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Rethinking ‘The Personal is Political’:
Becoming and Being Feminists in Contemporary China

YANG Yushuangi

Abstract: Feminism has become popular: successful, carefree and entrepreneurial women
representations appear on mass media, and, at the same time, grassroots feminist activism against
gender injustice is organised locally and transnationally. Due to the diffusion of feminism on social
media, Chinese feminism is demonstrating its resilience against the backdrop of deepening social
inequalities and censorship. However, previous studies have shown that contemporary feminism
presented online needs examination as different, sometimes conflicting, strands of feminist opinions are
advocated under ‘feminism’. To understand feminists’ perspectives, this study examines Chinese online
feminist discourses, focusing on the contesting feminist identities and their implications. The study asks:
(1) How did they become feminists? and (2) What does it mean to be a feminist? This study first revisits
Hanisch’s article “The Personal is Political’ to clarify the changing meaning of this slogan and its
relation to Chinese feminism. Then, it explains the variations of feminist identity, highlighting the ways
in which it is used in individual and collective contexts. This study uses primary feminist media
materials to demonstrate how young Chinese women became feminists and practised feminism. It
concludes that Chinese feminists take various yet similar paths that reflect their personal experiences
of becoming feminists; however, different interpretations of ‘the personal is political’ contribute to two
types of feminist identity with distinct emotional features. The continuity of struggles between the
personal and the political in feminist politics, on the one hand, expands the arena of feminist struggles
from everyday life to the public sphere; on the other hand, it also poses as a focal of internecine

gatekeeping about who is ‘feminist enough’ or ‘more feminist’.
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Introduction

People started to suspect me, saying that I am a ‘fake feminist. The arguments are funny: because I
am a pop fan, because I am lovesick. They say I am not involved in feminist actions that helped women
get out of gender oppression; or simply because I am not rich and powerful enough (Guangzhiji, 2021).

As a feminist, I think it's important to reflect on your privilege and actions. It is lazy to think that ‘T'm

a feminist, so whatever I do is right” (Leilei, 2021).

i Doctoral Program, Graduate School of Sociology, Ritsumeikan University
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Feminism is not monolithic. The above quotations exemplify the distinct ways of defining a feminist.
Previous research have acknowledged that the current Chinese feminist movement is composed of multiple
and conflicting feminist strands, and the internal discursive struggles make the contours of feminism and
feminists sometimes vague and confusing (Wu & Dong, 2019; Yang & Zhou, 2023). It is not rare for
conflicting definitions of collective identity to exist within social movements, as all sorts of actors engage in
discourses and actions demarcating the boundary between ‘we’ and ‘them’ (Taylor & Whittier, 1992).
However, given the current social media environment, one of the most debated topics in Chinese feminist
movement is identifying a ‘real’ or ‘fake’ feminist. In other words, publicly claiming oneself as a feminist

means being subjected to scrutiny despite the judge’s identification.

For example, similar to the 6B4T movement in South Korea, which describes beauty standards for women
as a ‘corset, Chinese online feminists coined the term ‘beauty service from ‘military service, calling out
that following mainstream beauty standards amounts to doing ‘beauty service’. Although the definition
varies, beauty services conventionally include feminine makeup and long hair, uncomfortable and health-
damaging high heels, fashion styles that sexualise women, a diet that could lead to anorexia, and plastic
surgery that caters to sexist social expectations at the expense of women's health and finances (Telisa,
2023). Rejecting ‘beauty service’ means rejecting the idea that women who do not conform to these
standards are undesirable and that being not feminine enough’ easily slips into the accusation of being not
a woman'. Moreover, rejecting ‘beauty service’ frees women from external scrutiny, allowing them to spend
‘time and resources not on beauty standards, but on personal development, including education and career
growth’ (Wang, 2023).

Some critics argue that women can enjoy makeup in a way that pleases them, and the rejection of beauty
standards should not make other women feel bad. However, other online feminists, at the radical end, insist
that women who do ‘beauty service’ are traitors perpetuating a system that represses all women. These
contradictory opinions stir the debate about ‘women’s choices and freedom’ on Chinese social media. In the
discussion regarding ‘beauty service, radical online feminists consider the choice to enjoy makeup and
please oneself as ‘downward freedom’ and the choice of rejecting make up is equivalent to rejecting sexist
social expectations on women as ‘upward freedom’, framing it into a broader context of ‘individual
progressiveness. These differing stances are discussed in relation to the wider debate over the definition of
feminist, as women who disagree with the complete rejection of beauty standards are accused of being ‘not

progressive enough’, thus, not a feminist’.

Hence, this study returns to the question ‘what makes a feminist?’ and examines its implications for
Chinese online feminism. The stance on beauty services is one of several criteria Chinese online feminists
use to assess feminist authenticity. In other words, a test of whether someone reaches the standards of
claiming to be a feminist. This discussion is important because the criteria for self-identification shape how
feminists perceive themselves and others. Disputes over these standards also expose internal power
struggles within Chinese online feminism regarding whose voices are recognised as feminist and who has

the authority to determine others’ feminist status.

In view of above arguments, this study considers that the relationship between ‘the personal’ and ‘the

political’ is critical in shaping the connotations of feminist identity and the definition of feminism. Thus, the
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rest of this study is structured as follow: First, it revisits the slogan ‘The Personal is Political’ from the
second-wave feminist movement and illustrates how its meaning has shifted in response to changing
feminist movements in both the Anglosphere and, specifically, the Chinese context. Second, it explains two
dimensions of feminist identity - self-identity and collective identity - and situates ‘Chinese online feminism’
and ‘online feminists’ within the discussion of ‘the personal” and ‘the political’. Third, it outlines the research
methods for data collection and the analysis of primary media materials on online feminism. Fourth, it
explores variations in feminist identity by exploring how feminists emerge, practice feminism, and perceive
other feminist strands. Fifth, it presents the emotional features that shape two types of feminist identity
and argues that these emotions contribute to different understandings of the relationship between ‘the
personal’ and ‘the political’. This study concludes that the contest over the meanings of being a feminist, on
the one hand, with the continuity between everyday life and activism it expands the arena of feminist
struggles to both public and private spheres; yet also poses as a focal of internecine gatekeeping about who

is ‘feminist enough’ or ‘more feminist’, on the other hand.

1. Revisiting ‘The Personal is Political’

To make sense of the ‘realness’ of feminists, this study revisits the original meaning of ‘the personal is
political’, engendered from the second-wave feminist movement in the 1960s and 1970s. This study argues
that the debate about feminist ‘authenticity’ in Chinese online feminism is related to the conflicts regarding

the understandings of the relationship between the ‘personal’ and the ‘political’.

The iconic slogan can be traced back to the second-wave feminist movement’s former body: the
consciousness-raising (CR) groups. Consciousness-raising, at its beginning, intended to gather women in
private meetings and discuss their personal experiences. As the meetings continued, women started
recognising the common roots of their difficulties. This was where the political pierced in. While in
practice, some CR groups remained a place for analysis and women returned to their lives to solve their
problems individually, others insisted on linking personal change and political activity. Many feminists
believed that since women'’s difficulties had political roots, they should not be dismissed as issues in the

private sphere; collective action was necessary to address these political problems.

The slogan became widespread after an article titled “The Personal is Political’ was published in Notes from
the Second Year: Women’s Liberation in 1970 by Carol Hanisch, originally a memo responding to the
suspicion whether women's CR groups were ‘political’. In this article, Hanisch defended analytical sessions
in CR groups as a form of political action rather than ‘personal therapy’. She encouraged women to discuss
the so-called ‘personal problems’, such as sex, appearance, abortion, unequal housework and childcare

responsibility, in women’s groups and organisations to bring them into the public sphere.

One of the first things we discover in these groups is that personal problems are political problems.
There are no personal solutions at this time. There is only collective action for a collective solution
(Hanisch, 2006; org. 1970).

Meanwhile, Hanisch emphasised the importance of feminist activists (whom she called ‘movement women’)

to think reflexively about their actions and revise them based on reality, rather than dismissing the
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analysis of personal experiences as ‘apolitical’ for the sake of immediate action. Indeed, political theory
should be tested in real life with action; however, action without theory could hinder the revolution that
activists claim to fight for. In discussing the division between feminist activists and ‘apolitical women’,
Hanisch concluded that ‘as long as we say, “you have to think like us and live like us to join the charmed
circle,” we will fail’ (Hanisch, 2006; org. 1970). She called for recognising and mobilising the political

consciousness of ‘apolitical women’ to build a mass movement.

The second-wave feminist movement challenged the distinction between the public and private spheres,
which dominated European political philosophies. There are two layers of meaning in the public-private
distinction. The civil society (companies or the market) is distinguished as the ‘private sphere’ for subjects
such as the nation or state. However, for subjects such as nation and civil society, the family is considered a
‘private sphere’ (Ehara, 2024). Women have long been restrained in the private sphere, where they mainly
served as daughters, mothers or housewives. Although the Suffragist movement fought for equal rights to
participate in public affairs, the right to vote was largely restricted to white men, and gender equality, in

terms of legislation, was poorly implemented and varied by countries.

After WWII, the ideology that women should return to the domestic sphere for their families’ benefit
reemerged, and clashed with the reality that many women had already joined the workforce for career or
economic reasons. Domestic life was also far from ideal; women faced restricted gender roles, economic
dependence, domestic violence, and denial of reproductive rights. Hence, the second-wave feminist
movement exposed gender inequality in the private sphere by claiming that ‘the personal is political’,

challenging the patriarchal order in liberal politics and advocating for women’s liberation.

While the slogan has significantly impacted feminist theories and movements, it has been used in ways and
contexts that diverge from its resistance origin. To some extent, the shifting interpretations indicate the
changes in the feminist movement and the social and political environment. If one follows the metaphor of
‘waves’ in feminisml), the second-wave feminism was engendered during the transition from postwar to
neoliberalism in the 1960s to the early 1980s. The third-wave, and now the fourth-wave, however, formed in
the age of neoliberalism and globalisation after the 1980s (Ita, 2024). Progressive social movements faced a
shortage of resources and members amid backlashes. Some built alliances across different movement
organisations and networks, while others reformed strategies to take the movement to everyday life.
Against this backdrop, third-wave feminists explicitly used this slogan to emphasise the political value of
everyday feminist practices which aimed to implement feminist ideas to daily life. Hence, third-wave
feminists considered that ‘individual practices are political if they promote feminist ideas and values’
(Schuster, 2017: 649). This interpretation differed from the second-wave, which called for collective political
action in response to shared personal problems rooted in gender inequality. Although interpretations of the
relationship between the personal and the public may seem contradictory, determining whether a
movement’s tactics are ‘political” or ‘apolitical’ requires nuanced analysis, as it depends on how ‘what is
political’ is defined (Schuster, 2017).

Although Chinese feminism does not follow the ‘waves metaphor used in the Anglosphere, ‘the personal is
political’ resonates with generations of Chinese feminists. For centuries, even women from privileged

families were confined to domestic skills, foot binding, and arranged marriages. As leaders of the Women's
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Suffrage Alliance, Tang Qunying (1871-1937) and others demanded women'’s voting rights soon after the fall
of the Qing Dynasty and the establishment of the Republic of China in 1912. Their demands included
promoting girls’ education, reforming family customs, banning slave trading and foot binding, and
improving women'’s clothing. For these pioneering feminists, emancipation meant liberation from oppressive

patriarchal families and entry into education, workplaces, and political decision-making.

The top-down approach to mobilising women’s personal issues for political reasons was also employed by
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Socialist feminists within the CCP gained support from female
peasants and factory workers, promising to improve women’s status in the family, guarantee equal inherent
rights, raise literacy, ban arranged marriage, and grant freedom to divorce and remarry. In the 1950s,
many CCP feminists who later occupied higher administrative and governmental positions used their power
to ‘initiate and promote transformative programs to cash the Party’s promissory note of women’s thorough
liberation in a socialist country’ (Wang, 2021: 123). For socialist feminists, women’s liberation was
inseparable from building a socialist state in which women’s labour, minds, and freedoms served the
national good rather than patriarchal families. Individual struggles in personal life were suppressed; ‘the

personal is political” was highlighted for state agencies (Hou, 2020).

In the late 1990s, the World Conference on Women introduced new feminist approaches to Chinese civil
society. Many nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) were founded after 1995 to address gender-based
inequality and violence in both urban and rural areas. However, the government began withdrawing from
its gender-equity commitments in the 2000s, amid a radical pivoting to a capitalist market, resulting in
growing inequality. Without state funding, many NGOs narrowed their focus to specific women’s groups.
Grassroots feminists filled the void left by the state and NGOs. Led by former NGO workers and college-
educated young women, they collaborated with local communities to promote ideas of gender equality and
staged several widely covered performative protests. Unfortunately, the arrest of ‘Feminist Five’ on the eve
of International Women's Day in 2015 marked years of abeyance in feminist activism and the rise of
neoliberal feminism in commercial media and online spaces (Nakazawa, 2024). By the late 2010s, ‘the
personal” became more politicised in Chinese feminism. Driven by political sensitivity and the attention
economy, gender-related incidents attracted significant social media attention, though little has been
achieved (Liao, 2024).

Critics have noted that the personal, as it exists, does not automatically become political. Lauren Berlant
coined the term ‘intimate public sphere, to highlight the intrusion of private matters into the public realm
(Berlant, 1997; cf. Gorton, 2007). Given the increasing crackdown on civil activities and media censorship
that shape what can be publicly discussed and who can speak about feminism, this study argues that
distinguishing between the political and the personal amid the ‘politicised personal’ is pertinent for

understanding recent Chinese online feminist debates over the meanings of feminist and feminism.

2. Variations of Feminist Identity

In postmodern society, reflexivity plays an important role in personal interactions and in constructing self-
identity. Reflexivity refers to the ability to examine one’s feelings and influence thoughts and actions in

unfamiliar situations. It involves interacting with the external world and integrating outside events into an
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‘ongoing’ self-narrative (Giddens, 1991). In developing a feminist identity, reflexivity helps women navigate
conflicts when they encounter gender injustices. Emotion is central to this process, as women experience
different emotions and respond accordingly. Additionally, personal interactions often follow ‘feeling rules’ -
norms that shape emotional expression and are largely decided by individuals” positions in social relations
(Hochschild, 1979). For example, women in the household usually carry the burden of emotional labour in
order to sustain family relationships. However, women who assert themselves are perceived as being
‘emotional’, an accusation often used to shame and eventually silence them. In this sense, emotions are not
just feelings aroused in individual bodies but resulted from the politics of power relation. Women'’s personal
emotions not following ‘feeling rules’ can conflict with these gender norms and stimulate personal and

social change.

Becoming a feminist, first of all, is developing a self-identity sociologically and socio-psychologically. It is a
part of the ‘self-project’ in a post-modern society, whereby women use numerous feminist thoughts to
navigate their social positions, gender relationships and desires in life and for the future. Previous studies in
psychology regarding feminist identity focused on the varying paths individuals take to becoming feminists.
According to the original model of feminist identity development, proposed by Downing and Roush, women
pass through five successive stages of becoming feminists: (1) passive acceptance, (2) revelation, (3)

embeddedness/emanation, (4) synthesis and (5) active commitment (Downing &Roush, 1985).

In researching the contemporary feminist movement in the United States, Maura Kelly found an
inconsistency between feminist identity and feminist activism. She distinguished between the ‘private
feminist identity’ (‘T consider myself a feminist’) and ‘public feminist identity’ (‘T identify myself as a feminist
to other people’) and their tendency to participate in feminist activism. Feminists who draw on equality,
rather than choice, in feminist discourses, with broader knowledge about feminist issues, are more likely to
participate in feminist activism, which is highly emphasised as individual resistance or everyday feminism
(Kelly, 2015). While the meaning of feminist identity remains contested, some scholars suggest that it
embodies varying extents of commitment; thus, it can be placed on a continuum that conforms to reality
(Aronson, 2017; Hercus, 2005). Nevertheless, being a self-identified feminist implies the identification or
recognition of specific feminist values and aspirations, as value systems constitute an important part of
identity (Gecas, 2000). Hence, self-identity as a feminist, through various feminist networks, can transform

into feminist identities associated with certain groups or social movements.

‘Feminist” in social movements is often used as a collective identity; ‘an interactive and shared definition
produced by several individuals (or groups at a more complex level) concerning the orientation of their
action and the fields of opportunities and constraints in which such action is to take place’ (Melucci,
1989:70) or ‘an individual’s cognitive, moral, and emotional connection with a broader community, category,
or institution’ (Polletta & Jasper, 2001). For people involved in feminism, the feminist identity could denote
the sense of belonging to a certain feminist movement (Bobel, 2010), a specific feminist school, such as
‘radical feminist’, ‘Marxist feminist’, ‘environmental feminist’ and ‘postcolonial feminist’, or a political
generation (Whittier, 1995).

While the early stages of the feminist identity require the encounter and reflection of gender injustice, in

the later stages of synthesis and active commitment, feminists integrate their new self-identity into
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community and activism, intending to work with fellow feminists towards broader social change. As
asserted by Taylor, Whitter, and Pelak, ‘Feminism is not simply a form of received wisdom’ but ‘something
that evolves with each new cycle of feminist activism’ (Taylor, Whitter & Pelak, 2001). Becoming a feminist
and participating in feminist activism are widely described as a transformative experience wherein
women's consciousness shifts, self-identities change, and lifestyles and life trajectories transform (Kiecolt,
2000).

It is widely acknowledged that contemporary feminism manifests in both contentious activism and
everyday life, with activities in both spheres shaping feminist identity. However, because feminism has
never been monolithic, and the boundary between ‘the personal” and ‘the political’ cannot be drawn
distinctively, contemporary feminism has become increasingly pluralised and complex due to shifting media
environments and broader socio-political contexts. Various forms of feminist communication and activism
proliferate across multiple media platforms, responding to domestic and international issues while

expressing opinions and advocating for alternatives.

Although researchers have coined several terms to describe recent trends in Chinese feminismz? this study
uses ‘online feminism’ to capture its prominence in digital spaces and to avoid endlessly labelling based on
ideological tendencies. Online feminism emphasises the use of social media to disseminate feminism
information and gender-related news, with social media serving as a crucial arena for coordinating protests.
The corresponding term ‘online feminists’ refers to participants across feminist networks, including feminist
netizens, influencers, and activists, without restricting the focus to high-profile individuals or loosely

organised groups.

Despite this broad definition, several features of Chinese online feminism stand out. Yang and Zhou (2023)
argue that the legitimacy of Chinese feminist public opinion lies in digital grassroots feminism. However,
this feminist discourse is characterised by a focus on the private sphere, depoliticization, and indirect
confrontation. Personal issues receive more attention than national or gender politics, a tendency shaped by
political sensitivities in the formal public sphere and the scrutiny of women’s private lives in mainstream
debate. While politicising women’s personal matters can successfully provoke discussions and increase
online engagement, researchers have raised concerns about this mode of politicisation on social media (Hou,
2020). Moreover, online feminists frequently engage in internal struggles over discursive power, often

leading to fragmentation among groups (Yang & Zhou, 2023).

Simultaneously, neoliberalism intersects with feminism, shaping many aspects of women’s lives and
contributing to the politicisation of the personal. Neoliberal culture, incorporated with consumerism, co-opts
progressive concepts such as empowerment, healing, and self-care, disguising itself as the only alternative
while perpetuating the status quo (Banet-Weiser, 2018). It represents endless self-improvement (e.g.
appearance, academic, or career achievements), consumption (e.g. self-care products, cathartic shopping),

independence (e.g. economic autonomy), and choice (e.g. marriage and childbirth decisions).

Building on these insights into the evolving relationship between ‘the personal’ and ‘the political’ and the
emergence of diverse feminist identities in both private and public spheres, this study argues that the

complex interplay between ‘personal” and ‘political’, further shaped by political sensitivities and shifts in the
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social media landscape, engenders debates over what constitutes a real’ feminist within Chinese online
feminism. It seeks to determine whether one’s speech or action qualifies them to be a feminist according to
the criteria of the different feminist strands. Understanding these criteria requires context and nuance.
Hence, the contesting feminist identities cannot be probed without illustrating Chinese women’s paths to

becoming feminists and the diverse ways in feminist praxis in their daily lives and/or activism.

3. Methods

To depict representative feminist identities, this study’s analysis is based on a range of feminist media
material purposively selected from the author’s digital ethnography compiled for a larger dissertation
project from 2021 to 2024. Eighteen media materials were considered suitable for the research aims and
selected for this study (Table 1). All were created and published by self-identified feminists from different
strands, ensuring a diversity of feminist identities. Data includes posts on social media platforms such as
Weibo and Douban, news reports, and podcasts uploaded on Apple Podcasts and YouTube, which were

Table 1 Media Materials of Feminist Identity

Themes Date Media Type Author | Title (N=18)

2024 Social media article Wanzi Lili | “How I became a feminist”

2023 News article Wang Huiling | “Three years in becoming a feminist blogger”
2022 Podcast Xiao Ran | “How we became feminists”
Becoming 2021 News article Tan Liwen | “How I evolved to be a ‘women-centred’ feminist”
feminists 2021 Social media article Guangzhiji | “Am I a feminist?”
2021 Podcast Leilei, Ake, Alu, Siqi | “How we became feminists”

2019 Social media article Anonymous | “17-year-old me became a feminist in this way”

2017 Social media article Yajun | “How I transformed from a misogynist to a feminist”

2024 Podcast Seahorse Planet | “Feminism is the direction. You are a sailor of
yourself”

2024 Podcast Tianran Nvbao | “Fight fire with fire: A guide for how to go nuts in
East-Asian families during the Spring Festival”

2023 Podcast Seahorse Planet | “Trilogy for women'’s spirit: Anger”

2023 Podcast Seahorse Planet | “Trilogy for women'’s spirit: Happiness”

2023 Podcast Seahorse Planet | “Trilogy for women'’s spirit: Pride”

Being feminists 2023 Podcast Tianran Nvbao | “Unscrupulous people have no enemy”

2023 Podcast Tianran Nvbao | “Learn how to wrangle, no need to suffer”

2022 Podcast Fangxue Zhihou | “Women deserve many pleasures. Happiness is not a
crime”

2022 Podcast Fangxue Zhihou | “Women and her body: the freedom from shame and
fear”

2021 Podcast Fangxue Zhihou | “Beyond the mainstream path of romantic

relationship, marriage and children, agencies are opening up new

possibilities”

Note. All translations were done by the author.
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partially transcribed to text for analysis. All textual data is analysed with NVivo, a qualitative analysis

software, and allocated to prescribed themes - ‘how did I become a feminist?” and ‘how to be a feminist?’

In line with the research aim, eight media materials published between 2017 and 2024 were selected to
address the first thematic question, ‘How did I become a feminist?” Two of these were news articles in
which journalists interviewed feminists, and transcripts were included. The remaining six consisted of
articles and podcast episodes produced by feminists themselves. Ten podcast episodes from three programs
(2021-2024) were selected for the second thematic question: ‘How to be a feminist? Feminist podcasts, a
newly popular medium for participating in online feminist discussions in mainland China, have only
recently been used in academic enquiry. Podcasts with the host-audience intimacy, are considered ideal for
discussing gender-related topics (Yang, 2022). Seahorse Planet, hosted by former journalist Tan Liwen,
launched in 2018 as China’s first feminist podcast. T7anran Nvbao (‘Natural Baby Girl’), whose hosts
appeared on a few episodes of Seahorse Planet, focuses on exchanging tactics for dealing with everyday
sexism; thus, its episodes were included in the dataset. Fangxue Zhihou (‘After School’) is hosted by three
feminists and invites listeners’ contribution. By blending discussions on broader cultural and personal topics,
Fangxue Zhihou's episodes on gender-related issues resemble feminist consciousness-raising groups. These
podcasts are notable in that at least two feminists converse in one space, offering rich material on feminist

perspectives and practices in daily life and activism.

The analysis focuses on personal experiences that led these feminists to feminism, their strategies for
addressing gender-related difficulties and life choices, and their views on other feminist strands. The
feminists featured in these materials are estimated in their 20s to 40s when the data were collected. Most
had received higher education, some had studied or lived abroad for years, and belonged to the urban
middle class despite their upbringing. During data coding, some articles and podcasts include content on

both ‘becoming’ and ‘being” a feminist. Specific excerpts were categorised according to thematic relevance.

The analysis revealed that parent-child relationships in patriarchal families with conventional gender roles
were often described as crucial for developing feminist identity. Encounters with gender discrimination or
sexism in later life were also reported as turning points that prompted reflection on gender relations and
ultimately led to feminist identification. By analysing the physical and mental tactics feminists employed to
confront everyday sexism and broader gender inequality, the author identified two distinct feminist
identities, distinguished by feminist discourses, actions, and emotions. The next section examines in detail
how the women in these media materials became feminists and the characteristics they considered

essential to qualify as feminists.

4. Feminist Identities in Development3>

4.1 Becoming Feminists

Reflecting on how they began identifying as feminists, several women mentioned their experiences of
gender discrimination within families, especially of being raised as daughters. However, before learning
about the concepts of gender discrimination or sexism in feminism, several feminists recalled that they did
not know how to think or react to their parents’ gender bias. As a daughter who was born and grew up in

China’s urban area, a feminist reflected that her mother constantly joked, ‘It would be better if you were a



22 Ritsumeikan Social Sciences Review (Vol. 61, No. 3)

boy’ and ‘Women don't have to work so hard’. Her father’s opinion was more materialistic since, for the
parents, there was no need to financially support their daughter in buying a property after adulthood, as

she would move to her husband’s household once married (Wanzi Lili, 2024).

In contrast to this ‘benevolent sexism’, for daughters from China’s rural areas, parents’ gender bias shaped
their life course. It impacted what kind of secondary school they went to, when they became independent of
their original family and supported younger siblings, and when and whom they married. A feminist recalled
an incident that took place on the day before she decided to leave home and go to a metropolitan city to
seek a livelihood. Her mother accused her of not knowing her place because she refused to go on blind
dates and get married like many other girls in the village. She eventually achieved the things she wanted:
studied in a secondary vocational school, secured a job in the city, and became financially independent.
However, even after she received her parents’ compromise and support, she felt angry. She spoke about
how her father behaved like a ‘slave master’, leaving her mother to manage everything in the house; how
her parents favoured her younger brothers; and the domestic violence she witnessed while growing up.

Similarly, another feminist witnessed domestic violence in her childhood, which led her to observe the
gender power relationships in the family. Her mother strived for a career among male colleagues and
believed that ‘women are not inferior to men’, but she still had to do all the housework and endure the
violence from her husband. This feminist realised that women like her mother overworked to earn
recognition; however, they remained trapped in structural injustice. For these feminists, male dominance in
the family and how it caused suffering to other members influenced their views about patriarchy and
gender power relationships.

However, acknowledging that something is unfair is not enough to become a feminist. Several feminists did
not have the vocabulary to articulate the difficulties they encountered. Without proper terminologies,
gender injustice is dismissed as ‘a joke’, ‘it is for your good’ or ‘it is what it means being a woman'. Feminist
books and women’s writings filled this gap. Some Chinese feminists learnt feminism through classic
feminist books, such as The Second Sex (1949) by Simone de Beauvoir and A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman: With Structures on Political and Moral Subjects (1793) by Mary Wollstonecraft. Others learnt
about feminism through authors who were geographically closer, such as Ueno Chizuko and Li Yinhe, and
contemporary female scholars or writers at home and abroad. At present, social media provides a platform
for availing and distributing feminist literature. Several women first encountered feminism on the Internet.
Nevertheless, books and articles written by feminists become guides for other feminists to think, write and

reflect on their lives and the lives of other women.

Although feminist theories are of great significance, spreading these ideas and practising them are
complex. One feminist recalled that since she did not go to university, she found that feminist theories were
good at articulating the ‘unfair things’ she used to think about; however, she believed that many working-
class women would not have read and understood the complicated theories that dominate academic
feminism. Thus, she began posting feminist views on social media, using words and examples familiar to

working-class women to explain basic feminist ideas and offer advice on life choices (Wang Huiling, 2023).

Similarly, women’s writing is an essential path for women and girls to become feminists. One of the most
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influential women’s writings among young women and girls in Sinoshere is Fang Si-Chi’s First Love
Paradise: A Novel (2017) by Taiwanese writer Lin Yi-han. A high school student who self-identified as a
feminist recalled that she went to a bookstore and bought this book after she saw the news of a high school
girl committing suicide, who accused her teacher of sexual assault. She wrote down notes on the pages,
reflecting on the original text and condemning the sexual norms that only shamed women and served as
the soil for rape culture. After the #MeToo movement took place in China in 2018, she started openly
identifying as a feminist, paying attention to gender issues, creating folders on her social media account to
collect feminist posts, reading feminist books and watching online lectures about gender. She even briefly

volunteered to promote gender equality in a local primary school (Anonymous, 2019).

Feminist theatre plays are an impactful route for some women to become feminists. Especially for some
feminist activists who went to university in the 2000s, the localisation of The Vagina Monologues in China
was an awakening. The Broadway show, written by Eve Ensler and originally staged in 1996, was first
adapted in Chinese by Professor Ai Xiaoming and the students at Sun Yat-sen University, Guangzhou, as a
part of the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women in 2003. One feminist recalled

the first time she went to see the rehearsal and how it awakened her feminist consciousness:

When I first entered the theatre and saw the rehearsal, I was shocked. I can't believe that some people
have made the questions that had confused me for so many years into a theatre play. [...] That night
was a new starting point in my life. I was shocked when I first learned about feminism and realised
that I was not alone. It was like I suddenly opened my eyes and had a new lens to see things. [...] I
can't ever go back to what I was again. (Ake, 2021)

Hence, there are diverse paths to becoming a feminist. Nonetheless, almost every feminist starts with the
‘unfair’ incidents rooted in gender bias that they encountered in childhood. Gender injustice, according to
their memory, often happens in familiar settings, such as families, schools, workplaces and the media. Yet, it
takes knowledge to recognise the problem and give it a name. Feminist communication on social media,
feminist books and feminist theatres are important mediums for developing the feminist identity and

fostering further engagement and community building.

As a woman, your living experience will eventually lead you to the path of feminism and becoming a
feminist. You will notice, at some point in your life, that there are many injustices. Then you start to

reconsider the unequal power structure. (Ake, 2021)

For several feminists, the first step is to reflect on the unpleasant hassles caused by family members or
intimate partners and to understand their causes. Through this process, they develop distinctive feminist
discourses. Feminists then engage in activities to share their perspectives and practical tactics that are
drawn on personal experience. They also act on their beliefs to make a difference beyond themselves,
whether by building feminist media platforms, supporting women and girls directly, or participating in
activism that promotes women’s rights and social justice. These activities shape their sense of what it

means to be a feminist.
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4.2 Being Feminists

Feminists' actions are equally diverse. However, the different feminist identities and emotions can be
perceived based on whether and how concrete qualities of a feminist are applied to oneself and/or others.
The ways of being a feminist, what kinds of speech and actions qualify a person as a feminist, reveal
different understandings of ‘the personal’ and ‘the political’ and are widely debated in Chinese online

feminism.

As demonstrated above, many women first became aware of gender inequality through experiences of
discrimination or sexism within the family, their earliest social setting. They devised creative
countermeasures and shared their experiences with other women. In Chinese society, the Spring Festival is
considered a time for family gatherings; however, interpersonal interactions during this period often reflect
patriarchal power structures. Young women are frequently questioned about their relationship status, and

single women are persuaded by relatives to find boyfriends or husbands.

One feminist narrated the story of her friend being urged by family and relatives to find a boyfriend. The
said friend dealt with the nagging by lighting up a cigarette at the dinner table and putting the ash into
one of the dishes, which shocked everybody and successfully distracted them from the subject, since her
mother angrily demand her to learn to behave (Tianran Nvbao, 2024). Another feminist recalled her
homecoming shortly after she started her career. Her father scolded her for colouring her hair red,
commented on her and her mother’s appearances and argued with her mother about petty things.
Previously, she would escape to her bedroom to avoid her parents’ fights; however, on this occasion, she
flipped the coffee table in front of her parents and threatened to leave home in the night, as they did not
welcome her. As a result, she asserted her status in the family because now her parents understood that
she was no longer an obedient little girl:

I think they used to think of me as one of the ‘good girls” until I lashed out. After that, they realised
that I had my thoughts and they had to respect my opinions. (Tianran Nvbao, 2023)

Another feminist sympathised with the problems in the father-daughter relationship. She commented:

From a father’s view, he might think that it is just the girl’s temper tantrum. He would never suspect
himself as a part of the problem. (Tianran Nvbao, 2023)

To subvert the power relationship in male-dominated families, feminists are encouraged to pursue higher
academic and career goals, as these achievements are a path to independence and power. For some, power
means that women attain a certain level of achievement to gain status and respect within the family. For
others, it means exercising agency to improve their situation and protect their rights and interests.
Nonetheless, this could present an individualist ethos of survival under gender inequality, while women
with similar situations are more or less isolated. The host of the podcast Seahorse Planet explained her
understanding of how women should act based on their agency in both public and private spheres:

Here are two contexts: Regarding the discourse in the public sphere, everyone must keep criticising
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the cruel status quo. However, at an individual level, complaining will not get you anywhere. If a
person wants to change her destiny, she must find as many chances as possible because nobody puts a
gun to your head and forces you to marry a man or give birth until you have a boy. In several cases, 1
believe women will have a better life without men. [...]. I admit that I cannot change some objective
restrictions. But I want to spread these positive cases [of women who successfully bettered their lives],
letting people see different possibilities and opening up a platform for discussion. (Tan Liwen, 2021)

For women’s agency, three emotions are considered pivotal — anger, happiness and pride (Seahorse Planet,
2023). Anger is the usual reaction after women recognise the broad gender inequality in their lives and
how women are disadvantaged, even punished, because of their gender in family, school and workplace.
However, women's anger is stigmatised as it has a long history of being pathologized. Despite that, anger is
one of the most powerful emotions to resist oppressors. On some occasions, women's anger contributes to
their liberation, along with social change and revolution. Thus, Seahorse Planet calls on ‘uncensored anger’,

that is, to be true about one’s emotions and be angry for women and about the unequal status quo.

Happiness, especially women’s happiness, is another emotion that has long been suppressed and
stigmatised. Some feminists argue that in Asian societies, hardworking and enduring hardship are praised
as virtues, while happiness or hedonism is viewed as bad for building character. Women indoctrinated by
this value sacrifice themselves for the good of their families, communities or nation, and are applauded as
‘great women’, while becoming instruments of oppression for the next generation of women. In contrast,
online feminists build a representation of ‘happy women” and advocate women'’s happiness, whether mental
or physical positivity, and ‘guilty pleasure’ (Fangxue Zhihou, 2022).

In a few episodes, podcast hosts and guests shared some methods to find happiness based on experience,
including engaging in creative activities, breaking boundaries and being the true self, enjoying guilty
pleasure and physical pleasure, joining girls’ talks, being brave enough to be ‘selfish’ and say mo” and
rebuilding peace in life. They argue that these tricks let women see the possibilities inside and outside

routine life and have fun together. As another podcast host stated:

Sometimes when women taste pleasure, they gain courage. [...]. Hardship comes to people who enjoy it
the most. To have happiness is to have freedom; to have freedom is to have courage. (Fangxue Zhihou,
2022)

However, some feminists do not agree that women should rely on themselves or personal networks to fight
in the private sphere and argue that structural oppression cannot be escaped through individual efforts.
They advocate for a collective solution, or mutual care, based on a strong feminist community (Leilei, Ake,
Alu, Siqi, 2021). Siqi criticised ‘lean-in" feminism and explained how she transformed from it to collective

feminist activism:

I once liked the discourse of ‘lean-in’ very much, but I have new thoughts about it. ‘Lean-in" feminism
says that women should fight for their benefits in the workplace, sit in the front row in a meeting room
and voice opinions in meetings. [...]. But when I was accidentally engaged in a #MeToo case during the

COVID lockdown [...], I reflected that no matter how many theories you read or how much imagination
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you had about the #MeToo movement, things turned out to be different when you got involved in
activism. I had a deeper understanding of the complexity of social problems, including the dark and
complex parts of humanity. [...]. ‘Lean-in’ feminism is very middle-class. [...]. Some people do not
understand how working- or lower-class women are trapped in structural oppression and cannot
sympathise with these women. (Siqi, 2021)

Some feminists incorporate their feminist practices into their everyday lives. Siqi, who has reached an
economically and socially stable position through her job at a university, said that after she engaged in

some feminist reflection and practice, she hoped to help young women who had just started their careers:

My personal views on a person will not affect whether I offer my help or not. I think we should not be
afraid of being a stepping-stone in feminism. You may not have a good opinion of someone, but maybe
she has not had enough life experience [to know certain things]. Just like me when I was younger. I
probably would not agree with my younger self on many things. (Siqi, 2021)

Feminists also recognised the limitations of ‘lean-in’ feminism. Some emphasised the importance of

privilege-checking in feminist praxis so that they do not think highly of themselves or blame other women:

I agree with what Lii Pin said: ‘Being a feminist means I have virtues and wisdom’. Virtues and
wisdom do not simply come with you identifying as a feminist, then ‘bang!’ you have virtues and
wisdom. As a feminist, I think it's important to reflect on your privilege and actions. It is lazy to think
that ‘I'm a feminist, so whatever I do is right, or whatever I do is fighting for the rights of Chinese
women. [...] We need to think about what feminism means to us and what ethics we must stick to.
(Leilei, 2021)

We should not blame people who are not sufficiently brave [to stand for themselves or others for the
right things.] I know my courage is based on my privileges. [...]. Education, able body, family, and so on

might all have one privilege or another. It is just that we usually do not recognise them. (Yajun, 2017)

The findings demonstrate that, by developing a feminist identity, women became more attuned to unequal
power relations within the family and subverted them when necessary. Feminists believe it is crucial to
advocate for their interests and fight for their voices to be heard despite others opinions and external
obstacles. Some have also become sensitive to unequal power dynamics within feminist movements. They
criticise the ‘lean-in’ feminism’s mantra of fighting for one’s interests at school or workplace is merely
advancing one’s situation while ignoring the complicity of working- and lower-class women’s situations and

showing a lack of ability or willingness to imagine the hardship in other women'’s lives.

5. ‘The Personal is Political’ in Two Feminist Identities

As shown above, online feminists’ primary feelings of unfairness and gender discrimination commonly stem
from observing patriarchal family life. Rather than accepting such conditions, they reflect on their
unpleasant emotions to reconsider everyday expressions of sexism. By connecting their inceptive feminist

thoughts to writings by women and feminist scholars, as well as social media posts on gender-related
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issues, online feminists recognise shared experiences of unfairness and acquire feminist vocabularies, such
as patriarchy and gender discrimination, to condemn incidents and causes of gender inequality. Emotional
reflection also enables them to challenge patriarchal emotional rules, including ‘the predominance of men
over women and ‘filial piety’, particularly in Eastern Asian societies. In above findings, explicit expressions
of anger were not evident in the early stages of feminist identity formation; instead, learning about
feminism produced a sense of excitement that stimulated them to share it with other women (Ake, 2021;
Anonymous, 2019; Wang Huiling, 2023). Their criticism extends from the family to the patriarchal social
order, as these online feminists recognise that structural constraints are rooted in patriarchy and
disadvantage women. In this sense, online feminists share the understanding that women’s personal issues

are socially and politically structured; thus, ‘the personal is political’.

However, it is the difference of what women, as a feminist, should do that departures the interpretation of
‘the personal is political (1) one as ‘the personal” is ‘the political, meaning that personal choices and
decisions have political indications, so that whether a woman can be considered a feminist depends on
whether her words or behaviours reflect certain feminist ideas; (2) another as ‘the personal is political,
following the slogan’s original meaning by emphasising external structural constrains and collective/
community solutions. The different interpretations of ‘the personal is political’ support the argument that
feminist identity exists on a continuum rather than having a fixed definition (Aronson, 2017; Hercus, 2005).
Based on above findings, this study identifies two feminist identities with respective emotional features: one
that encourages women to subvert patriarchy at a personal level and emphasise women's agency, and
another that emphasises structural oppression and advocates for collective solution and community care.

Online feminists, who consider ‘the personal’ is ‘the political, encourage women to subvert patriarchy at a
personal level by enacting their agency, sharing and celebrating personalised strategies such as humorous
talkbacks and self-assertive actions. Anger is a powerful emotion for feminists to raise their voice and
express their dissatisfaction towards unfair treatments in the family, schools and workplaces.
Demonstrating such anger is considered personally liberating that also links to potential broader social
change. Since women'’s anger has historically been pathologized to sustain patriarchy, reclaiming its power
and legitimacy is vital for feminist resistance (Seahorse Planet, 2023; Tianran Nvbao, 2024). Anger can be
expressed in different ways - aggression, contempt, indifference or mockery. By using improvisational
creativity and acting in an unconventional manner temporarily subvert gender-related expectations, online
feminists humorously narrate their stories and gain encouragement and pleasure in the exchange of such

personal resistance.

At the core of individual resistance lies women’s agency to prioritise their feelings and interests and to
reject gender norms that are used to confine their behaviours, ambitions and life trajectories. Enacting
agency means advancing one’s situation by navigating, evaluating and grasping opportunities, and refusing
to blindly follow the choices made by family members or social expectations (Tan Liwen, 2021; Fangxue
Zhihou, 2021). Happiness and pride are the fuel to women'’s agency. To reclaim happiness, online feminists
recommend centralising friendships with women, building women-only spaces, pursuing small liberation in
daily life and reducing contact with toxic relationships. To feel happy, women must resist the feelings of
inferiority and helplessness, reject being proud of the achievements of men and regain pride in being an
intelligent, strong and brave woman (Seahorse Planet, 2023; Fangxue Zhihou, 2022).
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In this sense, personal life situations become the battlefield, since this positionality considers bigger social
change cannot happen without personal changes. Thus, personalised tactics such as ‘fight fire with fire’,
‘wrangling’, and ‘being unscrupulous), in literal and metaphoric meanings, are cheered on as these present a
refreshing ‘unconventional woman’ representation. Obviously, this ‘unconventional woman' does not follow
patriarchal social arrangements which limit women in the household, but strive for not only material
achievement but also psychological strength. Despite the positiveness in this kind of message, without
discussing (or cannot discuss publicly due to censorship) the intersection of political and gender issues, this
resonates with worries raised by researchers that making women’s life choices in terms of family, career
and marriage as the main focus of feminist discussion risk increasing politicisation of private life (Berlant,
1997; Hou, 2020). At the same time, shaming other women who do not or cannot follow whatever deemed
the ‘real’ feminist behaviours works in tandem with pushing feminist struggles inward, and increasing
possible stigmatisation of feminism on social media as infights over discursive power gain visibility (Yang &
Zhou, 2023).

Online feminists, who consider ‘the personal is political, emphasise the impact of structural oppression on
individuals and put sympathy at the centre of advocating collective solutions and community care. Whether
helping other women without questioning their feminist stances or life choices, or participating in activism
and pursuing justice for social issues at home and abroad, these online feminists demonstrate a more
egalitarian value rather than an aspirational self. Shared feminist ethics, including privilege checking and
tolerance, derive from their incorporation of intersectionality in feminist thinking and practices
(Anonymous, 2019; Leilei, Ake, Alu, Siqi, 2021; Yajun, 2017).

The perspective of intersectionality and the reflection of their feminist activism help these feminists
understanding the multiple forms and multi-layered impacts of oppression on individuals in terms of class,
gender, sexuality, race, ability, nationality and religion. The aforementioned rejection of ‘lean-in’ feminism is
an example. The rejection of ‘lean-in’ feminism is about rejecting transporting the burden and responsibility
of making meaningful changes from the powerful to disadvantaged women; rejecting a sloganized and
simplified solution as a suitable answer for all women while ignoring their multi-layered differences; and,
importantly, rejecting the tendency to blame those who do not ‘lean-in’ for hindering women’s progress
(Siqi, 2021; Yajun, 2017).

In this sense, for these online feminists, ‘the personal is political’ means emphasising the impact of
structural oppression and collective solution. Community care reinforces the personal investment towards
affective bonds. With understanding the personal problems are not caused solely by personal choice, they
put priority to feminist community building through rendering personal help, spreading knowledge to
debunk patriarchal myths, and advocating justice through concrete cases. Rather than blaming individuals
for conforming to gender norms or lacking feminist knowledge, they stress sympathy and tolerance. This
positionality echoes Carol Hanisch’s call in “The Personal is Political’ (1970) to raise political consciousness
among apolitical women and build a mass movement, instead of deepening the division between ‘movement

women’ and ‘non-movement women'.
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Conclusion

This study was initially inspired by the dispute over determining the ‘real/fake’ feminist in the Chinese
online feminism. This study considered the discussion is related to the different understandings of what
feminism and being a feminist mean, who can speak as feminist in the social media landscape, as well as
the conflation of ‘the personal’ and ‘the political’ in feminist politics. To address these issues, this study first
revisited the origins of ‘the personal is political’ and distinguished between feminist self-identity and
collective identity. It then explored two phases of feminist identity formation - ‘becoming feminists’ and
‘being feminists’ - based on media materials produced by Chinese online feminists themselves. The findings
demonstrated the close relation between ‘the personal’ and ‘the political’ that these online feminists
established their feminist identity largely through their life experiences, with sexism and gender
discrimination in daily life pushed them to reflect on their emotions and eventually criticise patriarchal
social arrangements and social order. At the same time, they begin to make alternative ways of living with

the guidance of their interpretations of feminism.

The ways of being a feminist, based on media materials used in this study, were categorised into two types:
one feminist identity emphasises transgression or resistance in private life even if the external environment
is not favourable; another feminist identity is guided by an intersectional analysis of the social structure and
personal limitations, thus it focuses on egalitarian efforts in personal relations and feminist collective
struggles. By categorising two feminist identities, this study demonstrated how the feminist slogan ‘the
personal is political’ is understood differently across online feminist strands: one as ‘the personal is ‘the
political’, another as ‘the personal is political. Although this study’s findings are solely based on collected
media materials, the argument about the continuity of struggles between the personal and the political has
general implications. In politics like feminism particularly, on one hand, the contest over ‘being a feminist’
expand feminist struggle into personal and public life; on the other hand, gatekeeping discourse of ‘real/
fake feminist’ risks narrowing feminist focus to individuals deemed ‘not feminist enough’. While these
practices require further empirical research, this study explored classic feminist thought with
contemporary identity politics, contributing to both feminist studies and research on Chinese feminist

movements.
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Footnotes
1) Although this article follows the use of ‘feminist wave” metaphor, it is needed to mention that this is neither the
only nor the precise way to understand the history of feminism. One problem of the wave metaphor is the
centralisation of feminist history in Anglosphere and largely western countries while ignoring its various
origins and developments in other parts of the world. Another problem is the distinction between feminist

waves is often confused with the indication of distinctive feminist thoughts. While they might be expressed in
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different forms, feminist ideas are rather continuous through generations.

2) See ‘made-in-China feminism’ (Wu & Dong, 2019), ‘Weibo feminism’ (Xue & Rose, 2022), and ‘New feminist
activism’ (Yang & Zhou, 2023).

3) Most sources paraphrased or quoted in this section are identified with original authors under real names or
nicknames. Sources including reference of domestic violence are not specified due to consideration of privacy
since they involve a third party who is unable to reach for consent even though they appear in published

materials.
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