-d86e-4658-9509-974225951607.
27“How Singapore elected a president without a vote.” CNN. Last accessed on April 11, 2019 at https://www.cnn.com/2017/

09/11/asia/singapore-race-presidential-election/index.html.
28“Reserved presidential election was the right thing to do: PM Lee Hsien Loong.” The

Straits Times. Last accessed April 11, 2019 at https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/

reserved-presidential-election-was-right-thing-to-do-said-pm-lee-hsien-loong.
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a red boundary zone policy on discussions surrounding inter-ethnic and inter-religious relations is nearly

impossible in a diverse any tiny city-state, and also not in the self-interest of the regime, the government

has generally allowed for discourse on the topic among the public.

Yet, a general policy of allowing discourse does not mean that citizens have complete freedom to criticize

the government on this topic. Some Singaporeans who have accused the government of bias against the

ethnic Malay or Indian minority have faced private or public rebukes and professional sanctions for their

comments.29 A most recent case involved Sangeetha Thanapal, a PhD student in Australia who coined the

term “Chinese privilege” in the country. In a Facebook post in April 2018, Thanapal labelled Singapore a

“terribly racist country” and a “Chinese supremacist state” among other claims.30 When she returned to

Singapore in January 2019, she was investigated and subsequently issued a “stern warning” by the police

for “an offence of promoting enmity between different groups on grounds of religion or race” under Section

298A of the Penal Code.31 Materially, Thanapal faced no legal consequences under a “stern warning.” But

the public manner in which she was investigated exemplifies punishment by example.

The vague catch-all phrasing of “promoting enmity” in Section 298A that the government has relied upon

in this instance also succinctly demonstrates the high uncertainty and ambiguity in which critics encounter

in this gray zone. Exactly what comment constitutes “promoting enmity” depends heavily on the sensitivity

of the prosecutorial authorities. Furthermore, not only do they have to contend with the vagueness of any

potential offense, they also encounter high uncertainty about the severity of the repressive consequences

that they may have to suffer. The Attorney General’s Chambers has the discretion to simply issue a stern

warning, as in Thanapal’s case, or prosecute the critic in court in which the judge may order a fine or

imprisonment of up to three years. While theoretically those found guilty have the right of appeal, it is an

arduous and draining process that few have the gumption for.

As a result these multiple ambiguities, self-censorship about the treatment of ethnic and religious mi-

norities (gray zone) is typically higher than discussions about foreign policy (safe zone) but lower than that

of corruption (red zone). Citizens are less likely to discuss the topic as compared to foreign policy, but more

likely to talk about it as compared to corruption.

In China, discussion of ethnic issues, especially those that overlap with separatism, are bright red zones?

That means, factual reporting only. No discussion. Indeed, the only time we observe much discussion of

29SG1 Personal communication.
30“Activist Sangeetha Thanapal receives stern warning from authorities after calling Singapore ‘a terribly racist

country”’ The Online Citizen. Last accessed April 11, 2019 at https://www.theonlinecitizen.com/2019/01/30/

activist-sangeetha-thanapal-receives-stern-warning-from-authorities-after-calling-singapore-a-terribly-racist-country/.
31“Police warn activist over racist remarks.” The Straits Times. January 30, 2019.
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issues related to ethnicity is during the annual legislative sessions, when symbolic representation of ethnic

religious minorities is put on full display. These discussions, however, are most focused on how the regime’s

policies are helping minority regions grow and develop. No mention is given to repressive policies, such as

the widespread use of mandatory education and internment camps for China’s Muslim, Uighur population.

Information on these topics instead comes from foreign press, relying on unnamed sources of satellite images.

Likewise, there is little discussion over the resources devoted to developing minority communities, or the

quota’s in place for helping minority students enter universities, both of which might be criticized by the

Han majority. Instead, the handling of ethnic and religious minorities in China occurs in the red zone. When

needed, the regime has enforced this red-zone through blunt measures, such as cauterizing internet access to

Xinjiang’s internet following ethnic riots in 2009. Today, it relies on extensive surveillance and tracking of

religious groups and any individuals who discuss matters of religion. In order to avoid having to clarify why

and how critical voices are silenced, the state has taken to disappearing lawyers and journalists who speak

out on this issue.

The variation in regime attitudes towards discourse on ethnic and religious minorities may be attributed

to their respective histories as well as geographical size. The Singapore government has widely acknowledged

that differing ideological orientations towards how to manage race relations was the key reason behind its

independence from neighbouring Malaysia. Whereas the Malaysians wanted a Malay-dominated political

system, Singapore insisted on a race-neutral meritocracy (Lau 1998; Sopiee 1974). Close contact among

people of different faiths and ethnicities in a tiny island also inevitably creates controversies from time to

time, which cannot be simply shut down or ring-fenced. In China, however, the vast expanse of geographical

territory and the outward placement of religious and minority groups overlaps with issues of sovereignty

and separatism. As such the regime, is unwilling to tolerate any risk and therefore any critical discourse.

Moreover, the fact that China is over 90 percent Han Chinese means that the broader population is generally

willing to look the other way on these issues.

5 Concluding Discussion

In April 1, 2019, the Singapore Government introduced the Protection from Online Falsehoods and

Manipulation Bill (POFMA).32 The new legislation would classify any statement as a false statement if it

was “false or misleading, whether wholly or in part, and whether on its own or in the context in which

32Last accessed on April 11, 2019 at https://www.parliament.gov.sg/docs/default-source/default-document-library/

protection-from-online-falsehoods-and-manipulation-bill10-2019.pdf.
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it appears.” Offenders found guilty of communicating false statements would then be subject to a fine

not exceeding US$35,000 or be liable to imprisonment for a term not exceeding 5 years, or both. As it is

currently framed, POFMA would classify everything and anything mentioned on the Internet as belonging to

a gray zone. Just like Section 298A of the Penal Code, because POFMA’s vague and “catch-all” formulation

means that what statement is false or misleading will ultimately be decided by the government authorities,

uncertainty over legal harassment and prosecution will be raised. Likewise, China has passed numerous

statues criminalizing the production or re-distribution of unverified information. Even more perniciously,

China requires individuals to provide extensive personal information for engaging on the Chinese Internet,

allowing the state to easily and surgically target individuals. Consequently, the primary effect of such

regulatory moves will be to raise the level of self-censorship among the broader public. This is how modern

autocracies entrench themselves and frustrate democratization.

As things stand at the time of writing, multiple countries around the world have already passed similarly

vague legislation, or are at least following in Singapore’s footsteps. Places such as Vietnam, Turkey, and

Poland are crafting new laws or are using colonial-era laws to silence dissent and raise levels of self-censorship,

particularly on the Internet (Ong 2019). Having a crystal clear understanding of how self-censorship occurs

and the means through which it is induced, regardless of whether it is via the legal route or other means,

will equip political scientists with the necessary conceptual and theoretical tools to continue studying this

important contemporary phenomena.

20



References

Brady, Anne-Marie. (2008). Marketing dictatorship: propaganda and thought work in contemporary China.

Rowman & Littlefield.

Cheong, Yip Seng (2013). OB markers: my Straits Times story. Singapore: Straits Times Press.

Chestnut Greitens, Sheena and Rory Truex (2018). “Repressive Experiences among China Scholars: New

Evidence from Survey Data”.

Chiu, Joanna (2013). “Chinese censors silence corruption blogger”. Committee to Protect Journalists.

Chong, Terence (2010). Management of Success: Singapore Revisited. English. ISEAS–Yusof Ishak Institute.

Deibert, Ronald et al., eds. (2012). Access contested: security, identity, and resistance in Asian cyberspace in-

formation revolution and global politics. Information revolution and global politics. OCLC: ocn719429213.

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Dimitrov, Martin K (2017). “The political logic of media control in China”. Problems of Post-Communism

64.3-4, pp. 121–127.

Fitzpatrick, Sheila (1996). “Supplicants and Citizens: Public Letter-Writing in Soviet Russia in the 1930s”.

Slavic Review 55.01, pp. 78–105.

Gainous, Jason, Kevin M. Wagner, and Charles E. Ziegler (2018). “Digital media and political opposition in

authoritarian systems: Russia’s 2011 and 2016 Duma elections”. en. Democratization 25.2, pp. 209–226.

George, Cherian. (2000). Singapore : the air-conditioned nation : essays on the politics of comfort and control,

1990-2000. Landmark Books.

George, Cherian (2012). Freedom from the Press: Journalism and State Power in Singapore. Singapore: NUS

Press.

Gomez, James (2000). Self censorship: Singapore’s shame. Think Centre.

Gueorguiev, Dimitar, Li Shao, and Charles Crabtree (2018). “Blurring the Lines: Rethinking Self-Censorship

under Autocracy”.

Gueorguiev, Dimitar D. and Edmund J. Malesky (2019). Journal of Politics.

He, Qinglian (2008). The Fog of Censorship.

Ho, Benjamin Tze Ern (2018). “Power and Populism: What the Singapore Model Means for the Chinese

Dream”. en. The China Quarterly 236, pp. 968–987.

Inkeles, Alex and Kent Geiger (1953). “Critical Letters to the Editors of the Soviet Press: Social Character-

istics and Interrelations of Critics and the Criticized”. American Sociological Review 18.1, p. 12.

Jernow, Allison Liu (1994). “Don’t force us to lie: The struggle of Chinese journalists in the reform era”.

Maryland Series in Contemporary Asian Studies 1994.2, p. 1.

21



King, Gary, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret E. Roberts (2013). “How Censorship in China Allows Government

Criticism but Silences Collective Expression”. American Political Science Review 107.2, pp. 326–343.

— (2014). “Reverse-engineering censorship in China: Randomized experimentation and participant obser-

vation”. en. Science 345.6199, p. 1251722.

Kuran, Timur (1991). “Now Out of Never: The Element of Surprise in the East European Revolution of

1989”. World Politics 44.1, pp. 7–48.

Lau, Albert (1998). A moment of anguish: Singapore in Malaysia and the politics of disengagement. Singa-

pore: Times Academic Press.

Link, Perry (2002). “China: The Anaconda in the Chandelier”. The New York Review of Books.

Liu, Hong and Ting-Yan Wang (2018). “China and the “Singapore Model”: Perspectives from Mid-level

Cadres and Implications for Transnational Knowledge Transfer”. en. The China Quarterly 236, pp. 988–

1011.

Lorentzen, Peter L. (2013). “Regularizing Rioting: Permitting Public Protest in an Authoritarian Regime”.

Quarterly Journal of Political Science 8.2, pp. 127–158.

— (2014). “China’s strategic censorship”. American Journal of Political Science 58.2, pp. 402–414.

Miller, Blake (2018). “Delegated Dictatorship: Examining the State and Market Forces behind Information

Control in China”.

Ong, Elvin (2019). “Online Repression and Self-Censorship: Evidence from Southeast Asia”.

Ong, Lynette H (2018). “Thugs and outsourcing of state repression in China”. The China Journal 80.1,

pp. 94–110.

Ortmann, Stephan and Mark R. Thompson (2018). “Introduction: The “Singapore model” and China’s

Neo-Authoritarian Dream”. en. The China Quarterly 236, pp. 930–945.

Pan, Jennifer and Kaiping Chen (2018). “Concealing Corruption: How Chinese Officials Distort Upward

Reporting of Online Grievances”. en. American Political Science Review 112.03, pp. 602–620.

Rajah, Jothie (2012). Authoritarian Rule of Law: Legislation, Discourse and Legitimacy in Singapore. New

York: Cambridge University Press.

Reuter, Ora John and David Szakonyi (2015). “Online Social Media and Political Awareness in Authoritarian

Regimes”. English. British Journal of Political Science; Cambridge 45.1, pp. 29–51.

Ruijgrok, Kris (2017). “From the web to the streets: internet and protests under authoritarian regimes”.

Democratization 24.3, pp. 498–520.

Shen-Bayh, Fiona (2018). “Strategies of Repression: Judicial and Extrajudicial Methods of Autocratic Sur-

vival”. en. World Politics 70.3, pp. 321–357.

Shirk, Susan L (2008). China: Fragile Superpower. Oxford University Press.

22



Soldatov, Andrei (2019). “Why Russia Might Shut Off the Internet”. Foreign Affairs.

Sopiee, Mohamed Noordin (1974). From Malayan Union to Singapore separation: political unification in the

Malaysia region, 1945-65. Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia: University Malaya Press.

Stern, Rachel E. and Kevin J. O’Brien (2012). “Politics at the Boundary: Mixed Signals and the Chinese

State”. Modern China 38.2, pp. 174–198.

Stockmann, Daniela and Mary E. Gallagher (2011). “Remote Control: How the Media Sustain Authoritarian

Rule in China”. Comparative Political Studies 44.4, pp. 436–467.

Svolik, Milan W. (2012). The Politics of Authoritarian Rule. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Tan, Tarn How and Arun Mahizhnan (2008). “Subverting Seriousness and Other Misdemeanours Modes of

Resistance against OB Markers in the 2006 Singapore General Election”. en. Media Asia 35.4, pp. 207–

268.

Taylor, Brian D (2011). State building in Putin’s Russia: Policing and coercion after communism. Cambridge

University Press.

Tey, Tsun Hang (2008). “Confining the Freedom of the Press in Singapore: A “Pragmatic” Press for Nation-

Building?” Human Rights Quarterly 30.4, pp. 876–905.

Truex, Rory (2014). “Consultative Authoritarianism and Its Limits”. Comparative Political Studies, pp. 1–

33.

Tucker, Joshua A. (2007). “Enough! Electoral Fraud, Collective Action Problems, and Post-Communist

Colored Revolutions”. en. Perspectives on Politics 5.03, pp. 535–551.

Wang, Frances Yaping and Brantly Womack (2019). “Jawing through Crises: Chinese and Vietnamese Media

Strategies in the South China Sea”. Journal of Contemporary China 0.0, pp. 1–17.

Weeks, Jessica L. (2008). “Autocratic Audience Costs: Regime Type and Signaling Resolve”. en. International

Organization 62.1, pp. 35–64.

— (2014). Dictators at war and peace. Ithaca ; London: Cornell University Press.

Weiss, Jessica Chen (2014). Powerful patriots: nationalist protest in China’s foreign relations. New York,

NY: Oxford University Press.

Xiao, Qiang (2011). “The Battle for the Chinese Internet”. Journal of Democracy 22.2, pp. 47–61.

Xu, Beina and Eleanor Albert (2014). “Media censorship in China”. Council on Foreign Relations 25, p. 243.

Xu, Chenggang (2011). “The Fundamental Institutions of China’s Reforms and Development”. Economic

Literature 42.3, pp. 1076–1151.

Zhao, Yuezhi and Sun Wusan (2007). “Public opinion supervision: Possibilities and limits of media in con-

straining local officials”. Grassroots political reform in contemporary China. Ed. by Elizabeth J. Perry

and Merle Goldman. Harvard University Press, pp. 300–326.

23


