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Abstract: Comments play a significant role in online fandom construction on social
media. This paper investigates the role of metapragmatic comments (MPCs) in con-
structing online fandom, discussing the underlying mechanism behind the use of
MPCs on Chinese social media. The present study draws on a self-built dataset of
69,086 comments gathered from Weibo, which were employed in response to a public
apology by a top Chinese e-commerce live-streaming influencer. Through a mixed-
methods analysis, this study finds that different types of MPCs illustrate varying
reactions and demonstrate how fans respond to the apology by either expressing
their acceptance or signaling their rejection. Special attention is then paid to three
emerging interactive patterns that reveal how MPCs are intended to dynamically
construct online fandom, namely eliciting intense resentment, engaging in satirical
humor, and catalyzing new topics. This study not only deepens our understanding of
metapragmatic awareness revealed by fans’ discourse within the context of e-com-
merce but also highlights how social media affordances and digital fan culture
contribute to online fandom construction.

Keywords: metapragmatic comments; online fandom; social media; e-commerce
live-streaming; interpersonal pragmatics

1 Introduction

This study explores the role of metapragmatic comments (MPCs) in online fandom
construction on Weibo, a platform considered China’s equivalent to X. On Weibo, fan
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culture and communities are often manifested through both personal and official
engagement (e.g., Yin 2020; Yin and Xie 2021). Central to their engagement are fans’
comments in digital spaces, which aligns with Locher and Messerli’s (2023) study on
comments in online fandom. In today’s social media environment, interactions
within fan communities are not always positive but can sometimes be conflictual,
since “assuming all fan communication to be affirmative would be simplistic” (Biri
2023: 71). By ‘fans’ here we refer to Weibo users who signify an active investment in
online engagement and exhibit a sustained interest in specific topics through both
direct responses (primary comments) and follow-up discussions (secondary com-
ments). These comments are defined in the current study as MPCs (cf. Bi and Ren
2023; Liu 2023), as they offer “assessments of the communicative status and meaning
of the described speech events” in computer-mediated communication (CMC) con-
texts (Tanskanen 2007; Verschueren 2000: 451).

We examine fans’ MPCs in response to a public apology issued by Li Jiaqi, a top
Chinese live-streaming influencer. This incident originated from Li’s inappropriate
comment during a live-streaming session, followed by a public apology on Weibo.
While the issue initially appeared to be a personal matter attached to Li’s misstep, his
representative role in the e-commerce sector (Li et al. 2023; Zhang and Hou 2024)
generated widespread public criticism and media attention to this industry (Yang
2024). Thus, this incident provides a lens through which one can appreciate the
broader impact of such controversies on the e-commerce industry. In this case, we
specifically investigate comments on Weibo in response to Li’s apology, offering
empirical insights into how fan communities deconstruct the apology and influence
the dynamic interactions on social media. From an interpersonal pragmatic
perspective (Locher and Graham 2010; Locher et al. 2015), we trace how these MPCs
manifest fans’ engagement on Weibo, particularly in how they evaluate and reflect
on norms, practices, and standards within their communities (cf. Graham 2019).

Despite an extensive literature on MPCs in institutional settings, their role in
constructed commercial-related fandom on social media remains underexplored.
Hence, the present study proposes two research questions: 1) What types of MPCs are
used in response to Li’s public apology?; and 2) What role do MPCs play in online
fandom construction? To address these questions, both quantitative and qualitative
methods are employed.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. After reviewing prior
research in Section 2, we present the data and methods in Section 3. Section 4
delineates and scrutinizes the findings at both static and dynamic levels. We then
discuss our findings in Section 5, before concluding our study in Section 6.
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2 Literature review
2.1 Metapragmatic comments

MPCs are defined as “explicit metapragmatic evaluations in actually-occurring con-
texts” (Ciliberti and Anderson 2007: 144), functioning as “situated comments about or
evaluations of language use” (Culpeper and Haugh 2014:24). MPCs are used to either
reinforce or challenge the communicative norms that influence interactions or
discourse (Hiibler and Bublitz 2007). As demonstrated in previous research (e.g., Liu
and Liu 2017, 2021, and 2022; Liu and Yao 2019), these metapragmatic devices not only
serve as tools for reflection on communication but also regulate ongoing interactions,
manage social dynamics, and even manipulate the communication process. While
extensive studies on MPCs involve different settings, such as legal, educational, and
other professional environments (e.g., Culpeper and Pat 2021; Jacobs 2022; Kim and
Spencer-Oatey 2021; Liu and Yao 2019; Unuabonah 2017), their role in social media have
not yet been fully explored. In digital settings, MPCs serve as catalysts for “a sequence
of [...] instances in which participants join to create a metapragmatic discussion”
(Tanskanen 2007: 88), revealing societal perceptions, emotional expressions, and the
manipulation of public opinion within digital communities (Bi and Ren 2023).

The present study specifically focuses on MPCs in response to a public apology on
Weibo. Building on Pizziconi’s (2007) discussion of apologetic MPCs, recent studies have
expanded the scope to include diverse forms of MPCs, such as personal statements or
interviews, as well as responses from third-party observers like media and online
communities (e.g., Ancarno 2015; Chang and Haugh 2011; Lutzky 2024; Rieger 2017; Yang
and Hu 2023; Yang 2024). This diversity offers a valuable first-order perspective for
analyzing apologies and understanding the dynamics of identity and discourse within
online platforms (Reyes 2019; Porto Lopez 2023; Tanskanen et al. 2024). Prior studies have
primarily discussed apologies and their responses on X (Lutzky 2021, 2024), Instagram
(Matley 2020), and Facebook (Lee and Atkinson 2019), but less attention has been paid to
Chinese social media. Research on Chinese social media tends to center on self-praise
(Ren and Guo 2020, 2022), metaphorical engagement (Sun et al. 2022), and public criticism
(Wu and Fitzgerald 2021), with insufficient discussion on metapragmatic awareness in
this context. This study, therefore, explores MPCs on Weibo in response to a public
apology and further investigates their role in online fandom construction.

2.2 Online fandom

Online fandom, emerging from the well-established concept of online community of
practice (CofP), describes fan interactions in CMC environments (Hauser and Meier-
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Vieracker 2022). Much of the prior research on fandom is often associated with static
phenomena, such as identity performance (Thorne et al. 2015) and affective stance
(Biri 2023), while the dynamic interactions involved in fandom construction have not
been fully mapped. More relevant to the present study is Locher and Messerli’s (2023)
study of the CMC streaming platform Viki.com, especially their investigation of
comments and online fandom, which strengthens the theoretical foundations of the
present study on fan interactions in digital spaces and an extension into commerce-
related contexts.

It is through conflictual interactions that fandom becomes more prominent (cf.
Locher and Messerli 2023), mainly when apologies and responses are involved. In
these critical situations, apologies serve as effective strategies on social media (Yang
2024), inevitably triggering responses (i.e., MPCs in the present study) due to con-
cerns about appropriateness, trust, and relationship management within these
communities (e.g., Shrikant 2020; Sillence 2017; Tanskanen 2007). As such, apologies
can be examined through subsequent MPCs, which serve as “evidence of reflexive or
metapragmatic awareness” in the CMC setting (Tanskanen 2021: 220), offering in-
sights into the negotiation of societal norms and expectations in fandom.

Our investigation lies in the distinct commercial elements of fan interactions on
Weibo. Unlike platforms such as X and Facebook (cf. Wikstrom 2019), Weibo facili-
tates a shift where fans transition from passive consumers to active participants in
e-commerce, largely due to the widespread popularity of e-commerce in China
(Huang and Ran 2024; Huang and Liu 2025). On Weibo, fans engage in discussions
about their shopping experiences, signaling a departure from traditional forms of
fandom, typically centered around admiration for artistic achievements, towards
more commerce-oriented participation (cf. Liu and Cheng 2025). In this context, the
present study further examines these transformations associated with fandom
behavior and its implications for fan engagement in e-commerce-related activities.

3 Data and methodology
3.1 The context

E-commerce live-streaming integrates live video broadcasts into online shopping,
enabling influencers (also called streamers or broadcasters) to promote and facilitate
direct purchases (e.g., Shi and Dou 2023; Yang and Wang 2022). Among the prominent
influencers, Li Jiaqi is a well-known representative for his charismatic and
persuasive streaming style (Zhang and Hou 2024).

Weibo, a leading Chinese social media platform, stands as a major space for
influencers to engage with their fans and share upcoming streams through
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comments beyond live-streaming. This platform allows influencers to gauge public
sentiment, address concerns, and participate in damage control by responding to
comments or issuing statements. It is, thus, unsurprising that in critical situations,
Weibo becomes a “battleground” of public opinion, highlighting the platform’s
affordances in engaging with the general public (Yang 2024).

Li’s apology stemmed from a particular streaming session, during which he
criticized the audience for not working hard enough to earn money. When the
audience complained about the high price of the eyebrow pencil, Li angrily
responded, “797GHE I TR T? X4 ZEREIX NI . N ELHGE HR A &L 1
ARIRRE A ORI, X ALET THRKEK? FRAARLE? [How
could 79 yuan be expensive? It’s been the same price for many years. Stop talking
nonsense. Sometimes, you should consider the reasons within yourself. Has your
salary gone up over these years? Are you working hard enough? (No Gain? No
Pain!)]” This response sparked public criticism and damaged some brand part-
nerships with Li. His actions were replicated through satirical comments and
videos across multiple platforms, magnifying its social impact. Meanwhile, the
situation was captured by media coverage, which labeled it a critical controversy in
both his streaming career and the e-commerce live-streaming industry. In
response, Li issued an apology on Weibo the next day (Figure 1). Perceived as
insincere (Yang 2024: 37), this post triggered a new round of discussions, ranging
from discussion threads and media coverage to the widespread use of memes
mocking the situation. The scope and severity of this public apology far exceeded
Li’s original misconduct during the live-streaming session.

3.2 Data collection

Our data consist of fans’ primary and secondary comments following Li’s apology on
Weibo. To clarify, primary comments are direct responses to the apology, while

@ F{EHAustin W s @ S {EHAustin W
] @ ¢

1 didn't start with "/

gitls" today, because Li Jiagi let you down, and to everyone

watching this blog, I'm sorry.

I've just finishe s work. Yesterday I said something inappropriate and

uncomfortable in the broadcast in response to a product review. I've been reflecting at
v, thinking back to how disappointed I would have been if I had been the girl

a makeup counter salesman, knowing that everyone's work is hard and not
casy. I'm really sorry that w id did'tlive up t ctations. The reason why
T didn't respond right away want to seriously apologize to the girl in the review

afier finishing my work. Anyone can submit their opinions and ideas about the products
in the broadcast. As an streamer, I should always bring you positive energy and leam to
control my emotions.

ccompany you. I will listen o your
ith my heart. T would like to say sorry

Like 7,520 k

Figure 1: Li’s public apology on Weibo after the e-commerce live-streaming.
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secondary comments are responses to primary comments, creating threads that
focus on specific topics. These comments were automatically collected from Weibo
using a Python script without any transcription or modification to preserve the
authenticity of the original material. We also adopted methods from existing studies
on online comments (e.g., Hsu et al. 2024; Trnavac and Taboada 2023) to organize our
data. The dataset includes usernames, user IDs, timing of comments, and the contents
of the comments. To protect privacy, all identifiable information of the fans has been
anonymized and their names are referred to as “A”, “B”, “C”, etc. Data were compiled
on November 13, 2023, and the dataset contains 299 primary comments and 68,787
secondary comments, totaling 14,188 and 2,401,002 words, respectively. Figure 2 il-
lustrates the number of secondary comments made in response to specific primary
comments.

3.3 Analytical approach

To answer the first research question, all primary comments were identified and
classified using both top-down and bottom-up approaches. The top-down approach
was informed by previous studies on categories of apology responses (Adrefiza and
Jones 2013: 78-79; An et al. 2022: 36), which guided our initial identification and
classification. At first, we attempted to apply An et al’s (2022) categories to our
dataset, which only reached a 60 percent coder agreement. After careful scrutiny, we
found that their categories are specifically targeted at individual apologies and re-
sponses, so we refined our methodology to include a bottom-up approach, which we
tailored to the diverse, broad audience found on public platforms. That is why some

o I, 299
1 I 206

0 I 2

100 I ss

1000 Il 19

3000 | 5

Minimum Secondary Comments

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350

® Number of Primary Comments

Figure 2: Minimum secondary comments to primary comments.
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bottom-up paradigms regarding the felicity conditions for apologies (e.g., Lutzky
2021, 2024; Yang 2025) supplement our analysis of apology responses on Weibo. These
conditions — such as sincerity, adequacy, and the appropriateness of the apology —
were used to improve our classification of MPCs and help distinguish between
acceptance and rejection of the apology.

Inter-coder reliability and the robustness of the categories were then tested.
Regarding inter-coder reliability, we revised our codebook in several cycles until a 95
percent coder agreement was reached. To ensure the accuracy of the coding, we
consulted with colleagues and students experienced in researching or posting Weibo
comments to discuss the remaining 5 percent before ultimately reaching a
consensus. Additionally, we invited another researcher to independently code the
data by applying the codebook, which allowed us to test the stability of the coding
categories. The Cohen’s Kappa value was approximately 0.967, indicating a very high
level of inter-coder reliability. Finally, minor refinements were then made to the
codebook to ensure clarity and consistency.

During the coding process, we also encountered some comments that neither
explicitly accepted nor rejected the apology or only contained irrelevant pictures.
While these comments appeared in our dataset, they did not fall under the meta-
pragmatic category. Table 1 displays the final version of our codebook.

For the second research question, we focused on the role of MPCs in online
fandom construction. We selected the secondary comments that followed the first
primary comment for three key reasons. First, this primary comment had been
followed by 7,871 secondary comments, offering an extensive and diverse dataset for
the study. Second, as this primary comment signified support, it triggered more
intense and conflictual interactions within the community compared to other top
five primary comments (>3,000). As Locher and Messerli (2023: 6) suggest, investi-
gating conflictual interactions is valuable because it sheds light on the dynamism of
fan discourse and culture. Third, the contextual constraints provided a more focused
and coherent analysis, which mitigated the potential influence of external factors on
the use of MPCs.

Later, we scrutinized the recurring themes among the 7,871 secondary com-
ments, with a particular focus on those that elicited strong reactions or further
discussions, as indicated by the number of “@” mentions. For our analysis, we set a
threshold of 50 “@” mentions to identify comments that generated significant
attention within the community. This process revealed 13 key interactions, which
were subsequently summarized into three distinct interactive patterns. These pat-
terns illuminate the role of MPCs in online fandom construction, supported by typical
examples in Section 4.2.
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Table 1: Types, coding schema, and examples of MPCs.

Comment type Coding scheme Example

Acceptance by MPCs that show a positive or understand-
ing reaction toward the apology
Showing alignment  Expressing support for the sentiments or ~ JIIii! 7Kz SZHFAR! w0

facts presented in the apology Come on! Always support you! «:
Expressing empathy ~ Demonstrating understanding and sym- {1/, B8 EAKTTIH T -
pathy for the person apologizing I understand you. Public opinion
can be really terrifying.
Giving suggestions Offering advice or recommendations for 175 1HAT &
future actions or improvements Speak cautiously; act prudently. &
Contesting rejections  Arguing against those who reject or criti- {35 {5 O A HE!
cize the apology Why topple the wall and blame
others!
Rejection by MPCs that indicate an adverse or skeptical
reaction toward the apology
Evaluating Judging the apology as inadequate or SRS, fTRIARMES
inappropriateness inappropriate ng

Not sincere enough, send it back to
the PR department for a rewrite.
Making complaints Expressing dissatisfaction or grievances ] T. A% %

related to the apology or the incident We workers haven’t done anything
wrong.
Using sarcasm Resorting to sarcasm to undermine or PR IZ T B I HEZ Je Wil
mock the apology You sound quite aggrieved.
Refuting acceptances  Arguing against those who accept or sup-  JESRIEH A\ SR 1 &2
port the apology How is it possible that some still

find him genuine?

4 Data analysis

4.1 Primary comments: types of MPCs in response to the
apology

This section answers the first research question. Table 2 quantitatively presents an
overall picture of the types and distribution of primary comments.

The categorizations of comments and their frequencies reflect the fans’ attitudes
and sentiments toward Li’s apology. An initial analysis of the primary comments
reveals a predominant sentiment of rejection (66.89 %), indicating widespread
dissatisfaction and criticism, contrasted with a smaller segment of acceptance
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Table 2: Types and distribution of primary comments.

Comment type Frequency Percentage
Acceptance by 84 28.09 %
Showing alignment 31 10.37 %
Expressing empathy 7 2.34%
Giving suggestions 35 11.71%
Contesting rejections 11 3.68 %
Rejection by 200 66.89 %
Evaluating inappropriateness 49 16.39 %
Making complaints 80 26.76 %
Using sarcasm 65 21.74%
Refuting acceptances 6 2.01%
Other comments (not MPCs) 15 5.02%
Total 299 100.00 %

(28.09 %), showing the fans’ empathy and support. Additionally, 15 comments (5.02 %)
were found to be neutral or to address irrelevant topics, which fall outside the scope
of this paper as they are not typically metapragmatic. These quantitative findings set
the stage for the following qualitative analysis of the comments, which range from
alignment and forgiveness to skepticism and critique.

In our categories, acceptance is the first type. Consider the following examples:

@O BRI SCRR R, BAGE Z AR
I support you as usual. I'll always love you.
@  ANEERsseLd
To err is human.'
Q) IR ARGRER A RS RIS BRI, RS IRS .
Hope you’ll continue to offer cost-effective products on Singles’ Day. Be
cautious in your words.

@  WErREEE

Please be gentle with your words.
In (1), the fan shows their alignment by offering ongoing support, while the comment
in (2) encourages understanding and forgiveness by framing mistakes as a universal

issue, aiming to reduce the severity of criticism for the apology. (3) also accepts the
apology but advises caution in future e-commerce live-streaming, combining

1 Alltranslations in this paper are rendered from Chinese to idiomatic English glosses, for the benefit
of international readers.
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encouragement with a gentle reminder. The last sub-type of comments is distinct, as
these comments address rejections from other fans. For example, the fan in (4)
regards rejections as sensitive and inappropriate. The metapragmatic awareness of
this sub-type is more pronounced than that of the other three, as they evaluate and
potentially manipulate future comments (cf. Liu 2023: 4-5). These MPCs call for
accountability, growth, and mindful communication of the apology.

Rejection enjoys the highest frequency in our findings. Consider the following
examples:

) AERNE Y, SAERAAE LS ).
Don’t criticize others for not working hard enough just because you’ve been
successful.

(6)  BUAETEERESAERIAIR, LUK AR IR, LR TETE .
Spending money doesn’t even bring me joy anymore, and I have to deal with
your insinuations and mockery. It’s really frustrating.

(D HRREEER T, X EGEL T, ATERCE A SR, XA T
Of course, you have to apologize. The items for Double 11 are already ordered.
How could you proceed with the livestream sales without apologizing? What
would happen to the Double 11 event itself?

@)  IFRXEEAEA LGS EREEAM ... — %2> AR
Why are there still empathy-driven loyal barking dogs in the comment
section... How much for one? I want to earn too.

For example, (5) evaluates Li’s misconduct during the e-commerce live-streaming,
judging his remark as inappropriate (Tanskanen 2007: 96-99). Likewise, (6) ex-
presses frustration with perceived sarcasm and mockery in Li’s misbehavior. The
other two sub-types are based more on the apology than the streaming: (7) reveals a
rejection of insincerity in the apology and judges the apology as a strategy to manage
customer relations and business continuity, potentially for upcoming promotion
activities. Another perspective in (8) signals severe criticism towards those com-
ments that defend Li’s apology. To illustrate, the pejorative term “loyal barking dogs”
discloses their opposition to the fans’ devotion to supporting Li despite his miscon-
duct. These MPCs represent a spectrum of perspectives regarding the sincerity,
practicality, and motivations behind the apology.

These primary comments provide an overall picture of how the fans on Weibo
perceive and react to Li’s apology. While examining the static comments uncovers
initial sentiments and perspectives, analyzing the dynamic, especially conflictual,
interactions (Locher and Messerli 2023: 6), will enhance a holistic understanding of
the metapragmatic awareness behind the use of MPCs within these communities.
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4.2 Secondary comments: the role of MPCs on online fandom
construction

Compared with the static comments, it is more significant to examine the in-
teractions between the fans, as they display how online fandom is dynamically
constructed. The secondary comments are more interactive and dynamic, incorpo-
rating a variety of perspectives. As mentioned in Section 3.3, we selected the first
primary comment that received the largest number of secondary comments (see the
following Extract).

Extract:

BUERF AN AFRIAT, HLRARE T, W — i, BREAE Tk LR, 28R
FEAE B HSLEFEA P B AMEIX AR N, A ZERT TR TR

Right now, people just can’t handle the harsh truth. The social atmosphere is too hostile, getting
a hit too emotional. But it’s not to the point of being exaggerated. Mr. Li was simply refuting
those who think domestic products aren’t worth the price. Don’t let yourself be influenced.

These patterns are distinct yet interrelated, operating on the same conceptual level.
Through these interactions, the fans express their emotions, engage with content,
and influence their relationships within the fan communities.

4.2.1 Eliciting intense resentment: striving to protect yet provoking fan conflicts

This sub-section draws on a representative dialogue that exemplifies conflictual
interactions and intense resentment among fans through MPCs. The exchange in (9)
reveals an interplay of conflicting interpretations, affective stances, and social dy-
namics in fandom. The use of MPCs triggers heightened resentment, underscoring
how the supporters’ efforts to protect or justify their idol can inadvertently provoke
further controversy and division within the fan communities.

@ LA Ham] Reai? THRATER ARAL )17 S ImIE LA
BMETEPE R RERE IR E O AWARAEARHLURAT] pua HiR T
What do you mean by “harsh truth”? Is it because I'm not working
hard enough that my salary isn’t increasing? I work hard and do
overtime, and my salary still doesn’t increase. Should I blame only
myself? You guys even attribute depression to me.

2BtoA AFUHIRALE N NRFTAL N B HCKE 1)

He’s talking about people who aren’t working hard, not everyone.
Some are just asking for trouble themselves.
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3:AtoB  RERA)IEAE AR XA S IEAERE b R A A AR KR
B P AW IR
Where did you get that meaning in the conversation? You’re
still insisting on twisting things. It’s really hard to stand up after
kneeling for so long. 'm too lazy to even argue with you.

4:CtoB BEA TEiAERT o FOFER
Kneeling for too long to stand up anymore. @ I feel really sorry
for you.

5:DtoB MRELME, fbmtRBisikess, Aaefibitk
You really have a vivid imagination. He just looks down on fans
for being poor, thinking they can’t help him make money.

6:EtoB iEICHEERMEA FoAk
You failed the language comprehension.

7:FtoB M RABK LI, BHERIEM o
He’s scolding those whose salaries aren’t increasing. Your
comprehension skills are worrying.

8:GtoB RRBEAELE, L2 UM ALR?
You're really good at twisting things. Or is it that your reading
comprehension is lacking?

9:HtoB MM 5FAESKBRAT T 2 45 1 249 EKAR T T AR T
Haha, just be a good leek. The more you work hard, the more
money youw’ll make to buy things for your idol.

10:1to B Ui Sifi WIARANBId YL 1 S P4 i, A PPAR I 35 2
Honestly, it’s not his place to say. Consumers evaluate products,
and can he evaluate consumers?

Most MPCs in (9) disclose disagreement with Li’s words. The participants accuse
others of “twisting” statements, implying their affective stance within the fan com-
munity (Biri 2023). For instance, A accuses B of distorting the case (line 3), and others,
such as D, join by criticizing B’s “vivid imagination” (line 5). Moreover, the subse-
quent MPCs question B’s comprehension skills, attributing B’s opinion to a failure in
reading comprehension (lines 6-8). This illustrates how interpretations of Li’s
intended meaning diverge in a fractured community.

Specific to these rejections, the critics (A, D, and G) assess the inappropriateness
of B’s support (lines 3, 5, and 8). More typically, I's MPC expresses concern over the
right of a public figure to evaluate his fans (line 10), which implies a fundamental
tension between fans as consumers and celebrities as authoritative figures. Likewise,
C’s MPC shows empathy for B, who has blind faith in Li (line 4), while H’s MPC mocks
those supporters (line 9) (cf. Liu 2023), thus ridiculing the notion of subservience
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between the fans and their idol. These rejections suggest a critique not only of B’s
interpretation but also of the uncritical support that often accompanies fandom.

(9) exemplifies the complexities of online fandom, where interpretations of a
celebrity’s words diverge dramatically, leading to conflicts that are not just about
content but also about broader issues of identity, loyalty, and power within the
community. The MPCs function as both a window into these underlying conflicts and
a tool for navigating the tensions that arise when the fans are called upon to defend
or critique their idol’s actions.

4.2.2 Engaging in satirical humor: debating over “leeks” to address fan loyalty

Unlike the critical arguments in (9), the exchange in (10) reveals another facet of
community interaction — satirical humor. MPCs are employed to convey rejection
and critique while reinforcing the unique communication style and shared culture of
the fandom.

10) 1A SRS 7 ORWE T

Leeks have gained sentience. It’s so scary.

2:BtoA ISR IR A S TER I RINL, dESEAUR ©
Hahaha, that description is so accurate. Leek with sentience.

3:CtoA WGHEIEIE NG — HERA R EARAE XL REB S FLET
Hahaha, I’'ve been trying to find a way to describe these
people, and you nailed it.

4DtoA T AMBEAF ISR IRG AR
“The empathy between workers and capitalists is purely
disgusting.”

5EtoA PRAIE R HT 52 N At A A% 2 B AR, ERA S 4 1) e
AN Al HEAS F DA FE IR L B S ) A
With the guarantee, his prices are the lowest. What’s the
problem with buying from him? Don’t tell me you’ll rely on
even shadier streamers in the future.

6:FtoE AFEAT 4 © AFAFEE R
Can’t you not buy? © Do you have to buy during the live-
streaming?

7:AtoE )RR o ARSI oo BRI E BT e Hah
RFREFTE (ZEA+D
No problem. 9 Youbuy it. «: Can’tI afford a 79-yuan eyebrow
pencil? ¢ I'm just a poor devil. (timid group +1)
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The interaction starts with sarcasm embodied in the “leeks® with sentience” analogy
(line 1). Other than expressing negative sentiments, this MPC resonates with the
experience of the fans who feel exploited. This is evident in B’s and C’s MPCs (lines 2
and 3), which reinforce the metapragmatic nature of the exchange by activating
shared common ground in the community (Liu and Liu 2017), signaling the speaker’s
awareness of social and cultural references that are easily understood by the fandom
members. This collective engagement suggests cohesion in fandom, where humor
functions not only as a critique but also as a bond mechanism, thus solidifying group
identity.

More relevant to fandom construction is A’s subsequent response, “I'm just a
poor devil. (timid group +1)” (line 7). This self-deprecating comment portrays the fans
as those who may be financially or socially disadvantaged, while simultaneously
disarming potential hostility from others. The marker “group” further signals A’s
identification with a smaller, more intimate community that shares a particular
stance (Graham 2019). Another example is D’s MPC concerning the irrational rela-
tionship between workers and capitalists (line 4), which extends the discussion
beyond fandom-specific issues to broader societal concerns, blending emotional
reaction with critical thought. It is manifested that fandom not only constitutes
individual emotions, but can also integrate more profound reflections on societal
structures, such as the fan-celebrity relationship in e-commerce in this case. In
contrast to the criticisms, E’'s MPC represents a more traditional form of fandom
defense (line 5). This defense suggests that some fans are also vocal advocates who
seek to convince others of the merit of their idol’s actions within the community.

In (10), the MPCs serve as tools to critique while managing and navigating the
interaction in fandom, where humor, loyalty, and critique coexist. This diversity
illustrates the varied emotional and intellectual investments that the fans bring to
the conversation, further emphasizing the role of humor as a social bond within fan
communities.

4.2.3 Catalyzing new topics: advocating collective self-validation in online
fandom

We also observe the fans raising new ideas that advocate collective feelings and
emotions. The interaction in (11) is one scenario where the fans seek self-validation
and positive affirmation within the community, catalyzing a shared sense of
empowerment.

2 “Leek” is a metaphor from Chinese internet culture, where it symbolizes individuals who are
repeatedly exploited or “harvested” by larger market forces, much like how leeks are repeatedly cut
in agriculture.
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a LA AREAMIRBEC RE AR NE TR RS2 2

1) A EEL ) (HRARRBARMIFES FoAFMERD
SR T
But I don’t want to self-reflect. I work hard and live seriously,
but I haven’t got what I want. I will keep working hard, but I
won’t self-reflect or criticize myself because I know I'm
already great.

2BtoA sEs EE
& & Super amazing!

3AtoB  IRATHEAE!
We are all super amazing!!!

4CtoA B o FATIHEENE o= FRIXREY 7
Yes, 5 we are all super amazing. 5« I’'m touched seeing this.

5:AtoC R FAVE LN $AE HEPzH O
That’s right! We live diligently, love life, and most importantly,
love ourselves!

6:Dto A UHURIRULIRLS T
You said it so well, sister.

T:Eto A X, RIEAZEEFACD, BCOLME T, MNMEZEM
pua! MREKIEAT %
Yes, I now tell myself that I'm already great enough and won’t
accept any pua! Otherwise, I really can’t survive.

8:FtoA ULHIKRE T, BARME—NANEANEIIHbriE.
Well said, money is not the measure of how hard someone
works.

9:GtoA FAGEEEE! | L TAICERIRE L)

We are all super amazing!!! We’ve already worked so hard!!!!

In (11), A’s MPC rejects self-reflection and criticism (line 1), “steer[ing] the discussion in a
new direction” (Tanskanen 2021: 220). This stance challenges the norm of self-criticism
encouraged in society and promotes self-appreciation, prompting an outpouring of
support from the community. The repeated affirmations for A’s perspective underscore
the fandom’s shared norms of rejecting negative self-assessment (lines 2 to 9). These
MPCs reflect a communal identity where the members affirm each other’s worth,
fostering solidarity and shared emotional resilience within the community.

Among these favorable voices, E’s mention of rejecting “pua”® (line 7) not only
deepens the emotional intensity of the discussion but also introduces a broader

3 “PUA” refers to “pick-up artist techniques,” which often involve manipulative linguistic behavior
on others.
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societal critique. By rejecting manipulation, this MPC invokes wider struggles with
societal pressure and reinforces the group’s stance on protecting individual dignity
and self-worth.

Similarly, F’s MPC about the relationship between money and hard work (line 8)
further challenges materialistic norms, which reflects a broader reevaluation of so-
cietal standards related to conventional measures of success in fandom. In what
follows, G’s MPC reinforces “the (mutual) shaping of identity” (Tanskanen et al. 2024: 1),
recognizing the hard-working individuals who deserve recognition (line 9), and
bringing the group’s collective identity into sharper focus. These MPCs reflect mutual
efforts to empower each other against external criticism or societal pressure, further
shaping the collective identity and cohesion of the fandom.

The emotionally supportive atmosphere in (11) fosters an environment where
the fans can express pride and solidarity without fear of external judgment or
societal norms. These shared emotional stances within the community (Bi and Ren
2023; Messerli and Locher 2021) amplify the role of MPCs in reinforcing collective
resilience and empowerment. These MPCs exemplify the fandom’s dedication to
advocating for self-validation, making the community a space for personal growth
and communal support.

5 Discussion

The present study has examined the role of MPCs in constructing online fandom on
Weibo, revealing the communicative practices and societal norms that underpin fan
discourse, particularly within the context of e-commerce. The tension between
divergent reactions underscores “the fandom’s involvement with the community”
(Locher and Messerli 2023: 8), revealing how the fans actively shape and are shaped by
the prevailing communicative norms within the community (Hiibler and Bublitz 2007).
Moreover, these varying responses reflect broader societal norms or standards,
similar to those observed by Ran and Hu (2025) in corporate apologies for food safety
incidents, as they relate to e-commerce practices. Fans’ acceptance or rejection of
public figures’ actions reflects more considerable societal expectations, as well as the
level of trust within the e-commerce live-streaming industry.

In addressing the first research question regarding the types of MPCs, we found
that they disclose the fans’ emotional and attitudinal stances within the fan com-
munities and the relational dynamics, whether fostering closeness or distancing
between the community members (Kleinke and Bos 2015). Rejections largely domi-
nate these fan interactions, particularly when the fans express skepticism about the
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sincerity and appropriateness of the apology, reflecting a perceived failure to meet
the fandom’s expectations. In contrast, there exist a minority group of fans who
express acceptance and deem the apology genuine and sufficient.

More emphasis is placed on the second research question: the dynamic role of
MPCs in online fandom construction. From an interpersonal pragmatic perspective,
the interactions between the fans signify ongoing relationship development and
negotiation (Locher and Graham 2010). For example, we have observed face-
threatening interventions in Section 4.2.1, which challenge rapport and influence
relationship management (Shrikant 2020; Tanskanen 2021). Figure 3 attempts to
model the underlying mechanisms, illustrating MPCs as salient devices in both
reinforcing and destabilizing fan-community relations on social media.

Metapragmatic awareness has a crucial impact on online fandom construction,
largely through the manipulative function of MPCs on social media (cf. Liu and Liu
2022). As demonstrated in Section 4.2.1, MPCs spark conflict within the fan commu-
nities, where efforts to support or defend inadvertently provoke resentment. Section
4.2.2 has further considered manipulation as satirical humor that drives more critical
discussions, while more differently, Section 4.2.3 has delved into how MPCs act as
catalysts for new topics, fostering collective self-validation in online fandom. These
three interactive patterns point to how MPCs manipulate public opinion on social
media (Bi and Ren 2023), influencing both micro-level issues, such as the sincerity of
the apology, and macro-level ones, including shifts in consumer behavior and soci-
etal standards driven by fandom dynamics within the e-commerce live-streaming
industry. In this context, MPCs regulate interactions, steering public opinion, and
ultimately influencing both personal and collective fandom experiences.

Finally, our discussion extends to the affordances on Weibo that enhance shared
e-commerce experiences and help shape fandom culture. The platform’s expansive
audience reach and interest-based communities offer an ideal environment for MPCs
to be widely disseminated. These affordances reinforce interactions between fans
and e-commerce, directly affecting public opinion and transforming consumer
behavior. Functioning as salient indicators (Liu and Liu 2021), MPCs play a role in
constructing online fandom, encapsulating the intersection of shared consumer in-
terests, participatory e-commerce engagement, and fan-driven content (cf. Graham
2019). These interactions on Weibo simultaneously strengthen community cohesion,
foster consumer values, and cultivate a collective online identity (Reyes 2019; Tan-
skanen et al. 2024; Ran and Hu 2025), all of which center around e-commerce and
modern forms of fandom on social media.
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Focal incident: Public
apology (micro)

Metapragmatic comments
(acceptance & rejection)

Online fandom
on social media

trigger Fans' discourse

Situated context:
E-commerce live-
streaming (macro)

manipulate construct

eliciting intense resentment

metapragmatic

engaging in satirical humor
awareness

catalyzing new topics

Figure 3: Metapragmatic mechanism of online fandom construction on Weibo.

6 Conclusions

The present study sheds light on the dynamic construction of online fandom via
MPCs in response to a public apology contextualized in an e-commerce incident. It
observes various kinds of MPCs employed by the Weibo fans, ranging from expres-
sions of acceptance to manifestations of rejection based on their engagement within
online communities. Through a qualitative analysis of three interactive patterns, the
study accentuates the role of MPCs in manipulating dynamic interactions and con-
structing online fandom. Based on our empirical findings, we discuss the notion of
metapragmatic awareness behind the use of MPCs, further unraveling the interplay
between MPCs and online fandom construction, which is influenced by social media
affordances.

The study has certain limitations, as it primarily focuses on a typical but single
case, which may constrain the generalizability of its findings. Future research can
explore relevant emotional responses and collective identity evolution within fan
communities and assess the impact of digital transformation on fan interactions.
While MPCs have been demonstrated in our study as salient devices in online
fandom construction, there is still room for further investigation into how specific
cultural factors may influence these dynamics in one way or another. Such possi-
bilities would deepen our understanding of digital fan culture and its intersection
with e-commerce practices.
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