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Abstract

#MilkTeaAlliance is a pan-Asia online civil solidarity movement that began
in April 2020, but observers identified two distinct elements driving this
movement: anti-China sentiment and a pro-democracy spirit. This project an-
alyzes 3 million #MilkTeaAlliance tweets between April 2020 and December
2021, trying to disentangle how East and Southeast Asian netizens commu-
nicated and mobilized through this hashtag across borders. The results show
that Thai-speaking Twitter users contributed to more than 50 percent of all
#MilkTeaAlliance tweets globally, and several waves of hashtags in 2020
mostly reflect the political challenges Thai people faced. Network and key-
ness analysis show that discussion through the #MilkTeaAlliance hashtag
was mainly about counterarguments to China’s narrative of globalization in
its early stages and was tweeted in English. Months later, attention gradually
shifted to human rights and supporting detained and repressed activists, and
the tweets were mostly not written in English. While the shift and decline
in the number of hashtags reflect the limitation of this online movement, es-
pecially during the COVID-19 pandemic, the dynamic and mobilization in
#MilkTeaAlliance also evidence the desire and necessity of a durable platform
for exchanging experience and enriching the narratives among activists and

netizens in East and Southeast Asia.

Implications and Key Takeaways

The dynamic in the #MilkTeaAlliance movement indicates that activists
and netizens in East and Southeast Asia desire and need a platform

for exchanging experiences and learning from each other. A durable

and better-organized platform can help them accumulate information,

CXpCI‘iCI‘lCC, and resources.

Analysis of the geolocation and language used in tweets shows that many
active members in #MilkTeaAlliane have a strong connection to both the
United States and the alliance member countries, possibly their countries
of origin. A U.S.-based durable platform may facilitate collaboration
among the #MilkTeaAlliance members.
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© The formation of counterarguments against China’s narrative of
globalization in the early stages of #MilkTeaAlliance suggests that cross-
country collaborations indeed benefit the activists across Asia. This
movement SErves as a means to empower civil society in democracies and

counter China’s ideological expansion through international organizations.

© The surge and decline of the #MilkTeaAlliance movement imply
that international attention plays an important role in supporting
democratization in Asia, but democratization needs more than just

international attention.
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Introduction

#MilkTeaAlliance is a pan-Asia online civil solidarity movement that began
in April 2020. It originated from an internet meme war between Chinese and
Thai fans over Vachirawit Chiva-aree, a Thai actor whose girlfriend implicitly
indicated that Taiwan and China are different countries under her Instagram
photo. Chinese netizens made 1.4 million posts on Weibo demanding the
actor apologize, while Thai netizens tagged the girlfriend’s name “#nnevvy”
more than 2 million times on Twitter to show their support.

Given that this internet brawl was caused mainly by China’s One China
Principle, many Taiwanese and Hong Kong netizens quickly joined the vir-
tual battleground. They explained the story in the most popular forums in
Taiwan and Hong Kong and recruited thousands to support the Thailand
couple on Twitter. For example, on April 13, a Hong Kong-based Facebook
page, MilkTealogy, illustrated the cooperation among Thailand, Taiwan, and
Hong Kong netizens as the Oath of the Peach Garden—all with a milk tea in
their hand—and calling the three countries the #MilkTeaAlliance.! This pic-
ture and the related hashtags were quickly shared on Facebook 13,000 times
and reposted by many Twitter activists, including Joshua Wong, the most
prominent activist in Hong Kong.

#MilkTeaAlliance did not just trend for a few days. Instead, it quickly be-
came a symbol of cross-Asia civil solidarity beyond the original three mem-
bers. Netizens from India, Australia, and the Philippines joined the alliance
within a few months. As of December 23, 2020, there have been seven major

waves of movements related to #MilkTeaAlliance:

On April 15, Thai netizens used this hashtag to invite Twitter users from
Taiwan and Hong Kong to support the anti-Mekong Dam movement,
which protested against China’s plan to build several upstream dams that

would negatively impact the environment and economy of Thailand.

On May 1, the U.S. Department of State initiated a # TweetforTaiwan
movement to advocate for Taiwan to join the World Health Assembly. As
a result, tens of thousands from Thailand, Hong Kong, and India posted
the same hashtag and referenced #MilkTeaAlliance.
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On May 1, the Australian government called for investigating the origin
of COVID-19 in Wuhan and was boycotted by China in return. Many
netizens welcomed the investigation and supported Australia with the
#MilkTeaAlliance hashtag,

On May 20, Taiwanese and Indian Twitter users used both
#MilkTeaAlliance and #HindiTaiwaniBhaiBhai to support India during
its territorial dispute with China.

In late August, 12 activists were arrested and sent to China when they
were fleeing to Taiwan in a speedboat. The #Savel2 movement was
quickly spread along with the #MilkTeaAlliance.

Also, in late August, netizens from the Philippines used
#MilkTeaAlliance to call for international support to investigate the

shooting of human rights activist Zara Alvarez.

Starting in October, hundreds of thousands of students in Thailand
have been occupying the streets and demanding political reform,
especially from the royal family. During the protest, they frequently
used #MilkTeaAlliance to garner support from Hong Kong, Taiwan,*
and India.

Debating the Interpretation of the
#MilkTeaAlliance Movement

#MilkTeaAlliance has a clear anti-China element given its origin in the in-

ternet brawl between China and Thailand. During the later waves of the

movement mentioned above, however, the usage of #MilkTeaAlliance as a

mobilization banner seems to shift from anti-China sentiment to a global-

ized pro-democracy narratives. Schaffer and Praphakorn argue that the shift is

partly driven by the international environment.” The #nnevvy episode in April

2020 was followed by June Fourth (Tiananmen massacre day), the Black Lives

Matter protest in the United States, the disappearance of 12 activists in Hong
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Kong, and repression campaigns in Thailand and Myanmar. As time goes by,
the network bridged by the #MilkTeaAlliance movement may shift its atten-
tion from the anti-China episode to the pro-democracy movement in general.

As a result, it is not surprising that existing studies render opposite in-
terpretations of the movement. Schneider,® Yang,” and Chang® summarize
#MilkTeaAlliance as an anti-Beijing movement initiated by Thailand, Hong
Kong, and Taiwan from nationalist sentiments. Molder and Shiraev further
suggest that the movement was driven to counter China’s narrative on the
COVID-19 pandemic.” The anti-China sentiment in the movement causes
the belief among many activists that countries and regions in Asia will col-
laborate through the #MilkTeaAlliance hashtags against the expansion of
the Chinese empire—regardless of their political or cultural backgrounds.
This belief and imagination of the anti-China sentiment embody some of
the online artworks made by the activists.'” Moreover, the choice of milk
tea as the symbol also reinforces the imagined boundaries of the out-group
(China, without its “own” milk tea) and in-group (each country with “its
own” version of milk tea).

Meanwhile, Sombatpoonsiri," Thein-Lemelson,'> and Chachavalpongpun,'?
based on their analyses of Thailand and Myanmar, summarize this movement
as a pro-democracy coalition in East and Southeast Asia."* Chachavalpongpun
further shows that the movement inspired other democratic movements in
other continents, such as a yogurt movement in Belarus led by young activists.”
Indeed, a recent wave of #MilkTeaAlliance during the repression in Myanmar
in July 2021 was mainly responded to by Twitter users in other democratic
countries, including the United States and the United Kingdom (will be dis-
cussed later)."* On April 7, 2021, Twitter also announced to create an emoji for
the #MilkTeaAlliance movement, calling it “an online solidarity alliance first
started in April 2020 as a Twitter meme which has grown into a global pro-
democracy movement.”"” This argument suggests that the desire for democracy
and human rights is the main motivation driving people across these countries
to collaborate under the umbrella of #MilkTeaAlliance.

However, these two camps of explanations have limitations theoretically
and empirically. From the theoretical perspective, nationalism or democracy
is insufficient to represent the whole solidarity movement. On the one hand,

if nationalism is the main motivation to bring out the #MilkTeaAlliance, na-
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tionalism should be expected to consolidate the in-group patriotism and the
out-group denigration by the border; the border of the imagined community
should be strengthened, and people would have the rally-around-the-flag ef-
fect and support their own government. Nevertheless, these nationalism-
driven predictions did not appear in this movement. For example, when
Thailand netizens defended #nnevvy and fought against the Chinese counter-
part, they also blamed their government and the royal family at the same time.
Moreover, nationalism would not motivate people to care for the institution
of democracy in other countries. On the other hand, if the belief in democracy
is the main motivation for the #MilkTeaAlliance, it cannot explain why this
movement originated from the One-China Principle, which China required

all other countries to follow.

Understanding the #MilkTeaAlliance
Movement through the empirical data

Empirically, the usage of the #MilkTeaAlliance hashtag and the interpreta-
tion ignore the effectiveness of using this hashtag. To be specific, once this
hashtag has established its reputation, everyone can exploit it for its own
gain. Meanwhile, not every usage would draw the same amount of attention.
For example, the abovementioned discussion proposed two important cle-
ments—anti-China and democracy—behind the movement. It is possible
that the majority of the tweets overwhelmingly focus on one, two, or the
combination of these two factors. Empirical observation can help us recon-
cile the two factors through how people really react to them. One possible
approach is to investigate the content accompanied by the #MilkTeaAlliance
hashtag across time and locations. If most of the hashtags appear dispropor-
tionally to focus on one of the factors, we would suggest that factor as the
main motivation in this movement.

Two related indicators on the effectiveness of the #MilkTeaAlliance dis-
cussed above are the number of tweets and the length of each wave. If the
tweets only surged over one day without further consolidation, one may argue
that attention shifted quickly. Similarly, if the numbers of hashtags are signifi-
cantly different across similar events, we may argue that people pay different

amounts of attention across these events.
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Another quick tool to evaluate the effectiveness of the hashtag is to explore
the language used along with the tag. To be specific, which language people
use in the #MilkTeaAlliance tweets may reflect their intentions and actions
in this movement. Segesten and Bossetta argue that there are three stages of
online political participation:' information, mobilization, and action. When
political repression happens in Country A, and people in Country B tweet
about this repression in English, it is more likely that the tweet is to show
support across the border or provide suggestions to the victims in Country A.
On the other hand, if the tweets are posted in Country B’s official language
(which is usually not English in the countries in this movement), the tweets
are mostly about spreading information to Country B. Hence, we can roughly
observe how people across countries exploit the #MilkTeaAlliance through
the language they choose in the discussion.

The third method is to examine what other hashtags appeared along with
the #MilkTeaAlliance. It indicates how people planned to use this hashtag
to communicate with each other. For example, Rauchfleisch et al. (2021)"
developed a method to collect and detect all tweets in Switzerland and then
show that people dramatically shifted their attention to the pandemic after
the outbreak in early 2020. The basic idea of this keyness analysis® is to com-
pare whether many new hashtags appeared in a given period are significantly
different relative to the previous period. By comparing the change of hashtags
and the #MilkTeaAlliance across time, we can analyze how people exploit this

hashtag and the evolution of this movement.

Case 1: The main analysis, April 2020-December 2020

Since the beginning of the #MilkTeaAlliance movement in April 2020, there
have been a series of hashtag waves on Twitter. The archive contributed by
Dr. Adrian Rauchfleisch and Dr. Shih Hsien Hsu at the National Taiwan
University includes 2,719,573 #MilkTeaAlliance tweets in 2020.%' The dis-
tribution is shown in Figure Case 1-1. In this figure, the X-axis is the time-
line, and Y-axis is the number of tweets; the two peaks capture the first
#nnevvy dispute in April and the Thailand repression in mid-October. The
other two peaks last August 2021 and in late April were about the 12 Hong
Kong activists being sent to China and Taiwan’s effort to join the WHO,
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FIGURE CASE 1-1: Distribution of the #MilkTeaAlliance tweets per day in
2020 (n=2,719,573).
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FIGURE CASE 1-2: Language used of the #MilkTeaAlliance tweets per
day in 2020 (n =2,719,573)
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respectively. One observable phenomenon in Figure Case 1-1 is that each
#MilkTeaAlliance peak did not last long. Most of the tweets emerged on a
single day, and then the trend plummeted within a few days.

Who contributed to these 2.7 million tweets? Figure Case 1-2 shows the
distribution of the language used in these tweets detected by Twitter (“und”
means that Twitter cannot categorize the language, such as an emoji or emoti-
con). The X-axis is the timeline, the Y-axis is the number of tweets, and each
color line refers to a language used for the tweets. Overall, Thai constitutes
57.2 percent of all #MIlkTeaAlliance tweets (1.55 million), followed by
English (34.5 percent, 0.94 million), undefined (5.8 percent, 0.16 million) and
Chinese (1.06 percent, 0.03 million). All other languages count for <1 percent
of the overall tweets.

The distribution of the self-reported geolocation of the users shows a simi-
lar buct less obvious trend. The majority of these tweets do not reveal the lo-
cation (2.04 million, 75.0 percent). For the remaining tweets in which loca-
tion can be identified with the platform OpenStrectMap,? 11.7 percent are
from Thailand (318k), 3.2 percent from Hong Kong (88k), and 2.1 percent
from the United States (58k). These are followed by the UK (0.8 percent),
Japan (0.6 percent), India (0.5 percent), South Korea (0.5 percent), France
(0.4 percent), China (0.4 percent), Germany (0.4 percent), Taiwan (0.3 per-
cent), Canada (0.3 percent), and Australia (0.3 percent). In other words, the
#MilkTeaAlliance tweets from Thailand account for about half of tweets
whose locations are identifiable, and the proportion is similar to the distribu-
tion of the language used.

In the end, Figure Case 1-3 shows the distribution of hashtags along with
the #MilkTeaAlliance in each week in 2020. Again, we follow Rauchfleisch et
al. (2021)’s method and find 8 “overrepresented” hashtags in each weak com-
pared with the distribution of hashtags last week. Meanwhile, the X-axis refers
to the timeline in 2020, while the Y-axis is the number of unique tweeter users
mentioned in these hashtags. In other words, these hashtags that appeared in
Figure Case 1-3 are the first appearance of the most popular hashtags along
with the #MilkTeaAlliance during 2020.

There are two important trends in Figure Case 1-3. First of all, the topics
people discussed along with the #MilkTeaAlliance hashtag shifted dramati-
cally with time. Specifically, the topics gradually shifted from issues related to
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FIGURE CASE 1-3: Concurrent Hashtags with #MilkTeaAlliance per week
in 2020

China to protestors and human rights issues. Before August 2020, we can find
#stopmekongdem, #boycottmulan, #southchinasea, #taiwanisnotchina, #free-
hongkong on the upper left corner of Figure Case 1-3. These topics are related
to fighting against China’s expansion, geographically or ideologically. There
is already a clear negative attitude in these hashtags and they include a verb,
so these tweets are mainly about the mobilization of other allies through the
#MilkTeaAlliance, instead of discussion (as in Segesten and Bossetta 2017).

After August 2020, however, the hashtags are mainly about protesters
and human rights: #savehk12youth, #police, #savejoshuawong, #whatishap-
peninginth, #thaiprotestor, and #fightforfreedom all appeared on the top right
corner of Figure Case 1-3. This trend reflects the urgency of domestic politics in
Thailand and Hong Kong. Meanwhile, it is clear that the discussion about the
expansion of China—such as the Belt and Road Initiative or the South China
Sea—declined during this period. Therefore, in the next section, we will zoom
in on April and October 2020 to further analyze the agenda shifts.

The second noticeable trend in Figure Case 1-3 is the increasing number of
Thai-language keyness hashtags in late 2020. Indeed, Figure Case 1-2 shows
that most of the #MilkTeaAlliance tweets were written in Thai. Nevertheless,
in early 2020, most of the keyness hashtags were written in English, as is shown
on the left-hand side of Figure Case 1-3. It indicates that the alliance members
are much more likely to discuss China-related issues across the border in the

early stage of the movement. However, many issues discussed in this period,
Yy stag y p
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such as the Mekong Dem and the South China Sea, are cross-national issues
and need cross-national attention and collaboration. The #MilkTeaAlliance
hashtag serves as a platform for alliance members from different countries.

In later 2020, however, Thai-language tweets dominate the #MilkTeaAlliance
hashtags (in Figure Case 12) and in other hashtags accompanied with
#MilkTeaAlliance (in Figure Case 1-3). The combination of these results suggests
that the hashtags in later 2020 mainly served as an information source for Thai
people to receive information from other countries (e.g., #hk12youth) and to mo-
bilize other Thai readers globally (e.g., #police or #whatishappeninginTH). In

Casc 2 to 4, I will provide further evidence for this inference.

Case 2: Zooming in on April and October 2020

One major weakness of the keyness in Figure Case 1-3 is the small number
of keyness hashtags week by week, so the relationship among the hashtags re-
mains unclear. In Figure Case 2-1 and Figure Case 2-2, we draw the relation-
ship between the 100 most popular hashtags in April-May 2020 and October-
November 2020, respectively. In these two figures, all hashtags are translated
by Google Translate. Ff the translated hashtag is shown, it starts with capital
letters (e.g., “TH”). The color indicates the clusters of hashtags, and the lines
indicate the concurrent appearance of the hashtags.

In Figure Case 2-1, the network illustrates the anti-China sentiment in
the carly stage of the #MilkTeaAlliance movement and shows how the alli-
ance members communicated through English: the majority of the hashtags
are English with a few exceptions in Chinese and Thai. At the center of the
network, we can find clear anti-China hashtags such as #nmsl,® #chinazi,
#boycottchina, and #china_is_terrorist. Based on this anti-China sentiment,
three groups of discussion can be found in this figure, including the pro-Tai-
wan mobilization, pro-Hong Kong tweets, and Thailand-related issues. Even
though some Thailand and Hong Kong issues were not tweeted in English,
the core anti-China discussions were all written in English.

Six months later, the rhetoric of the #MilkTeaAlliance changed. In Figure
Case 2-2, the center of the discussion is about the repression in Thailand and
the protesters detained in Hong Kong. More than half of these hashtags were
written in Thai (as indicated by TH at the beginning of the hashtag). The
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FIGURE CASE 2-1: Hashtag network in all #MilkTeaAlliance tweets,
April-May, 2020

FIGURE CASE 2-2: Hashtag network in all #MilkTeaAlliance tweets,
October-November, 2020
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subgroups of the discussion are all developed from the ongoing repression in
Thailand, which links to the criticism of the Thailand authorities and the de-
sire for human rights and freedom. Even though the Hong Kong issue still
accounts for a considerable proportion of the discussion, the tone is mainly to
the Hong Kong protesters instead of the China government. Compared with
the previous figure, Figure Case 2-2 does not have the same level of anti-China
sentiment; it also did not cover any other China-related topic except for the

protest in Hong Kong,

Case 3: Repression in Myanmar and Thailand, July 2021

In the midst of July 2021, thousands of protesters in Thailand came to the
streets and demanded that Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha resign for
mishandling COVID-19, but the police responded with tear gas and water
cannons.”* In Myanmar, hundreds of anti-coup activists marched in Yangon
and accused the military government of hoarding oxygen supplies despite the
worsening pandemic.”> However, during the violent repressions in Thailand
and Myanmar this July, the #MilkTeaAlliance spell seemed to lose its power.

During this period, we found only 61,994 tweets sent between July 13th to
the 19th. Indeed, about half of these were tweeted on July 18th when wide-scale
repression was launched. The number of hashtags after this outbreak of protest
is much lower than the similar waves in 2020, as is shown in Figure Case 1-1.

We then located these tweets using geographic information provided
by Twitter users. After data cleaning, we successfully located about half of
these tweets (many did not reveal their locations in their profile), and the
distribution is shown in Figure Case 3-2. Apart from those in Myanmar
(MY) and Thailand (TL), where protests are ongoing, the number of tweets
from other traditional members in the #MilkTeaAlliance is low. For ex-
ample, about 300 #MilkTeaAlliance hashtags were from Hong Kong, 100
from Taiwan, and 50 from India. In Thailand, one million people tweeted
#WhatlsHappeninginThailand, #savedw#flasa, and #banfoodpanda, but only
600 called for support from the #MilkTeaAlliance this time.

The two protests in Thailand and Myanmar are domestic political issues
with no China dimension. Even though international advocacy and collabo-

ration are important factors in supporting the democratic movement within
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FIGURE CASE 3-1: Number of #MilkTeaAlliance hashtags between July
13-19, 2021

30,000
20,000
10,000
Protest in Thailand
0 and Myanmar

07-13 07-14 07-15 07-16 07-17 07-18 07-19

N of MilkTeaAlliance hashtag on Twitter by day (n=61994)

FIGURE CASE 3-2: Locations of #MilkTeaAlliance hashtags on Twitter
between July 13-19, 2021
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FIGURE CASE 3-3: Content analysis of #MilkTeaAlliance hashtags July
13-19, 2021 (n=61994)

—

julycoup
terrorists
strike
covid
people
junta
military
myanmar
dictatorship
protest
village
anup
mandalay
township
youths
july

taze
abducted

10000 20000 30000 40000

o

each country, netizens in other countries were not motivated to join without a
link to China. The feeling of a shared fate may not be strong enough without
a common enemy. Indeed, when these 62,000 #MilkTeaAlliance tweets were
analyzed in Figure 3, 90 percent of them were about the anti-coup movement
in Myanmar. The main theme is pro-democracy but not anti-China in this
wave of the #MilkTeaAlliance movement.

Meanwhile, Figure 2 shows that most of the hashtags were tweeted by ne-
tizens in the United States, United Kingdom, Japan, Germany, Canada, and
France. Even more #MilkTeaAlliance tweets emerged from the United States
than Myanmar and Thailand combined. Admittedly, some of these tweets
were made by political asylum-seckers or their relatives located in those es-

tablished democracies, but others reflected a certain level of attention from
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the public in these countries. Hence, this timely support from the established
democracies is complementary in continuing the #MilkTeaAlliance move-
ment. For example, @NunesAlt, a prominent U.S. Twitter account with 130k
followers, closely followed and retweeted the development of the anti-coup
movement in Myanmar.*®

In short, this wave of hashtag movement did not gain international support
from the assumed alliance members. However, the language used in these
tweets is mostly English, and it indeed gained the attention of netizens in the
United States and the United Kingdom.

Case 4: The Pillar of Shame, December 2021

At the end of 2021, we searched and collected the #MilkTeaAlliance on
Twitter for the last time for this project, and we found an additional wave
of tweets. Right before New Year’s Eve, 12,845 #MilkTeaAlliance tweets ap-
peared. The surge was composed of two waves of tweets, as shown in Figure
Case 4-1: the first wave appeared before Christmas, which was driven by the
removal of Pillar of Shame at the University of Hong Kong.?” The Pillar of
Shame stood as a memorial to the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre victims,
which had stood for 20 years. The removal is believed to be another piece of
evidence that China strengthens its control over Hong Kong. The second and
much smaller wave appeared on December 26, when 31 victims, including
women and children, were found dead in Myanmar. The military government
in Myanmar was accused of killing the victims.”® Both waves only lasted for
one day. Once again, the peaks are much shorter than the main waves in 2020
as shown in Figure Case 1-1, and are also shorter than the previous wave in
July 2021 in Figure Case 3-1.

We then analyzed the features of these 12,845 tweets. Among these tweets,
90.3 percent were written in Thai, only 7.5 percent were written in English,
and all others were less than 1 percent. We then translated and categorized
all tweets by the keyword list shown in Table Case 4-1. About 56.1 percent
of these tweets are about China, 11.3 percent are about Myanmar, and 66.8
percent are about democracy and human rights. Some tweets do not belong
to either of the categories, such as tweeting the hashtag only, or introducing

some beautiful scenes or food in some other countries.
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FIGURE CASE 4-1: #MilkTeaAlliance tweets in December 2021

Tweets mentioning “#MilkTeaAlliance” by day, (n=12845)
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The distribution is more informative when we intersect the two factors.
The majority of the #MilkTeaAlliance tweets in this wave mainly criticize the
removal of the Pillar of Shame (both democracy-related and China-related).
It drew less attention when the tweets were only about China but had noth-
ing to do with democracy or human rights. Meanwhile, there is also consider-
able attention to the repression in other countries (1,490, 11.6 percent). Most
of these tweets were about the killing of women and children in Myanmar.
Nevertheless, it also drew disproportionally less attention compared with the
concurrent episode in Hong Kong. In this wave, when people tweeted content
not about China, it was also usually not about human rights or democracy
(4,144, 32.3 percent).

In the end, among these 12,845 tweets, most of their users did not indicate
their location (10,871, 84.6 percent), which is a lot higher than in the previous
waves. Among those with an identifiable location, three-fourths of them were
in Thailand (1,485, 75 percent), and the others were in the United States (122,
6.2 percent), Philippines (67, 3.4 percent), Hong Kong (57, 2.9 percent), and
Japan (56, 2.9 percent). Since most of the tweets outside Thailand were also
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Table Case 4-1. Keywords list and categorization of the

#MilkTeaAlliance tweets on Dec 2021

Number of tweets

Keyword list (percent)

China-related CCP, HK, Taiwan, TW, Xi, 7,211 (56.1
China, Chinese, Chinazi, percent)
Hong Kong, hongkong,
Tibet, Xinjiang

Myanmar-related Myanmar, Burma, Yangon, 1,456 (11.3
Mandalay, Naypyidaw, percent)
Taunggyi

Democracy-related  repress, jail, kill, rebel, beat, 8,588 (66.8
arrest, army, police, soldier, percent)

remove, removal, detain,
freedom, democracy, right,
activist, massacre, victim,
activist, bomb, military,
gun, dictator, authoritarian,
authority, prison

Table Case 4-2. Two factors of the #MilkTeaAlliance tweets on Dec 2021

Democracy-related

Not Democracy-
related

China-related 7,098 113
(55.3 percent) (0.9 percent)
Not China-related 1,490 4,144

(11.6 percent)

(32.3 percent)

made in Thai, the distribution may not reflect the true level of support from

other countries.

Opverall, considering the distribution of language used, the locations of the

tweets, and the interactions of the two factors, we may summarize this last

wave of the #MilkTeaAlliance movement as mainly composed of Thai people

informing each other about China government’s new transgressions of human
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right in Hong Kong (and to a smaller proportion, the Myanmar government’s
violence). There is not much about the mobilization or international calls for
support in these hashtag waves, and therefore it did not last long. Compared
with the previous wave in July 2021 and 2020, the number of tweets this time
also implies that netizens across the #MilkTeaAlliance were less likely to pay
attention to or be mobilized by the hashtag.

Discussion

Through Cases 1 to 4, the empirical data, including 2.7 million tweets, shows
that this #MilkTeaAlliance movement generally reflected the political chal-
lenge faced by the Thai people and their solid support of and desire for democ-
racy and freedom. At the beginning of the movement, the #MilkTeaAlliance
hashtags successfully mobilized anti-China sentiment to deal with the expan-
sion of Chinese ideology and the Chinese vision of globalization. As a result,
this hashtag won the support of nearby countries, which provided coun-
terarguments written in English against the propaganda of the One China
Principle and the nine dash line in the South China Sea. However, when
repression in Thailand and Myanmar worsened, the main challenge people
faced became their own governments. In this scenario, the #MilkTeaAlliance
hashtag served as a platform for domestic mobilization and information con-
sumption; the alliance members learned the experience of repression from oth-
ers and spread it through their domestic networks with their own languages.

These findings can partly be explained by the number of Twitter users
in different countries. For example, in 2021, Thailand has about 11 million
Twitter users,” Hong Kong has about 1 million,* and Taiwan has about 1.34
million.” So it is not surprising that the majority of the #MilkTeaAlliance
tweets came from Thailand. Nevertheless, as is shown in the choice of lan-
guage, concurrent hashtags, and the geolocation in the four cases, the main
focus and the rhetoric also shifted mostly with the ongoing domestic chal-
lenges within the alliance members.

How do we interpret these changes? Group psychology suggests that peo-
ple tend to form groups with a minimum cue,* but the development and the
strength of the group depend on the function performed as a group.” The for-
mation of the #MilkTeaAlliance was highly symbolic. It originated from the
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China-Thai Twitter conflict and quickly developed into a border discussion of
the wrongdoing of China’s expansion. This anti-China sentiment drew a clear
in-group/out-group boundary. It is worth noticing that the choice of milk tea
as a symbol of this movement emphasizes that this movement is driven by un-
armed ordinary people: they do not have a weapon to attack or rebel with,
nor do they have the resources to purchase one, but they have a cup of tea to
remain optimistic.

Generally speaking, forming a group may provide for survival needs, psy-
chological needs, or informational needs to its members. However, since the
#MilkTeaAlliance is composed of members from several countries, highly
decentralized, and happened during the COVID-19 pandemic, this platform
can hardly redistribute resources across the border. Therefore, this group may
not be able to service the survival need.* It is possible that activists use this
hashtag for collaboration, such as exchanging strategies or calling for interna-
tional sanction, but these efforts may not be enough to balance the disparity
in strength between the protesters and the authorities.

On the psychological need, this hashtag features the “alliance” and the
humor to use milk tea to counter repression, which offers (online) social in-
teraction across borders and positive emotions. Moreover, the existence of
this alliance implies that “you are not alone” to the activists. In the end, this
hashtag provides a platform for the alliance members to inform what was hap-
pening in other countries to fulfill the informational need. Such information
provision is crucial for grassroots activists, especially when their opponents
also learn from each other and evolve.?> Through the analysis of this article, we
noticed that the #MilkTeaAlliance movement might speak to the latter two
motivations of the alliance members.

Another important finding in this study, especially in Cases 3 and 4, is
that most of the #MilkTeaAlliance tweet waves lasted only one day. Indeed,
people may quickly shift their attention in today’s information-rich world,
but my previous study in the #TweetforTaiwan movement suggests that the
social movement with cross-country collaboration may be trending for sev-
eral days.*® My analysis of the 40,000 tweet #TweetforTaiwan movement in
May 2020 shows that the three-day trend was boosted by tweeter users in
the United States, Hong Kong, India, and Thailand over three consecutive
days. The delay may reflect the time zone difference, the time delay in the

601



Austin Horng-En Wang and Adrian Rauchfleisch

spreading of news, and the responses from other countries. Nevertheless, we
did not see a similar pattern in the concurrent #MilkTeaAlliance movement.
One possible interpretation is that Twitter users were more likely to use the
#MilkTeaAlliance hashtag to consume information, and the hashtag itself is
not like the #TweetforTaiwan in encouraging the reader to take action. As a
result, even though we indeed observed that some people in Taiwan, Hong
Kong and Thailand rallied on the street with the #MilkTeaAlliance hashtag,
the hashtag did not play a major but rather a minor role in mobilization.
Admittedly, one possible research limitation is the internet crackdown
during the protests and repression campaigns. For example, the Myanmar
government blocked the internet and communication in February 2021,%
and Thailand seriously punishes online discontent about the royal family.*®
Moreover, the Thailand government was also accused of manipulating con-
tent on Twitter.”” Hence, it is possible that our analysis may underestimate
the willingness of the #MilkTeaAlliance participants by merely checking the
number of tweets. Nevertheless, since the majority of the #MilkTeaAlliance
members were not blocked, we believe that our analysis still reflects the trend

in the change of this movement.

Policy Implications

The first policy suggestion is that a durable platform is needed for information
exchange among activists and netizens in the alliance countries in East Asia
and beyond. In our empirical analysis, netizens across the countries exploited
the #MilkTeaAlliance hashtags to 1). expand and discuss counterarguments
against China’s narratives in its early stage and 2). keep updating on the repres-
sions in other alliance countries in the later stage. In the carly stage, Twitter
users from Taiwan and Hong Kong played an important role in transforming
the nationalist conflict between China and Thailand into a review and recon-
sideration of the One China Principle and the Belt and Road Initiative. In
the later stage, Thailand netizens kept spreading word about the repressions
in Hong Kong and Myanmar through its Thai-speaking network worldwide,
which helped draw attention to the global audience and the United States.
Nevertheless, as can be seen in Cases 1 to 4, the number of #MilkTeaAlliance
hashtags kept declining from 2020 to 2021. The alliance members gradually
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chose to use it as a channel of information consumption instead of a platform
for discussion or mutual exchange. After all, the hashtag itself can hardly be
used to redistribute resources, maintain information, or organize people.

A durable platform could effectively respond to the desire for information
exchange among the activists and citizens in this #MilkTeaAlliance move-
ment in East and Southeast Asia. To be specific, in Cases 3 and 4, the evidence
shows that some members of the movement reside in the United States but
had a strong connection to the alliance countries. Therefore, organizing these
#MilkTeaAlliance members in the United States may offer an opportunity
for further cooperation in resources and information and ensure that such co-
operation is cumulative.

Moreover, this platform can help to develop counterarguments against
China’s narratives of globalization. In recent years, China tried to promote
Xi Jinping Thought through the United Nations, especially in the Human
Rights Council.** The narrative is composed of two parts: 1). the Right to
Development, where each country has the right to develop its own economy
based on its unique historical and natural background and no other coun-
try can intervene such a right of a country; and 2). Developmental Human
Rights, which argues that since it is costly for a government to provide human
rights, the level and scope of human rights protection depend on each coun-
try’s economic development. Combining these two parts offers a leeway for
authoritarianism and dictators to justify their repression and human rights
transgressions. This narrative is welcome by the authoritarian regimes whose
main threat to their rule is foreign intervention,” and it is widely imple-
mented and spread through the negotiation and establishment of the Belt and
Road Initiative. Moreover, the ongoing pandemic further strengthens the le-
gitimacy and the capacity of the government to restrict individual rights in
the name of disease control.

This Chinese narrative about globalization renders the right of the authori-
ties to isolate itself from foreign intervention and maintain their asymmetric
power against citizens within their borders. This narrative partly explains the
ongoing protests in East and Southeast Asia, but it also explains the decline
of the #MilkTeaAlliance in the long run. In this scenario, a durable platform
offers the opportunity for citizens to learn and debunk such a narrative and

restore beliefin liberal democracy. In Case 3-2, the inclusion of Taiwanese and
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Hong Kong netizens plays an important role in countering the One-China
Principle in the eatly stages of the #nnevvy incident. The argument made by
Taiwanese and Hong Kong Twitter users was quickly absorbed, retweeted,
and forwarded by Thai netizens, which illustrates the information sharing
function of the #MilkTeaAlliane. Such a mechanism could be replicated if
a durable platform can keep these cross-country networks supported by the
#MilkTeaAlliance and render timely counterarguments against the ongoing

expansion of China’s narrative of globalization.

The views expressed are the author’s alone, and do not represent the views of the
U.S. Government or the Wilson Center.

Notes

1 Milkeealogy, “The Milk Tea Alliance”, 2020, https://www.facebook.com/milktealogy/ photo
$/2.285670224923900/1565079146982995. Accessed: December 21, 2020.

2 Fang-Yu Chen, Austin Wang, Charles K.S. Wu, and Yao-Yuan Yeh. “Analyzing Support
for #TweetforTaiwan,” E-International Relations, July 19, 2020. https://www.e-ir.
inf0/2020/07/19/analyzing-support-for-tweetfortaiwan/

3 Mary Hui, “Thailand and Hong Kong protesters are brewing a strong #MilkTeaAlliance,”
Quartz, October 19, 2020. https://qz.com/1919253/what-is-the-milk-tea-alliance/

4 Time, “How the Milk Tea Alliance Is Uniting Pro-Democracy Activists,” T7me, October 28
2020, https://time.com/5904114/milk-tea-alliance/

5 W. Schaffar, and W. Praphakorn, “The# MilkTeaAlliance: A New Transnational Pro.-
Democracy Movement Against Chinese-Centered Globalization?”, Austrian Journal of
South-East Asian Studies, 14:1, 5-36.

6 F.Schneider, “COVID-19 Nationalism and the Visual Construction of Sovereignty During
China’s Coronavirus Crisis,” China Information, (2021). 0920203X211034692.

7 X. Yang, “Domestic Contestation, International Backlash, and Authoritarian Resilience:
How Did the Chinese Party-State Weather the COVID-19 Crisis?”, Journal of Contemporary
China, 1-15.

8  Y.Y. Chang, “The Post-Pandemic World: Between Constitutionalized and Authoritarian
Orders—China’s Narrative-Power Play in the Pandemic Era,” Journal of Chinese Political
Science, 26:1 (2021), 27-65.

9  H.Méalder and E. Shiracv, “Global Knowledge Warfare, Strategic Imagination,
Uncertainty, and Fear. In The Russian Federation in Global Knowledge Warfare,” (2021),
13-32). Springer, Cham.

10 Christina Chan, “Milk is Thicker Than Blood: An Unlikely Digital Alliance between

604


https://www.facebook.com/milktealogy/%20photos/a.285670224923900/1565079146982995
https://www.facebook.com/milktealogy/%20photos/a.285670224923900/1565079146982995

11

12

13

15

16

17

18

20
21
22

23

24

25

26

Understanding the #MilkTeaAlliance Movement

Thailand, Hong Kong & Taiwan,” Hong Kong Free Press, May 2, 2020. https://hongkongfp.
com/2020/05/02/milk-is-thicker-than-blood-an-unlikely-digital-alliance-between-thailand-
hong-kong-taiwan/ Access: January 11,2022

Janjira Sombatpoonsiri, “From Repression to Revolt: Thailand’s 2020 Protests and the
Regional Implications,” Working Paper, 2021. https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/handle/
document/71730

S. M. Thein-Lemelson, “‘Politicide’ and the Myanmar coup,” Anthropology Today, 37:2
(2021), 3-5.

P. Chachavalpongpun, “An Unfinished Revolution: The Trajectory of Thailand’s Current
Protests,” Brown Journal of World Affairs, 27:2 (2021), 255-272.

Janis Mackey Frayer and Adela Suliman, ““Milk Tea Alliance’ Brews Democracy Online
Among Young Activists Across Asia,” NBC News, April 7, 2021, https://www.nbcnews.
com/news/world/milk-tea-alliance-brews-democracy-online-among-young-activists-
across-n1262253. Access: January 11, 2022.

P. Chachavalpongpun, “Constitutionalizing the Monarchy,” Journal of International
Affairs, 73:2 (2021), 163-172.

Austin Horng-En Wang, “#MilkTeaAlliance No More?”, Asian Dispatches, August 5, 2021,
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/milkteaalliance-no-more

Twitter Public Policy, April 5, 2021, https:// Twitter.com/Policy/
status/1379982365380911104

A.D. Segesten, and M. Bossetta, “A Typology of Political Participation Online: How
Citizens Used Twitter to Mobilize During the 2015 British General Elections,” Information,
Commaunication & Society, 20:11 (2017), 1625-1643.

A. Rauchfleisch, D. Vogler, and M. Eisenegger, “Public Sphere in Crisis Mode: How the
COVID-19 Pandemic Influenced Public Discourse and User Behavior in the Swiss Twitter-
Sphere,” Javnost-The Public, 28:2 (2021), 129-148.

M. Bondi, and M. Scott (Eds.), Keyness in Texts (Vol. 41), John Benjamins Publishing (2010).
The data was downloaded with the historic Twitter APL.

OpenStreetMap was accessed with the R package RgoogleMaps. M. Loecher, and K. Ropkins,
“RgoogleMaps and loa: Unleashing R Graphics Power on Map Tiles,” Journal of Statistical
Software, 63:4 (2015), 1-18.

Nmsl is originally used by Chinese netizens to distain others (ne-ma-si-le means that your
mother is dead). In Chinese culture, it is disrespectful to talk about death, and it is even more
disrespectful to curse other’s parents. In the context of the #MilkTeaAlliance movement,
however, nmsl is widely cited by Thailand netizens for making fun of the Chinese netizens’
lack of vocabulary to attack others except saying nmsl.

Reuters, “Thai Protesters Clash With Police as Covid-19 Cases Continue to Surge,” CNN,
July 19, 2021, https://www.cnn.com/2021/07/19/asia/thailand-protests-covid-intl-hnk/
index.html

Hannah Beech, “As Covid Rages in Myanmar, Army Hoards Oxygen, Doctors Say,” New
York Times, July 15,2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/15/world/asia/myanmar-
covid-oxygen.html

Katie Shepherd, “Trump DOJ Tried to Unmask a Twitter Account Behind ‘Mean Tweets and

605


https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/handle/document/71730
https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/handle/document/71730
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/milk-tea-alliance-brews-democracy-online-among-young-activists-across-n1262253
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/milk-tea-alliance-brews-democracy-online-among-young-activists-across-n1262253
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/milk-tea-alliance-brews-democracy-online-among-young-activists-across-n1262253

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35
36
37

38

39

40

41

Austin Horng-En Wang and Adrian Rauchfleisch

Bad Memes’ That Teased Rep. Devin Nunes,” Washington Post, May 18, 2021, https://www.
washingtonpost.com/nation/2021/05/18/devin-nunes-Twitter-doj/

Helen Regan, Wayne Chang, Teele Rebane, and Karen Smith, “Hong Kong’s Famous
Tiananmen Square ‘Pillar of Shame’ Statue Removed From University,” CNN, Dec 22, 2021,
https://www.cnn.com/style/article/hong-kong-tiananmen-square-statue-removed-intl-hnk/
index.html

Cape Diamond, Jessie Yeung, and Maija Ehlinger, “More Than 30 Reported Killed, Save The
Children Staff Missing, In Myanmar Attack,” CNN, December 25, 2021, https://www.cnn.
com/2021/12/25/asia/myanmar-christmas-attack-kayah-karenni-intl-hnk/index.html
Statista, “Leading Countries Based on Number of Twitter Users as of

October 2021, Statista, 2021, hteps://www.statista.com/statistics/242606/
number-of-active-Twitter-users-in-selected-countries/

Statcounter, “Social Media Stats Hong Kong,” Statcounter, 2021, https://gs.statcounter.com/
social-media-stats/all/hong-kong

HMin Hao, “More Than 20 Million People Online! Facebook is the Most Visited Site,“ New
Talk, April 13,2020, https://newtalk.tw/news/view/2020-04-13/390508

M. Diehl, “The Minimal Group Paradigm: Theoretical Explanations and Empirical
Findings,” European Review of Social Psychology, 1:1 (1990), 263-292.

M. L. Cottam, E. Mastors, T. Preston, and B. Dictz, Introduction to Political Psychology, (New
York: Routledge, 2015).

In comparison, many Taiwanese activists were able to collect resources or even fly to Hong
Kongand help the protest before the pandemic. For example, see Sarah A. Topol, “Is Taiwan
Next?”, New York Times, August 4, 2021, hteps://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/04/magazine/
taiwan-china.html

See footnote 34.

See footnote 2.

Human Rights Watch, “Myanmar: End Crackdown on Media, Communications”,

Human Rights Warch, February 5,2021, heeps://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/05/
myanmar-end-crackdown-media-communications

Freedom House, “Freedom on the Net 2020 Thailand,” Freedom House, 2021, https://
freedomhouse.org/country/thailand/freedom-net/2020

Masayuki Yuda, “Twitter Bans 926 Accounts Linked to Thai Military Manipulation,”
Nikkei Asia, October 9,2020. https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/ Turbulent-Thailand/
Twitter-bans-926-accounts-linked-to-Thai-military-manipulation

Andrea Worden, “China Pushes ‘Human Rights With Chinese Characteristics’ at

the UN,” China Change, October 9, 2017. https://chinachange.org/2017/10/09/
china-pushes-human-rights-with-chinese-characteristics-at-the-un/

S. Levitsky and L. A. Way, “Elections Without Democracy: The Rise ofCompctitivc
Authoritarianism,” Journal of Democracy, 13:2 (2002), 51-65.

606


https://www.cnn.com/2021/12/25/asia/myanmar-christmas-attack-kayah-karenni-intl-hnk/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2021/12/25/asia/myanmar-christmas-attack-kayah-karenni-intl-hnk/index.html
https://www.statista.com/statistics/242606/number-of-active-twitter-users-in-selected-countries/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/242606/number-of-active-twitter-users-in-selected-countries/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/04/magazine/taiwan-china.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/04/magazine/taiwan-china.html



