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Media Fandom and Identity of the Chinese
Middle Class: The Case of Prison Break on
Chinese Internet

Shan LIU

Abstract

The Chinese middle class is playing an important role in the process of
China’s globalization and socialism-market-economy transformation. This
article focuses on the way the middle class uses the media, the class identity
and psychology it is expressing through the media, and the meaning of these
factors in the process of China’s modernization.

The author conducted a qualitative research by observing the TV drama
Prison Break online and carrying out field work studies for one year and half.
With the help of a questionnaire survey and focus groups talking on MSN and
face to face, the researcher points out two of the main identity factors of the
Chinese middle class: 1) The “pleasure of intelligence” that is derived from
watching quality drama as expressed in the intelligent words and deeds of the
characters and the high standards of production; and 2) “the anxiety of exist-
ence” which is originated from the middle class’s uncertainty about their own
security and status. These two factors also reflect the tension of contradiction
in the class identity produced by China’s modernization process. The article
argues that Chinese TV drama fans, unlike the Americans, do not have a
“knowledge community” or authorities in the TV drama profession, and thus
lack the ability to exert their influence on the producers. The online behavior
of Chinese fans tends to demonstrate changing self-identity, which is seen not
only in their show-off consumer behavior, but also in their depressive mood
with political implications.
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