The Communist Party of China’s penchant for using propaganda to advance its various ideological agenda is well documented in the existing literature. Yet rarely do scholarly works touch upon the variations in CCP’s propaganda for different targeted audiences. By examining China’s state media’s coverage of the protests in Hong Kong from March 31st 2019 to January 9th 2020 against the city government’s proposition for passing the anti-extradition bill on Sina Weibo and Twitter, I argue that the CCP has learned to differentiate its internal and external propaganda when facing different target audience groups. In the case of Hong Kong in particular, the internal propaganda is more likely to use symbolic language to appeal to nationalism than external propaganda targeting non-Chinese speaking audience. Such a difference in evoking nationalism becomes less salient when comparing internal propaganda with external propaganda targeting overseas Chinese-speaking audience. 
Why Does It Matter?
Scholars on propaganda have long theorized that targeting different audience groups with different strategies is conducive to maximizing the effect of propaganda. By tracing and discerning the wealth of digital footprints left on the Internet and social media, modern propagandists are now capable of further partitioning their target audience into more concretized segments and target them accordingly. The CCP is no stranger to such a practice in the digital age. Back in late 2006, Liu Yunshan, the then minister of propaganda had argued that the party should “research and grasp the new trend of media customization and personalization” by constructing a public opinion pattern that integrates the traditional party publications, online media and other propaganda resources.[endnoteRef:1] Liu’s call for customization and personalization of propaganda was later echoed in Hu Jintao’s[endnoteRef:2] and Xi Jinping’s[endnoteRef:3] speeches on propaganda and ideological works, demonstrating the resoluteness of the top echelon of the party to harness and perfect its propaganda skills.  [1:  Liu Yunshan, “Improve the Quality and Level of Propaganda and Ideological Works”, December 27 2006, Party Construction, http://www.china.com.cn/policy/txt/2006-12/27/content_7566026_2.htm]  [2:  Hu Jintao, “Hu Jintao Delivers Speech at People’s Daily”, June 21, 2008, People’s Daily, http://news.china.com.cn/txt/2008-06/21/content_15865998.htm]  [3:  Xi Jinping, “Stick to the Correct Direction and Innovative Methods and Improve the guiding force of news, public opinion, and communication”, February 19, 2016, Xinhua] 


Under such a circumstance, China’s state media’s coverage of the protests in Hong Kong on Sina Weibo and Twitter last year provides a rare opportunity to study the party’s efforts to tailor its propaganda to different target groups. Both China’s current political and media landscape and the dichotomization of the social media sphere by the Great Firewall (GFW) ensure the state media’s faithful implementation of Xi Jinping’s propaganda strategy and the feasibility to observe the difference in the operations of the propaganda apparatus inside and outside the GFW. More importantly, the party’s increasingly exacerbated concerns about western forces’ threat to regime security, such as the notion of “color revolution” and Xi Jinping’s emphasis on the united front work on ethnic Chinese living outside the mainland could potentially incentivize the party to customize its propaganda campaign when facing audience groups with different demographic features.
The state media’s coverage of the HK media tycoon Jimmy Lai’s interview with CNN in August last year offers a taste of how the propaganda strategy could be differentiated in practice. While the interview was missing in state media’s English coverage on Twitter, it was picked up by the propaganda apparatus in both its simplified Chinese Weibo posts and tweets in traditional Chinese. The propaganda techniques demonstrated in these two types of propaganda targeting the ethnic Chinese communities are revealing. Firstly, although it is true that Lai indeed said in the interview that he perceived the Hong Kong protest as a manifestation of the clash of values between democracy and authoritarianism and was fighting for the former, he never said anything in the interview close to the idea of “use Hong Kong to oppose China”. The clear-cut and defining quote was rather stuffed in Lai’s mouth by the propagandists. While it is also true that Lai said in the interview that international pressure coupled with an economic slowdown and job losses could change China, both of the propaganda posts truncated the other half of the quote in which he explained the change that he envisioned, i.e. Xi Jinping’s stepdown and the establishment of a more liberal government. In other words, what Lai has been fighting against, according to his own words, is the illiberal and authoritarian value represented by Xi Jinping’s administration rather than China as a nation. By fabricating quotes with clear-cut language and truncating Lai’s words, the propagandists constructed the image of Lai fighting against China as a nation, which creates the conceptual foundation for evoking nationalism from a broader target audience among Chinese nationals. 





