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Research Article

Cultural Capital and Communicative
Empowerment: A Case Study of the Contentious
Action of Artists in Contemporary China

Yanhong LI, Fan YANG

Abstract

In contemporary China, although the regime exerts powerful control, the
contentious activities of society have always succeeded in attracting media
attention and becoming empowered by their access to media. This “co-
empowerment” type of media—movement relationship differs from that of their
counterparts in western society, where movements are always marginalized by
media. However, the why question still remains unanswered. The current
explanation has focused more on the media side and left the side of social
action untouched. This case study aims to fill the knowledge gap by observing
a group of artists' contentious action and their interaction with media in
safeguarding their spatial rights in City J.

The finding is that cultural capital is key to enabling the artists' media
access and empowerment. First, it was the social identity of this group that
made the news topic of “social contention” fresh and valuable, enabling the
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marketized media in a competitive news environment to pay attention to them.
Second, it was the symbolic identity of “pureness” of the arts that depoliticized
and justified the artists' activities of resistance in the still-rigid political
environment. Third, the group's professional capabilities in visual practices and
their ability to create a media event like an “art exhibition” also enabled their
action in entering into the media agenda and rhythm. Finally, the objectified
cultural capital also worked when the group members used the trade media and
the “me media,” such as blogs in social mobilization and cultivated good
network with the mass media. However, the group could no longer get media
access when the members tried to radicalize and politicize their action further.
Communicative empowerment thus only occurs within a specific structure of
political economy. In the final part, we also discussed new approaches of social
class in studying media-movement relationship in current China context.
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