Human Flesh Search in China – Realization of Virtual World

In recent years, a phenomenon known as “human flesh search” swept across China and become a heated debate topic. Different from the traditional online search of information, which is based on the existing information online, human flesh search refers to a phenomenon where an online community mobilizes to track down specific individuals or facts, in which every participant contributes the information he/she knows or finds. In the format of “one asks, thousands answer” or “one issue, thousands explore”, it usually starts from an event which usually against public morality disclosing by someone online, and followed by thousands of “netizens”
 mobilizing to dig out the details or the truth of the event and the individual related. On one hand, this phenomenon reflected the increasing public participation in China and people’s pursuit of justice in the field where laws may fail; on the other hand, the uncontrollable impact of the mass behavior sometimes brings disaster to the individuals in the events as well. The issues of privacy vs. public opinion and regulation vs. freedom of speech on internet aroused by human flesh search were discussed intensively throughout newspaper, TV and internet. More and more people begin to realize that internet is no longer a virtual world separated from real world completely but a part of reality and they will suffer the impact of their behaviors online in real world. 

Representative Cases of Human Flesh Search 

The Kitty Case (2006) – A Triumph of Human Flesh Search    As the first human flesh search case becoming a sensational social event, it refers to the event that thousands of netizens mobilized to trace down a SM website started from a picture posted online in which a woman with high heel shoes was stepping a kitty. Within 6 days, not only the detailed background of the woman but also the men who behind the website were found out completely. 

Tong Xu Case(2006) – Justice or Blinded Lynch Mobs?  Happened just after the Kitty Case, Tong Xu case refers to an event in which thousands of netizens trying to find a man with a register name as “Tong Xu”, who was accused by someone online to have an affair with the man’s wife. Different from the Kitty Case, what was significant in this case was that Tong Xu encountered abuse in real life after all his information was dug out.
The Fake Tiger Case(2008) – Supervision of Public on Government  Different from Tong Xu case, the Fake Tiger case reflected the great power of public participation, which was enhanced by the internet, in the supervision of government.  In this event, when a local government tried to lie about the existence of Huanan Tiger in order to attract invest from central government, ignoring the suspicion from the public, netizens forced the local government to admit its misbehavior in the end by trying to analyze and find out the truth.  
What Is Behind Human Flesh Search

According to the 22nd report by CNNIC (China Internet Network Information Centre) released in July 2008, the population of netizens in China has reached 253million by the end of June 2008, becoming the largest in the world. More than 2/3 of them are young people in or under the age of 30s. The composition decides that the characters of netizens in China are curious, impulsive, energetic, eager to participate and express, having a strong sense for justice but at the same time not mature enough to analyze and tending to be more destructive than constructive. On the other hand, privacy is still something new to Chinese people and the laws on the protection of privacy are not mature enough, especially in the newly emerged issue as online privacy. Meanwhile, many areas are not under the jurisdiction of laws such as the moral issues like external marriage affairs, or the lack of supervision on government. Thus the internet became a platform for people to exercise social norms and pursue justice on their own. Meanwhile, in the desire to attract audience, both websites and traditional media have been trying to spread the sensational human flesh search events enthusiastically and make them social events.

Where Is the Future of Human Flesh Search?
On August 25 this year, some members of the Standing Committee of the National People's Congress proposed to restrain human flesh search with laws in a draft amendment of the Criminal Law. Although there are still a lot of dilemmas in the shaping of the laws, such how to define the concept of privacy online or how to target the specific responsible party in the lawsuit, in face of the possible lawsuit, more and more netizens and websites begin to be more cautious on human flesh search. Meanwhile, many people also noticed the commercial potential in interactive search engine and are trying to commercialize the human flesh search as an information searching and gathering tool. Human flesh search, with the great potential, is on a turning point towards a new future. 
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� According to the definition of CNNIC (China Internet Network Information Centre),  netizen refers to those who have visited internet within half a year and above the age of 6.





