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Weibo Communication and

the Epistemic Authority of Chinese Journalism:
A Case Study of the 2011 Wenzhou High-speed
Train Incident

Jingrong TONG

Abstract

Journalism needs to develop and maintain an epistemic authority in
interpreting reality and deciding what information should be transmitted to
readers. In doing so, journalism defends its legitimacy. This paper is drawn
from an analysis of Weibo messages and newspaper coverage of the Wenzhou
High-speed Train Incident in 2011. Qualitative interviews with journalists offer
some supplementary explanations regarding what was found in the analysis.
This paper has two aims. The first is to discuss both whether and to what extent
Weibo messages about this incident have explained “what happened/is
happening” in reality. The second is to assess how Chinese journalism has
endeavored to defend its epistemic authority through constructing a narrative of
reality. This study reveals that Weibo communication has advantages in
releasing initial information about the incident and in facilitating netizens'
efforts to hold the government accountable. As a result, Weibo communication
has influenced newspaper agendas to a certain degree. However, a fuller
interpretation of reality is still offered by newspapers. Weibo messages are
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merely treated as one type of news source. According to their respective
reporting paradigms and news values, the two newspapers analyzed in this
study have selected and incorporated Weibo messages into their conventional
news reporting. They have adopted different strategies in establishing an image
of being able to provide credible and objective narratives of reality. These
provide evidence of defending the epistemic authority of journalism. The whole
process suggests that journalists constantly reflect on their own work and the
concept of news and make adjustments accordingly.

Keywords: the epistemic authority of journalism, Weibo communication,
China, Wenzhou High-speed Incident, objectivity
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