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ABSTRACT

The assimilationist approach has been used controversially by lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ+) activists to engage the state for
legal reform in Europe and the United States (US). Drawing insight from the
concept of situated knowledges, this article explores the historical and
political particularities that enabled lala (queer women) activists to adopt a
politics of assimilation in the Chinese anti-domestic violence movement. It
unravels the specific features of their assimilation to effect policy change and
their entanglements with feminists. Through participant observation and in-
depth interviews, the article first delineates the contours of lala activists’
struggle and traces their strategic choice of assimilation in the Chinese
context from the 1990s to the 2000s. Second, the article elaborates on two
aspects of lala activists’ assimilation: establishing an ambiguous position
toward institutions and orienting activism toward indirect legal provisions.
Third, the article illuminates how lala activists created new gender dynamics
through this politics and developed their own strand of lesbian-feminist
cooperation characterized by restricted visibility in the mainstream women'’s
movement and an open coalition with different feminists. | also discuss the
limitations of lala activists’ politics and conclude by summarizing how lala
activism can enrich global dialogues on the controversial assimilationist
approach and the diversity of lesbian—-feminist relationships.

KEYWORDS Lala activism in China; anti-domestic violence movement; politics of assimilation; policy
change in China; lesbian—feminist relationships

HISTORY Received 5 July 2021; Accepted 24 January 2023

Introduction

Chinese lesbian activists identify themselves with the local term “lala” to
include different kinds of queer women in their movement. The organizing
of lalas in China dates back to the 1990s. Over the past 30 years, lala activists
have focused mainly on building local communities and providing

CONTACT Holly Lixian Hou @ houlixian@scau.edu.cn e School of Foreign Studies, South China
Agricultural University, Guangzhou, Guangdong, People’s Republic of China
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community services. Many of their activities have been organized surrepti-
tiously so as to circumvent surveillance. Lala activism, which is initiated and
implemented solely by lala activists and is not associated with gay activists,
is generally “quiet” (Rofel 2008) and invisible and thus has attracted little
scholarly attention (Hildebrandt and Chua 2017). Existing research has
focused on cultural and media activism within the lala community and
explored how lala activists have constructed discourses on coming out
(Wang 2021) and gender roles (Huang 2015), how they have made print
and digital journals to produce unique lala and queer cultures (Han 2021;
Yang 2019), and how they have coped with the sense of loss and trauma
in their activism (Huang 2017, 2021). Some scholars have begun to
explore the increasing association of lala identity with the emerging grass-
roots' feminist campaigns launched mainly by a cohort of young women
since 2012 (Bao 2020; Liu, Huang, and Ma 2015; Wei 2015). However, lala
activism and politics aimed at creating policy change and increasing partici-
pation in the mainstream feminist movement are still underexplored. This is
unfortunate because lala activists have developed innovative strategies to
further their goals through their relationships with Chinese feminists and
the state. Between 2007 and 2015, lala activists from an organization
referred to here as ABC,? one of the leading lala organizations in China,
adopted a politics of assimilation to widen participation in the Chinese
mainstream anti-domestic violence (DV) movement,® and, at the same
time, successfully promoted the enactment of a national Anti-DV Law
designed to protect lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ+)
people, among others.

The assimilationist approach has been widely adopted by activists in
Europe and the United States (US) to incorporate LGBTQ+ people into
mainstream culture and to engage the state to make legal changes to
endow LGBTQ+ people with the same rights as heterosexuals, such as legis-
lation permitting same-sex marriage (NeJaime 2018; Robson 2002). Yet this
approach is also highly contentious; it has been criticized by queer and lib-
erationist activists as a threat to the subversive power of both LGBTQ+ cul-
tures and identities and a co-optation of dominant institutional norms
(Bernstein and Taylor 2013; Duggan 2003; Richardson 2004, 2005; Warner
1993).

This understanding of and controversy about the assimilationist approach
is situated within the liberal democratic system, which provides opportunities
for non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to mount bottom-up campaigns
to engage the state for policy change; meanwhile, radical and confrontational
activism is an important part of the history of the LGBTQ+ movement. By con-
trast, lala activism is situated in a political context in which the authorities
have strict regulations against grassroots organizing (Liu and Chang 2019).
Under such circumstances, lala activists, like all other grassroots activists in
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China, have learned how to survive and negotiate with the government by
keeping their activism quiet, non-confrontational, and depoliticized (Ho
2008; Spires 2011; Wesoky 2002; Zhang 2009). While visible political activism
seems to be impossible for lala activists, it is also difficult for them to be part
of mainstream feminist activism, as LGBTQ+ issues are still sensitive and cen-
sored in the mainstream media. Facing such socio-political limitations, how
did lala activists assimilate lala issues into the mainstream feminist anti-DV
movement in China, and what kinds of lesbian-feminist relationships did
they form? How did they get involved in the interplay with the state and
assimilate the protection of lala rights into the state’s legislation of the
Anti-DV Law?

Drawing insight from the concept of situated knowledges, this article
seeks answers to the above questions and illuminates the situated meanings
of lala activists’ politics of assimilation. Introduced by Donna Haraway (1988),
the concept of situated knowledges indicates that knowledge and knowl-
edge production are always partial and located (Jackson 2011; Nash 2001;
Rose 1997). Feminist and queer scholars accentuate the importance of
location in their own knowledge production on feminist and queer activism
and politics, where “location” refers to the diverse specificities of local history,
culture, polity, law, religion, and so on (Alexander and Mohanty 2010; Browne
and Nash 2016; Franks 2002; Madhok 2018, 2020; Mohanty 1992). This article
traces the historical and political particularities of lala activists’ adoption of a
politics of assimilation and investigates the specific features of their assimila-
tion. The article’s aim is twofold: (1) to contest the limited nature of the domi-
nant knowledge on the assimilationist approach in European and US
academia, and (2) to suggest new perspectives on producing and practicing
the local specificities of the lesbian politics of assimilation and lesbian-
feminist interactions in China.

This article examines lala activism and politics in two phases of the Chinese
anti-DV movement, between 2007 and 2009 and between 2014 and 2015.
The analysis engages critical dialogues with the dominant scholarship on
the assimilationist approach and on the complexity of lesbian—feminist
relationships in Europe and the US. Such scholarship informs the positionality
from which | began my reflectivity in the fieldwork and in this article. | then
investigate the situated meanings of lala activists’ politics of assimilation and
their relationship to feminism in three sections.

First, three key factors are introduced as the framework: the political
opportunity structure, the structure of the movement organization, and its
adaptation of influences from other social movements. These factors are
used to delineate the contours of lala activists’ struggle and to situate their
strategic choice of assimilation within particular historical and political con-
texts from the 1990s to the 2000s. Second, two aspects of lala activists’ assim-
ilation to create policy change in the Chinese anti-DV movement are
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elaborated: establishing an ambiguous position toward institutions and
orienting activism toward indirect legal provisions. Third, the article illumi-
nates how lala activists created new gender dynamics through such a politics
in forming an ambivalent relationship to feminism characterized by restricted
lala visibility in the Chinese women’s movement and an open coalition with
different feminists. | also discuss the limitations of lala activists’ politics and
conclude by summarizing how lala activism can broaden global conversa-
tions on the strategic and situated meanings of assimilation and the diversity
of lesbian-feminist entanglements.

Methods and material

This article builds on my PhD project, and specifically on my fieldtrip to ABC
on November 20-23, 2014, as well as my in-depth interviews conducted
between 2014 and 2016 with 16 lala activists who worked in the organiz-
ation and/or participated in anti-DV activism. Each of these interviews
lasted two to three hours and was conducted in a semi-structured manner
in Chinese. The interviews were recorded with the interviewees’ consent
and transcribed for analysis. The excerpts quoted in the article are my
own translations. The article quotes four of the lala activists who are signifi-
cant in the anti-DV movement; their names are coded to protect their anon-
ymity. | conducted face-to-face interviews with Respondent D on October 6,
2014, in Hong Kong; with Respondents B and C in Beijing on November 20
and 21, 2014; and with Respondent A on January 21, 2016, in Shenzhen.
After 2016, | continued to observe ABC's anti-DV activism via its social
media platforms.

In addition to the interviews, my analysis in this article is based on the fol-
lowing materials: notes from my fieldtrip, mainstream media reports on
Chinese LGBTQ+ issues, and internal documents that | collected at lala and
LGBTQ+ activities or downloaded from ABC's website.

Controversial assimilation, lesbian-feminist entanglements,
and positionality

Kath Browne and Catherine Nash (2016, 7) emphasize the importance of
situatedness in queer activism, noting that “social science and queer intersec-
tions need to recognise the location of both of their key defining terms and
their various ways of knowing (even where they are widely and diversely
used).” This section engages critical conversations with the prevalent argu-
ments on the assimilationist approach and the interwoven history of
lesbian and feminist activism in Europe and the US. It accentuates the histori-
cal and political particularities in China underpinning lala activists’ politics of
assimilation and their entanglements with feminists.
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Controversial assimilation

The politics of assimilation within the LGBTQ+ movement “typically embraces
a rights-based perspective, works within the broader framework of pluralist
democracy - one situated within classical liberalism - and fights for a seat
at the table” (Rimmerman 2008, 5). With this strategy, activists tend to
emphasize LGBTQ+ people’s “sameness” or “similarity” to heterosexuals
and pursue an insider position within the political system to seek legal
changes so as to endow LGBTQ+ people with equal rights (Ghaziani,
Taylor, and Stone 2016, 166; Kim 2016, 710; Rimmerman 2008, 5). This politics
of assimilation is especially controversial in the US LGBTQ+ movement
(Bernstein and Taylor 2013; Rimmerman 2008). Liberationist and queer
scholars in the US critique this approach as an erasure of distinctive LGBTQ+
identities and a failure to both challenge heteronormativity and subvert domi-
nant institutions (Bernstein and Taylor 2013; Duggan 2003; Richardson 2004,
2005). Such critiques are situated in an extensive history of homophile activism
in the US since the 1950s. Liberationist activists since the 1960s and queer acti-
vists and scholars in their militant response to the human immunodeficiency
virus/acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (HIV/AIDS) pandemic since the
late 1980s have advocated the liberationist approach, which adopts an outsider
position against heterosexual institutions and prioritizes radical activism for
cultural change and societal transformation (Kim 2016, 710; Rimmerman
2008, 5).

For lala activists, the earliest recorded Chinese homophile activism only
took place surreptitiously in Beijing in the 1990s. Though homosexuality
was decriminalized in 1997 and depathologized in psychological diagnosis
in 2001, it is still perceived as immoral and censored in the mainstream
media. As a result of such sensitivity, the continued existence of lala organiz-
ations remains precarious. Neither the assimilationist nor the liberationist
approach is feasible for lala activists in most cases. The specific Chinese his-
torical moment and particular political opportunities not only facilitated
lala activists’ engagement with the state, but also made their assimilation
of lala rights into policy change different from that in the liberal democratic
system.

Lesbian-feminist entanglements

Many scholars concur that lesbianism and feminism have been inextricably
connected in both epistemology and practice since the onset of the
second wave of the women’s movement in Europe and the US, but that
this connection has also been characterized by tension (Heller 1997;
Jeffreys 2018; Zimmerman and McNaron 1996). The paradigm of lesbian-
feminist dynamics has always been illustrated in the complicated trajectory
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of crossings. Lesbian and feminist activism have long been interwoven,
sharing similar goals, and lesbian activists have been openly acknowledged
as a prominent force in the mainstream women’s movement since the
1960s, with lesbianism sometimes labeled as radical - the “lavender
menace” (Heller 1997; Rubin 2006). The close lesbian—-feminist relationship
has been challenged by the paradigm of lesbian activism and by studies
that have shifted their focus toward identity politics and queer theory since
the 1990s (Rudy 2001; Zimmerman 2007). Hence, an open coalition, regard-
less of identity and difference, has been advocated to resume the connection
(Jeffreys 2018).

Lala activism is situated in a very different history of the women’s move-
ment and the development of studies on gender and sexuality in China.
On the one hand, since LGBTQ+ issues are still taboo in state ideology,
neither queer activism nor queer studies have gained much legitimacy and
prevalence. On the other hand, since the 1950s, the All China Women's Fed-
eration (ACWF),* a mass organization directly under the Communist Party’s
control, has played the dominant role in the Chinese women’s movement.
Its attention to women'’s sexuality focuses on women'’s sexual health and
reproductive rights, sex work, and sexual violence and harassment (Howell
2010; Ke 2015), but excludes women’s sexual orientation and desire.
Closely following the ACWF's work, the discourses in mainstream feminist
scholarship rarely show interest in lesbianism (Wu 2018). Excluded from main-
stream feminist activism, lala activists have mainly conducted their own
independent activism and constructed their own cultures in a quiet way.
Acknowledging the significance of feminism, lala activists do not expect a
close relationship with mainstream feminists and created their own way to
cooperate with them in the anti-DV movement.

Positionality

To adhere to the thesis of situated knowledges, researchers should always
be reflective about their positionality as an insider or outsider in the field
(Berger 2015; Naples 2003; Nash 2016). When | started my fieldwork, |
initially considered myself an insider. On the one hand, | was well informed
by the scholarship in Europe and the US on the controversies about the
assimilationist approach and the close lesbian-feminist relationship. On
the other hand, as a Chinese person and a postgraduate student in
Guangzhou, | gained access to local lala groups by attending activities on
gender and sexuality, and | had three years of volunteer experience in
lala community services between 2010 and 2013. However, when | partici-
pated in the national activities organized by ABC between 2013 and 2016
and started my fieldwork on the organization in 2014, my position
shifted from insider to outsider.
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In contrast with most lala groups, which avoided anything public or politi-
cal, ABC was and is one of the few lala organizations in China committed to
launching advocacy campaigns for public education and to influencing policy
change on LGBTQ+ rights. | was an outsider to such a model of lala activism in
China. On the one hand, the political context for grassroots activism was
restrictive, and mainstream feminists’ attitudes toward lesbianism were con-
servative. On the other hand, most activists from ABC had received bachelor’s
degrees or higher at elite universities at home and abroad. Many of them not
only knew but also embraced queer theory and liberationist arguments. Yet,
lala activists strategically adopted the assimilationist approach and success-
fully worked with feminists and even the ACWF to push the state to legislate
against DV. Lala activists’ politics of assimilation led to exciting and situated
forms of queer feminist activism in China.

To unravel such situatedness, | readjusted my position in this project as “in
between” insider and outsider (Dwyer and Buckle 2009). | perceived the lala
activists from ABC as “intellectual equals” (Mullings 1999, 340), which would
avoid the binary opposition between academia and activism, with the
researcher positioned as the privileged one. As an in-betweener, | adopted
the tactic of active listening with respect to lala activists’ accounts of their
anti-DV activism without judgment. | regarded the interviews as a means
of mutual learning (Milan 2014) with lala activists to discuss broadly the
relationships between the state and LGBTQ+ activists, between lesbian
activists and feminists, and between queer politics and other non-
confrontational politics in the fight against DV and for LGBTQ+ rights in
China and beyond. Those dialogues provided great insights into the situated
understandings of lala activists’ politics of assimilation and their relationship
to feminism in the anti-DV movement.

Theoretical framework: three factors to situate assimilation

Controversial though assimilation is, scholars have found that LGBTQ+ acti-
vists often adopt this approach and switch to the liberationist one in accord-
ance with changing socio-political contexts. They propose a variety of factors
that must be taken into account to understand activists’ strategic choices
(Ghaziani, Taylor, and Stone 2016; Rimmerman 2008).

Craig Rimmerman (2008) emphasizes one key factor that prompts LGBTQ+
activists to oscillate between the two approaches: political opportunity struc-
ture (POS). POS is an important analytical lens through which to examine
social movements, as it brings into view a broad set of political constraints
and opportunities unique to the national context in which they are
embedded (McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1996; Meyer 2004). Within the
LGBTQ+ movement, specific political climates and elite allies are often exam-
ined within the framework of POS (Armstrong 2002; Rimmerman 2008).
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Mary Bernstein (1997) raises another important factor: the structure of
movement organizations. She categorizes such organizations as either inclus-
ive and exclusive. Inclusive organizations “adopt strategies to seek to educate
and mobilize a constituency or maximize political involvement,” whereas
exclusive organizations oppose the above strategies and “actively discourage
popular participation” (Bernstein 1997, 539).

Ashley Currier (2007) highlights a third key factor: influence from other
movements both at home and abroad. It should be noted that though scho-
lars from the Global South often refer to influences from the LGBTQ+ move-
ment in the US, they are critical of the narrative of origin in the US LGBTQ+
movement and the discourse on progressive and backward politics within
the European and US scholarship (Currier 2007; Jackson 2009).

The following section uses these three factors to explain why and how lala
activists chose the politics of assimilation. It helps to delineate the contours of
their struggle and to situate the historical and political particularities for lala
activists’ strategic choice of assimilation from the 1990s to the 2000s.

Lala activists’ strategic choice of assimilation

Drawing on the three factors mentioned above, this section illustrates that (1)
the Fourth United Nations Conference on Women (FUNCW) provided crucial
political opportunities for lala activists to build connections with feminist
elites; (2) ABC was structured as an inclusive movement organization with
a mission of political involvement; and (3) lala activists were influenced by
Chinese gay and feminist activism in their adoption of the assimilationist
approach in the anti-DV movement.

Political opportunities arising from the FUNCW

While a substantial body of scholarship explores how the FUNCW offered
positive political opportunities for the exponential rise of women’s NGOs
and their diverse activism in China (Feng 2018; Milwertz 2002; Wang 2010;
Wesoky 2002), few studies attend to its impact on lala organizing (Bao
2020; Wei 2015). Lala activists described the FUNCW as “opening the door”
for independent lala organizing and early dialogues with feminist elites
and ACWEF cadres. Lala activists latched onto the relaxed political climate gen-
erated by the FUNCW for women'’s autonomous organizing to make their
initial attempt at establishing independent lala groups in Beijing and even
holding national events.

More importantly, the FUNCW galvanized open dialogues between
Chinese feminists and foreign lesbian activists, both in the preparatory
events abroad before 1995 and the NGO forum at home in 1995 (Milwertz
2002). After the FUNCW, those open dialogues continued between local
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lala activists, some open-minded ACWF cadres, and feminist professionals in
private and academic settings in the 1990s (ABC Internal Document 1).° Build-
ing friendly interpersonal ties with these feminist elites created another sig-
nificant political opportunity. The elites became reliable allies and crucial
intermediaries connecting lala activists with anti-DV activism in 2007. Respon-
dent A explained:

We realize that the feminists and professionals we built interpersonal ties with
many years ago are the top experts on DV. Their support for our anti-DV acti-
vism is extremely important. In all of those years, we have had just an inter-
personal relationship with them but no cooperation for activism. But in
retrospect, such interpersonal ties were the essential foundation for our
later alliance.

ABC'’s inclusive structure

After 2004, though lala groups were thriving all over China, almost all of them
could be categorized as exclusive, in Bernstein’s terms. They aimed to build
closed, small, and safe networks for local lalas, and thus they mainly
offered quiet community services and balked at any public or provocative
activities. The exclusive structure of these groups was attributed not only
to their political constraints but also to the precarity of lala organizing.
Respondent C summarized it as “three nos”: “no money, no human resources,
no example of a mature organizing structure.”

In 2004, ABC was established and became one of the very few lala organ-
izations to have an inclusive structure. Though ABC also faced the conun-
drum of the “three nos,” it had a vision of igniting the fire of the lala
movement in China by declaring its clear mission of “launching advocacy
on LGBTQ+ equality for public education and engaging in policy change”
on its web page and Weibo account.

Since ABC's establishment, lala activists affiliated with it have made con-
certed efforts to encompass more constituencies into their activism and to
exploit any opportunity to be involved in policy change. They took the initiat-
ive to resume their interpersonal relationships with feminist elites through
cultural events and exchanges, and found the issue of DV to be the icebreaker
among ACWF cadres, feminist elites, and lala activists for joint activism.
Respondent A pointed out:

ACWF cadres and the mainstream women’s NGOs are not concerned about
sexuality or lala issues. They don't think they are important. So, let us talk
about what they are concerned about. Let's talk about DV. Without DV, it is
very difficult to carve out the space for us to ally with them.

Respondent A’s comment verifies once again that the Chinese mainstream
women'’s movement never took lesbian issues into account. Nevertheless,
lala activists from ABC were tactical in recentering their discussion on DV
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so as to create a common interest among lala activists, ACWF cadres, and
feminist elites and to lay the groundwork for their alliance with those actors.

Influences from domestic gay activism and feminist politics

Compared with HIV/AIDS issues in the gay community, lala issues were not
perceived to be urgent or crucial for the state to take into consideration
regarding any policy change. In the 2000s, the seriousness of the HIV/AIDS
problem escalated, and it became necessary for the government to intervene.
Since then, its prevention has been written into the state agenda, and gay
activists have maneuvered this agenda to cooperate with officials and to
conduct advocacy on gay rights. However, lala activists could only opt for
an indirect way to change policy through the state agenda on women'’s
rights instead. Respondent D explained:

You have to assimilate [naru] your agenda into the state’s. You don’t get to raise
your own agenda. This is the political reality in China. Whatever the state
agenda is, you need to assimilate yours into it. The gay activists could assimilate
their agenda into the state’s AIDS project. Lala activists could assimilate their
agenda into the state’s project on women'’s rights. We are not in a state
where you could bring out your issues freely to the state.

For Chinese grassroots activists, the only way to engage the state for policy
change is to embed their demands in the agenda that the state has
already approved (Ho 2008). For gay activists, the state agenda of HIV/AIDS
is their ticket to make political claims. For lala activists, women's issues and
women'’s rights are the potential leverage, since the protection of women'’s
rights and gender equality has been emphasized in the Chinese state’s politi-
cal agenda since the FUNCW (Ke 2015).

Lala activists’ assimilation of their agenda into the specific feminist issue of
DV was a strategic choice based on the fact that anti-DV has become one of
the most pressing and significant agendas in the mainstream Chinese
women’s movement since the 2000s (Feng 2018) and that the feminist
anti-DV campaign for policy change was a success. In 2003, the Anti-Domestic
Violence Network (ADVN), the only national women’s NGO on DV, launched
the first bottom-up legislative campaign, which became an annual event
(Feng 2018; Wang 2010; Zhang 2009). To exert more influence on policy-
makers, they adopted a politics of engagement; that is, they engaged the
ACWEF to conduct different kinds of activism and to gain an insider position
within the system (Zhang 2009). Though the ACWF is not a policymaking
institution per se, it has the authority and the institutional and personal con-
nections and resources to mobilize opinions nationally and to participate in
gender-specific policy and legislative processes (Howell 2010, 203). Zheng
Wang (2010, 110) describes the ADVN's politics as “the best channel for fem-
inist infiltration into the state in the post-FUNCW time.” Allying with the
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ACWEF enabled feminists from the ADVN not only to be involved in the anti-
DV legislative process at both local and national levels, but also to conduct
workshops on gender for local judicial and police officers.

In 2007, ABC decided that the time was ripe for lala activists’ engagement
with policy change on DV, as it had significant mentorship from elite feminist
allies who were major actors in the ADVN, and the legislative space was
opened up by the ADVN and the ACWF for anti-DV activism.® Hence, lala acti-
vists assimilated the DV issue from the lala community into the mainstream
framework of feminist activism against DV and applied for the ADVN's
funding project on DV. ABC received a grant for its proposal of a survey on
DV in the lala community and “carve[d] out the space” to openly work with
different women’s organizations and the ACWF for anti-DV activism after
2007.

The next two sections elaborate on how lala activists conducted their poli-
tics of assimilation to create policy change and new gender dynamics. They
unravel the specific features of lala activists’ assimilation and interaction
with feminists.

Creating policy change

While assimilation often embraces an insider position in the system so as to
make policy change directly (Rimmerman 2008), lala activists sought an
ambiguous position toward institutions and strived for an indirect legal
approach that could protect their rights in the politics of assimilation. This
section explores how lala activists conducted assimilation characterized by
ambiguity and indirectness in their two phases of anti-DV activism
between 2007 and 2009 and between 2014 and 2015, respectively.

The first phase: establishing an ambiguous position toward
institutions

Though the ADVN’s politics of engaging the ACWF gave it a seat at the table
for policy change, this came at the cost of its autonomy and radical demands
for women'’s rights (Zhang 2009). Because of this, lala activists aimed to estab-
lish an ambiguous position toward the ACWF - that is, seeking proximity to
the ACWF and yet keeping it at arm’s length at the same time.

In the first phase, lala activists attached significance to proximity, as it
could help them to advance their agenda of influencing policy change by
connecting with the ACWF. To achieve this proximity, at the inception of
their activism, they had to reshape the mainstream feminist discourse
that denied lesbian rights and to address feminists’ ignorance of DV in
the lala community. The feminist legal expert Rong Weiyi explained in
the 2000s:
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Though the perception of women'’s rights as human rights is widely accepted by
mainstream society, women'’s rights do not include lalas’ rights. Though society
has shown more understanding and even a certain acceptance of homosexuality,
it is still ignorant about DV among homosexuals. Though society has gained
awareness that the majority of DV victims are women, [it still considers that]
those women do not include lalas. (ABC Internal Document 3)”

Thus, ABC articulated lala rights within women's rights by emphasizing the
similarity of DV among lala and heterosexual women in a report:

Lalas who suffer from DV show high similarity to straight women, including the
trigger of violence - jealousy and distrust. The victims also legitimize their own
experience as normal and choose to remain silent as a direct result of an
inadequate support system. (ABC Internal Document 3)

To foreground such similarity, lala activists tactically desexualized their iden-
tity and underlined the seriousness of lala DV by using alarming statistics of
DV victims in the lala community (ABC Internal Document 3). They further
employed stories of battered lalas who had suffered from their parents’ or
relatives’ violence when they came out and from their partners’ control by
threatening to expose their sexual orientation so as to attribute the serious-
ness of lala DV to the discrimination against homosexuality in China. They
also highlighted how difficult it was for lalas to turn to the police and the
ACWEF - the key state agents that deal with DV in China - for help because
of the prejudice against LGBTQ+ people (ABC Internal Document 3).

ACWF cadres and mainstream women'’s organizations were shocked by
the critical status of DV in the lala community. They started to pay attention
to lala DV, and lala activists were able to cooperate with these organizations
on anti-DV activism in different public settings. Lala activists’ proximity to
ACWEF cadres and mainstream feminists was established. Such proximity pro-
vided lala activists with opportunities not only to be involved in the legisla-
tive process, but also to gain access to political institutions. For instance, in
June 2014, ABC was able to participate in a high-ranking consultation confer-
ence on legislation against DV co-organized by the ACWF and the United
Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN
Women) in Beijing. There, it successfully mobilized legal experts, who
would also take part in the state’s anti-DV legislative process, to take the pro-
tection of same-sex relationships into consideration (ABC Internal Document
4). In 2015, after the promulgation of the national Anti-DV Law, ABC was
invited by a provincial ACWF branch to co-organize a workshop that aimed
to train judges and police officers in a comprehensive understanding of
the new law. Lala activists were offered the unprecedented opportunity to
“make their way into the public security bureau, procuratorate department,
and people’s courts (daru gongjianfa)" to conduct advocacy with respect to
both LGBTQ+ people’s DV and LGBTQ+ rights (ABC Internal Document 3).
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However, seeing opportunities in such proximity, lala activists were cau-
tious about their differences from the ACWF and the mainstream women'’s
NGOs. Respondent B highlighted the ambiguous relationship to them:

Lalas could take part in some aspects of the women’s movement for socio-
political changes, because we share common interests in those aspects, like the
issue of DV. We could form coalitions and strategic unions. But we should be
cautious and keep our distance. Lala activism is pioneering and radical. They
[the ACWF and mainstream women's organizations] could be very conservative.

Respondent B's comments show that lala activists did embrace queer and lib-
erationist arguments against the assimilationist approach. Though lala acti-
vists adopted the politics of assimilation as a strategic act for policy
change, they were alert to the intrinsic heteronormativity and to conservative
attitudes toward sexuality within the mainstream feminist movement and
kept a critical distance beyond their joint activism against DV.

The second phase: orienting activism toward indirect legal
provisions

Lala activists’ politics of assimilation aimed to create policy change that could
be used to protect LGBTQ+ people indirectly rather than directly. Lala acti-
vists’ tactic of indirectness was built on their keen observation of the conser-
vative political and legal context in China.

In 2014, anti-DV legislation was listed as one of the priorities of the state’s
five-year agenda.? However, feminists and legal experts had been struggling
since 2003 to lobby state legislators to include the protection of people in
cohabitation under the new law. The legislators’ official response was that
cohabitation was not mentioned in any law within the Chinese legal
system, and thus they could not create an opening for discussing such a
relationship under the Anti-DV Law.® However, Respondent A further dis-
closed: “The state legislators did not want to touch the definition of family.
Some legal experts told me that they [legislators] aimed to safeguard
traditional family values and thus rejected the inclusion of cohabitation in
the new law.”

Confronting such a political constraint, feminists and scholars replaced
“cohabitation” with “intimate partnership” to prompt legislators to let their
guard down. ABC adjusted its assimilation accordingly, from simply integrat-
ing lala rights into women'’s rights to embedding the lala relationship within
intimate partnership, and it worked with feminists to conduct a survey on inti-
mate partner violence in China and street advocacy activities. Lala activists
explained, first, that “intimate partner violence” was an inclusive term
intended to protect LGBTQ+ relationships and circumvent the use of sensitive
words such as “cohabitation” and “homosexuality.” Second, a similar strategic
act proved feasible through successful legislative activism in Hong Kong and
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Taiwan to protect LGBTQ+ people (ABC Internal Document 4). Such adap-
tation revealed feminists’ and lala activists’ ability to compromise and be
flexible to cope with the conservatism of the Chinese legal system, and it
turned out to be successful. When the final version of the Anti-DV Law was
passed by the state on December 27, 2015, though the terms “cohabitation”
and “intimate partnership” were still avoided, the neutral phrase “people who
live together,” which includes these two kinds of relationships, had been
written into the new law.'® Both lala activists and feminists celebrated
this phrase as an inclusive legal provision that could be used to protect
LGBTQ+ people, albeit indirectly. Respondent A commented:

Generally speaking, our [lala] activism to facilitate the legislation of the Anti-DV
Law is a success because the main goal we set from the beginning of this cam-
paign was to carve out the legal space for LGBTQ+ people to fight for their
rights under the new law. Our goal has been achieved. Though this is an indirect
legal provision for LGBTQ+ rights, LGBTQ+ people could still utilize this law in
reality for litigation, and it will show that the new law could be used to protect
LGBTQ+ people.

Lala activists’ achievement of this indirect legal provision is a significant and
hopeful step forward to protect LGBTQ+ rights in the system. Instead of direct
interaction with the state for the unitary goal of an explicit legislative change
following the European and US model of assimilation, lala activists’ politics of
assimilation reflects their pragmatism in achieving multifaceted and small
political gains for opening up a space to gain access to the political system
and negotiate incremental legal change.

The following section elaborates on how lala activists created new gender
dynamics and developed their own strand of lesbian-feminist cooperation.

Creating new gender dynamics

In contrast with the entanglements between feminism and lesbianism replete
with crossings, collisions, and coalitions in Europe and the US, lala activists’
open participation in mainstream feminist activism only commenced a
decade ago in the anti-DV movement, and such lesbian-feminist cooperation
was characterized by restricted lala visibility and an open coalition.

Restricted lala visibility in the mainstream women’s movement

While lala issues were always invisible in public, they became “an open social
issue” (gongkaide shehuiyiti) after ABC's first phase of anti-DV activism. On
January 7, 2010, the authoritative state media outlet Legal Daily published
a detailed report on the results of the lala DV survey completed by ABC. It
highlighted the necessity and importance of including lala DV in the state
agenda of anti-DV legislation. Meanwhile, ACWF cadres also made a public
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commitment to “take lala DV seriously and help them solve the problem in
the future” (Zhu 2010). This was the first time that the state media and the
ACWF had not only recognized lalas’ existence openly, but also confirmed
the necessity to protect them.

With endorsement from those two institutions, lala activists gained unpre-
cedented visibility and legitimacy in the mainstream women'’s movement. In
2009, they were invited to cooperate with 30 other mainstream women'’s
organizations for 16-Day Activism, an annual public feminist activity sup-
ported by the ACWF and the state media (Feng 2018). Lala activists were
offered the opportunity to conduct advocacy toward mainstream feminists
on the diversity of both gender-based violence and gender identities. In
addition, they were permitted to conduct street advocacy in public, promot-
ing anti-discrimination against LGBTQ+ people and their equal rights (ABC
Internal Document 2). However, such visibility was restricted to images of
lalas as marginalized DV victims. The perspectives of sexual orientation and
sexual pleasure have not been accepted by the mainstream women’s move-
ment. Nevertheless, the assimilation of lala DV into the anti-DV movement
helped feminist elites to reflect on heterosexual hegemony in their anti-DV
activism, and they expanded their formerly conservative definition of DV,
which had only recognized violence by men toward women in heterosexual
relationships. Rong Weiyi revealed the importance of lala activism in Legal
Daily: “The [lala] Report expands the definitions of domestic violence. Violence
targeted at women is not limited to that from heterosexual men towards
women, but between women as lesbians and bisexuals, and all these
women need society’s support” (Zhu 2010).

Restricted though it was, lala visibility in anti-DV activism enlightened
mainstream feminists on the issues of diverse sexual orientations and
gender identities and helped to facilitate feminist discussions of women'’s
issues beyond heteronormativity in action and in academic seminars.

An open coalition between lala activists and feminists

Lala activists from ABC commenced their anti-DV activism based on a broad
and open coalition. They did not insist on identity politics, but embraced “an
open assemblage that permits of multiple convergences and divergences
without obedience to a normative telos of definitional closure” (Butler
1991, 16). In the second phase of anti-DV activism, lala activists made an expli-
cit point of establishing “the broadest coalition” (guangfan lianmeng):

In a legislative advocacy campaign, our cooperation should not be limited to
the internal [LGBTQ+] community, but to establishing the most open and
broadest coalition with the various kinds of social organizations concerned
about the same issue. This coalition refers to both the form of cooperation,
and the advocacy strategy concerned with a wide range of people instead of
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confined to our [LGBTQ+] group so as to gain more support. (ABC Internal
Document 4)

Through this broad coalition, lala activists mobilized the lala community, the
gay community, and different kinds of feminists, legal experts, and ACWF
cadres to work together beyond identity and difference and toward the
greater good for a wider range of people. Lala activists’ open coalition with
feminists and legal experts remained active after the anti-DV activism. In
2016, they collaborated again on a new project for policy change - the lega-
lization of single women'’s freedom to freeze eggs - and in 2019, they con-
ducted a legal activist campaign together - filing a lawsuit about a single
woman’s autonomy to freeze eggs with the aim of opening up legislative
space for this issue. In the lawsuit, the plaintiff was a lala, but withheld her
sexual identity. In a similar vein to anti-DV activism, lala activists assimilated
lalas’ rights into single women’s reproductive rights so as to strive for
common interests for both communities of straight women and lalas."”

Within the short history of lesbian-feminist cooperation in China, lala acti-
vists have had restricted visibility in the mainstream feminist movement.
However, they envisioned an open coalition with different kinds of feminists
for multifaceted interactions to create an egalitarian society for more people,
regardless of their gender and sexual identities. Through coalition building,
lala activists were able to generate new gender dynamics and gained more
weight incrementally in the Chinese women’s movement.

The limitations of lala politics

Since 2016, ABC has facilitated the politics of assimilation by “mainstreaming”
(zhuliuhua) the issue of LGBTQ+ people’s DV. It uses this issue to consolidate
its connection with feminist elites, legal experts, and ACWF cadres and to
push the Anti-DV Law to protect LGBTQ+ people with detailed judicial
interpretations in court cases (DEF Internal Document 1.2 In June 2016,
ABC established a new center for the mainstreaming mission, which has
since organized a number of workshops and research seminars with this
goal in mind (DEF Internal Document 2).

However, the limitations of lala activists’ politics of assimilation have
become palpable. The legal opportunity around the Anti-DV Law and the
mainstreaming effects that lala activists expected to engender were precar-
ious and constrained. In a press conference on December 27, 2015, the
spokesman of the National People’s Congress Standing Committee explicitly
disavowed the Anti-DV Law’s protection of same-sex partnership. Lala acti-
vists commented on the disavowal as “an anticipated official attitude” that
could not cancel the legal provision created for LGBTQ+ people.

However, until now, the legal space has remained closed. According to a
2021 annual report on DV inside the LGBTQ+ community, not a single
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court case alleging LGBTQ+ people’s DV has ever been successfully filed (DEF
Internal Document 2). Most judges, police, and ACWF cadres - all key agents
in practicing the Anti-DV Law - still refuse to protect LGBTQ+ people from DV.
What is worse, many LGBTQ+ people consider DV to be a private matter and
feel ashamed of their sexual orientation and gender identity, and they do not
think that they should or could turn to the law for help.

In addition, LGBTQ+ people’s DV and lala issues have been erased from the
mainstream media and mainstream women’s movement again since 2016.
While official news channels, mainstream media, and social media have all
paid close attention to DV cases, only one women’s NGO reported a single
case of lala DV on its digital platform between 2016 and 2020 (Xia, Feng
and Cao 2020, 19). The visibility of the lala community and activism in the
mainstream media and the mainstream women’s movement seems to have
been ephemeral.

The limitations of lala activists’ politics of assimilation resonate with libera-
tionist activists and queer scholars’ critiques. Rather than pushing for radical
cultural and social transformations, lalas adopted a strategy of assimilation to
suppress their subversive identity and emphasize their similarity to hetero-
sexuals in the case of DV, and as a result the hegemony of heteronormativity
was not challenged. Thus, the repudiation of LGBTQ+ identity in the public
sphere continues, as does self-contempt among the LGBTQ+ community.
However, how to challenge mainstream institutions without provoking repri-
sals from the authorities has always been an intricate puzzle not only for lala
activists, but for all grassroots activists in China.

Conclusion

Lala activists from ABC embrace queer theory as well as pragmatism. In an
adverse socio-political climate for bottom-up activism, they found a way to
assimilate their demands into the mainstream anti-DV movement and to
facilitate legislative change to protect LGBTQ+ people. Lala activists’ politics
of assimilation enriched their dialogues with global feminist and queer com-
munities on the strategic choice of the assimilationist approach and the diver-
sity of lesbian-feminist relationships.

The assimilationist approach to creating policy change is not feasible for
lala activists all of the time in the Chinese context. Lala activists’ adoption
of assimilation with regard to anti-DV campaigning was situated in historical
and political particularities and, at the same time, a bold and strategic act.
Being pragmatic about and critical of the conservatism in mainstream insti-
tutions, lala activists maintained an ambiguous position with respect to the
ACWF and mainstream women’s NGOs to get involved in the state’s legisla-
tive process and assimilate the protection of LGBTQ+ rights indirectly into
the new national Anti-DV Law. Through such assimilation, they not only
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opened up a potential legal space to protect LGBTQ+ rights in China, but also
gained access to the political system, as they were offered the opportunity to
conduct anti-DV training for local judges and police officers. While those in
the insider position are able to pursue the direct and unitary goal of
seeking rights in the assimilationist approach in the democratic system, lala
activists’ politics of assimilation emphasized ambiguity and indirectness.
While the effects of this politics were difficult to discern, lala activists
managed to achieve multifaceted and small political gains.

Through such assimilation, lala activists also formed their own trajectory of
lesbian—feminist cooperation to create new gender dynamics. Without a sig-
nificant history of crossing and colliding, lala activists only earned member-
ship of the mainstream feminist movement in recent decades, and their
visibility has been restricted to anti-DV activism. Nevertheless, they did not
hold onto the prevalent lesbian—feminist model of closeness and inseparabil-
ity; rather, they embraced the strategy of coalition with a variety of feminists.
The lesbian—feminist coalition enabled lala activists to enjoy greater agency
in initiating more joint activism based on the common interests of both
straight women and lalas, such as the legal activism on single women'’s repro-
ductive rights.

Lala activists’ politics of assimilation entails possibilities and limitations.
The last section shows the disturbing consequences of this politics: the con-
tinued refusal of state legislators, judges, police officers, and even ACWF
cadres to protect LGBTQ+ people under the Anti-DV Law, as well as the
erasure of DV reports in the LGBTQ+ community in both the mainstream
media and the mainstream women’s movement since 2016. However, lala
activists anticipated such backfires as they understand the changing nature
of socio-political landscapes with regard to LGBTQ+ issues in China and the
complex power dynamics in the Chinese feminist movement. In a nutshell,
they consider the politics of assimilation a success and continue to adopt
that approach when the time is right. As always, lala activists are compara-
tively quiet and exceedingly pragmatic in making small openings and bring-
ing about incremental socio-political transformations. The situated meanings
accentuated in this article mark their creative and concerted efforts and open
the way for more studies on their diversified politics in the future.

Notes

1. The term “grassroots” is commonly adopted by Chinese activists from NGOs,
especially those who cannot get officially registered and are in marginalized
positions.

2. To protect the anonymity of the lala organization, this article adopts “ABC" as a
code name.

3. The anti-DV movement and the women’s movement discussed in this article
refer to those following the establishment of the People’s Republic of China.
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4. For more about the ACWF, see Howell (2010).

5. To protect the anonymity of ABC, titles, years of publication, and page numbers
are not given for internal documents.

6. Lala activists’ anti-DV activism was also inspired by legislative anti-DV cases in
both Hong Kong and Taiwan that included the protection of lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual, and transgender (LGBT) people. See ABC Internal Document 2.

7. ABC completed its first phase of activism by publishing an earlier version of ABC
Internal Document 3 in 2009. ABC Internal Document 3 includes all of the infor-
mation published in the 2009 version and introduces legislative anti-DV cases in
different countries.

8. In China, when an issue is listed in the state’s five-year agenda, state legislators
will prioritize this issue in legislation; often, this means that a new law or policy
on this issue will emerge.

9. See http://www.npc.gov.cn/zgrdw/npc/zhibo/zzzb33/node_9635.htm
(accessed June 28, 2021).

10. More details on this law are available on the government website on the Anti-
DV Law: http://www.npc.gov.cn/npc/c10134/201512/
a0381e5e6b894620870382f8423a378e.shtml (accessed July 11, 2023).

11. In China, it is illegal for single women to freeze their eggs. For the state media
report on the litigation, see Tong (2019).

12. DEF comprises a number of lala and gay organizations.
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Introduction

Since 2012, young women’s' thriving online activism against gender inequality and sexism in Sina
Weibo® has become the limelight and emblem of digital feminism in China. It was commenced by
Naked Chest against Domestic Violence (DV) in 2012—the first landmark digital campaign in
Weibo featured with the radical body politics of nudity, and reached its peak by #MitulnChina in
2018>—the Chinese version of #MeToo movement—kindling an unprecedentedly heated discussion
on sexual harassment in Weibo and other social media. This hashtag activism was also perceived as
the revival of feminism, as grassroots feminist activism,” online and offline, individually and collec-
tively, has fallen into stagnancy since 2015,” when the state intensified its surveillance on non-official
feminist campaigns.

Chinese young women’s online activism is among the global new wave of young generation’s digi-
tal feminism in the past few years and shares some common features: a focus on personal issues and
activism highlighting hypervisibility, connectivity and individuality (Jouét 2018; Rogan and Budgeon
2018; Boyle 2019; Mendes, Ringrose, and Keller 2019). With regard to the studies on this “new
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moment or a turning point in feminism” (Baer 2016, 18), many feminist scholars have affirmed its
empowering effects: creating new modes of mobilization (Thrift 2014); forming new feminist protest
culture beyond the pursuit of legal and legislative changes (Salime 2014); and bringing in diverse
feminist constituencies and intersectional conversations (Thelandersson 2014). Yet the prevalence
of hashtag activism has stirred up increasing controversies among scholars and feminists about
whether the young generation was (un)able to fully incorporate the significant feminist principle
—“the personal is political”—into their digital practices. On the construction of this guiding prin-
ciple, the second wave feminists extended critical understanding of “political” to not only the tra-
ditional power in public like electoral power or that from president to nations, but also
patriarchal power from men over women in private (Oakley 1981, 310), and revealed how the pol-
itical importance of women’s personal life was repudiated via the gendered dichotomy of public and
private (Rogan and Budgeon 2018, 3). They further reattached the political significance to conscious-
ness raising group—a pervasive form of feminist activism at that time—functioning as not only a
collective sharing of personal experiences and exposure of the systematic and institutionalized nature
of women’s subordination (Loney-Howes 2019, 24), but also an impetus to shape the strategy of pub-
lic speak-outs and to form gendered and political subjectivity and collectivity for political action and
institutional changes (Rogan and Budgeon 2018, 4). Revisiting this vital feminist tenet based on
young women’s digital feminism within the neoliberal and postfeminist context in the twentieth-
first century, some scholars illustrate that such digital practices carry on and even expand the politics
of “the personal is political” (Rogan and Budgeon 2018), form the revival of feminism since the 1970s
(Jouét 2018) and even redo feminism (Baer 2016). However, others criticize it as undoing feminism,
for “the political (the collective public domain of politics) is reduced to the personal” (Mohanty 2013,
971). They elucidate how young women’s online engagement has been co-opted into the neoliberal
system by emphasizing the discourse of self-empowerment, choice and individualization, and by
embracing the “symbolic equality” without truly achieving socio-cultural, political, and economic
parity (Carstensen 2014; Budgeon 2015; Mohanty 2013).

The global wave of #MeToo hashtag movement has aggravated such controversial arguments on
digital feminism. For instance, in Bianca Fileborn and Rachel Loney-Howes’s recently published
anthology #MeToo and the Politics of Social Change (2019), quite a few scholars herald the politics
of speak-outs in #MeToo movement, celebrate its efficacy of consciousness raising and affirm its
influence of social change, whilst many others reveal its pitfalls and underlie the problems and
even risks of politicizing the personal in the politics of speak-outs, which have long been debated
within the anti-rape and sexual harassment movement since the second-wave feminist activism.
Rachel Loney-Howes (2019, 30) and Karen Boyle (2019, 33) disclose the oppressing aspect of
women’s public speak-outs in #MeToo as only those personal stories from predominantly white,
middleclass, and heterosexual women that could be heard and believed. Loney-Howes further ques-
tions the political goal of #MeToo activism targeted at institutional changes as “reaflirming the
power of those institutions to appropriate, redirect and contain activism and to systematically con-
ceal the social, cultural and political conditions that enable sexual violence” (2019, 33). In a nutshell,
scholars, mainly from Euro-America, by articulating young women’s online practices with the con-
tentious arguments revolving around the relationship between personal and political, have depicted a
complex picture of young women’s digital activism oscillating between redoing and undoing
feminism.

While the Chinese young women’s online practices have also foregrounded personal issues, such as
DV, women’s body and sexual harassment, how should we engage the above controversies for a more
comprehensive analysis of Chinese digital feminism and explore its meanings for feminist
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development in China and in the world? By far, scholarship on Chinese young women’s online acti-
vism resonates with the redoing and/or empowering of the perspective aforementioned and focuses on
exploring feminist agency, new strategies and alliances (Hou 2015; Tan J. 2017; Han and Lee 2018;
Wang and Driscoll 2018), whereas growing literature has noticed its adversary effect of aggravating
misogyny in the real and virtual world (Tan J. 2017; Han 2018). Yet still few scholars have examined
young women’s digital activism from the perspective of “personal” and “political,”® not to mention its
potential deficiencies. To investigate such underexplored issues, these essential questions come to the
fore: What were the meanings of “personal” and “political” within the development of Chinese femin-
ism? How were such meanings changed/unchanged via young women’s digital activism? What new
meanings of the politics of “the personal is political” have they construed? Did “political” remain “sym-
bolic” in their online engagement? Is such a politics the best way to facilitate the feminist development?
What are the drawbacks within this wave of young women’s digital activism in China?

To establish some provisional answers to those questions, this paper offers a situated and critical
analysis of Chinese young women’s digital practices from 2012 to 2018. It elaborates on how their
activism in social media have converged in and diverged from the development of Chinese feminism
from the 1950s to 2000s. Based on the case studies of the two landmark digital campaigns—Naked
Chest against DV in 2012 and #MitulnChina in 2018, it further sheds light on how young women’s
online activism has successfully and creatively reconfigured the politics of “the personal is political”
at the interplay of the local and global contexts in these three main aspects: (1) establishing gendered
and political subjectivity via different ways of consciousness raising; (2) further politicizing women’s
private matters, mainly bodily autonomy and sexual harassment, as in provoking public discussions
and pressuring the government for policy changes; (3) forming new and open coalitions for public
activism and institutional changes among young women, young feminists, veteran feminists of the
older generation,” LGBT activists and male intellectuals. The article also exposes the drawbacks of
such digital activism: (1) the precarity of digital platforms; (2) the problems of politicizing personal
issues in social media, including: erasing diversified discussions on gender and sexuality; forming
oppression for marginalized groups; and oversimplifying the solutions to sexual harassment. This
paper aims to delineate a complex picture of Chinese young women’s online activism with the
nuanced meanings from its feminist predecessors in China and its current counterparts in the
world. It thus contributes to a fuller understanding of the young generation’s digital feminism in
Asia.

Methods

This paper adopted two main methods—online ethnography and interviews. The research process
was divided into three phases. In the first phase, I started the online observation on the two feminist
self-media in Weibo—Feminist Voice,” and Women Awakening (New Media Women Network),”
both of which were the main supporting platforms for disseminating news and provoking discus-
sions on young women’s online activism. My observation started on those two platforms in Novem-
ber 2012, when Naked Chest against DV began, and lasted until May 2015, when both online and
offline feminist activisms were quieted down by the authorities. In the second phase, I interviewed
fourteen feminists and lesbian activists involved in the feminist online activities from November
2014 to April 2017. The interviews lasted two to three hours and were conducted in an in-depth,
semi-structured way and mostly in a face-to-face manner, few via Skype or WeChat. Interviewees’
names are coded according to their request. In the third phase, I started my online observation
on #MitulnChina from January to July 2018. I concentrated my observation on: (1) the two
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important individual Weibo accounts—Luo Xixi, the victim-activist of sexual harassment igniting
heated discussions on #MeToo in Weibo,'® and Qigi, the key young feminist who created the hashtag
#MitulnChina and facilitated the activism in Weibo;'!' (2) Feminist Voice’s and Women Awaken-
ing’s Weibo and WeChat accounts, which archived reports, stirred up discussions on #MitulnChina
- and called for offline campaigns against sexual harassment. My data in this article is thus mainly col-
lected from my interviews, and from the reports and articles on young women’s online and offline
activism, feminist discussions, and netizens’ comments from the above individual and organizational
social media accounts.

“Personal” and “political” within the development of Chinese feminism

This section demarcates the development of Chinese feminism from the 1950s to the present into
four phases and investigates the meanings and relationships between “personal” and “political”
via elaborating on these three aspects: main actors for activism; modes of activism; discussions on
gender, sexuality and body. It aims to illuminate how young women’s digital feminism converged
in and diverged from the three earlier phases so as to offer a more situated analysis about the
new meanings that these young women have construed in their politicizing the personal via digital
practices. It should be noted that while this section unrolls the analysis based on the demarcation of
the four feminist phases in China since the 1950s, such demarcation is neither complete, compre-
hensive nor their boundaries are clear-cut.

“Personal is all political”: state feminism and the state agent

From the 1950s to 1970s, the state and the Party-led All China Women Federation (ACWF)'? were
the sole actors to administer the women’s movement, or “women’s work.” This state feminism, as
scholars have labelled it (Wang Z. 2005), imposed structural equality between men and women in
law and in public sphere via a top-down manner (Wang Z. 2005, 2010; Shen 2016). “Political,” within
this feminism, connoted the state power’s enforcing gender equality in legislation and the feminist
discourse “men and women are the same” in the public space on the one hand, and subduing
women’s struggle in private life under class conflict and appropriating their personal life for the
state project on the other hand. As Li Xiaojiang comments:

In the past half-century in China, the personal has without exception been political. In everything from
relations between men and women to marriage and family relations, the hand of politics was felt every-
where. It penetrated and eventually completely appropriated personal space. (Li X.-j. 1997, 86)

Within such appropriation, women’s gendered self and body were universally shaped based on “the male
standard,” and meanwhile, transformed into the political subject to rebuild the state, best demonstrated
in the controversial example of the state propaganda of “iron maiden” (Honig 2000, 2003; Yang and Yan
2017). In this period, not only women’s female awareness, subjectivity and agency was erased (Barlow
1991, 1994; Yang 1999; Hsiung et al. 2001; Li and John 2005), women’s sexualities (or to be exact, sexu-
ality of all people) also became a taboo in the public sphere (Huang 2020).

“Personal is personal”: market feminism and female intellectuals

Under the influence of the Policy of Reform and Open up in the 1980s in tandem with the state power’s
retrieving from the individual’s life, Li Xiaojiang and other female intellectuals began to criticize the
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“double burden” women were enforced to shoulder in the earlier phase: masculinization and politici-
zation of women’s body and self within the socialist state project in the public on the one hand, and on
the other hand, the untouched patriarchal oppression in the personal life (Li X.-j. 2012, 9). To resolve
this conflict for women in the new era, Li emphasized the gender difference and re-attached impor-
tance to women’s personal life and freedom of choosing private roles, such as housewife, so as to regain
the female consciousness and thus their natural and feminine self (Li X.-j. 1997, 83).

In this regard, those female intellectuals constructed an alternative feminist discourse featured
with depoliticization, individualization and the politics of gender essentialism (Yang 1999, 54;
Wang L.-z. 2015, 105, 114; Shen 2016, 17). As such features conformed to the market’s discourse
of commodifying women in the 1990s and with Li’s demonstrating affinity to consumption for
reconstructing femininity, this new feminist discourse was also labelled as market feminism (Barlow
2004, 253). Although women’s femininity, individuality and autonomy were explored within market
feminism, women’s sexualities remained neglected (Huang 2020). To further depart from “the pol-
itical” —mainly the institutionalized practices involving the state power, Li and other intellectuals
established academic groups and associations comparatively independent from the state and
ACWF and pushed forward a cultural movement focusing on women’s studies. Hence, such an
alternative mode of activism was also marked as elitist and idealistic orientation (Wang L.-z.
2015, 113). It should be noted that although a narrative of disjuncture in the 1980s is made in
this paper, in practices, there were indeed still a lot of overlapping activities between female cadres
from ACWF and female intellectuals, and meanwhile, feminists concerns were multifaceted besides
“personal,” for instance, on female reproduction, migrant and laid-off female workers (Tan S. 1995).

Repoliticizing women'’s personal issues: 95 FUNCW and women’s NGOs

The 1990s witnessed the market’s further reconstruction of femininity and commodification of
women concomitant with state’s redistribution of public and private space and that of labour
based on gender. While feminist discussions on women’s issues gradually faded out of the public
and legislative agenda, the Fourth United Nation’s Conference on Women (FUNCW) in Beijing
in 1995 was rendered as a milestone for reinvigorating the development of Chinese feminism. On
the one hand, various foreign feminist discussions on women’s personal issues were introduced
into China, such as those on domestic violence (DV), sexual harassment and sexual orientation
(Tan S. 1995; Wei T.-t. 2015). On the other hand, the politics of gender mainstreaming with the
aim to integrate women’s issues into all government activities was also brought in and avowed by
the state (Zhu 2015). Thus, it was possible to repoliticize women’s private issues once again for
legal and institutional changes.

Two new modes of feminist activism emerged. Firstly, a multitude of female cadres, intellectuals
and professionals established women’s NGOs on a variety of women'’s issues, such as anti-DV and
migrant female workers (Hsiung et al. 2001; Milwertz 2002). Many of such NGOs not only organized
workshops and established communities for women to share their personal experiences and thus to
raise their consciousness, but also conducted survey on women’s everyday life of gender inequality
and push forward legislative changes. As for this line of feminist activism, most of the women’s
NGOs often cooperated with ACWF and thus formed the triangular relationship of state-ACWEF-
women’s NGOs for the better implementation of feminist programmes in local communities and
the better chances of policy lobbying (Wang Z. 2010; Li S.-p. 2015). Secondly, intellectuals and fem-
inist scholars continued to boost the development of women’s studies within academia and its dis-
ciplinarization in universities. Since the early 2000, increasing courses on women, gender studies and
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even queer studies were opened to college students (Du 2009), and it played an important role for the
consciousness raising of college girls born in the 1980s and 1990s."” Increasing activities on gender
and sexuality and even cooperation between teachers, students and LGBT groups in university also
emerged in the first decade of the 2000s. However, most of those activities were only organized
within the campus in an underground way.

The repoliticization of women’s personal issues featured low-profile and non-confrontation in
this period (Chang, Ren, and Yang 2016), for feminist activism was mainly oriented towards the
training of gender awareness for the internal government officials, policy lobbying on gender equal-
ity, specific issues for women in local communities, and courses on women’s studies and gender
studies in universities. Research and academic publications on gender studies proliferated and yet
feminist discussions had become gradually invisible in the mainstream media and the public discus-
sions since the 2000s (Li S.-p. 2015), diverting from the earlier two phases when women’s issues were
hot topics within the official and the public discourses.

“The personal is political”: young women and digital platforms

The inception of digital feminism in China could be dated back to the early 2000s, when ACWF and
some mainstream women’s NGOs began to establish websites to promote their services and to advo-
cate gender equality. More importantly, increasing grassroots women’s associations and the margin-
alized LGBT groups built their virtual communities and created spaces for exchanges on the tabooed
issues on gender and sexuality via blogs, websites and QQ accounts.'* A multitude of grassroots
actors and their bottom-up mode of activism emerged and discussions on gender and sexual diver-
sity blossomed on the Internet.

More explicit changes could be identified in the advent of “We Media”—the emergence and popu-
larity of Weibo and WeChat after 2010. It marked the real beginning of digital feminism in China as
an increasing number of young women carried out the politics of hypervisibility and confrontation
both online and offline in stirring up debates mainly on women’s personal conflicts due to sexism
and gender inequality in mainstream media and the public. Since 2012, a group of young
women'® conducted street performative activism'® to fight against gender inequality in everyday
life and in socio-political structures. They also used Weibo and WeChat to promote their feminist
cause and to create a buzz to extend netizens” discussions on their offline activism. They further
established a number of feminist self-media in Weibo and WeChat to encourage netizens to share
their daily suffering from sexism. For example, in Weibo in 2013, some young women started a hash-
tag campaign #IExperiencedGenderDiscrimination, and then established the feminist Weibo
account under the same name to transform it into a long-lasting platform for women’s public
speak-ou’cs.17 It was under such circumstances that more and more young women created various
hashtags and carried out performative activism in Weibo so as to provoke wide-ranged discussions
on gender inequality in social media and to draw great attention from mainstream media, the public
and the government. One landmark digital activism that marked this new chapter is Naked Chest
against DV in 2012, and the other milestone is the recent #MitulnChina in 2018.

These young women and their digital practices were situated within the context of much greater
pressure from the market’s commodifying women, the state’s retrieving his power from women’s
personal issues, and women’s status in the public sphere declining significantly. In addition, they
were also surrounded by the mainstream media holding “feminist phobia,”’® and consequently,
most feminists and feminist arguments were stigmatized and silenced in the public. Young
women, mainly urban and with college education, were “discontented with sexism and gender
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inequality in their daily life and the limited options of public status” (DT, personal interview, 17 Feb-
ruary 2016). By contrast to the earlier phases of feminist development, they lacked institutional sup-
port and monetary resources. Yet they were opened to the diversified and even sensational feminist
activism and profound discussions on gender and sexuality in the international community via inter-
net. Furthermore, they were benefited from the feminist legacy from the 1990s. Not only did they
have their gender awakening from the courses on gender and sexuality studies in university that
have been commenced since the 1990s, but more importantly, since 2012, they had also participated
in the Gender Equality Camps organized by the veteran feminists who had started their own activism
since the 1990s."® With the training in the camps and under the global influence of performative
activism for feminist protests, they began to shape their mode of street and online activism via
the repertoire of performance art and flash mob to draw the mainstream media’s attention and to
arouse the public’s discussion with their ultimate goal to pressure the government to change policies
and law for gender equality. In this regard, it could be seen that these young women have continued
certain aspects of the politics of “the personal is political” from what the feminists had carried out in
the 1990s.

However, they also construed nuanced meanings of “personal” and “political” in their digital
practices by contrast to their Chinese forerunners and the young counterparts in the international
community. In the following sections, I shall firstly recap the two landmark online campaigns,
and then illuminate such nuanced meanings via the detailed analysis of those two cases.

Rewriting “the personal is political” in young women's digital activism
Naked Chest against DV

On 7 November 2012, feminists launched a petition calling for 10,000 signatures to facilitate the
legislation of anti-DV in China and signatures were collected both online and offline. On 13 Novem-
ber, while the heat of the petition was dying out, one famous young feminist activist—Xiao Meili
posted the picture of her nudity with the slogan “Shameful to commit DV; Pride in having flat
chest. Collecting Signature for Petition on Legislation of Anti-DV” on her naked chest in order to
re-attract people’s attention to the petition. Such a picture went viral in Weibo and quite a few
young feminist activists, lesbian activists and even gay activists followed Xiao and posted similar pic-
tures in Weibo to support the campaign. It thus formed the controversial online activism named
Naked Chest against DV drawing great attention from the mainstream media and provoking heated
discussions among the public. While Xiao mixed up the messages with nudity, flat chest and anti-
DV, other young feminists and LGBT activists also incorporated their own personal stories into
the theme of anti-DV on their naked chests.”®

#Mituinchina

Different from #MeToo movement’s focus on workplaces in the international community, #Mituln-
China firstly and mainly exposed sexual harassment in higher education. On 1 January 2018, Luo
Xixi—a former postgraduate in Beihang University—publicized an open letter in Weibo accusing
her ex-supervisor Chen Xiaowu’s sexually harassing her 10 years ago and revealing her true identity
for verification.”! Luo’s case reverberated the #MeToo discussion in China, and the number of view-
ing reached 4,500,000 times in Weibo before it was all cleared out by the Sina Weibo authorities.*”
#MeToo discussions were banned in Weibo on 17 January and #MitulnChina was then created by
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the young feminist Qigi to circumvent censorship and to resume the hashtag activism in Weibo. Ever
since then, the cases of victims’ exposing prominent professors’ sexual harassment had been spring-
ing up under #MitulnChina. In July 2018, such hashtag activism reached its peak, with victims’ voi-
cing out their stories in extensive fields, including exposures of the head of China’s Buddhist
association, leading figures in the mainstream media and at non-governmental organizations.

Formation of gendered and political subjectivity via different ways of consciousness
raising

Young women’s digital activism could be divided into two phases, the one before 2015 and that after
2015. During these two phases, different ways of raising consciousness and establishing gendered
and political subjectivity were identified. From 2012 to 2014, as illuminated in the last section,
young women were enabled to raise their consciousness on gender and sexuality in diversified
ways thanks to the feminist legacy since the 1990s. Yet, they pushed for a more radical feminist
identification and formed the intersectional subjectivity of gender, sexuality and civil rights in
their digital practices. In both their online and offline campaigns, these young women took a
rights-based and more confrontational position and emphasized the political aspects of their identifi-
cation as nvquanzhuyizhe (fighter for women’s rights) and thus distinguished themselves from the
older generation of feminists who have favourably labeled themselves as nvxingzhuyizhe (activist for
culture movement on women and femininity). The young feminists further transformed the plat-
forms of social media into their battlefield to bring out the marginalized and sensitive women’s issues
and connected them with the mainstream feminist discussions. For example, in Naked Chest against
DV, the fifteen participants were members of NGOs on gender and sexuality and openly identified
themselves as feminists, and/or LGBT activists. The initiator Xiao Meili, a famous young feminist
who had done a considerable amount of feminist performative activism in the street, planned to
challenge the internet censorship against women’s nudity and virtually she decided to connect her
naked chest with the feminist campaign of legislation of anti-DV (personal interview, 13 February
2017). Her formation of gendered and political subjectivity in this case is multifaceted and completed
in a creative manner. By speaking out her personal experience of being laughed at as flat chest and
comparing the male’s gaze on women’s breasts to DV (personal interview, 13 February 2017), she
not only advocated the political request of legislation of anti-DV, but also pushed forward the radical
body politics.

With these young feminists’ digital campaigns, increasing open discussions on women'’s personal
issues were unfolded in Weibo and WeChat, such as women’s bodily autonomy and sexual harass-
ment. It also motivated more and more young women to utilize hashtags in Weibo to share their
stories and some even established the public WeChat and/or Weibo accounts to initiate their indi-
vidual activism. For instance, the public WeChat account ATSH (Anti-Sexual harassment) was
established for women, especially female reporters, to share their experiences of sexual harassment.*
Its founder Huang Xueqin was a young journalist who suffered from sexual harassment in her career,
and greatly inspired by feminists’ online and offline campaigns.

Although young feminists’ online and offline activism was stymied after 2015, such burgeoning
feminist Weibo and WeChat accounts served as hubs of raising consciousness for a great number
of netizens via sharing their personal issues, and further helping them establish feminist and political
subjectivity for institutional changes. Luo Xixi—an initiator of #MitulnChina was one emblematic
example. She had her gendered awakening under the influence of #MeToo movement on the internet
and later established a WeChat group called “Hardcandy” to unite other victims of sexual
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harassment from the same perpetrator Chen Xiaowu. This WeChat group served as a consciousness
raising group and Luo also formed her feminist subjectivity through such collective sharing and
eventually took the lead of reporting Chen to the university with the evidence she gathered.
When her personal activism failed as there was no specific regulations against sexual harassment
in higher education, she reached Huang Xueqin via ATSH and was able to form a feminist alliance
with Huang and another feminist lawyer Wan Sensen. Luo’s political subjectivity was formed when
she and the other two feminists utilized Weibo to speak out and further politicized her personal story
for public attention with the goal to pressure the authorities to enact regulations against sexual
harassment.

Politicization of “private matters” for public discussions and institutional changes

Young women’s digital activism aimed for transforming women’s private issues, which have long
been considered taboos and/or neglected, into heated public debates, such as DV, women’s body,
and sexual harassment, and pushing the government for institutional changes. In Naked Chest
against DV, the public discussion on women’s bodily autonomy was foregrounded unprecedentedly
via young women’s visualizing their naked chests for activism. Being influenced by the controversial
strategy of nudity from Femen®* and the trainings from the Gender Equality Camps, the young fem-
inists took a radical politics of nudity to protest and to reclaim women’s bodily autonomy from the
following three kinds of power subjugating women’s body: objectification under male’s gaze within
the market capitalism, privatization as property under patriarchy, and internet censorship against
women’s nudity as obscenity.*® This digital campaign successfully stirred up netizens’ heated discus-
sions on women’s bodies, anti-DV and feminist activism. It also spurred other online activism on
transforming women’s nudity into political protest in the wake in China (Hou 2015). Increasing neti-
zens demonstrated their feminist awakening in commenting positively on this online activism and
facilitating the profound debates on corporeal feminism and its political efficacy. For example, one
netizen commented,

The patriarchal logic behind DV and discrimination against women'’s flat chest is the same: men’s con-
trol over women’s body. The former is explicit, while the latter is implicit and it makes women interna-
lize such violence, objectification and control of the body into their subjective consciousness. Women’s
body is a battlefield. (Posted by “Bianpingcuxianguan”)*®

The hashtag activism #MitulnChina has brought the “invisible” issue of sexual harassment to the
spotlight of the Chinese public. In the early 1990s, the western feminist discussions on sexual har-
assment and its concept were introduced into China and some scholars have commenced studies on
this topic ever since then (Tang 1995; Huang and Pan 2013). However, feminists have found it
difficult to push this issue forward into the official and public discussions because debates on sexu-
ality have long been marginalized even within the feminist scholarship in China on the one hand
(Huang 2020), and on the other hand, “feminist phobia” aforementioned has been embedded in
mainstream media since the 2000s.

Academic sexual harassment—sexual harassment in higher education—was paid even less atten-
tion by both scholars and the public until a famous case of sexual harassment was exposed in Xiamen
University in 2014.> It was only after this case did the Ministry of Education for the first time men-
tioned sexual harassment in their official decrees under the name of “Red Seven Rules” to improve
“college teachers’ morality,” stipulating that “teachers’ sexual harassment and inappropriate relation-
ship with students are prohibited.”?®* While in this case, the official understanding of the nature of
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sexual harassment as the problem of teachers’ personal morality was firstly publicized, it was expli-
citly reinforced in a sensational case in Sun Yat-sen University exposed in #MitulnChina.”® In the
public announcement of its punishment against the famous professor and perpetrator in this
case, the university did not use “sexual harassment” at all but labelled the perpetrator’s offense as
personal misconduct—"“an inappropriate behaviour that violates against teachers’ morality and
against the lifestyle and principle of a Communist Party member.”*°

To rebut against the official definition and fight for the visibility of academic sexual harassment in
the public, since 2014, young women organized performative activism in ten universities entitled
“Little Redhood against Sexual harassment™' and meanwhile conducted online campaigns to
mobilize netizens to support their cause. Veteran feminists from NGOs, intellectuals and women’s
cadres cooperated to collect signatures against sexual harassment and to draft two letters of advocacy
with detailed definition and regulations, both of which were sent to Xiamen University and the Min-
istry of Education (Song 2014). It was until then the concept of sexual harassment as power imbal-
ance and gender inequality based on MacKinnon’s paradigm (Anderson 2006, 286) was introduced
systematically and reinforced through feminist campaigns among the mainstream media and public
discussions (Li J. 2014; Li and Fang 2016).

With such efforts, feminist discourses on sexual harassment have formed powerful counter-argu-
ments against the official definition of sexual harassment as a private matter. Since 2014, MacKin-
non’s paradigm on sexual harassment has also become a pervasive conceptualization for the public’s
knowledge of this issue. In #MitulnChina, such a paradigm has been taken as the main theoretical
weapon by young women, feminists, intellectuals, scholars and even mainstream media to condemn
perpetrators of sexual harassment, and meanwhile to urge for policy changes in higher education.”

New and open coalitions

Chinese young women’s politicizing their personal issues in digital platforms mobilized a wide range
of participants and formed the politics of open coalition for collective activism both online and
offline that have rarely occurred in the earlier phases of Chinese feminism. Young women’s open
coalition via digital practices challenged the critique of “clicktivism” as political inefficacy (Christen-
sen 2011), and construed significant meanings more than just “connectivity.” One essential aspect of
this open coalition is the increasing open cooperation between feminists and LGBT activists. As
homosexuality were and still are taboos in the official discourse in China, dialogues between women’s
cadres, feminists, scholars, university teachers and LGBT activists were started in a secretive way
during the 95 UNFCW and have continued under the table and in the form of personal ties ever
since then (Wei T.-t. 2015). Yet, in Naked Chest against DV, feminists and LGBT activists formed
their first open cooperation in pushing forward the legislation of anti-DV. They have not only coor-
dinated with each other for the online campaigns, but even worked together offline to expand the
definition of DV to protect people in both heterosexual and homosexual, marital and no-marital
relationship via the ACWF cadres and legal professionals” proposal of the draft of Anti-DV Law sub-
mitted to Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress. This open coalition marked an
important moment for the feminist and LGBT activism in China, as the new Anti-DV Law,
which took effects on 1 March 2016, has adopted the extensive meaning of DV advocated by the
feminists and LGBT activists.”> Through this open coalition, meanings of gender have been broad-
ened from binary opposition to diversification even in legal discourse.

The other essential aspect of young women’s open coalition is the recruitment of male intellectual
sympathizers and participants. It changed the dynamics between male intellectuals and feminists in
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China in the past three decades, while male intellectuals, even the liberal ones, denied women’s rights
and even showed hostility to feminism (Li S.-p. 2013). Their interplay was best demonstrated in
#MitulnChina. While it was initiated by the victim-activists, facilitated by young feminists, feminist
self-media and NGOs, it was openly supported and even propelled by male intellectuals. For
instance, Xu Kaibing, a male professor in Wuhan University, initiated an online petition and col-
lected signatures from university teachers all over China to advance the legislation of anti-sexual har-
assment in higher education. While #MitulnChina was constantly censored and the contents under
the hashtag were purged in Weibo, Chang Jiang—an associate professor in Tsinghua University and
a Weibo celebrity with over 100,000 fans,”* and Chen Di—a public critic and a Weibo influencer
with 800,000 fans,” helped collect and disseminate the stories of women’s sexual harassment via
their own Weibo accounts and thus helped maintain the activism’s momentum. Mostly importantly,
such an open coalition created a rupture among the “close interpersonal ties of the brotherhood
among male professors with sexism in higher education” (Li J. 2014, 52) and thus formed a new
counterforce against the male-dominated intellectual circle who repudiated the political nature of
sexual harassment.

Drawbacks of young women’s digital activism

From Naked Chest against DV to #MitulnChina, Chinese young women creatively transformed
Weibo and WeChat into their battlefield for activism and rewrote the feminist politics of “the per-
sonal is political.” This section does not downplay the empowering effects of such digital activism
and its potential for social changes in China. Rather, it unravels its underexplored problems in
order to illustrate the complicatedness of Chinese digital feminism and thus to seek for alternative
possibility of changes and development.

Precarity of digital platforms

Hester Baer (2016, 24) adopts the concept of precarity to capture the double function of digital
platforms as sites of empowering young women and disciplining them in complicity with the
market and the neoliberal system. The precarity of digital platforms works in a more complicated
way in China. For the generation of young women who have very few resources, they considered
social media as “low threshold” for activism and felt empowered as “we can fight for our rights
and change the society” (WT, personal interview, 12 February 2017). However, digital platforms
in China are infiltrated with surveillance not only from the market, but also from the internet
censoring system. On the one hand, these young women adopted digital hypervisibility as
their feminist strategy to arouse the mainstream media’s attention so as to circulate their fem-
inist advocacy and to pressure the authorities for policy changes, as they understand that “the
mainstream media had much greater and more enduring influence in the public sphere in
China” (DT, personal interview, 17 February 2016). Yet both mainstream and digital media
are driven by the market and only those kinds of activism on sensational women’s issues,
such as nudity and personal stories with sexual details, could arouse their interest. Thus,
young feminists had to play along with such a game to a certain extent so as to successfully
carry out their strategy. But rather than uncritically complying with the market logic in social
media, these young women were self-reflective about the content and the form of their online
practices. As in their self-critiques against Naked Chest against DV,
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Internet has been imbricated with pictures of nudity and thus many of the netizens have become numb
to our activism. What could attract their great attention are those pictures of real persons’ shameful and
sexually private stories. Only those pictures could widely circulate along with netizens’ vicious consump-
tion of women [...]. Pictures of nudity could be reported in the genre of gossip, but not in the positive
coverage of Anti-DV in serious news.*®

On the other hand, the strict and yet ambivalent internet censoring system, especially after 2015, shut
down and erased the majority of young feminists’ online campaigns. Although these young women
showed incredible resilience to carry on their activism in social media, such digital activism incited
fierce backlashes, explicitly shown in the increasing number of misogynist self-media and the aggra-
vating stigmatization of young women and their activism as “extremism” and/or “complicity with
the foreign forces” not only from such self-media, but also from some liberal scholars, such as
Liu Yu's deprecation against #MituInChina.””

Problematizing the politics of “the personal is political”

Chinese feminists successfully politicized the personal issues of DV for legislative changes, while the
young women’s digital activism further articulated it with women’s bodily autonomy and helped
facilitate the public and even legislative discussions on anti-DV to be opened to more marginalized
people and relationship. Such kind of digital campaigns with the aim for diversified and open dis-
cussions on gender and sexuality could also be identified in young women’s performative activism
against sexual harassment in 2012, entitled “I Can Be Slutty, You Cannot Harass Me” to fight against
the Shanghai metro authorities’ slut shaming on the relationship between women’s wearing and sex-
ual harassment.”® These young women posted their pictures of offline activism in Weibo with the
purpose to stir up a heated debate on women’s bodily autonomy, sexual freedom and sexual harass-
ment among netizens. It attracted the great attention from both the mainstream media and even
official media, such as lady.163.com and CCTV,” for the full coverage of this feminist activism.
In addition, the mainstream media introduced diversified voices from feminists and scholars on
sex and even queer studies from both Mainland and Taiwan®® to enrich public discussions. In
#MitulnChina, while it exerted greater and longer influences in China, very few diversified discus-
sions on gender, sexuality and sexual harassment could be navigated in such hashtag activism. Young
women’s digital feminism seemed to take on the trend from diversity to universality, inclusivity to
exclusivity.

Firstly, diversified feminist and queer arguments on sexual harassment were erased and open dia-
logues between feminists and queer activists were drastically reduced. While flourishing feminist and
queer arguments on sexual harassment emerged in the public discussions on “I Can Be Slutty, You
Cannot Harass Me,” more profound dialogues on conceptualizing sexual harassment within the aca-
demia emerged after the well-known case in Xiamen University. The discussions aroused by this case
was oriented towards a split, summarized by Song Shaoping (2014, 63) as a collision on the para-
digms of defining sexual harassment “between the feminist camp from the perspective of sexual dis-
crimination and the pro-sex camp from the perspective of sexual autonomy.” However, open
dialogues were still embraced at that time. In the feminist camp’s letter of advocacy to the headmas-
ter of Xiamen University, although feminists adopted MacKinnon’s paradigm to define sexual har-
assment and highlighted the power imbalance, gender inequality, and the unwelcome behaviours
related to sex, they did add a short supplementary note in the end to include other scenarios beyond
heterosexuality and gender binary opposition.*' The pro-sex camp, such as Pan Suiming, Huang
Yingying, etc., brought in critical arguments against the feminist camp’s pervasive conceptualization
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of sexual harassment in their public WeChat account “Sex Research-ing”** and other public plat-
forms, revealing the feminist camp’s lack of a truly clear definition of sexual harassment differen-
tiated from other sexual criminal behaviours, the risk of victimizing women and thus eliminating
women’s sexual autonomy and hazards of fully integrating the western conceptualization of sexual
harassment without taking the local cultural and social contexts into consideration (Huang and Pan
2013; Huang 2018; Huang and Zhang 2018). Although contending against each other, the two camps
actually had reached the consensus that measures should be implemented to deal with sexual har-
assment, but differing in its definition and the prioritizing strategies.

Yet in young women’s public speak-outs in #MitulnChina, all the visible and circulating stories
were highly universalized into the same scenario: men, the superiors and the powerful, versus,
women, the subordinates and the powerless. The feminist camp’s arguments based on MacKinnon’s
paradigm became the dominant discourse for understanding and reporting sexual harassment in
both social media and the mainstream media. In this period, other viewpoints to further complicate
the understanding of sexual harassment were almost invisible. While the personal stories of LGBT
people and female workers did not fit into the narrative of speak-outs framed as middle-class, college
education and heterosexuals, they could not cause any ripple in mainstream media and even in social
media.**> The abundant and localized debates aforementioned on sexual harassment before #Mituln-
China were erased. An intersectional perspective of class, gender and sexuality in this overwhelming
#MitulnChina was also eliminated accordingly.

It thus leads to my second concern resonating with Loney-Howes’s (2019) and Boyle’s (2019) cri-
tiques against the overgeneralization of personal stories for political cause and thus the formation of
oppressing power for the marginalized people, such as the sexual minorities and working-class
women. It also disciplined the victim-survivors and formed a second-time victimization if they
wanted their stories to be seen and believed. Xiao Meili has noticed this problem in her activism
during #MitulnChina,

#MeToo replies extensively on internet popularity and circulation. Only very few stories (mostly those
very dramatic and the high status of perpetrator, etc.) could go viral in social media. Some victims asked
me for help in Weibo to retweet their stories. But it was useless [...]. It is demanding for the victims (to
speak out in social media). They need to master the skills to operate social media. They are requested not
only to write their stories out, but also to illustrate details clearly and logically and to come out with an
attractive title and yet to the point. They are requested to move away from their own emotionality and
mentality and cater to the audience’s taste.**

My third concern goes to the question: Are the legislation and the authorities’ punishment the cure-
alls for sexual harassment? Did we oversimplify the solutions to sexual harassment? At what cost if
we mainly depended on the institutional changes to fight against sexual harassment? While it is no
doubt that there is urgency and necessity of establishing regulations and procedures to deal with sex-
ual harassment in educational fields in China, Loney-Howes (2019) has alerted us about the conceal-
ing potentials of institutional changes. In #MitulnChina, while legislative changes from the Ministry
of Education and punitive mechanism in university were foregrounded, the target was narrowed
down to punish the perpetrators, leaving untouched the still formidable structure of gender and sex-
ual discrimination conspiring to the pervasiveness of sexual harassment. Thus, Huang Yingying
(2018) highlights the importance of coordination between schooling, family and society to cultivate
cultures of mutual respect and equality for different gender identities and sexualities, and hence to
eliminate the roots of sexual harassment instead. In addition, in the public speaks-out in #Mituln-
China, the discourse that sex is dangerous seemed to be strengthened. In Sex War in America in the
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1980s, Carol Vance (1984, 21-23) problematized the enduring slogan of “the personal is political” on
women’s sexual issues as setting up norms or prescription, and sexualities for women were further
pushed into the narrative of danger. While I am not arguing that all those arguments could apply to
the Chinese context, with the impact of censorship system and social media’s depoliticizing women’s
stories and erasing diversified feminist and queer discussions, the dominant narratives of young
women’s personal stories in #MitulnChina and feminist discourses did mainly reply on the negative
languages of victimization, punishment, regulation and prescription towards sex and sexual harass-
ment. While this kind of language is undoubtedly one way to spur the anti-sexual harassment acti-
vism in China, it should also be altered that it is easy to fall into the polar that sex is negative and
dangerous and thus consolidate the increasingly conservative sexual morality that could ultimately
jeopardize women’s agency and self-empowerment.

Conclusion

This paper outlines the complexity of Chinese young women’s digital activism and their feminist
politics of “the personal is political.” While influenced by their international counterparts and trans-
national feminist discourses, these young women also formed great dynamics to their feminist fore-
runners within the development of Chinese feminism and within the changed Chinese socio-political
contexts. The paper also dismantles the seemingly coherence of young women'’s digital activism and
reveals that there was stagnancy and a shift of feminist discussions from inclusivity to exclusivity,
from diversity to universality after 2015, since when feminist discussions and activism have been
greatly censored. Yet miraculously, #MitulnChina broke out in social media in China and it is
still going on. Young women and feminists have demonstrated remarkable bravery, creativity, resi-
lience and flexibility in carrying on activism and rewriting the politics of “the personal is political” to
reinvigorate the public discussions on women'’s issues and even to facilitate institutional changes.

That said, within this new wave of digital feminism, I also elucidate my concerns about young
women’s politicizing their personal stories in digital platforms, especially in #MitulnChina. Part
of such problems and risks could be understood as a strategy and a compromise under severe censor-
ship and intensive surveillance on feminist activism. While I do affirm and celebrate young women’s
self-empowerment in online activism and the vitality of their digital feminism, more critical debates
should be embraced to open up our imagination for novel coalitions and innovative activism once
again for the sake of a better feminist future.

Notes

1. These young women are aged around 18-35 years old and most of them have received college education
and above.

2. Sina Weibo, the Chinese version of Twitter, was launched in 2009. Today, it is the most popular micro-

blog platform in China. Hereinafter it is called Weibo in short.

“Mitu” was the homophony of “MeToo” in Chinese Pinyin. “Mi” means “rice” and “tu” means “bunny”

in English. More details will be illustrated in the following section.

4. In the feminist discussion in China, “grassroots” connotates the meanings of “non-official” and “few
resources” as a contrast to the official women’s organizations, namely All China Women’s Federation
(ACWF)—the party-led mass organization for women’s movement, and its affiliations. They are
endowed with sufficient funding from the state and/or the overseas foundations acknowledged by the
state. Since 2012, quite a few young women formed their own grassroots feminist groups and conducted
activism in the street.

W
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In 2015, some young feminists planned to send out stickers against sexual harassment in the public
transportation on 8 March. But on 7 March, the authorities detained five leading young feminists for
that plan. Since then, young women’s online and offline activism has been under intensive surveillance
and thus have dropped drastically.

Some scholarly studies have elaborated on young women’s street activism featured with individuality
and its positive effect of changing policies. See Wei W. (2014). But very few focus on their digital cam-
paigns and institutional changes. The feminist circle did pay some attention to and even showed self-
reflection toward such an issue. For instance, Feminist Voice pointed out that social media had much
less impact on changing the institutions than mainstream media and thus the political efficacy of
young feminists’ online activism remained questionable. For Feminist Voice’s article, see https://
www.douban.com/note/254578319/?start=0&post=0k%E3%80%81.

Veteran feminists of the older generation refer to the feminists generally aged over 40 and most of them
have their own women’s NGOs and/or work within the system, such as within universities and ACWF
and its affiliations.

Feminist Voice was established by the famous veteran feminist L Pin in 2009. It was one of the most
important digital platforms for feminist discussions and collective activism. After being shut down in
March 2018, its blog continued updating until June 2018. For the blog, see http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/
articlelist_1740974192_0_1.html.

Women Awakening is the first online organization in South China for the studies on the relationship
between the gender issues and the mass media established by the famous veteran feminist Li Sipan in
Guangzhou in 2004, Li established the public Weibo account of Women Awakening in 2011. See
https://weibo.com/1527379661/about.

For Luo’s Weibo, see https://weibo.com/p/10050515419007942is_all=1. T use her real name here because
Luo publicized her true identity and many reporters have also used her real name. Those reasons apply
to the other real names shown in the following analysis.

For Qigi’s Weibo, see https://weibo.com/u/6032584361.

ACWF was suspended during the Cultural Revolution and resumed its work in the 1980s.

One of the famous courses on gender and queer studies had been organized as a public selective course
titled Culture and Gender Diversity in Sun Yat-sen University in Guangzhou by Professor Song Sufeng
since 2009. It became an important hub of consciousness raising for the leading young feminist and
queer activists who organized street performative activism in Guangzhou and many radical online
campaigns.

QQ is a famous online chatroom established in the early 2000 in China.

These young women were also referred to as “Young Feminist Action School.” See Wei W. (2014). It
should be noted that not all young women engaged in performative activism accepted this label.
Performance activism here refers to the mini play the young women performed and/or the crea-
tive action they took to demonstrate their feminist advocacy in the public spaces, such as park,
subway, etc. They used this hyper-visible and “loud” way to attract the mainstream media’s atten-
tion for wider circulation of their feminist ideas and advocacy. One of these young women’s
famous performative activism was “Occupying Men’s Toilet.” In February 2012, some young
women occupied men’s toilets in a park in Guangzhou with banners advocating potty equality.
See Wei W. (2014).

For the Weibo account, see https://weibo.com/u/3229198652.

The term “feminist phobia” is coined by Lii Pin to summarize the marginalization and demonization of
ferninists in China since the 2000s based on her involvement into the women’s movement in China as a
feminist for over ten years. See http://lady.163.com/special/sense/2012renwu02.html.

Gender Equality Camps were organized by Gender Equality Advocacy and Action Network in Beijing in
January 2012 with veteran feminists and queer activists giving lectures on gender and queer studies and
offering training on conducting activism. These camps had spread to different places in China ever since
then. The camps and the Network spurred the emergence of the new wave of young women’s performa-
tive activism in China.

See the link in Note 6.

For Luo Xixi’s letter in her Weibo, see https://www.weibo.com/u/ 1541900794%is_all=1&stat_date=
201801#_0.
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For Feminist Media’s report, see http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_67¢528700102xa6fhtml.

The WeChat account of ATSH was cancelled. Yet the relevant reports on ATSH could be found on the
internet. See https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/2gMr-RjzYbXvi8mDI3w5w.

Femen was established by Oksana Shachko and three other college female students in 2008 in Ukraine
and it has become famous for their radical activism of naked chest as in their slogan “Our Weapon are
bare breasts!” and their guiding principle of sextremism. See https://femen.org/.

See the article in the link in Note 6.

See the comment in the link in Note 6.

In June, 2014, a female Ph.D student from Xiamen University publicized her story in Weijbo—she was
sexually harassed by her supervisor Wu Chunming—a famous professor in academia. Another victim
later also publicized her story in Weibo about being raped by the same perpetrator. This case aroused
heated discussions in social media and mainstream media and thus attracted great attention from the
Ministry of Education.

See http://old.moe.gov.cn//publicfiles/business/htmlfiles/moe/moe_601/201410/175811.html.

. Zhang Peng—a famous anthropologist and professor in Sun Yat-sen University—was exposed by his

students as a perpetrator of sexual harassment in the past decade. See http://www.oeeee.com/mp/a/
BAAFRD00002018071089770.html
Please refer to the link in Note 29.

. In September 2014, after the case of academic sexual harassment in Xiamen University, some

young women were dressed up as Little Redhood from the fairy-tale and protested against aca-
demic sexual harassment in ten different universities. They posted the pictures of their activism
in Weibo and motivated netizens to do the same in their own local universities to fight against
sexual harassment.

For mainstream media’s report, see https://k.sina.com.cn/article_2480472101_93d9002502000mvpr.
htmlzfrom=cul. For official media’s report, see http://paper.cnwomen.com.cn/content/2018-01/03/
045192.html2sh=top.

In the Law of Anti-DV, DV is defined as violence not only against people within martial and familial
relationship, but also against those who live together. Thus, it has been interpreted by feminists and
LGBT activists as an open and inclusive definition to protect persons who are and were in cohabitating
relationship, including LGBT people and those in intimate relationship.

For Chang’s Weibo, see https://weibo.com/mutong?is_all=1.

For Chen’s Weibo, see https://weibo.com/p/1005055655289725/home?profile_ftype=1&is_all=1#_0.
See the link in Note 6.

Liu Yu is a famous liberal scholar and a public intellectual in China. During #MitulnChina, she
compared the activists’ strategy of speak-outs in #MitulnChina to that used in the Cultural
Revolution and thus raised her concern about the false rape claim. Her criticism was considered
right-winged and liberalism based and provoked heated discussions on the distinctions between
right and left intellectuals in Zhihu—a famous digital platform popular with intellectuals in
China, see https://www.zhihu.com/question/287236158/answer/454585449. Yet within the dom-
estic public discussions, feminists mainly rebutted against Liu’s arguments from the perspectives
of patriarchy, class and the Chinese context, rather than the binary opposition between right
and left.

. See Wei W. (2014).

For CCTV’s full coverage, see http://tv.people.com.cn/n/2012/0625/c222296-18375620.html. For the
special feature from lady.163.com, see http://lady.163.com/special/sense/nvrenxingdong02.html.
Veteran feminists like Li Sipan from Mainland, scholars on sex and queer studies like Li Yinhe from
Mainland and Ho Chuen-juei from Taiwan. See the link of lady.163. com in Note 39.

For the two advocacy letters, see https://www.docin.com/p-983904478 html; http://www.doc88.com/p-
0981484392875.html.

“Sex Research-ing” could be found with “xingshehuixue” in the WeChat platform.

See http://tootopia.me/article/11596.

For Xiao Meili's public speech on #MitulnChina, see https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/VpGdQdyZ6
GsTq4rsswBxhg.
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’ A Study on the Strategy of the Youth’s Online

Feminist Video Activism and its Precarity
HOU Lixian
(School of Foreign Studies, South China Agricultural University, Guangzhou, Guangdong 510642, China)

Abstract: Drawing insights from the critiques against digital feminism, postfeminism and popular feminism in
Euro-America, this paper takes Boom Studio-a feminist self-media in Bilibili as a case study and reveals the strategy
and features of Boom's feminist practices of producing feminist short videos: taking “high visibility” as a core strat-
egy and integrates feminist politics into the youth online sub-culture based on the mechanism of “ pan—er;tertéin—
ment” ; the feminist discourse reconstructed in the videos featured with “precarity” in Euro-America’s digital femi-
nism: emphasizing superficial feminist critiques without touching the structural problems, highlighting individual-
ism, personal choice from postfeminism and popular feminism on the one hand, which are indeed in complicity with
the neoliberal ideology, and on the other hand, embodying the important feminist politics of “the personal is politi-
cal”. This paper virtually situates the strategy and the “precarious” features of such feminist video activism within
the Chinese context of digital feminist development and unravels its positive effects.

Key words: young women; Feminist short video; digital Feminism; precarity

(L#&F T3 W)

Hua Mulan and Fa Mulan: Gender and Nation-State in Retelling Chinese Stories
BAT Meijiadai
(School of Jowrnalism & Communication, Liaoning University, Shenyang, Liaoning 110136, China)

Abstract: The legendary story of Mulan, recorded in The Ballad of Mulan, is of great importance in Chinese
cultural memory, and iconic in calling on women of new femininity to join in rescuing Chinese nation or socialist
construction. Adapted to retell traditional story in China, this story also inspired Disney’s cartoon film Mulan and its
live action version. As to the representation of gender and the state, and ideologies delivered in adapting and retell-
ing traditional Chinese stories, Shao Brothers’ Hua Mulan (1964), Director Ma Chucheng’s Hua Mulan (2009),
and Disney's feature animated film Mulan (1998) lack women’s perspective as subjects. Thus, if common women
do follow Mulan’s example to work and fight, they will face specific gender problems that have never been included
in the public discourse.

Key words: gender; state; nation; Hua Mulan; adaptation
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