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Abstract

In the context of the Internet prevalence in China, this paper discusses the role of Internet in the Chinese democratization process, using the cases of the SARS outbreak and Falun Gong event. The state of the Internet in China during the Falun Gong event and SARS outbreak has shown that Internet played very significant roles in these two issues. In the Falun Gong incident, Internet became a battleground for Falun Gong group and the CCP government. Without Internet, the organization and coordination among the Falun Gong practitioners are absolutely impossible, especially after the Chinese government banned it in 1999. In this event, the government took up this powerful tool passively since it happened only after the importance of Internet in the Falun Gong activities was realized. The tit-for-tat was going in the cyberspace. No matter how jaundiced the website are, different voices were heard. Furthermore, the Chinese government utilized the Internet very strategically and in some extent, the Internet assist government’s control of public opinions. In the SARS outbreak, Internet helped breaking the media silence on the epidemic reports in the earlier stages. Later, the Internet helped the government to build up the image of a responsible, transparent new government that assisted the authoritarian of the CCP in China. As a double-edged sword, Internet brings China the fortune to the democracy also the challenges to the regime. Optimists argue that the Internet popularization will inevitably bring the democratization and political liberalization in China. Differently, some scholars indicate the challenges brought by the Internet, such as the credit gap between the government and the citizen and the difficulty to control the harmful information.

This paper argues the prediction to the long-term implication of Internet to Chinese democratization process is impossible. The Internet will not bring democracy to China by itself because it is neither inherently revolutionary nor liberal. The real impetus for political change must come from political action within the population although the Internet could be a vehicle to speed this change once it begins. The bridge between information and activities needs to be built up. 
The Chinese political culture that emphasizes social stability helps Chinese government implement information control in an information exploration era. Furthermore, Chinese authoritarian regime is not so rigid to restrain any information access, but flexibly changed their strategies and utilized this new weapon to sustain its authoritarian rule. Rather than be a threat, the Internet ameliorates other threats to Chinese political system and makes Chinese government administration effective. Internet works not as an invisible threat to Chinese authoritarian regime, but a tool used by Chinese government to assist their authoritarian rule.
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