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Abstract

How did COVID-19 affect the discourses of democracy on the Chinese Internet? With
surging COVID-19 cases and deaths in Western democracies contrasting to the relatively
quick defence in China, whether the democratic decision-making process is an optimal
model in handling a large-scale crisis has been heatedly debated globally, including the
Chinese internet. To understand the changes in online discussions on democracy in China,
we analyze two most popular social media platforms in China: Weibo (Chinese ver-
sion of Twitter) and Zhihu (Chinese version of Quora). We use the keyword-matching
and machine-learning approach to select 336,351 Weibo posts related to democracy and
COVID-19. For Zhihu, we crawl all 204 questions and 23,630 answers directly on democ-
racy since 2011. We then classify each post from Weibo to one of three types of sentiments
— positive, negative, and satirical — and one from Zhihu into positive and negative senti-
ment. We illustrate the temporal trends of sentiments and analyze the relationship among
various democratic values and different countries. Our analyses draw several important
findings regarding democracy discourses in China: 1) Since the outbreak of COVID-
19, the online discussion of democracy has drastically increased and then decreased; 2)
since the period when COVID-19 was not effectively controlled in many democracies,
the Chinese view of democracy has become more negative and cynical; 3) The negative
and cynical sentiments are strong in the context of “Western” democracies; 4) When the
discussion is about democratic values in China, the sentiments are more likely positive.
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1 Introduction

COVID-19 has brought up an unprecedentedly heated debate on government capacity and
political systems around the world. At first, when the outbreak began in China and the
Chinese government implemented a lockdown in the epicenter city, criticism spiked globally on
its harsh policy, questioning whether the authoritarian political system of China can handle
the crisis (Cheibub, Hong and Przeworski 2020). Even within China, where public criticisms
of the government are generally repressed or censored, there was an increasing demand for
diverse channels of information and outcries about the mishandling of the pandemic by the
Chinese government (Lu, Pan and Xu 2021). Scholars have also shown that the pandemic
has encouraged Chinese citizens to overcome the Great Firewall and access outside information
through VPN (Zachary et al. 2020). However, as COVID-19 infections soon came under control
in China while they were exacerbating in major Western democracies, political discourse took a
wild turn and the failure of Western democratic systems became widely discussed in numerous
outlets in and outside of China. In particular, hostile attitudes and distrust toward Western
democracies have notably increased among the Chinese public as the pandemic continues to
unfold all over the world (Kloet, Lin and Chow 2020, Peng et al. 2020).

Although the systematic and wide discussions of democratic reform or democratic values
have been limited under the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) single-party rule in China,
democracy and its related values, such as human rights and freedom, are often mentioned in the
public arena, including online discussions. How have discussions related to democracy changed
over time in China? How did the pandemic shift public opinion on democracy and political
reform in China? What features of the democratic system do Chinese citizens become most
skeptical about due to their perception of Western democracies’ mishandling of the pandemic?
These are the core research questions of this proposed study. Systematic studies have shown
that democratic countries reacted to the spread of COVID-19 more slowly and less effectively
than autocratic countries (Cheibub, Hong and Przeworski 2020).

This study uses the vast volume of text data from Chinese social media to examine how



Chinese citizens’ attitudes toward democratic institutions and democratic values have changed
since the breakout of the pandemic. Social media provide space diverse voices from a society,
especially to those previously marginalized or excluded by traditional media (Tucker et al.
2017). In autocracies, the political impact of social media has been further highlighted as
the entry barrier and cost of using are low and government’s gate-keeping is trickier. Hence,
social media provide a venue for political claims that have not been accepted in the major
media, such as pro-democratic opinions in China (Roberts 2018). This study uses two social
media platforms in China - Weibo and Zhihu - to address how COVID-19 affected the Chinese
public’s views on democracy. Weibo is often depicted as a Chinese version of Twitter. It is
one of the most widely used social networking platforms in China, with over 500 million active
users a month.! In 2020, Weibo recorded a vast volume of messages of wide spectrum, from
the criticism of the government related to Wuhan lockdown and Dortor Li Wenliang’s death to
strong support for the Chinese government (Lu, Pan and Xu 2021). Zhihu is a Q&A platform
similar to Quora. Zhihu has become one of the most popular and fastest-growing websites in
China since its launch in December 2010 (Chen 2021).

We first illustrate the temporal trends of the frequency and the sentiments of democracy-
related posts on Weibo. Then, using a machine learning method called the Bidirectional LSTM
(BiLSTM) model, we label each post on democracy with one of three sentiments — positive,
negative, and sarcastic — to identify the user’s attitude toward democracy. Furthermore, we
analyze whether certain contents of posts, such as democratic values or different countries, affect
the sentiments using regression analysis. Our analysis draw several important findings regarding
democracy discourses in China: First, online discussion of democracy has drastically increased
from the late January and then decreased since April 2020; Second, despite the decrease, the
average frequency of discussion has remained larger than that before the pandemic; Third, since
the period when COVID-19 was not effectively controlled in many democracies, the Chinese

view of democracy has become more negative and cynical; Fourth, however, this does not mean

1Sina Corp. 2020. “Weibo Reports Second Quarter 2020 Unaudited Financial Results” URL:
https://bit.ly /38wsieG



Chinese people become against democratic values, as we find the negativity is specific to the
context of “Western” democracies; Finally, when the post discusses democratic values in China,
the sentiment is more likely positive.

This study derives a several contributions to the literature. First of all, as one of the most
infectious and destructive diseases in human history, COVID-19 has profoundly damaged the
daily lives and political and economic development of the world today. The short-term effects
of the disease has been studied by many scholars, but how this event fundamentally shifted the
political and economic atmosphere of a country in the long run has not been studied so far.
Our study aims to examine a potential long-term impact of the pandemic by studying shifting
perception of democracy among Chinese citizens. Second, ideological shifts among citizens in
an authoritarian country have increasingly drawn academic attention. While propaganda from
the government works rather effectively in China, the general public do exchange thoughts and
opinions through social media and networks. This study plans to investigate how the general
public discourses have evolved along with the propaganda messages from the state media and

the government, and how global crisis expedite those shifts.

2 Discourse on Democracy in China

People’s Republic of China is not a democracy but the CCP has tried to incorporate some
of democratic principles into the regime’s propaganda discourse. As China has become more
connected to outside economically and politically, whether to include democratic procedures
has become on of the core topics in discussion of political reform. For instance, Wu Bangguo
directly put “five no’s, ” that China cannot adopt Western-style democracy.? More recently, the
CCP began to redefine democracy and develop its own frame of democracy such as “consultative

democracy (FpiER F2).” Consultative democracy was first put forward at the 18th National

2Wu Bangguo stated five nos to specify five democratic procedures that cannot be adopted in China in a
speech he delivered to National People’s Congress on March 21, 2011. Five nos indicate 1) no system in which
multiple parties govern in turn; 2) No diversification of guiding ideologies; 3) No separation of the three powers
or creation a bicameral system; 4) No federal system; 5) No privatization.



Congress of the CCP held on November 8, 2012, by then-president Hu Jintao in a report to
the congress.? Since then, the idea of “consultative democracy” has frequently been mentioned
in official statements of the CCP.* At the 19th National Congress of the CCP on October 18,
2017, Xi Jinping stressed that “consultative democracy” is a crucial way to achieve the Party’s
leadership and a unique form and strength of China’s socialist democracy.” In 2019, Xi proposed
another concept of democracy “whole-process democracy (412 32)” by stating “we are
following a path of political development under socialism with Chinese characteristics. People’s
democracy is a whole-process democracy.” © China observers note that the Chinese leadership is
attempting to emphasize its own brand of democracy with “Chinese characteristics.” © Official
terms conceptualizing Chinese version of democracy were at the center of these brand-making
efforts.®

It is clear that what Chinese leaders and officials argue as China’s democracy or a democracy
with Chinese characteristics cannot be classified as a democratic system according to the
scholarly definitions of contemporary democracy which commonly hinge on the presence of
competitive and fair election. The minimalist definition of Dahl (1989) requires competitive
elections and the citizens’ right to participate in them. Similarly, Huntington (1993) states that
a country can be considered democratic when “its most powerful collective decision-makers
are selected through fair, honest, and periodic elections in which candidates freely compete

for votes.” Diamond (1992) proposes four fundamental components of democracy: popular

3In the report, Hu stated that “we should stick to the socialist path of political development with Chinese
characteristics.” http://www.xinhuanet.com//18cpenc/2012-11/17/c_113711665.htm.

VSRR R R, TR RS A A E EE 0 E R e ah e CREBGATE, FRRR 0 T R R
TRA—hFTERE. 7 (http://opinion.people.com.cn/n1/2018/1125/c1003-30419616.html) “PFFE 3=
& E R A 2 B R EBRA T AMERR . A, MBI RETER, see HE L8 i Iy S fy 51T EME
(http://www.news.cn/2021-08/26/c_1127795937 .htm).

SEE T LRI, ST AE R G AR T R R E RO R AR, AR R R T2 S B
WEZA, REEMS EXRFBUANFATEX MRS, WS R Iz, 22, fE LR
T M. Xi Jinping’s report at the 19th CPC National Congress available at http://theory.people.com.cn/
GB/n1/2018/0323/c40531-29884377 .html.

CCTRAEM R — A R A 2 1 WBUR RRIE R, ARRIZ—FE BT, I i E Rk PRkl
SRR . 3 B RER, @Bl . REPSE™ER . 7 (http://www.npc.gov.cn/npc/kgfb/202110/
13896600d0a44a828de770£086c0abde . shtml)

"For instance, Jo Kim, “Exploring China’s New Narrative on Democracy”, The Diplomat, December 6, 2019.

8Other terms frequently appear in official propaganda are “socialist democracy (f14x3 X ), ” and the
“four confidences (PU-~H15)” philosophy.


http://opinion.people.com.cn/n1/2018/1125/c1003-30419616.html
http://www.news.cn/2021-08/26/c_1127795937.htm
http://theory.people.com.cn/GB/n1/2018/0323/c40531-29884377.html
http://theory.people.com.cn/GB/n1/2018/0323/c40531-29884377.html
(http://www.npc.gov.cn/npc/kgfb/202110/13896600d0a44a828de770f086c0abde.shtml
(http://www.npc.gov.cn/npc/kgfb/202110/13896600d0a44a828de770f086c0abde.shtml

sovereignty, accountability of rulers, freedom, and the rule of law. With the one-party rule by
the CCP, Chinese political system cannot satisfy any of the above definitions of contemporary
democracy.

However, rather than rejecting the concept of democracy directly, the CCP has applied a
strategy that reframes the democracy concepts to help legitimize the party rule (Hu 2019). With
this strategy, the reframed discourse of democracy appear to be aligned with the fundamental
values in Western democracies but in fact repress a practice of democratic procedures and
work for the preservation of the authoritarian rule. In addition, the Chinese government allow
limited discussion on democracy especially in online discussions. However, at the same time,
the online space is closely monitored and censored by the government or its agencies (King,
Pan and Roberts 2013). The CCP also controls foreign media’s access to the Chinese network,
while all domestic media in China remain either owned by the state or strictly controlled by
the Communist Party. For instance, a large-scale rectification campaign was launched by the
Chinese government in June 2019, where multiple influential UK- and US-based newspapers
were blocked from the Chinese internet (Han and Chen 2021). The virtual space is also utilized
by the state to fulfill governing functions and spread necessary propaganda for regime stability
(Jiang, Meng and Zhang 2019).

In this context, how have democracy discourses develop and change among Chinese citizens
under the authoritarian regime? How do people think about democracy while they live under
the single-party rule? Several researchers have addressed this question, mainly using surveys.
Wang (2007) uses three surveys to show that a large share of population support democracy
in China. Over 90% of Chinese citizens think that having a democracy is good. However, the
survey results also show that the majority of Chinese citizen prioritize economic growth and
political stability over democratic values such as freedom of speech, political participation. Lu
and Shi (2015), using the Asian Barometer Survey, reveal that the Chinese population con-
ceptualizes democracy with guardianship by the government rather than liberal values. The

majority of the respondents (over 70 percent of the respondents) associate democracy with a



government that pays attention to people’s opinions or a government that takes the major-
ity of people’s interests into consideration when making decisions, and very few citizens (only
around 10 percent) associate democracy with freedom of speech, election, and separation of
power. Dickson (2016) and Zhai (2019; 2020) claim that Chinese citizens understand democ-
racy differently, and that there are variations of this understanding among Chinese citizens.
While democracy as defined by China’s political leaders and intellectual elites mirrors Western
definitions, the discussion of democracy among elites has little in common with the popular
understanding of democracy in China. From survey data, Dickson (2016) finds that while
Chinese citizens believe that the country is becoming increasingly democratic, less than five
percent of survey respondents include formal democratic institutions such as electoral compe-
tition, multiple parties, and the presence of a legislature in their definition of democracy. Zhai
(2019) shows that the perceptions of democracy have an effect on citizens’ satisfaction with
China’s current political system, while Zhai (2020) shows an increase in dissatisfaction due to
an increasing population who regard democracy procedurally.

COVID-19, as an unprecedented emergency in recent years that has affected the entire
world, has affected numerous aspects of human beings social life and has also triggered an
abundance of discussions on the type of regime. A few studies have investigated the impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic on the Chinese citizens’ perceptions of the Chinese political system,
limited information environment, and the government’s pandemic responses, which are closely
related to their relative evaluations of political systems, including democracies. Most of these
studies focus on the early period of the pandemic where the limited information environment
in China blocked the Chinese people’s access to accurate information about the disease and
prevented the spread of criticism of the government’s inappropriate reaction in the early stage.
These studies also use cutting-edge methodological approaches, which are incorporated in our
preliminary analyses.

Lu, Pan and Xu (2021) shows a significant increase of post on Weibo related to politics

after the January 23 lockdown of Wuhan and the February 7 death of Dr. Li Wenliang.



This study pays particular attention to whether these increased posts are a criticism of or a
support for the regime. They find Criticisms are directed at the government for perceived
lack of action, incompetence, and wrongdoing—in particular, censoring information relevant
to public welfare. Support is directed at the government for aggressive action and positive
outcomes. The authors also split the support for government into the central government and
local government. Our empirical approach is similar to this study that we collect all Weibo posts
related to Covid-19 and democracy and analyze the sentiment of each post. Methodologically,
the authors use human coded samples which are used for training for the supervised machine
learning method. We adopt a similar approach in our preliminary data labeling. This paper
mainly provides quantitative descriptions on the discussion of Covid-19 but does not address
theoretical foundations related to the public’s sentiment on the Chinese government. However,
it also provides us with some interesting results and methods for reference.

Another recent paper on the Chinese public’s reaction to the pandemic is Zachary et al.
(2020). This study argues that the pandemic crisis increased the Chinese public’s attention to
access to information that the regime considered sensitive. This paper mainly uses the following
three kinds of data to provide evidence to this claim: First is the statistical data for China from
a firm, AppAnnie, which records the iPhone application downloads data worldwide; the second
is the total page views of Chinese language Wikipedia, and the third source is the Twitter data.
The findings support the core argument. Using a variety of measures of circumvention of the
Great Firewall, they show a significant and sustained impact of the crisis on the circumvention
of censorship in China. This study finds the largest effect in areas most affected by the crisis —
those closer to the crisis epicenter in Wuhan. In addition, information seeking across the Great
Firewall extended beyond information about the virus to information the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) has long deemed sensitive, including information about historical political events
and leaders that are highly censored in China.

Although these studies provide valuable analysis in understanding the role of an unprece-

dented crisis in changing perceptions and behaviors of the Chinese public regarding democratic



system and value, they focus exclusively on the early period of the pandemic where the lim-
ited information environment in China blocked Chinese people’s access to accurate information
about the disease and prevented the spread of criticism of the government’s inappropriate re-
action in the early stage. Our study expands the scope of analyses beyond the period covered
by these studies and traces how the initial discourses have shifted as the pandemic situations
change in China and globally. To our best knowledge, this is the first study of democracy in
China that uses social media to mine public opinion and explore democracy discourses while
most previous research on democracy issues is done through questionnaires. At the same time,
social media, as a public platform, can well tap public opinions, which is an excellent platform
to tap disparate views on democracy. This research aims to fill in this gap and shed new light

on how public statements change towards democracy in an authoritarian regime.

3 Data and Empirical Strategy

3.1 Data Sources

Our main research period for Weibo is from January 2020 to December 2020, which allows a
sufficient period to observe the discourse changes due to the COVID-19 pandemic. We exclude
all official government accounts including state media accounts as we are interested in the
citizens’ perception, rather than the government propaganda. We collect data from a longer
period for Zhihu, from 2011 to 2020, to understand the discourse changes during the pandemic
from a broader perspective. These two sources provide distinctive and thus complementary
observations about discourse changes on democracy. Weibo users usually make brief comments
about phenomena or express their emotions, whereas Zhihu users post longer texts, especially
as an answer to a question, involving more intellectual communication. Normally questions
on Zhihu attempt to gather opinions from many users, and the frequency and the length of
answers vary significantly: Some questions may not be answered yet, while other questions may

have thousands of answers. Our data collection strategy utilizes the different nature of these
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two most popular platforms where Chinese citizens discuss various issues, including political
topics, to understand how the Chinese people’s opinions on democracy have transformed over

time, especially going through the unprecedented pandemic.

3.1.1 Weibo

To scrap the posts on democracy on Weibo, we first construct a democratic dictionary. Us-
ing the Variety of Democracy website as a reference, we extract democracy-related keywords.”
Our dictionary includes related words for electoral (procedural) democracy, liberal democracy,
participatory democracy, and egalitarian democracy. We also add various keywords repre-

0 Using

senting the democracy concepts used in China, especially by the CCP leadership.
the democracy dictionary, we search through Weibo to identify all democracy-related posts in
2020. Further, we summarize common COVID-19 related words and construct a COVID-19
dictionary with a total of 60 keywords. We further filter the Weibo posts using the COVID-19
dictionary. The information we obtain include Weibo content, published time, whether it is a
repost, forwarding content, and forwarding time. We initially identify 9,938,235 Weibo posts.

Among these selected Weibo posts, a large number of posts are not relevant to democracy,
or a news report on a democracy. In order to further screen out the Weibo posts that are
irrelevant to the discussion of democracy, we adapt the standardized process of supervised
machine learning method. To train a machine learning model, first, we randomly select 5,000
posts and determine whether this post is related to COVID-19 and democracy through manual
labeling.!!

After finishing the manual labeling process, we use the labeled sample to train the machine

learning model. We use the Bidirectional LSTM (BiLSTM) model in the NLP Transfer learning

https://www.v-dem.net/en/data/data/v-dem-dataset-vil/.

0These keywords include socialist democracy with Chinese characteristics (W E4# 14 3= L ), consulta-
tive democracy (P &), people-oriented (EE7%), whole-process democracy (4132 32), people’s democracy
(N F), intra-party democracy (48N T:), benign governance (3R, 3EH), etc. See Appendix for the full
contents of our dictionary.

U Two trained research assistants marked the sample data separately according to the coding manual de-
veloped by the authors and the authors made the final decision in case of disagreement. The detailed coding
manual is available in the Appendix.


https://www.v-dem.net/en/data/data/v-dem-dataset-v11/
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framework Kashgari to conduct the training and the predicting procedures (Eziz 2019). Long
Short-Term Memory (LSTM) is a kind of deep learning structures using Recurrent Neural
Networks (RNN) with memory. Recurrent Neural Networks are widely used in sequential data
and show a good performance in tasks related to text (Zhang and Pan 2019). A Bidirectional
LSTM (BiLSTM) is a sequence processing model that consists of two LSTM layers with forward
and backward direction.'?

The standardized supervised machine learning process divides the manually labelled sample
data into three sets: training set, validation set, and test set. We set the proportion of the
three sets as 70%, 15%, and 15%. The training set is used in the training process of the model,
requiring the largest proportion of data. The validation set is used to enable model tuning
during the training. The test set is used to examine the predictive ability of the trained model.
Since the test set is from our manual labelling, we can measure the accuracy by comparing the
predicted results of the model to the manual labelling. From this process, we reach a precision
of 85.8%.

After the training process finished, we use the trained model to predict the rest of the
data we scrap through the dictionary-based filtering method. After this procedure, we obtain
336,351 Weibo posts as the final dataset. The average character length in our sample is 85.6,
which shows that Weibo users tend to publish short posts despite that the firm removed the
140 words restriction in 2016. Overall, March was the month with the most posts related to
democracy discussions, accounting for 35.8% of the total. February and April record relatively
more posts related to democracy, accounting for 12.4% and 18.1% of the total data, respectively.
Other months are relatively rare. The period from February to April was also the time when

the outbreak was brought under control in China and the outbreak began abroad.

12A deep learning model usually has multi-layers. A layer is a structure or network topology in the model
architecture, and it can take information from the previous layers or pass information to the next layer.
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3.1.2 Zhihu

Zhihu has become one of the most popular and fastest-growing websites in China since its
launch in December 2010 (Chen 2021). On Zhihu, users ask questions that other users can then
answer. In order to explore all the discussions related to democracy, we crawl all the questions
and answers under the topic of democracy. Each question on Zhihu is labelled with one or
several keywords by automatic category hashtags. Although Zhihu’s automatic hashtagging is
relatively accurate, some questions are mislabelled. We find that some of the questions that
are not related to democracy are labelled as a democracy question, while some of the questions
on democracy are not labelled as a democracy-related question.

To collect all democracy-relevant questions and answers, we scrap all questions under the
categories of democracy, freedom, or human rights. We then selected the questions that indeed
mention at least one for these three keywords. Secondly, using the search function of Zhihu, we
search the three keywords, and collect additional questions. Then all questions are manually
screened to remove questions that have nothing to do with democracy. For instance, the
question “what do you think of the phrase “self-discipline is freedom”? (KZEE&/ELFHLE “H
FERPE B XA)TER? )7 contains the keyword freedom, but irrelevant to democracy. Hence,
we manually remove this type of questions from our sample. We then collect all answers to
the selected questions. We remove the answers with less than 5 words from our data. In the
end, we get 204 democracy-related questions and 23,630 answers to those questions. Among

the 23,630 answers, 6,393 of them were posted in 2020.

3.2 Measuring the sentiment toward democracy

One method to understand the changing attitude of Chinese citizens’ toward democracy is
an analysis of sentiments in their online discussion of democracy. While most studies using
sentiment analysis of text data divide the sentiment into two groups, positive and negative
(Rice and Zorn 2021, Tian et al. 2020), we find this classification might cause a severe bias

in our analysis. Unlike public speech or official statement data, Weibo posts contain a large
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volume of casual, brief statement, which often makes the judgement of sentiment tricky. One
major reason is that a considerable number of posts on democracy that are identified as
positive posts by popular sentiment classification methods for Chinese language, e.g. Baidu
Senta, are in fact cynical or sarcastic comments about democracy. These satirical posts use
positive adjectives, but the true implication is associated with a rather negative emotion. A

few selected examples of such posts are the followings:

“There is democracy, nothing to fear, free air does not spread the virus (F K EF K, —
VIR R, Baw R AT EEREg).”

“The US has good protection of human rights, everyone has the right to be infected and
infect others. (& B AAIRIPAF RS, A/ ANV PR e Fo B e R A8 ALAF) ).

“Democracy and freedom can defeat COVID-19. Come on, brave democracy and freedom

fighters! (R E B W TVAKIEF A, hoid FHRGREZAREE! )7

Although non-binary methods exist for sentiment analysis such as Rheault et al. (2016)
which use GloVe algorithm (Pennington J 2014) to creates a vector space to measure the
corpus sentiment as polarity score, we notice that this approach does not work well with
satirical texts as well. We confirm that this method also categorizes most sarcastic languages
into a positive polarity. Dictionary-based sentiment analysis tools (Liu 2010, Young and Soroka
2012) show the same problem, classifying satirical or cynical sentences into positive sentiments.
For these reasons, we use the machine learning method to train and classify the Weibo posts
into three types of sentiment — positive, negative, and satiric sentiment. We again use BiILSTM
as the supervised machine learning model and the final outcomes reached a precision of 88.9%.
Among the overall corpus, we got 57.8% negative posts, 26.4% positive posts, and 15.8% satiric

posts. Examples of each sentiment is listed in the Appendix as Table A2 (negative), Table A1
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(positive), and Table A3 and A4 (satiric).

We label Zhihu questions and answers with sentiments. Unlike Weibo, the contents on
Zhihu are rarely embedded with sarcasm, as they mean intellectual discourses on the given
questions. Therefore, for Zhihu texts, we classify the sentiments of each post into positive or
negative sentiment, employing the SKEP (Sentiment Knowledge Enhanced Pre-training) using
Baidu Senta (Tian et al. 2020). SKEP is an industrial level framework that could be used
for sentiment analysis, it is open-sourced and developed by Baidu, one of the biggest artificial
intelligence company in China. The SKEP method significantly outperforms several strong
pre-training methods such as BERT (Devlin et al. 2019) on sentiment tasks, and also achieves
new state-of-the-art results. As a pre-training method, we can directly use the trained model
to classify the sentiment into positive or negative. After finish the prediction process, among
the overall corpus, we got 18,390 negative answers and 5,240 positive answers.

From the time perspective, between 2011 and 2018, the number of democracy-related posts
was relatively low. But the number of democracy-related answers in 2020 and 2021 accounted
for 27.1% and 39.3% of the total data, respectively. The followings are among the most

popular questions:

o fTIRMRIN AR IR G £ K ERE], [RETETOTHR, 2¥R—Avkid] ¢
How to understand what Foreign Minister Wang Yi mentioned in his talk with the US side

“Democracy is not Coca-Cola that promises the same taste everywhere in the world”?

ELAEHLXTOEZRT ZK, TWHAELZHAR? What do you think of the woman

returning to China and asking for mineral water, otherwise there is no human rights?

et T BT S B [F53 AFIA ] A datiest /s, ShRIR T A LR B Ra R
AR @ 5 ¢ What do you think of Western countries’ pressure on China on the grounds

of the “human rights issue in Xinjiang” and the foreign Ministry spokesperson’s response to
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these countries’ history of human rights violations?

4 Results

4.1 Weibo

How have democracy-related discussions online changed after the outbreak of COVID-197
To answer this question, we first illustrate the trend of 336,351 Weibo posts on COVID-19
and democracy in 2020. As shown in Figure 1, democracy-related posts sharply increased
immediately after January 20, 2020, when the human-to-human transmission of a respiratory
virus was confirmed.'® As Wuhan was put on lockdown from January 23, 2020, the posts
mentioning democracy and relevant values continue to increase. The dramatic increase of
democracy-related posts at the initial stage of the epidemic shown in our data is consistent
with the findings of Lu, Pan and Xu (2021). As media dependency theory predicts, in periods
of crisis and uncertainty, people tend to rely more on mass media to ensure safety and seek more
information (Ball-Rokeach, J and DeFleur 1976, Zachary et al. 2020). The increased search
naturally led to increased sharing of information and discussion of relevant values in China. The
discussion included China’s limited media environment and repressed freedom of speech during
the period of uncertainty and fear (Lu, Pan and Xu 2021). The local government’s failure in
early reaction to the epidemic, obstruction of internal reports by local doctors including Li
Wenliang, who later passed away due to Covid-19, and eventual adoption of an extreme policy
like a lockdown of entire city caused a hail of discussion related to basic democratic values
such as human rights and freedom of speech on Weibo. The peak date of democracy-related
discussion on Weibo marked in Figure 1 is April 8, 2020, on which Wuhan lockdown was lifted.

This early trend is reflected in findings in Figure 2 where we show the composition of

13News on human-to-human transmission spread fast in and outside China. E.g.,
https://new.qq.com/rain/a/20210113A0EC2100, https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/
human-human-transmission-confirmed-china-coronavirus-n1118866.


https://new.qq.com/rain/a/20210113A0EC2100
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/human-human-transmission-confirmed-china-coronavirus-n1118866
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/human-human-transmission-confirmed-china-coronavirus-n1118866
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Figure 1: Daily Frequency of Weibo Posts on Democracy and Covid-19
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sentiments of daily Weibo posts on democracy. To draw this figure, we classify the sentiment
of each post into one of three categories — positive, satiric, and negative. We confirm that
democracy-related posts on Weibo during the early stage of the epidemic, i.e., the late January
and February, 2020, show predominantly positive sentiments toward democracy and democratic
values. However, as the COVID-19 situation in China brought under control from March
while it began to worsen in other countries around the world, online opinion on Weibo toward
democracy turned around. In March and April, 2020, when the pandemic situation reversed
in Western democracies and China, the Chinese public not only most actively discussed about
democracy and its relevant values, but also their views turned to negative, sarcastic, and even
hostile sentiments. As early as March, it is visually clear that the posts with negative sentiment
toward democracy accounts for the majority of democracy-related posts on Weibo. Sarcastic
views take a significant share of posts as well especially in March.

Finally, Figure 1 and Figure 2 also show that, although the number of discussions decreased
after April, the overall discussion level was significantly higher than around the beginning of

January 2020, that is, before the COVID-19 outbreak.
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Figure 2: Weibo Daily Posts For Different Sentiment Types
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To further verify our observation of an increasing share of negative sentiments on democracy,
we calculate and illustrate the monthly share of negative, positive and satiric posts as Figure
3. Figure Al in the Appendix instead illustrate daily share of negative posts, including satiric
posts. We also show the weekly sentiment trend as well in Figure A2 in the Appendix.

The share of negative posts is at the top the plot throughout the period in Figure 3. In
weekly trend presented in Figure A2, we detect several weeks where the share of positive
posts exceeds that of negative posts. However, in all such cases, such a trend is followed by
a drastic increase of negative posts and a decrease of positive posts in the subsequent week.
Generally speaking, from January to April, the criticism of democracy and democratic values
were relatively limited and positive discussions of democratic values were widely circulated in
Weibo. However, from April 2020, as Western democracies, especially the United States and
United Kingdom, failed to curb the spread of pandemic within the country, creating a sharp
contrast to the relatively controlled situation in China. The Chinese government’s propaganda

used this contrast as a critical opportunity to highlight it among the Chinese public as a failure
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of Western democracy and a success of the Chinese political system.'* Since around April
2020, the share of posts with negative sentiment towards democracy and related values further
increase, while positive evaluation of democracy decrease.

Another turning point observed in Figure 3 is October, 2020. By then, China had subdued
the disease almost completely, but the infection cases kept increasing or uncurbed in many
countries outside China, and the deaths due to the pandemic reached a new global record.'?
President Donald Trump, who had, on the one hand, outspokenly belittled the risk of Covid-19
and, on the other hand, repeatedly blamed China for the pandemic, was tested positive for
Covid-19 in October. Moreover, mounting political tension between the US and China over the
issue of Hong Kong and Xinjiang, and the origin of Covid-19 turned the pandemic reaction by
the US government as a highly political issue in China. Against this backdrop, the proportion
of Weibo posts with negative sentiment about democracy further increased, and the ratio of
positive comments further declined, since October 2020. By the end of the year the total share
of posts with negative sentiment, including cynical posts, reach approximately 90 percent of all
Weibo posts on democracy and Covid-19.

Next, we use the regression analysis to assess the Chinese Weibo users’ sentiments toward
democracy more systematically. Especially, our analysis focuses on which contents are more
associated with negative or positive sentiments toward democracy. For the analysis, in addition
to a dictionary for general concepts of democracy and democratic values, we construct a separate
dictionary for democracy-related concepts unique to the Chinese context. Also we build location

dictionaries to identify the context of each post. All dictionaries are listed in the Appendix.

1A typical example is “The United States government has failed its own people and the world (3% [ BUff
SAEB AR, Wttt )” published in Global Times on April, 29, 2020. This article argues that, as
American democracy has become too polarized, at this important historical juncture, it can provide neither
the true responsibility of the country’s ruling authority, nor the unity of American society. The full article is
available at https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/-DZ_4xMELFG10V194Btj7g.

15Coronavirus cases hit records in Europe in mid-October (https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/
europe/covid-europe-records/2020/10/15/0126¢c256-0ee7-11eb-b404-8d1e675ec701_story.html),
while the US broke the records of highest daily number of Covid-19 cases multiple times in the
late  October  (https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/10/24/927389093/
u-s-records-highest-number-of-coronavirus-cases-in-1-day-since-pandemic-began, https:
//www.nbcnews . com/news/us-news/u-s-records-more-90-000-covid-19-cases-one-n1245450)


https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/-DZ_4xMELFG1OVl94Btj7g
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/covid-europe-records/2020/10/15/0126c256-0ee7-11eb-b404-8d1e675ec701_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/covid-europe-records/2020/10/15/0126c256-0ee7-11eb-b404-8d1e675ec701_story.html
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/10/24/927389093/u-s-records-highest-number-of-coronavirus-cases-in-1-day-since-pandemic-began
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/10/24/927389093/u-s-records-highest-number-of-coronavirus-cases-in-1-day-since-pandemic-began
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/u-s-records-more-90-000-covid-19-cases-one-n1245450
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/u-s-records-more-90-000-covid-19-cases-one-n1245450
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Figure 3: Weibo Monthly Sentiment Trend
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Using these dictionaries, we label a post as a China-related post if the post has any keyword
from the China dictionaries and the same method is employed to identify the posts on Western
democracies. We write code to search all posts automatically and divide the Weibo posts into
China-related and Western-related to examine if the sentiments of Chinese citizens are different
when they discuss democracy in different contexts.

We also examine whether emotional attitudes of Weibo users vary across democratic values
they discuss in the post. We focus on three core values of democracy and use them as the
keyword: democracy (R 32), freedom (H i), and human rights (A4X). In addition, we analyze
minzhu (MML7) carefully in the Chinese context. minzhu (IML.7) is a homonym of democracy
(R 3) in Chinese, often used to indicate democracy in the Chinese internet. We attempt to
trace the origin of the word minzhu (I.7), and find a question on Zhihu that asking about its
origin.'® Although it is not clear when and why the homonym began to be used online, at least
it has been more than 7 years. One answer to the question states that “In 2012 years or so,
if one reply the phrase “democracy” directly in the Baidu forum or other platforms, the word
will be determined to be sensitive and potentially blocked. In order to avoid being censored,

many people use the homophone minzhu (IIL.#) instead. Later minzhu (IIL.#) slowly developed

https://www.zhihu.com/question/25668838


 https://www.zhihu.com/question/25668838
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some pejorative connotations.” This answer gives us a glimpse of possible reasons of the use of
minzhu ([.7) in Chinese online.

Table 1 shows the results of the regression using all Weibo posts. The dependent variable in
Column (1) is the probability that a given post carries a negative sentiment. The results show
a clear divergence of sentiment when Weibo users discuss democracy in the Chinese context
and the Western context. Chinese citizens tend to express negative feelings when they engage
in discussions related to Western democracies. When it comes to discussions about democratic
values in China, Weibo users are less likely to show negative emotions. We also examine the
subjects that induce negative sentiment: Weibo users expressed more negative feelings when
the content explicitly addresses democracy or human rights. Especially when the users use the
word minzhu (ML) to discuss democracy, such posts are much more likely to carry negative
sentiment. Among democratic values, we only find that discussions of freedom is less likely to
be associated with negative sentiment. The dependent variable in Column (2) is whether the
emotion of a post is sarcastic or not. Discussions of both China and Western democracies are
less likely to link to satiric posts, as opposed to positive or negative posts. The only concept
that increases the probability of sarcastic sentiment in a post is freedom. Column (3) presents
a combined analysis, whether the sentiment of a post is negative or sarcastic, as opposed to
positive. Given the large volume of negative posts, the overall results are similar to the results
in Column (1). Columns (4), (5), and (6) add the month fixed effects to Column (1), (2), and
(3), respectively, where we confirm the results remain consistent. Overall, our findings suggest
that the negative view of democracy is limited to the discussion of Western democracies. When
the context of discussion is on China, Chinese citizens more likely reveal positive sentiments
toward democracy. Among democratic values, freedom is more likely to be associated with
positive feelings, whereas democracy, human rights and homonym of democracy, minzhu (L
#) are strongly associated with negative sentiment.

We argue that less effective reactions by the Western democratic governments to curb the

spread of the pandemic caused the Chinese public perceive democracy more negatively and
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Table 1: Sentiments Toward Democracy on Weibo

Dependent variable:
Negative Satiric  Negative+Satiric Negative Satiric ~ Negative+Satiric

(1) (2) (3) 4) (5) (6)
China related —0.1302°* —0.3897***  —0.3105"*  —0.1290"** —0.3572"*  —0.2874***
(0.0030)  (0.0060) (0.0032) (0.0030)  (0.0060) (0.0032)
Western related 0.2768*** —0.1167*  0.2859** 0.3122°* —0.1520*  0.3064"**
(0.0026)  (0.0033) (0.0032) (0.0028)  (0.0035) (0.0033)
Democracy [ 0.5333** —0.0470***  0.7789*** 0.5326*** —0.0590***  0.7691***
(0.0080)  (0.0090) (0.0110) (0.0080)  (0.0091) (0.0111)
Freedom [ i —0.1305*** 0.0985***  —0.0770"**  —0.1360*** 0.0795***  —0.0973***
(0.0044)  (0.0053) (0.0049) (0.0045)  (0.0054) (0.0049)
Human Rights AL 0.4030"* —0.4096"*  0.2597"** 0.4309%** —0.4518"**  0.2754***
(0.0057)  (0.0087) (0.0063) (0.0058)  (0.0089) (0.0065)
Minzhu I3 1.1940%°  —0.5730%**  1.4149*** 1.1850%*  —0.5894***  1.3878***
(0.0289)  (0.0340) (0.0436) (0.0289)  (0.0341) (0.0436)

Month FE N N N Y Y Y
Observations 333,532 333,532 333,532 333,532 333,532 333,532
Log Likelihood —212,823  —140,446 —176,730 —211,056 —138,927 —174,816
Akaike Inf. Crit. 425,659 280,906 353,475 422,147 277,889 349,669

Notes. Logit model is used. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p <
0.01.

cynically. To directly test this mechanism, we collect the daily number of new confirmed cases
in each country from Ritchie et al. (2020) to capture the effectiveness of the government’s
handling of the pandemic and include it in the regression.!”

We then run regression using the negative and satiric sentiments of Weibo posts as the
dependent variables. Table 2 shows the regression results. The COVID-19 data used in the
regression is daily number of new cases per million. We also use the absolute new cases as
an alternative measure, and the results are similar as shown in Table A7 in the Appendix.
First, we examine the relationship between daily confirmed cases is various countries and the
negative sentiment in the Weibo posts related to democracy. All regressions include the month
fixed effects, which is critical to control for the overall trend of the disease and the drastic

public opinion changes over time in China. In Column (1), we include the daily confirmed

cases daily in China. The result shows a negative correlation, indicating that when China’s

1"The data is based on the COVID-19 Data Repository by the Center for Systems Science and Engi-
neering (CSSE) at Johns Hopkins University (JHU). The COVID-19 data and specification is available at
https://github.com/owid/COVID-19-data/tree/master/public/data/.
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Table 2: Daily Infection Cases Per Million and Sentiments Toward Democracy

Dependent variable: Negative and Satiric Sentiment

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
China —0.0062*** —0.0072***
(0.0012) (0.0012)
United States 0.0002*** 0.0002***
(0.00002) (0.00002)
United Kingdom 0.0007*** 0.0004***
(0.00002) (0.00002)
India —0.0001 0.0010***
(0.0003) (0.0003)
Japan 0.0061*** 0.0031***
(0.0004) (0.0005)
France 0.0006*** 0.0005***
(0.00001) (0.00001)
Month FE Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Observations 331,434 331,434 322,416 323,333 331,434 330,099 322,416
R? 0.0196 0.0197 0.0202 0.0170 0.0200 0.0379 0.0367
Adjusted R? 0.0196 0.0197 0.0202 0.0170 0.0200 0.0379 0.0366

Notes. Logit model is used. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p <
0.01.

daily confirmed cases increases, the probability that Weibo posts with negative sentiments
toward democracy are likely to decrease on the same day. Then, we employ the confirmed
cases in major democratic countries in the world including key Western democracies. Column
(2) to Column (6) uses the daily confirmed cases in the United States, United Kingdom, India,
Japan and France, respectively. Column (7) is the full model using daily confirmed cases
from all these countries. As the results clearly show, the number of newly confirmed Covid-19
cases in major democracies are positively and significantly associated with negative sentiments
toward democracy on Weibo posts. As a robustness check, we also use negative sentiment as
the dependent variable and show the regression results in Table A6 and Table A5, where we

confirm the results remain consistent.

4.2 Zhihu

Due to the sheer volume of posts on Weibo, we limit our Weibo data collection to democracy-

related posts in the context of Covid-19. To understand the findings in a broader context,
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we collect text data on democracy-related discussions from Zhihu. The time range of data
collected from Zhihu is from 2011 to 2021, which covers the entire period since the beginning
of the website. By utilizing data from a long time period, our analysis may provide a more
comprehensive picture of the perceptions of democracy among Chinese citizens and how they
shift in 2020 under the influence of Covid-19. Figure 4 shows the trend of democracy-related
discussion in Zhihu since 2011. There are a few critical facts Figure 4 present. First, until 2020,
democracy-related discussions were extremely rare on Zhihu. 2020 is unique that the discussion
on the topic surges drastically on this website. At maximum, more than 1500 posts were made
on democracy within on day.'® Second, after 2020, the frequency of discussions on democracy
substantially decline but still remain at a higher level than before 2020. This indicate that
the Chinese citizens’ interests in democracy have drastically increased due to Covid-19 and are
more widely expressed online as well. Finally, Figure 4 also shows that the overall sentiment
toward democracy in the questions and answers are predominantly negative, especially in the
few years.

Similar to Figure 3, we draw how the ratio of Zhihu sentiment changed in 2020 in Figure
5. Figure A3 in the Appendix illustrate the weekly sentiment trend in Zhihu. Overall, we
find a similar pattern to Weibo that as the pandemic spread the rest of the world, particularly
in Western democracies, while curbed in China, in April 2020, the proportion of negative
sentiment in democracy-related discussions gradually increased. Unlike Weibo, however, after
August 2020, the negative sentiments toward democracy show a downward trend on Zhihu.

Table 3 presents the results from the regression analysis using Zhihu data to examine the

8The peak day is July 30, 2020, and almost all posts are answers to one question posted on the previous
day, “what do you think of the response of Zhuang Zuyi, wife of the former US consul General in Chengdu,
who said that her Nazi-analogy was straightforward and would not change her words as she was free to express
her own thoughts? (Ui & £ FT 5% E HE AR S R AEHE Y. (900 50 RERHAWEASN, &
H i IF &4 AA83E? )” The background of this question is, on July 1, Zhuang Zuyi, a wife of the US consul
General in Chengdu at the time, made an analogy in her blog that her departure from Chengdu earlier this
year to return to the US due to the epidemic was like “Jews hiding from the Nazis.” This expression aroused
dissatisfaction and criticism from Chinese netizens. Amid intensifying tension between the US and China, the
Chinese government announced the closure of the US Consulate in Chengdu on July 24. In the evening of July
28, Zhuang responded to the criticisms from the Chinese public that she had freedom to express her personal
views, which prompted further heated debate online.
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Figure 4: Zhihu Daily Posts Number Trend since 2011
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Table 3: Zhihu Sentiment Logistic Regression

Dependent variable: Negative Sentiment

2020 2020 2020 2020 2020 Overall
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
China related —0.0119 —0.0287 —0.0568"  —0.0598** —0.0368**
(0.0292) (0.0288) (0.0290) (0.0293) (0.0177)
Western related 0.1572*%** 0.1542***  0.1549***  0.1555"**  (0.0822***
(0.0204) (0.0233) (0.0236) (0.0237) (0.0119)
Democracy 0.0940*** 0.0297* 0.0521***  0.0579***  0.0968***
(0.0161) (0.0163) (0.0180) (0.0185) (0.0126)
Freedom Hh —0.0645"** —0.0700*** —0.0555"** —0.0549*** —0.0126***
(0.0092) (0.0094) (0.0092) (0.0092) (0.0035)
Human Rights AAY 0.4652***  0.4706™**  0.3132***  0.2953***  (0.2335***
(0.1025) (0.1032) (0.0998) (0.0991) (0.0520)
Minzhu ML 0.5224 0.3775 0.3931 0.3961 0.1633
(0.3293) (0.3250) (0.3299) (0.3288) (0.1166)
Month FE N N N Y Y Y
Question FE N N N N Y Y
Observations 6,393 6,393 6,393 6,393 6,393 23,630
Log Likelihood —2,712.7 —2,686.9 —2,659.9 —2,610.5 —-2,607.7 —10,791.7
Akaike Inf. Crit. 5,431.5 5, 383.9 5,333.9 5,257.0 5,253.5 22,025.4
Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01

contents of posts related to negative sentiment. We find the results are similar to the analysis
of Weibo posts. Zhihu users tend to express more negative feelings when the discussion is about
or in the context of Western democracies. Questions and answers about China are consistently
less likely associated with negative emotions. Certain democratic values are considered more
positive: while the discussions on democracy and human rights are more attached to negative
sentiments, freedom is less likely to be involved with negative emotions. One difference from
the Weibo analysis is that we did not find any significant effect of minzhu (L) on negative
sentiments. We interpret this null finding as an outcome of the different style of expression
and opinion revelation by users in two platforms. While Weibo is normally a place for instant
and often emotional reaction to an event or a trendy topic, Zhihu is used for a more refined,
intellectual, and interactive discourses on a topic. For the same reason, we could not identify
many satiric comments in Zhihu, unlike Weibo. Therefore, the use of minzhu (IIL7), a cynical
homonym of democracy, in Zhihu is much more limited and thus we find no significant effects

on sentiment.
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5 Conclusion

As the world’s second largest economy and the post populous country, China’s political stability
and changes have always been a topic of mainstream academia. In this regards, whether Chinese
Communist Party would adopt more democratic institutions as part of political reform has also
been long debated. At the same time, with its economic rise and the political tension with the
United States, scholars have noticed the rising patriotism among Chinese citizens, which leads
to strong supports for the current political system in China.

In this paper, we examine how the unprecedented pandemic crisis affected Chinese citizens’
perception of democracy and democratic values using social media data. We have several
critical findings related to democracy perceptions in China. First, the pandemic led to a
unprecedented, explosive outburst of democracy-related discussions on China’s social media.
However, as COVID-19 spread around the world and the democratic countries failed to curb
the disease in a sharp contrast to the situation in China, Chinese citizens’ view of democracy
has become negative and cynical.

Our study suggests that Covid-19 provided an crucial opportunity for the Chinese citi-
zens to re-gauge its political system and demand more transparency and responsibility to the
government especially at the early stage of the pandemic. However, as the pandemic spread
throughout the world, the Chinese government could turn the crisis into a chance to tighten the
social control and boast the pandemic control as a national success story. Under the strictly
controlled media environment with prevalent censorship, this propaganda worked effectively to
the population. We believe this phenomenon further facilitate the unbalanced view among the
Chinese population that Huang (2021) claim and show. Huang (2021) argues that the misper-
ception has been increasing among the Chinese citizens in recent years regarding China’s status
in the world. This led to overconfidence about China’s global influence and popularity and a
sense of national superiority among citizens. In line with this claim, we believe that the global
pandemic crisis offered a decisive momentum that exacerbated this imbalance in Chinese citi-

zens’ perception, particularly in their evaluation of democracy and democratic values in other
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countries. However, we also observe that overall discussion on democracy has been invigorated
due to the pandemic, which might lead potentially to a greater awareness of democratic values
among the citizens in the future.

A clear empirical challenge and limit to our findings is the prevalent online censorship in
China (King, Pan and Roberts 2013). What our analyses show might be explained by the
degree of censorship. However, in line with Lu, Pan and Xu (2021), we find no clear evidence
for large-scale censorship. Furthermore, we assume the censorship agencies in China have fewer
incentives to censor negative posts about democracy and democratic values, which we use as

the main outcome variable.
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Appendix

A Sample for Weibo posts by different sentiment category
A.1 Positive Weibo posts

We show some positive sentiment sample for Weibo posts in Table A1l.

A.2 Negative Weibo posts

We show some negative sentiment sample for Weibo posts in Table A2.

A.3 Satiric Weibo posts

Table A3 and Table A4 are some satiric Weibo examples that predicted as ironic by our trained
model but as positive by Baidu Senta model. This is also the reason why we manual label and

divide the sentiment into three categories.

B Weekly Sentiment Percentage Trend

Figure A1l: Daily Share of Negative Posts on Weibo
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Table Al: Sample for Positive Weibo posts

Posts Content

M2 RIGARL, N B i KA 14 A0 E N R 2 R AT E AT SR 381, 5%
e R, ~FILmAR! B TAAT, EIRATRE TR A& LRI AT TS R R
TN 7]

“What is the biggest human right? The human life is the biggest human right”! The representatives of 1.4
billion Chinese people are honored. Those people race against time and fight against the disease, ordinary
and great! Thanks to them, we have strengthened our conviction to defeat the epidemic. Let us salute
them! Grace and magnanimity make my heart soar

SEOE DL LA AR i s T, A AR EE SR = DY, SKIBS IS AL, QRS SR BTt
PR RIS, R R TN T BrA, WRAERISEEE, WrphEg Il E, WU AR E L, SRR
AR BER, Wi NEZMTTHR -

A friend in need is a friend indeed. Some people are pointing fingers at Wuhan lockdown, some people are
frequently talking about human rights on not being allowed to visit relatives. If it were not for decisive
lockdown, the virus infection would have exceeded 100, 000 people! So, listen to the party’s command, listen
to Zhong Nanshan’s advice, listen to the leadership deployment arrangements, reduce the disaster are the
lowest! Staying at home is doing something for the country.

XUCBENT N DA B B B AR ARG ECE , A B BRI R (U AR IR R . AR AT,
FERRE LR EANREGRBCR, R ARYZM IS TEE, A——DARR™, EAZJLA
MLy 2], Yt JoAUOE Bk 2 SCH A8 P R 5 | n) SOE I IR

The Chinese people have every reason to question the reform of the health care system and the correctness
of the reform and opening-up approach. The People’s Republic of China is the result of the Chinese people’s
revolution led by Chairman Mao. It is a socialist country in which the people are the masters of their own
affairs. It is not the private property of anyone person or a joint-stock company owned by a few. No one
has the right to deviate from the socialist system and lead China into disaster and darkness

XYCHT R TR R AR E R BT, FEAUER T =ANEEE. — @i ey EEE, a3 CRIE T
FetBlt:, =@ ANJamz L RAR R BIS I IER T . BT — DB WSS I F S H ). AR —F
Fho i BE T DATE— R Z TRl S A s R AL i, — A M\ 3% . FATRMREA Wt ) B sz
The emergence of the novel Coronavirus and our country’s response to it fully proves three truths. One
is the importance of the leadership of the Party, the other is the incomparable superiority of the socialist
system, and the third is the correctness of the theory of a community with a shared future for mankind. No
other party has such leadership and appeal. No other social system can mobilize such powerful social forces
overnight. And we’ve never felt it so personally

HA IR A 2 2 S BE 0 S 55 T Fi A AP B T
The advantages of socialism with Chinese characteristics have been fully demonstrated in the face of the
epidemic

FATEZAR I, (R B EYEY AT AT — 2 i nl DA TR .
XU, FRATH R A SRR, [RINFA TR IO AR I PESE | v [ SR U Y

Our country seldom emphasizes the word of human rights, but often in times of crisis, the country has
never given up any chance that ordinary people can survive. Through this outbreak, we can see our own
shortcomings, and once again we are glad to be in China! China will be better and better
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Table A2: Sample for Negative Weibo Sentiment

Posts Content

A BE IR YRS, BEAME I, Wl E N, P EANRRE, JCHEA SN, E—E
REWH S — R Tk, A ERENACER, WA B RS S BRI LRGSR, KRERBKA
NG UER .

Hope to take advantage of this epidemic, those man-made disaster officials, all down. Hope the Chinese
people wake up, especially those with some power, to contribute a little to building a free and democratic
society, for the sake of others as well as themselves. The virus will not infect you just because you are an
official. Selfish people will not have good results.

FEAAM, ME XA — ) = AHE BB R 2oy, FREEIACLL o7 1 82 P P25 AR B )
Fetram s L, ARIERRIRE T

I really don’t understand, from the woman in Huanggang who not only knows nothing but also looks
confidently, to the staff in Hubei Red Cross who can still reasonably ask why the distribution of masks is
not equal, you are really very bad

BT SO R AR TIAE B e 2 B ot , 95 AR e HLREVR Ml “HEM S /D E Rl B IR HEE
FFEETEAS R SE 7 PUE RO T 0L MR MR &8 Jodi B 45 NSV R AL T Frid ) “ B i 7 W E 547
JEERI ARG, BN, ABCHASHIT AASHLRWERIRT, A B RER BE

The backward system of capitalism has been exposed in the response to the epidemic, and the lives of
the poor have been reduced to the guinea pigs of so-called "herd immunity”. Bureaucratic prevarication
allowed the epidemic to spread explosively with sufficient warning; Countless medical staff and patients
died because of so-called "liberal democracy”; There are serious concealment phenomena in European and
American countries, ”as long as I do not detect, the number of people will not increase”; Social organizations
are inefficient and unable to mobilize capacity

P18 AR RE N IR AL, PR AR CHw A M. BOEE], TOEREEG . ERIER R, TR
LEUE? —IEME O IO KRG, SR 4 NZRIL R SR PR, A3 i B[R] RN Rk o XA I e
I SEFNIE IATC RN, WITCIREk . A BEEIEPRASTR, A BN AEREICAZON, k.
Danish prime minister calls for ”freedom of speech” after cartoonists insult the five-star red flag in the name
of COVID-19. Unexpectedly, the disaster also came. Who does nature bypass in the face of catastrophe?
A seemingly unrelated disaster is actually a common challenge faced by all mankind, including the recent
fire in Australia. Ridicule and innuendo at this time are not only ignorant but also bottomless. I hope the
epidemic will come to an end soon and that each of us can remember the lessons and the history.

AT A REAE R A B T, SEFE DO e LT, SERBUNLFAZ B A, A
REFERCHHE R ROAR, AFETERERGILT, 2020 4EEEA Z A Ear A AT AU D B 32 S B2 v I
Rl

As the COVID-19 virus is so serious in Europe and the United States, there are national protest marches in
the United States. The US government hardly considers humanization to solve the problem and only wants
to use weapons to suppress people. I wonder how many lives will be paid for this in 2020 under the double
crisis! The capitalist system is a cold-blooded system.

SN H St TR NME, TEWIET AN ZR R oo o MAERZ QRN SE FRE AR ATTFAE, My
KTife T

Outside the moon has been missing, there are people in stubborn, blowing mortality is not very high... Now
too many public intellectual do not mention the epidemic and black protests in the United States, their
beacon fell
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Post content

Predicted by our
model

Predicted
Baidu Senta

by

MEFG IS IS I e . FR Il BN SEE — R /L, R T, X
RN 8, AMEAERE, ATERAT 5 08, B9
HUEZST N v 7N SV SN e Lo N = B E D S S 2 i i)
Am,Mﬁﬁﬁmmauh,f&ﬁ%Zﬁ%ﬁT& AR
AR, HAEREK.

Ho ha ha ha ha virus: When I got back to the United States
and stepped off the plane, I was shocked, the air here is
so sweet, unlike in China, where people wear masks, the
harsh environment made it no way for me to survive. It’s
full of freedom, passionate people, and thanks to the great
President Trump, who saved me when I was in danger. I
want to repay him very much, only he knows me best.

satiric

positive

WRER B, BARRE

The virus is free and democratic

satiric

positive

FE AR IFAGE, B NEBA PRI ANRI B AU
The US has good protection of human rights, everyone has
the right to be infected and infect others

satiric

positive

ARFFE, —UAM, BB URMEE
There is democracy, nothing to fear, free air does not spread
the virus

satiric

positive

RO H H AT RASIERT e, i 53 o B 3 e !
Democracy and freedom can defeat COVID-19. Come on,
brave democracy and freedom fighters!

satiric

positive

ftb e B ROR B ? AT FE ARG SE R B AR, DA
A 2 AT AR R G, Feq Tt SR AS A E RN BURT Y
BRSBTS S R R — IR A
!

He had the nerve to ask for help? We fully believe that
your country’s freedom and democracy, as well as the sweet
air can resist the attack of the virus, we also firmly believe
in the Australian government after the implementation of
various measures, will be able to win the final victory! Do
help next time!

satiric

positive

ML 22 SR A R
Minzhu (Democratic) freedom certainly includes freedom of
infection

satiric

positive

VT EZER AR RE, AMUEE TARA S, mHMAE T
WA H . AHREZAE BRI, — S BRRECE
Western countries are really free and democratic, not only
achieving civil liberties, but also achieving viral freedom. A
free country has a free virus. Nothing wrong with it

satiric

positive
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Post content

Predicted by our
model

Predicted
Baidu Senta

by

Z W PUKAEIRI BRI S M, 2% B i B ZER XU 208 ~ X
2B, WREENIZIBA FARMTEPE, WA IA E A
FIRCH E B iz bRt B . B AW AE KB e
M, 2ok

Drink plenty of hot water. Trust your medical power. Go
with the wind. The virus can’t catch up with you. In Den-
mark, the virus has its own right to freedom. A free country
should let the virus be free. How can it be destroyed? Come
on, drink more hot water

satiric

positive

FHEE 03 4%, JEaEAIAK) B h#f 2 &I, BESRE X
W, MRS, HERNHER R A2 SRR
Compared to 2003, the freedom of both the virus and human
beings is significantly lower. Haha. Actually, if you look at
this picture, compared to the disease control, our evaluation
and control system has changed

satiric

positive

WOSER T EGE, BOEARGR T, AEOEANERT.
What a beautiful Chinese saying: the human right to wear
masks is gone, and the people who don’t wear masks are
gone.

satiric

positive

I Eh R T2 1 56 B F B R N B Bk E L, T AN RY AL
e

The liberal and democratic United States has the highest
number of virus infections in the world. No mean feat.

satiric

positive

YR H B v I A R ELRY R, i ) B R e !
“AHmRE" LM, EREile ‘B /!

It shows that the current vaccine research and development
is not really successful, or go out wearing a mask is the
most reliable! “Free and democratic” America, even virus is
“free”!

satiric

positive

PENGR T, REMER, o8 HbE, Earhnli.
The epidemic is truly terrible, the price of democracy is
higher, life can be given up for freedom.

satiric

positive

Aarigal 5, AR R, AR, R R
Life is dear, freedom is dearer, masks can be given up for
pneumonia.

satiric

positive

s FMRTE T EAEAT— DI PR 2 4t 5 i =<,
Fz

COVID-19: T have never breathed such freedom anywhere
in the world. I love America

satiric

positive
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Figure A2: Weibo Weekly Sentiment Percentage Trend
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C Weibo Official Accounts Selection

The Weibo dataset in our research is among 203, 719 distinct users. One may concern that
the discussion is mainly contributed by official accounts users. To address this question, we
exclude all posts that posted by official accounts, then run regression again. we found that the
effect is still significant.

Our method to exclude all official accounts is as the following: any account’s nick name
contain BT or HrE] or 2£F A or ik or B or B or ‘B 1H# or ‘Bl or Lk or [R5 or [l
Zz or MI{E or /~%, we manually check all filtered accounts to see whether they are official
accounts or not. After this step, we got 879 official accounts in total. Then we exclude all posts
published by the 879 accounts

we got 333, 532 posts after removed the official accounts from 336, 323 posts.

D Robustness check between COVID-19 Cases and sentiment to-

ward democracy

Further, we also examined the relationship between the absolute number of new COVID-19
cases with negative and sarcastic posts. We also checked the absolute number of new COVID-
19 cases and new cases per million against negative posts only. Table A5, Table A6 and Table

AT are our robustness check results.

E Robustness check for Weibo amount trend

We crawl a placebo word bookstore ($5)5) on Weibo to check the weibo trend. The trend in
Figure A4 shows that the weibo amount for bookstore is relatively stable in the overall year of

2020 and is obviously different with democracy-related weibo.



Table A5: Daily New Infection Cases and Sentiments Toward Democracy (new

cases per million)

Dependent variable: Negative Sentiment

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
China —0.0165*** —0.0172***
(0.0013) (0.0013)
United States 0.0004*** 0.0003***
(0.00003) (0.00003)
United Kingdom 0.0005*** 0.0002***
(0.00002) (0.00003)
India 0.0014*** 0.0016***
(0.0003) (0.0004)
Japan 0.0100*** 0.0066***
(0.0005) (0.0006)
France 0.0005*** 0.0004***
(0.00001)  (0.00001)
Month FE Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Observations 331,434 331,434 322,416 323,333 331,434 330,099 322,416
R2 0.0070 0.0072 0.0073 0.0060 0.0075 0.0159 0.0171
Adjusted R? 0.0070 0.0071 0.0072 0.0060 0.0074 0.0159 0.0171

Notes. Logit model is used. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

Table A6: Daily New Infection Cases and Sentiments Toward Democracy (ab-

solute new cases)

Dependent variable: Negative Sentiment

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
China —0.1147*** —0.1198***
(0.0093) (0.0094)
United States 0.0133*** 0.0095***
(0.0009) (0.0010)
United Kingdom 0.0723*** 0.0263***
(0.0036) (0.0040)
India 0.0101*** 0.0119***
(0.0024) (0.0026)
Japan 0.7886*** 0.5193***
(0.0434) (0.0504)
France 0.0674*** 0.0660***
(0.0013) (0.0014)
Month FE Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Observations 331,434 331,434 322,416 323,333 331,434 330,099 322,416
R2 0.0070 0.0072 0.0073 0.0060 0.0075 0.0159 0.0171
Adjusted R? 0.0070 0.0071 0.0072 0.0060 0.0074 0.0159 0.0171

Notes. Logit model is used. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. The unit of daily confirmed cases is

10,000. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Table A7: Daily New Infection Cases and Sentiments Toward Democracy (ab-
solute new cases)

Dependent variable: Negative and Satiric Sentiment

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
China —0.0431*** —0.0502***
(0.0086) (0.0087)
United States 0.0065*** 0.0049***
(0.0007) (0.0008)
United Kingdom 0.1052*** 0.0544***
(0.0029) (0.0033)
India —0.0008 0.0071***
(0.0019) (0.0021)
Japan 0.4851*** 0.2474***
(0.0344) (0.0397)
France 0.0844*** 0.0809***
(0.0013) (0.0013)
Month FE Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Observations 331,434 331,434 322,416 323,333 331,434 330,099 322,416
R? 0.0196 0.0197 0.0202 0.0170 0.0200 0.0379 0.0367
Adjusted R? 0.0196 0.0197 0.0202 0.0170 0.0200 0.0379 0.0366

Notes. Logit model is used. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. The unit of daily confirmed cases
is 10,000. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

Figure A4: Weibo placebo trend for bookstore (5))
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F Robustness check for Weibo Sentiment Classification

We use Baidu Senta to do sentiment classification as robustness check. Although it is not good
at selecting the satiric posts in our context, but still, it is good at classifying most of the posts
and divide them into positive or negative ones. Table A8 shows the result which is similar to

the result obtained by our trained model.

Table A8: Robustness check for Weibo using Baidu Senta to classify

Dependent variable: Negative Sentiment

(1) (2)
China related —0.2723*** —0.2751%**
(0.0031) (0.0032)
Western related 0.0831*** 0.1323***
(0.0028) (0.0030)
Democracy &3 0.5253*** 0.5277*
(0.0103) (0.0103)
Freedom HH —0.1664*** —0.1890***
(0.0048) (0.0050)
Human Rights AAY 0.1517** 0.1963***
(0.0063) (0.0066)
Min Zhu I3 0.4506*** 0.4302***
(0.0285) (0.0285)
Month FE N Y
Observations 336, 323 336, 323

Log Likelihood
Akaike Inf. Crit.

Note: *p<0.1; *p<0.05; **p<0.01

—170, 660.1000
341, 334.3000

—167, 133.5000
334, 303.0000

G Weibo posts coding manual

We add and label 3 columns for each Weibo post, the rule specification is showed in Table A9.
During the labelling process, if one RA is confused with same posts and not sure how to
label them, we ask RA to mark ‘y’ in the ‘need recheck’ column, and later the research team

discuss those posts together.
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Table A9: Weibo posts coding rules

Column Name Value Rules
If the post is one’s opinion or discussion, you
The post is a discussion or | news or discus- | should mark it as ‘discussion’; If the post is
news sion news, you then mark it as ‘news’.
If the post is talking about COVID-19, you
COVID-19 related Oorl should mark it as 1, otherwise is 0.
If the post is talking about democracy, you
should mark it as 1, otherwise is 0. While some
of the news and discussion is about issues like
elections or equality, in this study, it’s not the
kind of discussion we want to have. We want
Democracy related Oor1l

to find out what the discussion is about democ-
racy as a failure because of the COVID-19. Or,
to put it another way, is the post discussing the
failure of democracy?

H Weibo Model comparison

We compare our model with BERT. According to the result showed in Table A10, the overall

performance for BiLSTM is better than BERT on our data, so we choose BiLSTM model.

Table A10: Weibo Model comparison

Model Precision Recall F1l-score
BiLSTM 0.8578 0.8580 0.8575
BERT 0.6695 0.9168 0.7738

I Democracy Dictionary

president, legislature, suffrage, election, political right, political rights, elected official, political
party, majority rule, PE%&, PEAEAL, BT, T, SLIRHLK, SLRALM, BUAKUH, ZEL AL
A, MEE R, A, B, DEURMAZ EURN, Z2 %80 sE 5N, freedom of speech, freedom
of association, freedom, justice, rule of law, constitution, human right, checks and balances,
judiciary, liberty, liberal, citizen journalist, /A Ric#E, S HH, gttt HH, BH, &°F, IEX,
IR, IRBIGEIR, IRH, YAEEH R, SR, SEIR, BB, AL AU A, R A, A
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ziyou, HIYEAL, FIENLM, BRERRE], BREAH R, YAE, nARS, Bk, #ERIEX, Bl FEX,
H i1 3 X3, civil society, petition, political participation, protest, social movement, /3 Ftt <>
505, b5, W, BUaZ S, $iil, £<, Wfr, IR e, tt2izsh, T Azs), T4, labor
union, [.2x2HZH, equality, minority, diversity, gender, LGBT, LGBTQ, [A]{474%, 4%, minority
rights, ZFME, 270, BB, DBORBH, 3, HR1F-3F, 7298, HH, truth, XG4,
&, minzhu, &3, democracy, 4T, thrgaUE 3, consultative democracy, N REFE, &R

4 AR R T, whole-process democracy, minben, R, FEFFOR F, NR2YZEMET, &
BERE, tta T LR TS, o EXRT, PEfrO4S 3 R, REELHFH, 36, 358,
HERE, wARE, ERE, 2 RE, R E, PEEC, PER O SRS, e X
A RAS, dRRlE R 3L, PEIR M, REBGR, TER O3 KRG, TR AL
FX, REWE, o XK T, #EAME, EKEE, Bie AR, UEaE, RIERE, +
EAR T, PERE GRS E, pR T, PEES, PR SR, PEREBR, VR
T, ACHRAL, A RER, AR, REZRS, PEAREER, AARAHL, R
il B, Fve e F R, FERFEA, REPE, ARG, WRRE, Bk Ee

J COVID-19 Dictionary

BN, AR, W02, Bd, phiEgil, NO5, 2305, Bidpi, Bedrrbl, D, Bk, CDC, iR, ik
B, ORI, e, e, RIS, B e, B, Fedt, Bk, AR, Sl T2, 1, SE, 222218,
WA, HEmitE g, NN, AR DAL, MW, PEF, B, 530K, ZFilH, WHO,
AL E, B BE, JOAEAR, B ARL, COVID-19, Hif&P§=F, Coronavirus, Remdesivir, g
e, HAGIE, BESMaA, B2, pandemic, RITIAE, TAERER bi&, BWHMIR, ek, &
T, P H B, A

K Location Dictionary

In the location dictionary, we have included common phrases that clearly refer to China, and
we have included the names of all provinces and prefecture-level cities. Similarly, we also

constructed a western dictionary.
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China related dictionary: HE, FE, FATE S, 2305%, $hEgil, KK, JF, 0,
SEP e, PERRE, FgE, WAL, L Jun, FOTWE S, MHEE 03 4F, 5KSCE, P, e
S IR AAE, TP, g, FATa5E, FmE, NIRRT, T, R, REEHSH, KA1,
China, Z=B4, LKL, |7 IC, B3, D, AEK, 5K, BE, R, B, FrhoR, KIE, 3%
T, IR, R, AR, VB, WL, FEUESE, AR, G, WP S g0 AN, BN, SRIE
1% BRI, VERUR 2R B RN, 55, mlr, U, W, &, TR, B, HiE WON, 0
T, e 5L, WL, B R, 22, BRI, BT, =, BN, 10T, B, B, BER BOKEIR HIA
B SN, PR ARIX, B, 2608, BRUR, TR, Jei, BORET v, LU BIE M, EER,
W, FLAgI, P 2RI, Sk, I KF, WM, SCIHR i e B eI, v, LR, MR,
Berd, JiCT, I, ImE EE BRI, €%, A, RE, BRE, gk, B, BGE%IE R
EVAIN, KIE, T, BN, mAkEL, S22, by, Sh/RZ W, fEl, SN, M, 50N, RO, 3,
AISEIRAL, O, REAR, ZREE, NS, UM, TR, G, R, TR, B, EI %A, B,
FoOCHL, By E A, AN, BREA, U, RN, B R B AN, FEON, BHIR, SN, 4RI ST,
ARIT, B, VLI5, BAK, WL, nbE3, WERR, #5, MM, R, P seop X, #iK, B
S BN, TR, oK, BN, AL EEC EA M, PSP, LhE, TEEE, I, R, B
VU R 1 O v B VA M, WP R G B EAN, B2, B TT, AU, EREE BIEMN, B
W, HEZZ, WK, WO, T, =, g, ROCRIGHIIX, I, Bk, T, 0T, Pt T, A
HIX, £3%, 7, WEH, 'k, Fil, K, W5, 218\, 77N, B, BE, %1,
e, B WG EIE M, T8, HPHL, 2B, AR, Wi, FER, Wbk, L0 e AiG
N, W, SO, T, R SRR FIR N, LS, W, BN, BRI, B, sk, MR,
2, WG BN, B, KK O, L], h, A%, W, X, H R, 2575 5 i AR
T EEIMN, VT, AR, 48, MR, TTE, Kbk, =Tk, SR, XSV, N, =F, L, HRE,
RN, FE A E VAN, T, SCE, L, JEEE, b, SR, Ak, FERH, BUER, ZEN, WL
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