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Abstract

This dissertation examines how theatre censorship operates in Xi Jinping's China, particularly in
feminist theatre. By focusing on interviews with Zhiheshe members, a student organization that
performed The Vagina Monologues for over a decade, this research highlights the strategies feminist
practitioners adopt to navigate institutional, public, and self-imposed censorship. Drawing on
theories of power by Foucault, Butler, and Bourdieu, it explores how censorship not only restricts
feminist voices but shapes public discourse on gender and identity. The study fills a gap in literature
on contemporary feminist theatre in China, providing insight into the complex dynamics between

censorship, gender, and cultural expression in an authoritarian context.
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Introduction

Censorship is a multidimensional phenomenon that serves as “the handmaiden of power without which
it 1s inconceivable. It is an instrument to assist in the attainment, preservation or continuance of
somebody’s power, whether exercised by an individual, an institution or a state. It is the extension of
physical power into the realm of the mind and the spirit” (Callamard, 2006, p.2). On the basis of this
argumentation, the term “censorship” covers all interferences of human rights, including the right to
free speech and expression; therefore, censorship can also be interpreted as the servant of gender-based
power and discrimination. Communication and media censorship based on gender have been crucial
in the civilising process of nations and societies, particularly where patriarchy has dominated because
the dominant gender group feared losing control over the political, social, and moral order when
female sexuality and freedom of expression were regarded as a danger. One of the most common
responses to this perceived threat has been the institutional suppression of women’s voices, a practice

referred to as institutional censorship in this dissertation.

This study takes a broader and more nuanced approach to understanding censorship, drawing on the
theoretical perspectives of Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, and Pierre Bourdieu. These scholars provide
critical insights into power, discourse, and social control, which form the foundation for examining the

complex relationship between censorship and feminist theatre in China.

At the core of this study is Michel Foucault’s theory of power and discourse. Foucault suggests that
power is not simply repressive but also productive—it shapes knowledge and social practices, and
determines what can be said or expressed within a society. In Discipline and Punish (Foucault, 1975),
he examines how institutions enforce power through discourse, influencing what is seen as legitimate
or illegitimate speech. For this study, Foucault’s theory helps illustrate that censorship in China goes
beyond silencing dissent; it actively shapes what can be articulated in public. This is particularly
relevant for feminist theatre, as Foucault’s understanding of power reveals how censorship and
discourse interact—where power operates not only through explicit prohibitions but also through

subtle forms of control that define the boundaries of acceptable discussions on gender and sexuality.



Foucault’s concept of governmentality further enriches this analysis by explaining how the state
employs various mechanisms to regulate and control populations. In China, censorship and propaganda
work together to construct a national identity that reinforces traditional gender norms and patriarchal
structures. Feminist theatre, as a form of oppositional discourse, becomes a site of struggle, where state
power is both challenged and reinforced. The productive aspect of censorship, as described by Foucault,
is crucial for understanding how feminist theatre practitioners navigate these boundaries, striving to
make their voices heard within the constraints of Chinese society. By viewing censorship as a form of
discourse production, this study examines how feminist theatre not only resists these limitations but

also adapts to them, finding ways to critique within the boundaries of what is allowed.

Building upon Foucault’s insights, Judith Butler further develops the idea that censorship is a
productive force. In Excitable Speech (Butler, 1997), she argues that censorship not only limits what
can be said but also shapes the conditions under which speech occurs. According to Butler (1997),
both the censor and the censored are influenced by the power dynamics that determine what counts as
acceptable discourse. This perspective is essential for understanding how feminist theatre practitioners
in China work within a system that not only restricts their expression but also defines the terms of their
engagement with public discourse. Butler’s theory helps explore how feminist playwrights adapt to
censorship, strategically crafting their narratives to stay within acceptable limits while still conveying

subversive messages that challenge patriarchal norms.

Pierre Bourdieu offers another crucial perspective, particularly through his concept of the field of
cultural production. In The Field of Cultural Production (Bourdieu, 1993), Bourdieu discusses how
cultural products—such as art, literature, and theatre—are shaped by a constant tension between
creative forces and the constraints of censorship. For Bourdieu (1993), censorship is not merely an
external force imposed on cultural producers; it is an intrinsic part of the process by which cultural
works are created. In the context of feminist theatre in China, Bourdieu’s theory shows how censorship
functions not only as a form of state control but also as a structural force within the field of theatre
production. This study uses Bourdieu’s framework to analyse how feminist theatre practitioners
balance their creative impulses with the need to conform to state restrictions, examining how
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censorship shapes the content, form, and reception of their work.

Censorship, by its very nature, seeks to create an authoritative monologue. As Miiller (2004, p.13)
points out, the discourses legitimizing censorship often present it as a means of protecting the public
from supposedly harmful influences. This leads to the construction of a uniform subject and common
interests, denying the legitimacy of dissenting opinions. A “canon,” shaped by censorship, becomes a
tool “to measure cultural products” (ibid.). Polish theatre critic and historian Marta Fik went even
further, describing the censor as the “co-author” of theatre productions, with influence that ranged
“from deletion—most frequently—to additions, replacements of words, sentences, comments, and
meanings, to giving advice during both writing and staging” (Balasinski, 2010, p.144). By interfering
with both the existing and historical artistic landscape through alterations and omissions, censors have
not only changed specific works but have also played a role in creating the artistic output of their time
(Fik, 1995, as cited in Balasinski, 2010, p.144). However, their names never appeared in the credits

due to their secretive involvement.

This postmodern understanding of censorship aligns with the broader notion of censorship as not
merely silencing but also contributing to the creation of meaning. It acts as both a destructive and
constructive force, often steering the creative process in particular directions. Thus, this study extends
beyond traditional notions of censorship, exploring how censorship in contemporary China operates
not only through institutional prohibitions but also through self-censorship, propaganda, and public

opinion.

When the Cultural Revolution came to an end and after Mao Zedong’s death in 1976, it was commonly
believed that theatre production in the People’s Republic of China abandoned the strict and binding

rules of Maoist discourse and Chinese socialist realism and gained a certain degree of freedom of
expression since Zhou Enlai [§ B 3k and Deng Xiaoping X[F/]\3¢ revised literary and artistic
regulations respectively in 1971 and 1975 (Chen, Chun, & Liu, 2021, p.5). Yet, censorship has never
been eliminated from Chinese theatre. It has only grown more subtle and complex, and when Xi

Jinping 31T came to power in 2013, there appeared to be a tendency for a rebound of strict



censoring. During the reign of Mao, censorship was more concerned with political stance, and creative
works were required to adhere to socialist principles. The loosening of censorship policies in the 1980s
led to a surge in contemporary theatre, however, many policies were restored in the 1990s, particularly
following the 1989 Tiananmen Square demonstrations, which led to the persecution of intellectuals
and artists who were considered to be a threat to the stability of the regime. When Xi took over as the

leader of China in 2013, even stricter instituted censorship policies started to be implemented. Xi’s

“Chinese Dream” (Zhongguo meng 1 [E %) ideological propaganda aspires to promote China’s

nationalistic principles and cultural traditions. The government of Xi has taken a harsher position on
censorship, especially with regard to feminist works, which are viewed as a threat to China’s
traditionally patriarchal social and cultural norms. Such a framework tends to encourage authors to
actively cooperate with the Party’s long-term political objectives while allowing them to include

certain acceptably critical points or even subtle subversive undertones.

In Xi’s China, propaganda has a particularly noticeable impact on China. The term “propaganda”, in
common usage, refers to ways in which governments and parties seek to control information and
communication technologies. The global scope of war in the early twentieth century led to a rapid
expansion of governmental institutions committed to public opinion, mass mobilisation, military
recruiting, and wartime information, despite the common perception that both propaganda and
censorship are inherently antidemocratic. A similar argument may be made about the history of
propaganda and censorship in China, which is embedded in the worldwide history of mass politics.
Politics in China are often associated with the use of moral persuasion to accomplish instrumental ends.
The American social reformer Bruno Lasker (1937, p.153) wrote that “in China, the use of
psychological conditioning to affect political ends is an old-established art.” Censorship blocks
specific channels of communication or prevents messages from reaching bigger audiences, while
propaganda conveys messages. Both are employed by the powerful in order to sway the opinions and
actions of those under them, and they remain to be permanent fixtures in contemporary Chinese culture.
Constant psychological pressure and self-censorship are produced in China’s pan-politicized social
context as a result of propaganda and instigation from the state authority, a patriarchal social order,

and a family structure steeped in traditional culture. The government’s long-term patriotic education



and the increasingly complex and powerful censorship system have encouraged a new generation of
fanatical nationalists, transforming them into a group of pervasive, spontaneous censors, ultimately
inviting public censorship over feminists. These public censors are criticizing feminist ideas and
theatre productions voluntarily, hiding behind the call for free speech, yet depriving others (namely,
anyone inconsistent with the Party’s interest) of free will by secretly reporting feminists to the
government. This comes after Xi Jinping identified emphasis on patriotic education and public opinion

as one of the major issues of the Party.

All the factors mentioned above contribute to a growing trend of self-censorship among theatre
practitioners, particularly feminists, who are concerned about the backlash they would receive for
creating politically sensitive works. The rise of “safer” productions that adhere to government policies
is a direct outcome of self-censorship. As a result of their own subversive efforts, feminists are now
acutely aware of the political boundaries established by the state, which ironically puts them under the
grip of a state that is continuously keeping tabs on non-governmental organisations. The state’s harsh
treatment of the few feminists who had the courage to take action publicly and work on controversial
topics established a no-go area: anything having to do with “national security,” including labour

organising, ethnic conflicts, and the violation of citizens’ rights by any branch of government.

Existing research relevant to censorship in China focuses primarily on three areas: censorship of
Chinese theatre, censorship of feminists, and Chinese censorship in general. Scholars in the first field
tend to focus on Chinese theatre from the last century, such as Siyuan Liu’s Theatre Reform as
Censorship: Censoring Traditional Theatre in China in the Early 1950s (2009) and Xiaomei Chen’s
Acting the Right Part: Political Theatre and Popular Drama in Contemporary China (2002). Although
these studies do not directly address contemporary theatre censorship, they provide valuable historical
context by explaining how and why 20th-century theatre censorship regulations were imposed, how
artists responded to them, and how the works ultimately looked. These research results offer an
essential background for my study, particularly in understanding the legacy of socialist realism and

political control in the arts.

More recent literature, such as Rossella Ferrari’s Pop Goes the Avant-Garde: Experimental Theatre in
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Contemporary China (2012), takes a closer look at the evolution of experimental theatre in post-Mao
China. Ferrari’s work is crucial in illuminating how avant-garde theatre artists have navigated and
resisted the political constraints of the state. However, Ferrari (2012) focuses more on the avant-garde
movement broadly, without addressing feminist interventions specifically. This dissertation seeks to
fill this gap by examining how feminist theatre practitioners have both utilized and struggled within
the contemporary censorship framework in China, particularly under Xi Jinping’s leadership. While
Ferrari provides insights into the strategies used by experimental theatre to resist censorship, my work

focuses on how feminist theatre navigates the additional challenges posed by gender-based censorship.

Similarly, Margaret E. Roberts’s Censored: Distraction and Diversion Inside China'’s Great Firewall
(2018) offers a broader examination of the mechanisms of censorship in the digital age, particularly
through the lens of distraction and diversion rather than outright suppression. Roberts (2018) argues
that censorship in contemporary China has evolved into a more complex system that uses digital
platforms to control public discourse. This idea of “soft” censorship resonates with the growing trend
of self-censorship and the role of propaganda in shaping the public sphere, which this dissertation
addresses in relation to feminist theatre. While Roberts focuses primarily on digital media, my study
extends these insights to the theatre industry, exploring how similar mechanisms of distraction and

indirect control affect live performance and the expression of feminist ideas in the public sphere.

In addition, Jia Tan’s Digital Masquerade: Feminist Rights and Queer Media in China (2023) offers a
timely exploration of feminist and queer activism in China’s digital media landscape. Tan (2023)
discusses how digital platforms have become sites of resistance for marginalised groups, but also how
these platforms are subject to heavy surveillance and censorship. Although Tan’s work focuses more
on digital media and activism, her analysis of feminist resistance under state surveillance is relevant
to how feminist theatre in China operates under similar pressures. This dissertation builds on Tan’s
exploration of feminist strategies by examining how feminist theatre practitioners navigate state
restrictions in digital spaces and in the public, physical spaces of theatre, often employing self-

censorship and subtle forms of critique to avoid state repression.

Furthermore, studies like Gary King, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret E. Roberts’s (2013) article, How
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Censorship in China Allows Government Criticism but Silences Collective Expression, offer insights
into how censorship selectively permits individual criticism while suppressing collective movements.
This pattern of selective censorship is particularly relevant to feminist theatre in China, where
individual feminist voices may be tolerated as long as they do not organize or mobilize collective
actions. My study draws on these insights to explore how feminist theatre navigates the state’s
tolerance for certain expressions of dissent while avoiding direct confrontations with the government’s

broader agenda of maintaining social harmony.

In summary, while significant scholarship exists on censorship in China, there is a gap in the literature
concerning feminist theatre and its specific challenges under contemporary censorship regimes. This
dissertation aims to contribute to this gap by focusing on how feminist theatre in China has evolved in
response to both traditional censorship mechanisms and newer forms of digital surveillance and
propaganda, extending existing research to include the unique experiences of feminist theatre

practitioners in negotiating these constraints.

This dissertation contributes to the scholarly understanding of censorship, feminist theatre, and
contemporary Chinese society by addressing some gaps in the existing literature. While there is notable
research on censorship in China, particularly regarding media and theatre, limited attention is given to
the specific challenges faced by feminist theatre under contemporary censorship regimes. This study
aims to fill that gap by examining how feminist theatre in China has adapted to both traditional
censorship mechanisms and newer forms of digital surveillance and propaganda. By engaging with
these developments, this dissertation seeks to offer insights into how feminist theatre practitioners
navigate these constraints, adding to the broader conversation on the relationship between gender,

power, and censorship.

The importance of this study is further contextualized by the political shifts that have taken place since
Xi Jinping’s rise to power, marked by a series of transformative policies. This period has had significant
implications for artistic expression and public discourse in China. Despite the importance of these
developments, there is a relative lack of academic research examining how censorship has specifically
influenced feminist theatre during this era. This dissertation addresses this gap by exploring the
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contemporary landscape of censorship in Xi’s China, particularly focusing on the requirements and
limitations imposed on literary and artistic works. It aims to provide a nuanced understanding of the

complexities involved in theatre production under tight regulatory oversight.

Additionally, one notable gap in the existing scholarship is the limited availability of first-hand

accounts from theatre practitioners with direct experience in navigating China’s censorship system. To
help fill this gap, this study includes in-depth interviews with three members of Zhiheshe %01F0%t, a

gender-studies-focused student organization at Fudan University. They participated in the production
of The Vagina Monologues (TVM) in 2006, 2013, and 2015. Zhiheshe performed TVM continuously
for 13 years until it was prohibited in 2018 by the university under government pressure, making it the
group that worked with this play the longest in mainland China. In 2015, Zhiheshe’s TVM became the
first theatre selected by Shanghai Pride, the first LGBTQ+ festival in mainland China, featuring art
exhibitions, film screenings, literature events, and sports competitions, as well as fundraising for

gender-related NGOs (Zhiheshe, 2015).

The interviews provide practical insights into how censorship operates, its effects on artistic decisions,
and the strategies employed to comply with or resist these controls. By focusing on this specific case
study, the research offers a perspective on how censorship impacts feminist theatre production in
contemporary China. By analysing this case study, the dissertation aims to contribute to the field of
theatre studies and enhance the understanding of how censorship interacts with artistic expression and
socio-political dynamics in China. It is hoped that this research will add to the ongoing discussion of
how creative professionals in tightly regulated environments manage the balance between compliance

and subtle resistance.

It is important to acknowledge both the limitations this study despite its strengths. Firstly, the findings
in this dissertation, which explore the intersection of feminist theatre and censorship in mainland China,
cannot be directly applied to other Chinese-speaking regions such as Taiwan and Hong Kong. These
areas have different political contexts and censorship frameworks, making a comparative analysis

beyond the scope of this research. Each region’s unique socio-political environment requires separate
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investigations to fully understand the dynamics at play within their respective theatre scenes.

Secondly, while this research benefited from the involvement of prominent members of the Chinese
feminist movement and connections to other feminist NGOs, it is crucial to clarify that the conclusions
drawn from the interviews and research findings do not represent the entire situation for all feminist
NGOs or commercial theatre groups in China. The focus of this study is on specific individuals and
experiences within the feminist theatre movement, while the case of Zhiheshe, with its shared
challenges of funding and censorship similar to feminist NGOs, provides a valuable basis for

comparative analysis in future research.

Lastly, it is essential to consider the external factors that limited the scope of this study. The global
outbreak of COVID-19, combined with the researcher residing outside of China during the research
period, created logistical challenges that prevented a return to China to reach additional potential
interviewees. Additionally, due to the politically sensitive nature of this study, the broad recruitment
of interviewees posed risks, including potential government surveillance and repercussions. These
constraints resulted in a smaller sample size for the interviews, which, in turn, limited the diversity of

perspectives included in the study.

The primary methodology of this dissertation centres on semi-structured, in-depth interviews
conducted with feminist theatre practitioners. These interviews are the foundation of this research,
providing valuable insights into the complex world of feminist theatre under censorship in China. A
deliberate and thoughtful selection process was used to choose the interviewees. Three individuals,
each significantly involved in the production of TVM at different points in time, were selected for their
unique perspectives and experiences. The interviewees participated in the production of the play during
three key years—2006, 2013, and 2015. These years were strategically chosen for their particular
significance within the socio-political and cultural landscape of China. The year 2006 represents an
earlier phase in China’s development, offering insights into the challenges and opportunities faced by
feminist theatre practitioners when there was relatively more freedom. In 2013, China experienced
major shifts in its political and cultural climate with Xi Jinping coming to power, marking a turning
point that affected not only politics but also the arts and activism. Lastly, 2015 represents a more recent
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context, providing a view of how feminist theatre has adapted and evolved in response to changing
circumstances. By interviewing practitioners from these distinct periods, this study aims to illuminate
the multifaceted journey of feminist theatre in China. The experiences and perspectives of these
individuals help us understand how feminist theatre has navigated, resisted, and adapted to censorship

amidst the shifting socio-political dynamics of contemporary China.

The structure of this dissertation will be divided into two sections. The first chapter is titled Censorship
and feminism in China’s pan-politicised context. In this chapter, I will discuss that theatre has
historically been a target of censorship because of its social function and political connotation, with a
brief look back at the history of modern Chinese theatre. The reason why history is emphasised is that
“China’s 5,000-year civilisation” frequently appears in Chinese history textbooks. This historicist
expression makes Chinese politics frequently associated with the use of moral suasion to achieve
instrumental ends, which leads to a strong sense of political reversibility stemming from the Chinese
clan structure and Confucian ethics. This association, which has been strengthened under Xi Jinping,
created a narrative that the stability of the patriarch-led family rests on the shoulders of the good wife
and mother, leading to a regressive trend in women’s social identity and status. Furthermore, there will
be a thorough discussion of the pan-politicisation of Chinese society, in order to prepare a context for

the discussion of the formation of public and self-censorship in China.

The second chapter, titled 4 case study of The Vagina Monologues, is based on an interview with three
participants' in TVM produced by Zhiheshe, respectively in 2006, 2013 and 2015. I will investigate,
based on the experiences of the interviewees, at what stage and in what form institutional censorship,
propaganda and public censorship, and self-censorship play a part in the production of feminist theatre.
Being a student organisation, Zhiheshe is subject to institutional repression from both the government
and the university. Due to the vagueness of restrictions regarding theatre production, it is frequently a
game of luck whether a play will be banned. In addition to direct censorship regulations, some
mechanisms that have nothing to do with censorship itself restrict the living space of feminism from

an indirect perspective, such as restricting the funding routes for theatre groups and non-governmental

! The interviewees will be called A, B, and C in the following chapters for ethical reasons and confidentiality, according to their
consent.
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organisations, which can also be viewed as a form of institutional censorship. In the second chapter, it
will be illustrated that although censorship from the public sometimes might be confused with public
free speech, the Chinese government’s strong support for whistleblowing and its commitment to long-
term patriotic education distinguishes it from democratic nations. Domestic citizens are gradually
educated into a censoring mechanism. It will be demonstrated that this strategy might
further diminish the living space and creative flexibility of feminist theatre. Through reports and
attacks from public opinion, the censorship system can determine a play’s continued existence (or
not) throughout the performance stage without interfering with its early creation process. Another
important argument in the second chapter is that although self-censorship sometimes sounds like a
dirty word with a hidden attack on individuals for not speaking out, it may have been precisely self-
censorship that gives feminists a certain amount of space, as in the case of feminist NGOs and theatre
practitioners. Despite the fact that the method of developing self-censorship can limit the expressive
content and treatment of certain significant themes in feminist theatre, the major objective of feminists

in China is to “be heard” in the harsh climate of censorship.
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Censorship and feminism in China’s pan-politicised context
As a forum for public speech, the theatre can serve a social function by presenting political messages.
Dialogue can be turned into speech exchanges between the stage and the audience, and hence its impact
upon the audience is direct and effective. Because of this didactic and social function, Western-inspired
spoken drama became a platform for revolution in modern China. Compared with fiction and poetry,
Chinese drama has been constantly exposed to Western influence since the end of the 19™ century, so

much so that modern Chinese drama is a complete departure from its traditional form. Play with
realistic scenery and dialogue was called “Civilised play” (Wenmingxi X BA¥%) (Liu, 2013, p.8). In

1919, China saw the May Fourth Movement, a patriotic cultural renovation movement aiming at

emancipating the populace’s consciousness of social issues. During this period, a form of theatre

b

known as “new drama” (xinju ¥TEl) evolved based on crude stage plays, later renamed “spoken drama’

(huaju iEE) in 1928 (Liu, 2013, p.9).

The “new” of spoken drama was not only in opposition to the “old” of traditional Chinese opera but
also to the “old” of ideology and social structures at the time, which were considered to have
fundamentally led to the country’s corruption (Hu, 2018, p.54). This connection between the renewal
of drama and ideology was not first seen during the May Fourth period in modern Chinese drama
history, considering Chinese social activist Liang Qichao, for the first time in 1902, explicitly linked
theatre to social transformation: “Therefore, if we seek to modify our existing approach to social
issues, we must begin with a revolution in fiction; if we seek to renew people, we must first renew
fiction” (Liang, 1980, p.161). In his sense, the theatre was included in the definition of “fiction”.?
Therefore, when the contradiction over whether to keep or abolish traditional opera provoked
passionate debate among intellectuals at the time, it was based on a consensus of confirming the
social and political function of theatre and highlighting its importance for social improvement.

Whether it was Li Taohen, who believed that plays should always be devoid of singing® (Li, 1918,

2 Translated by the author. The original text is: “B¥S AAK BEES, MBE/NNEFREGLE, FERE, VBEHFH/INHEIE. ~ Liang
Qichao’s original text mentioned drama works such as The Romance of the western chamber (Xixiangji) and The peach blossom fan
(Taohuashan). In traditional Chinese literature, “fiction” also includes legends (chuanqi) and operas, and there was no clear distinction
between the two; meanwhile, there was no clear distinction between opera, drama and theatre either.

3 Translated by the author. The original text is: “%& 3, [& PLTCHE AEMFH, »
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p-19), or Hu Shi, who considered that traditional opera’s stylised motions were unrealistic and
deceiving® (Hu, 1918, para.18), these theatre innovators were not merely motivated by aesthetic
concerns to reject traditional opera’s legitimacy. When radicals attempted to innovate theatre and
literature, what they were critiquing and reforming intrinsically was China’s political status quo. The
condemnation of the “old” drama was intended to facilitate the formation of the “new” drama and
thus facilitate the “new” democratic idea of enlightenment. The instrumental and political purposes

of spoken drama inevitably invited a closer examination of itself from the censor.

The historically established political function of spoken drama set a basis for the discussion of modern
and contemporary theatre in China. Link describes the Chinese socialist censorship regime of the 1980s,
focusing heavily on censorship and self-censorship (2000). He noted that the Chinese socialist literary
censorship system was less institutional and depended mostly on psychological discipline,
emphasising the requirement for ideological instruction and intentional self-censorship (Link, 2000,
p-149). This notion ties into Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of the “field of cultural production,” where
censorship and self-censorship are not simply imposed from above but internalised within the artistic
field itself. Artists, writers, and theatre practitioners are conditioned to navigate the boundaries set by
power structures, shaping their creations according to what is permissible, even if subconsciously
(Bourdieu, 1993, p.35). Thus, the private calculation of risks and balances mentioned by Link aligns

with Bourdieu’s framework of how individuals navigate social constraints while producing culture.

Before performing any action in this system, every individual had to negotiate their position
concerning the political atmosphere and their personal connections. Such an atmosphere and the
immense burden of personal responsibility in all realms of literary and artistic production inevitably
led to the intensification of self-censorship. According to Barmé, who borrowed Haraszti’s metaphor
of the “velvet prison” to describe China’s situation: “[...] forceful indoctrination was replaced with
self-imposed acquiescence [...]” (1999, p.3). Here, Judith Butler’s notion of censorship as a productive
force comes into play. Butler argues that censorship not only restricts what can be said but also defines

the boundaries of acceptable speech, shaping the conditions for discourse (Butler, 1997). In the context

4 Translated by the author. The original text is: “ANEASE, HIKIKA. ”
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of Chinese theatre, this internalized censorship, shaped by political and social forces, defines what can
and cannot be expressed on stage, leading artists to self-regulate their expressions to ensure survival

within a highly regulated environment.

Political considerations are fundamentally and inevitably personal in a censored society. Because
dramatic styles and techniques were inseparable from their historical and political contexts, they were
never considered by the artists as merely formalistic concepts. They reflect the theatre artists’
worldview, stance on the characters they portray and the audience they seek to appeal, the national
ideologies they appropriate or manipulate in expressing their ideas, and the collective consciousness

that has generated theatrical space as a relatively coherent imagined community.

The Communist Party’s promotion of “socialist art” has further strengthened the political and social

functions of theatre works. Mao Zedong FE;FZ< emphasised the critical role of state-controlled media

in establishing legitimacy when he remarked, “In the world today, all culture, all literature and art
belong to definite classes and are geared to definite political lines” (Mao, 1942, p.86). With the
censorship eliminating the possible rebellious order, as the other side of the same coin, the role of
propaganda here was not simply “the means by which the converted attempted to persuade the
unconverted” (Taylor, 2003, p.4) but also for the new establishment of order. Despite the immense
changes that have transpired in China in the four and a half decades following Mao’s death and the
commencement of market-oriented economic reform, this phrase remains a guide for the CCP

leadership’s cultural policies. On October 15, 2015, Xi Jinping delivered a speech at the “Beijing

Forum on Literature and Art” (Zai wenyigongzuo zuotanhui shang de jianghua £ 2, T{EFEIRE

L HYTE), which was immediately compared to Mao’s speech from 1942. In his introductory talk,

headlined “Literature and Art cannot Lose the Course in the Waves of Market Economy,” Xi
emphasised the significance of producing works that “will not cast any shadows of doubts on our great
nation and our wonderful era” (Xi, 2015). Targeting primarily commercialised, consumerist, “fast food”
production, he repeated the idea, originally put forward by Mao in 1956 and again by Jiang Zemin in

2002, of “letting a hundred flowers bloom and a hundred schools of thought contend” (Baihua gifang,
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baijia zhengming B#TFI, B XK FME) in a call for a variety of forms and themes, but, on the other

hand, he emphasised that “the socialist art is primarily the art of the people.” As such, it must
“represent people’s voice and continue to serve people and socialism.” Similar to the revolutionary
romanticism of the 1950s and 1960s, contemporary literature and art should “combine the spirit of
realism with romantic idealism [...] use light to fight the darkness, use beauty to fight ugliness, and
show people glory and hope, tell them that the dream is achievable.” Xi even used the concept of
artists as “the engineer of the human soul,” which was first employed in 1934 by Zhdanov, the father
of Soviet socialist realism during Stalin’s reign (Westerman, 2010). Lastly, he criticized works that
“ridicule the sublime, distort the classics, invert history, incapable of distinguishing between truth and
deception, good and evil, beautiful and ugly, and solely focus on the dark aspects of society.” Several
artworks, although not particularly named, were compared to drugs, while others were referred to as
“culture garbage.” Even the frequently discussed slogan “art for art” did not escape the leader’s

condemnation (Xi, 2015).

As indicated, Chinese theatre censorship has been marked by constant psychological pressure, self-
censorship, risk-balancing, and strong relationships between individuals and society. Foucault’s notion
of disciplinary power (Foucault, 1975, pp.170-171) can be used to explain how censorship operates on
multiple levels in contemporary Chinese society. Rather than being purely repressive, the system
encourages conformity by embedding surveillance into social norms and expectations, leading
individuals to self-censor without direct intervention from the state. Artists are not only producing
work within the confines of the official censorship system, but they are also participating in the
production of social norms through their art, reinforcing the boundaries of discourse even as they push

against them.

In the case of contemporary China, where one or more components of the nuanced and highly
subjective control mechanism fail, artists are rarely imprisoned, and the typical use of physical
violence during the Cultural Revolution is not applied anymore. On the one hand, theatre productions
that do not meet censorship requirements are frequently banned. When the situation is more severe,

the government-run media may refer to the responsible party as a “tumour of the society” (shehui duliu
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#£ <3 J%). In market economy conditions, any “scandal” could stimulate the audience’s interest and

garner recognition for artists, but would frequently result in the loss of state employment, social

position, or Party membership for all those involved. A recent example is the 2021 incident involving
the actor Zhang Zhehan 3k 3 #°, whose association with controversial symbols led to swift social and

institutional condemnation. This example highlights how both the state and the public play roles in
censorship, further expanding Foucault’s idea of surveillance as a decentralized form of social control,

where power flows through multiple channels rather than being imposed from a single point.

When the artworks in China are seen through the lens of political structure and social consciousness,
it is clear that modern China is formed on a highly politicised society. Tsou Tang, an American
political scientist of Chinese ancestry, advanced a critical political theory known as “totalism”,
referring to the concept that political power can infiltrate and dominate any field of society or facet
of individual life without regard for rules, ethics, or religion (Tsou, 2000, p.223). The distinction
between totalism and totalitarianism is that the former employs unrestricted authority to promote
social revolution; the latter, on the other hand, often seeks to hinder or extinguish revolutionary

movements.

From the standpoint of political structure, some historians feel that modern China has devolved into a
“post-totalism” regime (Xiao, 1999).% It is considered that the extent of the state’s political control
has increasingly decreased and that it is now restricted to areas directly or indirectly related to the
regime’s security; under the premise of not affecting national security and political stability, some
diversification has occurred. Culture, education, entertainment, academic research, and non-political
groups, among other things, will evolve into self-organising systems outside the state’s control.
However, in this still tightly regulated environment, censorship remains pervasive, with significant

uncertainty over what the state may interpret as threatening.

® Zhang, Z. (2021, August 14). Zhang Zhehan Jingguo Shenshe gian heying: Ni wangle 30wan bejtushade tongbao lema
[Zhang Zhehan taking a photo in front of the Yasukuni Shrine: Have you forgotten the 300,000 compatriots who were
massacred]. Netease. https://www.163.com/dy/article/GHCDS1HL0O512856T.html

% The annotation in Xiao’s original article is “post-totalitarianism,” while the Chinese term he uses is £82F X (quannengzhuyi),
which should be interpreted as post-totalism. The author has re-translated this term in accordance with the Chinese meaning.
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This political environment leads to what Butler discussed as the performative nature of speech and
how speech acts are regulated, shaped by societal norms, and enforced through institutional and
cultural norms (1997, pp.1-15). By regulating the boundaries of acceptable discourse, the Chinese
state not only suppresses opposition but also shapes the contours of what can be said, creating a form
of political speech that is sanctioned by the regime. This dynamic is particularly relevant for feminist
theatre, which must navigate the fine line between expressing critical ideas about gender and

remaining within the limits of acceptable discourse.

Another feature of China’s political status quo is the concept of “pan-politicisation,” where aspects
of life outside the political domain, such as economics, science, and education, are drawn into the
political sphere (Cheng, 2006; Sun, 2006; Ni, 2010). Feminist theatre, for example, does not merely
engage with gender politics but also becomes a site of political contestation, subject to both state
censorship and public scrutiny. Bourdieu’s (1993) notion of the “field of cultural production” is
useful here, as it demonstrates how cultural actors are constantly negotiating between creative
freedom and the forces of censorship that define the boundaries of their work. In this sense, feminist
theatre practitioners are both constrained by and complicit in the very structures that seek to limit

their expression.

Chinese politics are also frequently associated with the use of moral suasion to achieve instrumental
ends, which leads to a strong sense of political reversibility stemming from the Chinese clan
structure and Confucian ethics. The clan structure and Confucian ethics are also where Xi’s neo-
familism emerged (Yan, 2018, pp.185-186). Xi’s emphasis on family values and gender roles,
particularly the virtues of women as mothers and wives, reinforces the patriarchal structures that
feminist theatre aims to challenge. In this context, censorship becomes a tool not only for controlling
political dissent but also for reinforcing traditional gender roles, thereby limiting the potential for

feminist voices to challenge these norms.

As feminism in China continues to face significant constraints from both government censorship and
public opinion, feminist theatre practitioners must carefully navigate the boundaries of acceptable
speech. Even as they self-censor to avoid state repression, they continue to challenge the status quo
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through subtle and indirect critiques of patriarchy. This tension between censorship and resistance is
central to understanding how feminist theatre operates in contemporary China, a theme that will be

further explored in the following chapters of this dissertation.

Only within this political and historical framework of the dynamics between Chinese theatre, pan-
politicisation and censorship is it possible to investigate the dilemmas confronting feminism in China.
In such a highly political and hegemonic culture, the survival of feminism in China is tied to severe
censorship. Owing to the severe worldwide reactions to the 1989 Tiananmen Square incident, the
government sought to reconnect with the international community in the early 1990s. In 1995, when
the United Nations announced plans for The Forth Conference on Women, the Chinese leadership saw
it as a chance to rebrand itself internationally (Wang, 2019). This conference introduced China to both
the notion of gender and the NGO forum, as a consequence of the collaborative efforts of global
feminists. Feminists working within Chinese government institutions actively seized this opportunity
to gain back the legitimacy of Chinese NGOs after the incident of 1989 and open up the social space
for feminists (Wang, 2019). However, in stark contrast to transnational feminist emphasis upon several
systems of oppression and intersectionality of gender, class, racism, ethnicity, sexuality, etc., “class”
is conspicuously absent from Chinese feminist articulation. In China, the rapid ascent of the analytical
category “gender” comes at the expense of the eradication of the analytical category “class.” Feminists
in China have enthusiastically embraced gender just as the term “class” has become a new political
taboo (Wang, 2009, p.113). By proposing an essentialist conception of women, women researchers in
the 1980s contributed to the deconstruction of a Maoist class analysis that obscured and eliminated

gender issues.

In the post-Mao market economy, neoliberalism and extreme class polarisation have increased over
the past two decades, and the state has imposed stringent surveillance on spontaneous class-related
organisational activity (Wang, 2009, p.2). Yet, class and gender frequently cross, resulting in huge
female populations in both urban and rural communities with little resources. In this context, the
ascendance and prominence of “gender” during the past decade serves as both a feminist method to
promote the value of social justice against a dominant social Darwinist ideology in the midst of
rampant capitalism and a feminist avoidance of sensitive themes such as class. A focus on gender could,
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potentially, address class issues as well; and typically, gender equality programmes are already
conceptually oriented towards the underprivileged and oppressed, including laid-off women
employees, migrant workers, and domestic helpers. Nevertheless, without the flexibility to define a
distinctly critical perspective that confronts different hierarchies and inequities, Chinese feminists run
the risk of being co-opted by the state. Their effectiveness in engaging the state via the official Women
Federation and their rhetorical legitimacy to pursue gender equality as part of full modernity have been
made possible largely because most feminists actively operate within the limits of the contemporary
political culture (Wang, 2009, p.114). At a time when women face the brunt of downsizing, layoffs,
early retirement, and significant violations of labour rights in the private sector, nationwide networks
advocating for women workers’ rights have yet to materialise. Self-restraint is commonplace. A
sentiment shared by many leading feminist activists is that the legitimacy obtained by mobilising
around gender concerns might be jeopardised by involvement in politically contentious areas, said
several prominent feminist activists (Wang, 2009, p.114). In the context of the pan-politicization of
today’s China, it is difficult for feminists to openly engage in meaningful debates about their political

actions.

But, even when feminists are carefully self-censoring, their living space in China continues to diminish
gradually. In Xi1’s era, feminism has evolved into a pronoun signifying the interference of Western anti-
China forces (Huang, 2022, p.9). This rhetoric, reminiscent of strategies used during the Maoist era,
positions feminists as traitors or conspirators aligned with foreign forces. As Judith Butler (1997,
pp-122-125) suggests, censorship does not merely act as a limit on speech but also generates specific
forms of speech by dictating what can be publicly expressed. In China’s case, this manifests as the
narrative that feminist activism represents a threat to national security, thereby justifying the

suppression of feminist voices.

These fabricated allegations were intended to execute people whom the government perceived as a
danger to the political authority; and there is no charge more severe than betraying one’s own country,
because, once again, it goes all the way back to the Confucian ideology rooted in Chinese culture. It is
inscribed with the fear and hostility of an authoritarian regime towards ideological dissenting voices,
utilising this fear and hostility to conduct internal political purges. The only view of the external world
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that it permits is based on irrational imagination and tension.

In 2017, Xi Jinping delivered a speech as work guidance to the China Women’s Federation:

At present, our party is uniting and leading the country to win a decisive battle and build a
moderately prosperous society, while the Western hostile forces have intensified their
Westernization and differentiation strategy against our country. They actively promote Western
feminism and feminist supremacy in opposition to our Marxist perspective on women and our
country’s fundamental national policy of gender equality. Some of them adopt slogans such as

EE AN 19

“rights assertion,” “poverty alleviation,” and “charity” while aggressively participating in
women’s affairs in our country and attempting to identify and patch gaps in the sphere of gender

issues (Song, 2017).

This speech indicates that after suppressing one social movement after another with the accusation of
collaborating with the so-called anti-China forces in 2017, this rhetoric has now officially begun to
attack feminists; to prove this point, for example, in 2018, at the height of the #MeToo movement, the
social media account Feminist Voices, which had nearly 200,000 followers, was permanently banned
by censors. What gives anti-feminist activities even more legitimacy is a 12 April 2022 post by the
Central Committee of the Communist Youth League of China on its official social media, denouncing
“extreme feminism has become a tumour on the Internet”’. In the post, the committee stated that a
recent collection of images depicting the historical events of the CCP’s revolution was criticised by
numerous Internet users for omitting women. It was claimed that these actions “break through the
bottom line,” and “extreme feminism has long been a source of conflict” (Gongqgingtuan Zhongyang,
2022). “Those who deliberately use the term “feminist” throughout every situation are attempting to
generate gender opposition. Recent events have demonstrated that “extreme feminism” has gotten
increasingly pervasive, and its toxicity has become more violent. Every netizen needs to collaborate
to eliminate the misinformation and restore internet clarity” (Gongqingtuan Zhongyang, 2022). The

intervention of official discourse has made most Chinese women more and more scared of being

" The Central Committee of the Communist Youth League of China is the highest governing body of the official youth organization
and almost all young Chinese are members in it.
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labelled as feminists, and government and public censorship of feminism have made the development

of it in China increasingly difficult.

Despite the many challenges, feminist theatre in China persists, even if in a limited and constrained
way. As Judith Butler (1997, p.125) argues, censorship is not merely about silencing voices—it also
shapes the kinds of expression that emerge. For feminist theatre in China, this means that while direct
political statements are often suppressed, artists have found ways to embed their critiques subtly and
creatively. By pushing the boundaries of what is acceptable, feminist theatre practitioners continue to
carve out small spaces for resistance, even as those spaces shrink under Xi’s increasingly authoritarian

rule.

As the chapter transitions into a deeper analysis of feminist theatre’s strategies to navigate censorship,
it is clear that the interaction between state control, public opinion, and artistic resistance is complex
and multifaceted. The following chapter will explore these dynamics in more detail by focusing on the
case study of TVM, as performed by the feminist theatre group Zhiheshe, and the specific challenges

they faced under China’s censorship apparatus.
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A case study of The Vagina Monologues

The Vagina Monologues in China
Since its 1996 release, Eve Ensler’s feminist play TVM has become a significant work on female
sexuality. Based on Ensler’s interviews with 200 American women, the play presents various
monologues dealing with the female experience, touching on topics including sexuality, love,
menstruation, childbirth, and so forth. TVM’s central premise—that the anatomical female body,
represented through the vagina, is an instrument of empowerment and a site for unity, termed “global
vagina-hood” (Cheng, 2009)—resonates in a multitude of cultural contexts, though it faces distinct

challenges in each.

While the play has been performed in more than 140 countries and translated into over 48 languages,
its reception in China exemplifies the complexities of feminist theatre under authoritarian scrutiny. As
Interviewee B from Zhiheshe notes, their 2013 performance of TVM encountered censorship even at
the level of promotional materials, with the word “vagina” often removed or altered in posters to avoid
public outrage and administrative pushback (Appendix, p.62). This suggests that while the universal
themes of TVM have global resonance, their specific articulation must be adjusted in China to navigate

cultural taboos and censorship mechanisms.

Moreover, the 1999 launch of V-Day, a global activist movement based on TVM, further exemplifies
the play’s impact beyond theatre, becoming a symbol of feminist activism. However, in China, as
Interviewee A recalls, public fundraising or sponsorship opportunities for feminist performances were
virtually non-existent due to institutional restrictions (Appendix, p.55). For example, Zhiheshe’s 2005
sponsorship from Durex, a rare exception, was more a matter of luck than a sustainable strategy, as
strict university rules limited access to external funding sources. The systemic difficulty of securing
funds reflects a broader governmental effort to control feminist voices through both economic and

institutional constraints.

As feminist scholar Rong Weiyi 32 %% has summarised in her online essay, the travelling of TVM is

vital to the growth of young female activist groups across China (Rong, 2021). In 2001, the first show
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of TVM was held in English in Nanjing at the Johns Hopkins University-Nanjing University Centre

for Chinese and American Studies. In 2003, the renowned feminist activist professor Ai Xiaoming ¥

¢BH of Sun Yat-sen University substantially localised the narrative and organised its first Chinese-

language show at the Guangzhou Museum of Art. After Ai Xiaoming’s translation, numerous
independent and student ensembles rehearsed and performed it multiple times. Students at top
universities in mainland China, including Sun Yat-sen University, Fudan University, and Beijing

Foreign Studies University, have staged TVM; feminist non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in

China, such as Beaver Club (Haili She 7§3%%t) based in Shanghai and B-come based in Beijing,

regarded the show as their important annual event (Fan, 2022); the internationally renowned Chinese
contemporary artist and activist, Ai Weiwei, filmed a documentary in 2013 about the development of
TVM in mainland China. It is fair to say that productions of TVM have become a platform for
universities and NGOs to raise gender consciousness and a significant method for females to acquire
feminist knowledge. Even though its public performance has been banned by the government today,
feminist organisations such as B-come and VaChina continue to organise private rehearsals and

workshops in the form of online or public performances.

TVM has established a systematic site-specification in China, but its adaptations have varied
significantly depending on the social and political environment. For instance, Ai Xiaoming’s 2003
adaptation at the Guangzhou Museum of Art was notable for addressing the issue of female child
abandonment, a theme rooted in the traditional preference for boys over girls, thereby highlighting a
critical gender issue specific to the Chinese context (Ai, 2003). This early adaptation set a pattern for
future performances in China, where many productions of TVM deviated from the original script,

adding local stories and adjusting content to better resonate with Chinese audiences.

However, these changes were not merely artistic choices but often responses to censorship pressures.
Interviewee B recalls how in their 2013 performance at Zhiheshe, certain scenes were modified to
avoid overt political commentary. For example, the character in the sexual harassment scene originally
lists potential offenders, including mentors and friends. However, due to concerns about the scene
being perceived as an attack on patriarchal structures, this segment was significantly altered, shifting
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the focus from societal critique to individual experiences (Appendix, p.65). This reflects the pervasive
influence of self-censorship in feminist theatre, as performers navigate the boundaries of what is

deemed acceptable in a tightly controlled cultural space.

Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of “symbolic violence” is particularly relevant here, as the changes made to
the script illustrate the subtle ways in which power operates through social structures, compelling
artists to internalise and reproduce the dominant discourse (1993, pp.106-107). Unlike physical
coercion, symbolic violence operates subtly, shaping perceptions and behaviours in ways that render
individuals complicit in their own subjugation. In the context of script modifications, this concept
highlights how performers, consciously or not, absorb societal expectations, adjusting their artistic
choices to align with prevailing norms and thus reproducing these norms through their performance.
By adjusting their performance to fit social and political expectations, the performers of TVM both
resist and reinforce the patriarchal norms they aim to critique. As Interviewee C mentioned, these
modifications were often a survival strategy to ensure the play could still be performed, even if it meant

watering down its political message (Appendix, p.68).

Beijing based feminist NGO, B-come, incorporated its original scenes such as “First Night” (Chuye

#17%), “Sexual Assault” (Xing ginhai M1RZE), “Moaning” (Shenyin HI), “Masturbation Class”
(Ziwei ketang B ERE), “Menstruation” (Yuejing B 22), “At Maternity Hospital” (Zai fuchanke 7t

[d7~=8}), and “Bitch” (Biao &) in their 2013 production, which were, not only of that year but have

always been controversial gender topics in modern China. B-come’s adaption has later become a
widely used version among performances produced by other theatre groups. Moreover, participants in
TVM performances alter their lines in accordance with current affairs and new Chinese catchphrases
of the year. For instance, in the 2013 edition, when GDP was a hot topic in China, there also appeared
jokes referring to GDP in that script. Other feminist organisations like Beaver Club and VaChina have
contributed their own revisions to the script. In the 2022 production of TVM by VaChina, actors were
encouraged to write down their experiences and incorporate them into the script. The original version
of the play depicts the life experiences of American women in a manner that is unrealistic and idealised.
Given that it is a utopian carnival with prominent exotic characteristics the original play might have
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resonated well enough with audiences in universities or cities but not as much in rural regions or among
migrant worker groups. Therefore, Chinese versions of TVM are not direct translations but rather an
artistic process of re-creation. These adaptations reflect China’s reality, making them more powerful

than the original in this specific social context and more likely to resonate with the local audience.

Institutional censorship
Unlike during the Cultural Revolution, theatre productions in contemporary China are not subject to a
rigid ban on the screening or filming of a particular subject like film and television productions. Rather
than outright bans on specific subjects, censorship operates on a smaller, localized scale. Performances
like TVM might still take place in private venues such as bars or coffee shops, even if banned in
commercial theatres. According to the interviewees, venue managers often perform initial censorship
of scripts or topics, and only in more extreme cases does the government intervene directly. This
pattern is illustrated by Interviewee A’s experience, where police blocked entry to a performance at
Shanghai University, showing how censorship, while not always present, can appear suddenly and

disruptively (Appendix, p.59).

However, government involvement in artistic performances does not always occur visibly or directly
during the performance itself. Instead, the mechanisms of control are often indirect, aligning with
Michel Foucault’s concept that power functions through the establishment of norms and pervasive
surveillance rather than explicit, forceful intervention (1975, pp.170—-194). This delayed intervention
underscores how censorship operates on multiple levels beyond immediate suppression; it seeks to
prevent the emergence of dissenting ideas that could eventually disrupt social order. By carefully
tracking the audience’s response and public conversations surrounding a play, authorities gauge
whether the performance has sparked a broader ideological shift or inspired critical discourse that
might contribute to collective dissent. Rather than overtly halting a performance, authorities rely on
retrospective control to identify and mitigate potential risks. This strategy of latent censorship
effectively extends the reach of state power, creating an atmosphere where performers and audiences
alike may become more cautious in their expressions and reactions, fearing the potential repercussions

of government scrutiny.
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On August 2, 2013, the Beijing Municipal Bureau of Culture issued “Opinions on Service Management

Work of Further Regulating Small Theatre Performances” (Guanyu jinyibu guifan dui xiaojuchang
yanchu huodong fuwu guanli gongzuo de yijian F=T#—FMSeX/ N EL SERSEETE
9= I), jointly drafted by two other departments, demanding that each district assemble a team of

social workers to censor small-scale theatre (Beijing Municipal Bureau of Culture, 2013). The
announcement did not provide specific guidance on what constitutes problematic plays but instead

listed ten situations that were outlined in 1997 in the “Regulations on the Administration of
Commercial Performances” (Yingyexing yanchu guanli tiaoli & N P48 1 & 18 % f5l), including

endangering national unity, sovereignty, and territorial integrity; endangering national security;
harming national honour and interests; disturbing social order; undermining social stability; and
promoting obscenity, pornography, heresy, superstition, or violence (The State Council of the PRC,
1997). This type of on-site censorship resulted in the cancellation of the follow-up performance of the
play An Enemy of the People by the German Schaubiihne Theatre Company in 2018 after its premiere
on 6 September because, on the day of the premiere, the audience was found shouting out “We want

free speech” and “Here, too, people are exterminated” during the interaction with the actors (Ye, 2018).

The interviews highlight how the government’s censorship strategy specifically targets feminist voices.
Rather than using outright bans, censorship often occurs on digital platforms where feminist activism
has a presence. For instance, Interviewee C described how content related to TVM was often shadow-
banned or restricted on social media platforms like WeChat and Weibo, making it hard for followers
to see (Appendix, p.69). This reflects the numerous challenges that productions like TVM and groups
like Zhiheshe face. As China’s stringent internet censorship regime continues to evolve and tighten,
administrators frequently engage in the removal of content posted by Zhiheshe on widely-used public
platforms such as their WeChat official account and Weibo, often referred to as China’s equivalent of
Twitter. The content, if not entirely deleted, frequently faces limitations or shadow banning, a practice
where the visibility of posts is intentionally reduced due to the inclusion of sensitive terms such as
“vagina” and “feminism” (Appendix, p.65; p.70). This systematic suppression of content underscores
the government’s commitment to controlling narratives and maintaining strict oversight over public
discourse. The choice to target feminist voices in this subtle yet systematic manner is indicative of the
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government’s recognition of the potency of feminist activism in challenging established norms and
advocating for gender equality. By suppressing these voices, the authorities aim to prevent the
dissemination of feminist ideas and limit their influence, all while avoiding the international scrutiny
that overt censorship might attract. This approach has the effect of rendering feminist activists and
their causes less visible within the public sphere, making it increasingly challenging for feminist

movements to gain momentum and effect meaningful change.

In addition, institutional restrictions also reduce feminists’ opportunities to have their voices heard. As
a feminist student organisation, Zhiheshe faced rigorous funding difficulties, which is also mirrored in
the activity of LGBTQ and feminist NGOs. Due to the paucity of information on the specific process
of funding approval within the university, the discussion will use China’s NGO funding policy as a
broader illustration of this institutional restriction. Legislation enacted by the government makes funds
less accessible to the feminist community, which fundamentally and technically restricts the
development space of these organisations, and also reduces the chances for feminist theatre

productions.

For a student organisation like Zhiheshe, acquiring funds from non-governmental sources is nearly
impossible. According to the interviewees, aside from the 2005 performance, which was sponsored by
Durex, they were unable to secure any sponsorship, even during the years in which the interviewee
participated in the performance (Appendix, p.57; p.64). Most of their performance expenses had to be
covered by the members themselves. This was not only due to the difficulty of attracting sponsors but
also because of the institutional restrictions placed on feminist NGOs in China. The primary challenge
faced by NGOs in China is obtaining adequate funding. There are too few resources and limited

diversity in funding options for feminist groups.

In the context of the 1995 World Conference on Women held in China, gender issues were allocated
more resources than other social concerns, but the weakness of this seemingly privileged beginning is
that the awareness of gender issues in the social context at that time did not result from spontaneous
progress within society but rather from the official conference. It means that even if the World
Women’s Conference provided a place for people to gather, making it possible for those with awareness
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to take action, the support these people were able to receive was simply to reach out to international
institutions and organisations such as the Ford Foundation and Oxfam (Wang, L., personal
communication, 2019). From 1995 to 2019, no major new enterprise possessed sufficient gender
awareness and willingness to engage in long-term collaboration with gender-related NGOs in China
(Wang, 2019). By 2014, whether it was Ford or Oxfam, the total amount of funds had decreased; also
around this time, the public fundraising model based on the internet was becoming more and more
important; however, the majority of feminist organisations failed to establish the vision, technology,
and capacity for public fundraising, with the exception of a few LGBTQ organisations with clear
service aims and superior mobilisation capabilities, such as PFLAG China. Nevertheless, there is
another reason for this incapability: if there were additional financial resources available during the
development of the NGO, one or two professional fundraisers could be directly hired to manage the

still-growing form of public fundraising.

A persistent issue for feminist organisations, including Zhiheshe, is the question of legitimacy.
Although Zhiheshe operated within Fudan University, this affiliation did not guarantee external
financial support unless endorsed by the university itself. Interviewee A noted that Zhiheshe was
unable to seek independent sponsorship due to strict university regulations (Appendix, p.57). This
mirrors the struggles of many feminist NGOs that face similar hurdles in maintaining legitimacy and
accessing stable resources. Bourdieu’s idea of “cultural capital” is useful here, as the institutional
affiliation provides limited legitimacy but not enough to fully support feminist initiatives financially.
This reflects the broader societal and institutional mechanisms that work to constrain feminist

movements by denying them the necessary economic and symbolic capital to sustain their efforts.

When speaking of NGOs in Mainland China, it usually includes foundations, private non-enterprise
entities, and social groups, and all three can be registered with the Civil Administration Bureau.
However, most feminist organisations in China are not officially registered. In order to be an NGO on
the Mainland, one must either register with the Civil Administration Bureau as a private non-enterprise
entity or register with the State Administration for Industry and Commerce in the name of a company
while still operating as an NGO. The third option is to remain unregistered. If organisation members
have their own connections, they can associate the organisation with official institutions, such as the
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Anti-Domestic Violence Network, associated with the China Law Society upon its establishment, but
such a special tie is apparently quite uncommon among NGOs. If the organisation is registered with
the Bureau of Civil Administration, its funding sources will be reasonably stable: foundations,

government procurement of services, external fundraising through public platforms, etc.

However, for a feminist NGO, these routes are not as convenient as they seem; for instance, there
are few foundations and projects willing to sponsor feminists. Aside from that, as a result of the 1995
World Women’s Conference, the connections of gender institutions are overly concentrated in overseas
funds, and as a result of the adjustment to the foreign exchange management policy in 2010 (The
Central Government of PRC, 2010) and new restrictions on overseas NGOs established in 2016 (Lin,
2016), it became increasingly difficult for overseas funds to enter, and accepting foreign capital would

also bring identity authority and legitimacy issues to feminist organisations.

If the group files as a company, it will have very limited possibilities of receiving funding, as the
majority of foundations only provide grants to private, non-profit entities registered with the Civil
Administration Bureau. At the same time, despite the fact that commercial registration might release
an organisation from various limits on funding channels, it imposes additional obstacles on project
execution and collaboration. For instance, when the China Law Society no longer accepted the
affiliation of the Anti-domestic Violence Network, this organisation went through business registration
and changed its name to Beijing Fanbao Co., Ltd., and its further cooperation with the public

prosecutors and the police started to face more obstacles.

Finally, if an NGO does not register prior to conducting activities, the odds of being regulated are quite
high; it will be remarkably difficult for the organisation to collaborate with a third party, and the
requirements from foundation and project applications will be much stricter, as is the case with
Zhiheshe. Zhiheshe, as a student association, is neither a private non-enterprise venture nor a company
operating in the name of a company registered with the Industrial and Commercial Bureau. Therefore,
the standards they must meet for funding and project applications are more stringent than those for

legitimate NGOs, making it almost impossible for them to receive official funding as well.

32



These institutional constraints also impacted Zhiheshe’s ability to promote their productions. Initially,
their advertising was limited to posters within the university, and although social media provided new
opportunities, stringent internet censorship significantly hindered large-scale promotion of sensitive
topics like TVM. Interviewee C described how their WeChat posts were often limited in visibility,
despite the play’s relevance to gender issues (Appendix, p.68). This online suppression illustrates how

feminist messages were curtailed, further limiting their outreach and resonance with wider audiences.

As interviewee C stated, “We must first consider how to ensure the survival of this play instead of the
influence of it” (Appendix, p.68). On the one hand, they could not advertise in places other than
campus because it is illegal to put up posters on the street, and members of the community could not
afford legal public advertising; on the other hand, they had to control the number of people who saw
the poster during the promotion process to prevent the show from being cancelled due to excessive
publicity. The audience group is managed within the context of a particular community, namely, people
with certain relations to Fudan University, which makes most of the audience highly educated students
and their parents, teachers, or individuals with a particular interest in and understanding of gender
issues and feminism. This is a double-edged sword that allows the performance to be carried out
relatively safely but also restricts the performance’s topicality and prevents it from expanding its
societal influence. Clearly, this is one of the purposes of governmental censorship. By restricting
funding sources and tightening the requirements for feminist NGOs to achieve legal status, making the
work extremely difficult for feminists, the Chinese government has constrained their living space and

ability to grow in influence.

Interestingly, direct censorship from Fudan University was less frequent than one might anticipate, a
fact that both Interviewee A and B pointed out. One possible reason for this is the presence of an
established gender studies department at Fudan, where many faculty members have been exposed to
international feminist discourses through their overseas education. These professors may have played
a subtle role in fostering an environment more tolerant of feminist ideas and performances like TVM

(Appendix, pp. 58-59; p.63).

The situation at Fudan University does not apply to most universities in China. For example, TVM did
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not do as well at Shanghai University in 2006 when invited by a professor from the Department of
Sociology because according to the interviewees, even though the production was a success, police
cars blocked the entrance to Shanghai University during the performance, preventing outsiders from
entering the campus; additionally, the leaders of Shanghai University came to the scene, and according
to Interviewee A, “They watched for a while. The scene was about comfort women during World War
II, which was politically correct, so they left in the middle of it. We were fortunate that they came and
left at the ‘perfect timing’ because the following scene was about sexual pleasure and moaning, which
could be significantly more sensitive” (Appendix, p.58). Shanghai University then requested that the
teacher who invited the ensemble declare that the performance was solely a teaching activity and that
they were simply attending a seminar to engage with the class. Students who attended the performance
were also required to present student identification cards so the university could keep track of the

audience.

Even at Fudan University, where many professors understood and supported the objectives of TVM,
challenges still arose. Interviewees noted that faculty repeatedly cautioned ensemble members not out
of personal disapproval but out of concern for the possible repercussions from higher authorities
(Appendix, p.58). The warnings were primarily aimed at keeping the production discreet and avoiding
unnecessary attention, highlighting the precarious balance between academic freedom and political

sensitivity in China.

Like everyone in Chinese society, academic institutions like Fudan University operate under constant
watch from both societal and governmental authorities. This climate of tight control is perfectly
illustrated by Shanghai University’s insistence that the TVM team call their performance a “teaching
activity.” The university’s cautious approach to handling sensitive content reflects just how wary
institutions are of stepping over any political line. While individual professors may have had no
problem with the play’s content, the institution as a whole was hyper-aware of the risks that could
come with openly endorsing such material. Labelling the TVM performance as a “seminar” implied
that the opinions it presented were subject to debate and discussion, effectively absolving the university
of any responsibility for the views expressed in the play. In contrast, designating it as a “performance”
carried the implication of endorsement or assertion, a potentially risky stance given the potential
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sensitivity of the material and the risk of generating substantial public discussion and scrutiny. The
university, like many others in China, chose the path of caution, with the primary objective being to
“stay out of trouble” (Appendix, p.58). Academic institutions like Fudan University confront
difficulties in balancing government inspection, public expectations, and academic independence
while sponsoring performances such as TVM. Even if some university employees might have agreed
with the play’s objectives, the school tried to be cautious in order to maintain its reputation and prevent
being accused of collusion by the authorities. These conditions highlight the delicate balancing act that
Chinese educational institutions have to do when handling divisive material in a strictly regulated

setting.

Thus, censorship serves not only to avert immediate disruptions during the event but also as a pre-
emptive tool to neutralize the potential for organized resistance. It underscores the state’s intent to
maintain a stable social order by intervening in the cultural sphere subtly and strategically, anticipating
and suppressing any nascent collective action. This form of power operates through an omnipresent
surveillance that normalizes self-censorship among artists and audiences, encouraging conformity to
the dominant discourse. Consequently, the control over artistic expression extends beyond the theater,
reinforcing a broader social stability by quietly deterring subversive or politically charged discussions
that may arise from a play's themes or messages. This form of retrospective censorship illustrates how
modern governance uses the arts as a medium to exercise power, not just through outright prohibition

but through the strategic shaping of public discourse and collective consciousness.

Public censorship
Zhiheshe’s work was severely restricted by public censorship, which frequently imitated state
censorship but came from private citizens. Interviewees described instances of vandalism of posters
and online harassment, especially after 2013 when feminist issues started to receive more attention
(Appendix, p.66). As Interviewee B noted, the harassment came not only from men but also from peers
who saw feminism as a challenge to social norms. Another significant event that happened in 2013 is
that before a theatre group from Beijing Foreign Studies University performed TVM, the Gender

Action Group of BFSU, as the organiser of the performance, published a series of photographs titled
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“My vagina says” (Wode yindao shuo Tt FIFHiE 1}t ) on its homepage. In these photographs, participants

in the play held up cards with slogans such as “My vagina says: I can let in anybody I want” and other
similarly provocative statements (Wang, 2013). The photographs rapidly dominated social media
headlines and became a widely discussed controversial topic (Wang, 2013). Eventually, these girls

became victims of online violence too.

The central issue extends beyond whether online harassment is directly instigated by the government;
it lies in how the government creates an environment where every citizen becomes an enforcer of
censorship. As Interviewee B noted, many insults aimed at Zhiheshe’s members revolved around
accusations of “Westernized” thinking, with online users framing feminist advocacy as foreign
interference (Appendix, p.63). This phenomenon illustrates Judith Butler’s concept of “performativity,”
where the repetition of gendered and nationalist norms enforces social behaviour. Public censorship,
driven by these ingrained societal expectations, becomes a tool for maintaining both national identity
and gender hierarchies. An illuminating analysis of mainland Chinese language reports by Qian Gang,
a scholar from the University of Hong Kong, on August 21, 2013, the General Political Department of
the PLA issued a notice to study and implement the 819 Speech, stating that Xi Jinping addressed a

series of major issues, including “positive propaganda and public opinion struggle” (Zhengmian

xuanchuan he yulun douzheng IF [ & £ F1Ei8 2} %) (Qian, 2013).

Under the guidance of the central government, there has been a deliberate push to foster a new
generation of fervent nationalists. This has resulted in individuals who voluntarily undertake the role
of pervasive, spontaneous censors, policing public discourse and opinions in line with government-
sanctioned narratives. In this context, the banning of TVM by Zhiheshe is directly linked to public
censorship. According to the interviewees, in 2018, a student at the university observed the posters
advertising the performance and raised a complaint with the university’s administration committee
(Appendix, p.63). The complaint alleged that the planned performance contained “inappropriate”
content, such as discussions of homosexuality and feminism, which were perceived as potentially
inciting a dangerous crowd gathering (Appendix, p.62). This incident underscores how the

government’s influence on public discourse encourages individuals to take it upon themselves to

36



enforce censorship in various forms, ranging from formal complaints to informal social policing.

The government’s influence on the arts and censorship extends beyond the initial approval or banning
of a performance. It also involves on-site monitoring by government theatre censors. These censors
must not only evaluate the content of rehearsals but also anticipate how diverse audiences might react.
This is a challenging task given that audience members have varying perspectives and expectations.
In many cases, censorship decisions are made in response to the reactions of specific audience
members. For instance, one of the interviewees mentioned a case involving Sun Yat-sen University’s
production of TVM. After two highly successful performances in 2013, each selling 400 tickets, they
were invited to perform at other universities by professors (Appendix, p.62). However, these
invitations were eventually revoked because, according to the censors’ perspective, the success of the
production gave it too much potential influence. This illustrates how censorship decisions are often

driven by concerns about the perceived impact of performance on audiences and society at large.

The interplay between government guidance, public censorship, and artistic expression in China is a
complex and multifaceted phenomenon. It demonstrates how government influence permeates various
aspects of public life and encourages individuals to actively participate in enforcing censorship,
thereby shaping the discourse and cultural landscape in alignment with state-sanctioned narratives and
values. Analysing how censorship was implemented reveals that although sensitive content receives
more attention from censors, the focus of the ban is actually on collective activities; the silencing
strategy of censorship is not to make everyone unable to speak but to make what is said less likely to
be heard or paid attention to. By fostering a culture where both the government and citizens act as
censors, China’s approach to managing public discourse ensures that feminist theatre like TVM
remains marginal, unable to challenge dominant narratives effectively. The pressure to self-regulate,

coupled with public surveillance, creates a highly restrictive environment for feminist expression.

This is also consistent with the conclusions Harvard scholars drew from quantitative research on
Chinese social media in 2013: that even though government policies look as bad as politicians
themselves appear to recognise, this does not threaten their hold on power so long as they manage to
eliminate discussions associated with events that have the potential to carry out collective actions —
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where a locus of power and control, other than the government, influences the behaviours of masses
of Chinese citizens (King, Pan & Roberts, 2013, pp.330-331). Regarding this form of expression, the
Chinese people may feel individually free but collectively oppressed. In this instance, it is not difficult
to comprehend why feminist theatre is a constant source of alarm for censors. This is partially due to
the fact that the physical presence of live performance offers it an immediacy that the written word
lacks: the performers are in the same room as the audience. As the action onstage can have a powerful,
visceral impact, censors may fear that a performance could inspire audience members to engage in
“corrupt” behaviour. The fact that theatre is viewed collectively in public only exacerbates these
worries. The possibility of a spontaneous community response poses a threat to an authoritarian regime
like China that wants to atomise dissent, and censors may be concerned that a theatrical performance
may incite public disturbance. These concerns explain why, in some instances and situations,
Chinese censors have granted authorisation for feminist productions only on the condition that

the number and composition of their audience be limited.

Self-censorship
In the face of rigorous and often ambiguous restrictions, feminist theatre practitioners in China are
compelled to engage in self-censorship as a means of ensuring their productions can be staged. The
explanation provided by Interviewee C of the reasons for this self-censorship is especially insightful.
It is clear from their actions that they are not motivated by aesthetic concerns or a desire to spare
people’s feelings. Rather, the main driving force is a sincere fear of harm and reprisals. In China,

censorship can have serious, far-reaching effects (Appendix, p.65; p.69).

The Chinese censorship system is characterized by its ambiguity, which adds a layer of complexity to
the decision-making process for practitioners. The severity of potential consequences is contingent not
only on the scope of a work’s transmission and its societal influence but also, to a significant extent,
on luck. An illustrative example is the TVM performance at Shanghai University. In this case, the
performance managed to avoid serious repercussions because the content aligned with politically
correct material encountered by university personnel. For less influential works or those that fail to
meet censorship requirements, the consequences can range from a ban on the performance to
participants receiving a verbal warning. While a verbal warning may not sound particularly
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intimidating, it is essential to recognize that within the broader context of the Chinese censorship
apparatus, it serves as a warning sign and a reminder of the potential consequences for those who

deviate from established norms.

Interviewee C emphasizes the harsh consequences that feminist activists, like The Feminist Five
(Nvquan wu jiemei ZAX FIATK), must endure (Appendix, p.71). From 2009 to 2015, this group of

five Chinese feminists used protests through performance art to raise awareness of gender inequality.
On March 6, 2015, as they prepared to demonstrate against sexual harassment on public transit, their
activism came to a head and they were arrested. The Feminist Five were eventually freed, but not
before coming under constant government scrutiny and suffering consequences. Even though these
extreme situations are uncommon, they constantly loom over feminist theatre practitioners. Because
of this constant risk, people are always worried about whether a show will be cancelled or if its content
will cause personal problems for the people involved. In the work of feminist theatre, the spectre of
possible repercussions becomes a constant companion, acting as a sharp reminder of the dangers and
difficulties that come with questioning social norms and promoting gender equality in the complicated
context of Chinese censorship. It is reasonable to conclude, then, that self-censorship in Chinese
feminist theatre is a reaction to the reality of working under a highly controlled and opaque censorship
system rather than a choice. A persistent shadow is cast over the creative process by the fear of
government retaliation and the threat of dire consequences, as demonstrated by cases such as The
Feminist Five. This fear shapes the choices and actions of practitioners in their pursuit of social change

and gender equality.

Regarding self-censorship, the interviewees highlighted three sensitive subjects. The first thing is that
in order to avoid being labelled as serving “Western culture” or “hostile foreign forces,” interviewees
B and C claimed that (Appendix, p.63; p.71), in 2013 and 2015, they drastically reduced the amount
of English vocabulary in the script and avoided mentioning the American background of this
play during the promotion phase. This was demonstrated differently in interviewee A’s statement: in
2006, the ensembles emphasised the production’s western background to gain approval from the

university and draw audiences. For instance, in the 2006 version of TVM, the English name of the play
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and its connection to the V-day movement were prominently displayed on posters. In the 2013 and
2015 versions, however, neither the English name nor the V-day movement were mentioned.
According to B, nobody forced them to do so, but their instructor suggested that it would help them
“protect themselves” because these introductions to Western backgrounds could be used to attack
Zhiheshe’s political stances (although this did not entirely prevent Zhiheshe from being labelled
“westernised” or “treasonous”). This negative attitude towards the Western background, even though
it is not explicitly stated in theatre legislation, can be perceived by taking a look at the prohibition of
film and television and other fields. After Xi Jinping came to power in 2012, the State Administration
of Radio, Film and Television of China (SARFT) (2014) promulgated that overseas TV shows must
register their introduction plan and content on the “Online overseas film and television import
information unified registration platform” (Wangshangjingwai yingshiju yinjin xinxi tongyi dengji
pingtai W _EIBINEZREIS|HEEZ—ZEICESR); and the “Notice on further restrictions on the
import of foreign films and television management” (Guanyu jinyibu luoshi wangshang jingwai
yingshiju guanli youguan guiding de tongzhi T iH—& LW FIEINEZARBIBTIET XN ENE
%), tightening the control of film and television works with overseas backgrounds in the name of

preventing cultural intrusion (2014).

This shift, which is consistent with the ambivalence of the China Communist Party’s foreign policy,
has made the situation of feminist plays even more challenging. Chinese cultural statecraft and foreign
policy are intricately intertwined, responding to a complex interplay of domestic and international
factors. As many observers have noted, identity is often constructed in relation to an imagined “other”
(Neumann, 1996; Hopf, 2005; Callahan, 2015), and in this context, the perceived “other” is the “West,”
which is often portrayed as a threat due to its promotion of universal values that challenge the Chinese
Communist Party’s ideology. The act of cultural statecraft involves the selective construction of
cultural and civilizational themes deemed essential not only to shaping national identity but also to
ensuring the security and stability of the regime. As highlighted in Chapter 1, Chinese feminists have
often been seen as having an imported nature and have been criticized for appearing to prioritize class
and urban privileges. Some critiques suggest that their uncritical embrace of Euro-American white,
middle-class feminism aligns with the goals of neoliberal capitalism. This perspective argues that an
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emphasis on individual “choice,” “empowerment,” and “voice” among urban, affluent young women

can inadvertently overlook structural inequality and economic redistribution issues.

In the past, the presence of “American award-winning productions” provided a degree of shelter for
feminist plays like TVM in China. However, as China’s foreign policy takes on more nationalist
inclinations, this shelter has become less secure. The government’s growing emphasis on preserving
and promoting a distinct Chinese identity and culture has led to increased scrutiny of cultural
productions that may be perceived as overly influenced by Western ideologies. Consequently, the
living space for feminist theatre in China has faced growing constraints. The confluence of shifting
foreign policy heightened nationalism, and the critiques of certain feminist perspectives have created
a challenging environment for feminist theatre practitioners. They must navigate not only the usual
challenges associated with censorship but also an evolving socio-political landscape that increasingly

scrutinizes their work through the lens of cultural authenticity and national identity.

Another sensitive term avoided in 2015°s production was patriarchy (fuguan X #X), echoing the self-

depoliticization of feminists discussed in Chapter 1. However, the alterations in the script extend
beyond mere linguistic shifts. They also reflect changes in the thematic focus of the play. In the 2006
and 2013 editions of TVM, there were still some veiled critiques of the patriarchal social structure. For

example, in the introduction scene, characters sarcastically chanted Confucian dogmas like “men are
superior to women” (Nan zun nv bei 58 B % B) without making direct comments. In the scene

addressing sexual assault, the victim character listed a range of sex offenders, implying a systemic
critique of gender oppression within society. In the 2015 version of the script, however, these
“offensive” contents aimed at critiquing aspects of male dominance and gender oppression were

removed.

The accusations against perpetrators were recontextualized to focus solely on the private sphere—
individuals rather than society or male groups. For example, the scene titled “Sex Workers” underwent
significant alteration. In earlier versions, one character explained that she turned to prostitution due to

poverty and a lack of alternatives. However, in the 2015 version, the script was modified to depict the
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character as being forced into prostitution by her father. This change shifts the narrative from a broader
societal issue related to class disparities and the objectification of women to a more individualized
struggle. This change reflects the pervasive influence of what Judith Butler refers to as “the politics of
dispossession”—the idea that marginalized groups, when deprived of structural power, are compelled
to reframe their resistance within the parameters allowed by the dominant discourse. In this case,
feminist theatre practitioners in China redefined their narratives in ways that could bypass state scrutiny,

choosing personal struggles over collective critique.

According to interviewee C (Appendix, p.71), the emergence of such changes is related to the arrest
of The Feminist Five in 2015. After seeing the news about The Feminist Five, they realised that the
public space for feminists had been further reduced, so they made such changes for personal safety
and for the continuation of the show. It demonstrates that when the Chinese government suppressed
socially unstable factors to maintain the stability of the society, females, as outsiders in the patriarchal
society, were actually excluded from the public space. Since 1997, there had always been at least one
female Politburo member, and briefly two. A quota system required at least one woman in senior
leadership at each level below that, contributing a small but steady stream of candidates (Graham-
Harrison, 2022); however, after the closing of the 20th Communist party congress in Beijing, the new
all-male line-up was revealed the day Xi formally extended his rule for a further five years (Graham-
Harrison, 2022). This retrogression of women’s rights has already begun to take shape before this. In
2013, Xi Jinping proposed to “give full play to the unique role of women in promoting the family
virtues of the Chinese nation and establishing a good family tradition” (The Central Government of
PRC, 2013), which undoubtedly re-emphasizes the social role of women as good wives and good
mothers, and once again drives women from the public space back to the private sphere within the
family, pushing women even further away from power in Xi’s China. Therefore, through self-
censorship and self-depoliticization to prove that they pose no threat to social stability and the
Communist Party’s rule, it has become a last resort for feminist theatre practitioners to seek living

space.

The self-censorship in feminist theatre shifts the focus from structural power imbalances to individual
problems, encouraging individuals to view personal struggles as isolated issues rather than symptoms
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of larger societal forces. In this context, feminist performances like TVM are pressured to remove
systemic critiques of patriarchy and focus on personal stories of struggle and resilience, aligning with
the state’s desire to frame social issues as personal challenges rather than political problems. By
depoliticizing their narratives, feminist theatre practitioners distance their work from critiques of
power structures, which reduces the likelihood of censorship but also dilutes the broader political
impact of their performances. This shift mirrors the state’s strategy of using therapeutic rhetoric to
neutralize potential dissent by diverting attention from systemic inequality to individual self-

improvement.

Alongside previously mentioned avoided topics, Western influence and the critique of patriarchy, the
topic of “obscenity” presents another layer of complexity and restriction within feminist theatre
productions in China. In 2008, SARFT issued an official proclamation that explicitly prohibited
cinematic portrayals of homosexuality. However, in 2010, SARFT repealed this notification without
clear indications of whether the prohibition had been entirely lifted. This inconsistency left the status

of queer content in a state of uncertainty within the realm of Chinese cinema and the arts.

In 2013, Fan Popo, an independent Chinese queer filmmaker, sought transparency by filing a request
with the film bureau for the “Disclosure of Information” regarding the regulatory laws governing queer
content (Wei, 2020, p.14). In response, the bureau conveyed that by repealing the regulation that
explicitly prohibited homosexuality on-screen, the provision effectively reverted to a previous-century
prohibition on all forms of “obscene” visual imagery. Crucially, what qualifies as “obscene” remains
a matter of interpretation by the regulatory agency, as there is no precise definition provided in the
official guidelines. For feminist theatre, this ambiguity creates ongoing tension. Themes of sexuality,
especially those related to LGBTQ+ issues, are often considered taboo, and the threat of being labelled
“obscene” hangs over productions like TVM. As a result, practitioners have employed strategies such
as the use of scientific language and humour to navigate these restrictions, as seen in the creative
choices made by Zhiheshe. However, these strategies are not foolproof, as evidenced by the eventual
banning of the play in 2018, demonstrating that even carefully moderated performances are vulnerable

to censorship.
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Broadly speaking, within the framework of Chinese censorship, content that falls under the category
of “obscene” typically includes pornography, violence, and homosexuality. This classification reflects
the conservative and often traditional values upheld by Chinese authorities regarding matters of
sexuality and public expression. The ambiguity surrounding what constitutes obscenity creates
significant challenges for artists and theatre practitioners who seek to address issues related to sexuality,
including LGBTQ+ themes, in their work. This uncertainty places creative endeavours under constant
scrutiny, as artists must navigate the ever-shifting boundaries of acceptability in their pursuit of artistic

expression.

Zhiheshe has persistently refused to completely give up on touchy subjects in spite of these difficulties,
understanding that doing so would undermine TVM’s core principles and message. Rather, they have
made adjustments by utilizing innovative techniques to get around censorship without compromising
the play’s integrity. Interviewee C brought up one such tactic, explaining that the group talked about
topics like menstruation, masturbation, and sexually transmitted infections using scientific language.
This method helped to place the conversation within a more socially acceptable framework of health
and education, which helped to lessen the perceived sensitivity of the subject matter (Appendix, p.65).
However, the fact that even scientific language is not entirely immune to censorship, as evident in the
play’s prohibition in 2018, underscores the continuous hurdles that artists and theatre groups in China

face in their pursuit of unfettered artistic expression.

In the scene known as “Moaning,” a segment particularly susceptible to accusations of obscenity,
Zhiheshe employed a clever theatrical device known as cross-talk. This allowed them to inject humour
and comedic elements into the scene, which not only served to balance and neutralize the potentially
sexual aspects of the topic but also resonated with audiences, breaking down societal taboos and
stereotypes. The introduction of absurd and blatantly sarcastic ways of moaning not only destigmatized

the act itself but also reduced the risk of being charged with obscenity to some extent.

Another interesting facet of Zhiheshe’s journey is that their production of TVM has retained its original
name throughout its impressive 13-year run. However, interviewee C revealed that other theatre groups
that have staged TVM have had to grapple with the necessity of changing the title at some point due
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to censorship pressures. For instance, the Beaver Club changed the title of the play to “Overcast to

Cloudy” (Yin dao duoyun [ dao % =); the Peking University theatre club changed its name to “Her
Monologues” (Ta dubai #f3f ); and the Beijing Foreign Studies University theatre club changed its

name to “V Monologues” (V dubai V Jfi ), because the inclusion of the word “vagina” in the title

invites more scrutiny for this play (Appendix, p.70).

Zhiheshe’s unwavering resilience and their creative approach to self-censorship serve as a microcosm
of the larger challenges encountered by feminist activists in a society where numerous topics are
considered deeply taboo. Their experiences provide valuable insights into the intricate dance between
artistic expression and state-imposed restrictions, reflecting a broader struggle faced by those seeking
to challenge societal norms and advocate for women’s rights in contemporary China. In the larger
context of China’s socio-political landscape, Zhiheshe’s journey underscores the multi-faceted

implications of censorship.
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Conclusion

This dissertation has provided a comprehensive insight into the intricate machinery of theatre
censorship in China, revealing a three-dimensional mechanism that extends its reach beyond the stage.
This multi-faceted apparatus of control encompasses not only in-person surveillance but also
institutional censorship, which governs the flow of information and financial resources and
complicates the process of legitimizing feminist organizations. All these facets of censorship ultimately
converge to achieve the effective silencing of voices that challenge the established norms and

authorities.

Institutional censorship plays a pivotal role in this mechanism, acting as a gatekeeper for information
dissemination and funding access. By regulating the channels through which these groups can obtain
resources, institutional censorship effectively restricts the scope of their activities and their capacity to
promote feminist narratives. In the implementation of institutional censorship, the Chinese government
focuses mostly on silencing the voice of feminists rather than issuing wide warnings or outright
prohibitions with considerable fanfare. Government regulation not only eliminates information about
feminist theatre but also makes financial resources less available to LGBTQ and feminist NGOs, which
fundamentally and technically limits the growth space for these groups and so decreases the likelihood
of feminist theatre productions. Apart from that, legitimacy concerns have also been a problem for
feminist organisations. The government makes the registration process nearly impossible for feminist

groups, which also makes it more difficult for them to gather and produce theatre works.

The institutional censors also tried to set up a fear of retaliation and injury to drive self-censorship.
The severity of the possible outcome is affected not simply by the breadth of the work’s transmission
and the influence it has on society, but also by random chance. Failure to comply with censorship rules
may result in the performance being prohibited and the participants receiving a verbal warning for less

influential works, but going to jail is the worst-case scenario, regardless of how rare it is.

In Xi’s era, Institutional censorship is handled on a smaller and more personal scale, with the

46



government not publishing a list of banned plays. Most censorship decisions are made by the venue or
event organisers themselves, while central or local authorities very occasionally step in. The state or
district authority only gets involved during and after a performance, when it sends censors to the theatre
to watch the play and assess the audience’s reaction and decide if it will have a negative influence. It

also monitors public opinion on the internet to see if there is any significant unwanted influence.

Since the government’s decision is highly dependent on the impact of the work and the audience’s
reaction, public censorship has also become an important measure in China. The government’s
patriotic indoctrination and the censorship system’s growing complexity and power have inspired a
new generation of fanatic nationalists as a network of pervasive, spontaneous censors. These
individuals, acting as spontaneous censors, form a pervasive network that actively monitors and reports
on activities perceived as challenging the established socio-political order. After the launch of a play,
censors may make changes or impose restrictions based on the reactions of the specific audience. A
close examination of the censoring process demonstrates that the focus of the restriction is on collective

actions, even though sensitive content receives more attention from censors.

To navigate this challenging environment and gain some latitude for their creative works, feminist
theatre artists have resorted to strategies aimed at reducing the sensitivity of their productions. This
compromise, while serving as a survival tactic, comes at a cost—the potential dilution of the critical
and transformative power of their productions. It was further illustrated that to gain more creative
space, feminist theatre practitioners went through a route of self-de-politicisation. In Xi’s era, the most
controversial aspects of feminist theatre plays are Western cultural influences, criticism of patriarchy,
and the use of language that directly refers to women’s physiological terminology and sexual desire.
Theatre practitioners try to sidestep these issues by localising the work during the creative stage
and weakening the Western background at the promotion stage; in the script, the accusation of
patriarchy turns to the personal accusation; and they recast female physiological vocabulary and
desires as scientifically educational or comedic. In essence, the adoption of self-depoliticization as a
survival strategy reflects the adaptability and resilience of feminist theatre practitioners in China. It
enabled them to safeguard their creative space and gain greater legitimacy for their works within a
highly regulated environment.
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In light of the limitations discussed in the introduction chapter, particularly regarding the focus on
Zhiheshe as a student organization, efforts were made to enhance the comprehensiveness and accuracy
of the research findings. Recognizing that the interview results and research conclusions might not
offer a complete picture of feminist NGOs and commercial theatre in China, different approaches were

taken in the dissertation.

Firstly, a comprehensive literature review was conducted to supplement the insights gained from
Zhiheshe’s experiences. This allowed for a broader understanding of the broader landscape of feminist

theatre in China, capturing a wider range of perspectives and practices.

Additionally, efforts were made to gather supplementary information from the interviewees about other
theatre groups and feminist NGOs operating in China. This approach aimed to mitigate the risk of bias

and enhance the study’s applicability by incorporating diverse viewpoints and experiences.

Furthermore, when faced with a relatively small sample size, interviewees were asked detailed
questions about their knowledge of other participants in the theatre productions. This approach aimed
to bolster the reliability of the research findings by cross-referencing information and gaining a more

comprehensive understanding of the context.

While these measures do not make the research outcomes universally applicable to every feminist
production in China, they contribute to the accuracy and depth of the study. By incorporating diverse
sources of information and triangulating data, the research strives to provide a more nuanced and
representative portrayal of the challenges and strategies employed by feminist theatre practitioners in
China. On the other hand, by addressing this research gap, it provides insights that shed light on the
challenges and strategies faced by feminist theatre practitioners in navigating a censorious
environment. To expand on the implications of this research and potential avenues for further

exploration.

This study primarily focuses on Zhiheshe, yet future research could expand its scope to explore the
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survival strategies and practices of other feminist NGOs and commercial theatre groups in China. By
examining a broader spectrum of organizations, scholars could gain a more holistic understanding of
the ways in which censorship impacts the feminist arts community throughout the country. This
approach would offer valuable insights into the broader cultural and political forces at play, and how

different feminist groups navigate the constraints imposed upon them.

Moreover, the research predominantly covers the period leading up to 2018, leaving the post-2018
censorship landscape relatively unexplored. The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2019 introduced
arange of political and societal shifts, which likely had significant implications for censorship policies.
Investigating how the censorship system has adapted to these changes, particularly in relation to
feminist theatre and activism in the post-pandemic context, presents an important avenue for future
inquiry. This could reveal new patterns of censorship and resistance that have emerged in response to

the unique challenges of the pandemic era.

In addition, there is an opportunity to conduct a deeper examination of how censorship intersects with
government-sponsored propaganda and state-funded theatre productions. Analyzing how these two
mechanisms work together to shape public perceptions of women, and how they either reinforce or
challenge prevailing societal norms, could offer significant insights into the dynamics of cultural
control. Understanding this relationship is critical for examining the broader implications of state

intervention in the cultural sector.

Finally, comparative studies could offer valuable perspectives by analyzing the experiences of feminist
theatre in China alongside similar movements in other countries. Such studies would provide a broader
context for understanding the common challenges faced by feminist artists globally and the strategies
they employ to navigate political and cultural restrictions. This comparative approach could illuminate
how different political systems, cultures, and censorship regimes influence feminist artistic expression

and activism worldwide.

In conclusion, this study lays a foundation for understanding the complex relationship between
feminist theatre and censorship in China. Further research in these suggested directions can contribute
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to a more comprehensive understanding of the impact of censorship on artistic expression, feminist

struggles, and gender discourse in contemporary China.
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Appendix

Interviewee A

Q: Can you please briefly introduce yourself to me?

A: FEEBRFMI 2006 FHALR, ARHPEELSIR. BRITIEANAE,

I was a member of Zhiheshe at Fudan University in 2006, and I have worked as a director, playwright and

actress in the play.

Q: How was the audience composition (gender, career, etc.) for The Vagina Monologues when you were
performing?

A: REBDUREBRZHMNFERNFE, ZHEL FHRABEERTOERZRERERL.
Most of the audience was students from our university. More girls than boys, and most of the boys were there

with their girlfriends.

Q: Did you receive comments from the society on your public platform during the publicity phase before the
performance? What did the comments say?

A: 2006 FRREBIBERIERARX AKX, BELERTFE, X TRENEEY BAREARZAN
Bte, SNERERITARERIZN, RIEENFWERESHN. ILNBEAREACNXEUEHFE
T XETAHER X THAMZRNFIR, EhELEARSEERS LEREHE X MESEER. i
/FEEAL, "BHENZEERE, EBRIVE—BX BRI

In 2006, Weibo wasn’t as popular as it is now, and WeChat didn’t even exist yet. Word-of-mouth was basically
how we spread the word. At the time, most of the discussion took place on the university bulletin board
system, and there were some controversies of course. For example, some people thought they learned much
knowledge about feminism from the show that they didn’t know before. In contrast, others thought it was
vulgar to say the word “vagina” aloud, and I remember some said, “I know that vagina should be respected,

but you don’t have to confront the audience during the show.”

Q: The Chinese version of The Vagina Monologues made many changes to the content compared to the
original version. How did you choose the topics of social concern included in the script?

A BMNBIASHENEGEREARL TR—EW, —EHEERPRENSE. MNEXNETFS.
BMNSIESGHNHETHEIR, ttNEMERL, RERSUELEEFREBRMFENFEILNFE . X
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REESRSUERY, THEEBNZARERRSX. RELEE AR X—BHNHE&E, S®EAR
THCHBEMARNER, FELREM EFERG—EA, BIMEEE-ESH T &RELNE
=,

The way we wrote our scripts was that everyone sat down and talked to each other, sharing stories from our
lives, from when we were kids to adult life and so on. Very often, we put our own stories into the script. For
example, there was this “pick-up guy” who had been constantly harassing students at our campus, used as an
example in the sexual harassment scene. This kind of story from personal experience was better related to by
our audience, and especially the girls in the school were more empathetic. I still remember that when I was
writing the abortion scene, someone told me about his friend’s experience with abortion. Based on this, we

went to the campus and interviewed some girls, and then put together a few of their stories to make a script.

Q: What were the factors you needed to consider during the creative process of this play?
A: SNERSERBLZ, ARRFURBEEVELENAR, BMNBFERRESERL —BELME
MRIAR, BNEBE TESNEAREMERIRN. MREFTATEZRNERNE, FRFELR
MR EABRHKIE. SNBIMBNEASSACHN. HEREFEANNE, HMNKEEEIHN
DAZE, 2005 FHRMEERBAMRIEE . IMHEANTERSNBMNENBZERBHERBES
HTHY EXMEBETEREEES, BMNEFEINBELIEREFBFHEEEN, BAXHARE
MEE.
In fact, we didn’t think about it that much at the time. However, we felt that if we wanted to connect more
with the audience, we couldn’t hold ready-made scripts and perform them year after year. Instead, we started
to make scripts through workshops. If there was anything to consider, it should be how to save money. At that
time, we made all of the props ourselves. When we couldn’t use the rehearsal room, we sometimes had to
borrow the teacher’s office. The funding situation was not so difficult in 2005. In that year, we got money
from the condom brand Durex, but things like that are always a matter of luck. We couldn’t reach out for

money from sources outside of the university by ourselves. It’s against the rules.

Q: What are the rules about funding you were facing?

AREAZERE, BANTUNERAZXOTRES, EXtSBUNMRIRIHMAIERNHLE
HAg25% KR, MARKERBMNFEHAAGEEE®, RS IFBUF AR thEE XA ER.
BRAERE—DEBFZRARTE, NEHERKHE, BRIM NGO, (RELBIREBER1EM
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ARBAFEFNME, FBERRIBFEMALE, NUATEXE NGO (IE, HERDIINIERE
RNEM. BE—MIBERZWRZD NGO LR ATAAKE BTE, ST ERE—EETAR
BT, XFESRESEN., EEXMARKRDI. NRXD NGO UFAAIEEH 9 E X =) R EBHED
A, MUMBRIBEERENRERRILNESS. BFRS, SEFERFEFE LFBOMNIARE. BR
TR NGO ki, XEREXEELEBABE, HAKRBOHESTIE SIS AERAEN
AR, THEERFBMIENBREGZRE, BERGASHERT . RNCEHEXLEBRARE
MELSH T, ERESZBINESHRAREREER ., PLEEILBINEENLTNAFLERIHR
ZHE, FREBNHEEMNEE, EEEREENRIINEN., 5—TTHE, WRXD NGO Uk
AR 2SO, BRERARERT, AARBIESSERRICEREMAN. FRTHNEAR. 5
AR AR ENESE, ERNGERILIMBEREFH. &E, WRXD NGO RAHAERE

i, BEHEFNREHSH—TRS, BREINANEIDIFZERE R, KIMARBERES
EREMREMBEESH, XIHIULARENINEERZFTES T .

Although, as student associations, our activities are conducted in the name of the university, they are ineligible
for external financial assistance if the university does not authorise any funding. Furthermore, it’s not just
student societies facing funding issues, feminist NGOs have been having similar issues as well. I am working
at a feminist NGO at the moment, and from what [ have seen, in order to be an NGO, you must either register
with the Civil Administration Bureau as a private non-enterprise entity or register with the State
Administration for Industry and Commerce in the name of a company while still working as an NGO. You can
also choose not to register at all. If members of an organisation have their own connections, they can link the
organisation to official institutions. However, this kind of special tie is a rare privilege among NGOs. If the
organisation is registered with the Bureau of Civil Administration, it will have stable means of funding, such
as foundations, government procurement of services, external fundraising through public platforms, etc. But
for a feminist NGO, these routes are not as easy as they seem because there are not many organisations and
projects willing to fund them. Things got even more tricky after the release of new regulations on oversea
fundings in, well I can’t remember the years vividly, but it got harder and harder for foreign money to come
in, and feminist NGOs that accepted foreign money had problems with their identity, authority, and
legitimacy. On the other hand, suppose the NGO registers as a business company. In that case, it won’t have
many chances of getting funding since most foundations only give money to private, non-profit organisations
registered with the Civil Administration Bureau. At the same time, commercial registration can free a group
from some funding restrictions, but it can also make it harder to work together on projects and get things done.

58



Lastly, if an NGO doesn’t register at all before doing activities, there is a higher chance for it to be regulated.
It will be very hard for the organisation to work with a third party, and the requirements for foundation and
project applications will be much stricter, just like with our student society Zhiheshe. The requirements for
funding and project proposals are stricter than for legal NGOs, making it almost impossible for

unregistered NGOs to get legal funding as well.

Q: Did you find the context in your play sensitive? In which aspect and why is it sensitive (or not)?

A: SNERBERAL. MREAELEFNE IR SELINBORNTEEGERN, SAHER

HERREEHESENERNERE. SNRARKEBAKRT BUEREXNR, EXHF2A, ED
EFRENARBIN, HEEEETEZN. BURERAERMRBIHMIEX S —MEENREL

Bl FIAXRREHEIZDHHERE THE AREHLES. BEHRRES ABRFEEXENEETMNEK

MEREARELN, UG ITRER. RENEARNMUINENTHREL T, EHSFEF&RRMR

BARTFFRT o

At the time, it didn’t seem like we gave it much thought. Looking back, I think that a lot of what we did in our

show was pretty sensitive, and it’s hard to believe that we were able to pull it off. At that time, most people

didn’t know much about gender studies, but most of them, at least within the university, were willing to listen

and learn. Probably because during the publicity stage, we said that this was an award-winning play in the

U.S., people were curious and quite tolerant when they came into the theatre. At that time, a lot of

people thought the American lifestyle was different, which made it more understandable. Even though people

are more aware of gender issues in general now, it seems like the atmosphere is not as open as it used to be.

Q: During the creative process, did you foresee any issues surrounding the possible censorship you might
come across? What are these issues?

A: BNEFEXBEXEITEE, RARPOELEHAESE Bitts, MBANZIHEBERTES ZFF. B
BN —HERERBR, SN EBAFMSFEUVN—AZIMEBERNEMMNFZRR L. B —EFRW
SERNMNBLEIRPRXET —<I)L, MNBINEFRRRER—F, FEFBUSEH, FIIET—<
JUBMNEEE T » EEX LMRMNZFN0H, T—RBREWS, BRMNTEREERM 7. 75—
EEERENHREHEREFMEN, BMEESRPELEERET LEXFNRT], BEIESMAZR
No BHERELERMUE, BNMBIERMNOZMEFIRERFABNINRBERAZRRELFZED, R
EEAMMMFEHTT —RREZR. RHERENFERFEERE THICERMNOFEI. BEHRXEF
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MEBFEBRAFR—RRHEED.

We didn’t think about censorship at first because most of the shows were in Fudan and our teachers were very
supportive at the time. But [ remember one thing that happened back then. A teacher at Shanghai University’s
Sociology Department invited us to put on a show at their university that year. Some administrative staff at
Shanghai University showed up and watched for a while. The scene being put on when they were there was
about comfort women during World War 11, which was politically correct, so there wasn’t a problem, and they
left very soon. But in fact, the next scene was about moaning and sexual pleasure, but fortunately, they didn’t
see it. Another thing is that I didn’t know until after the show that during the show, police cars came to block
the school gate so that no one from the outside could get on campus. After the performance, the teacher who
invited us was asked to declare that the performance was just a teaching activity of his class and that our crew
only went to the classroom to communicate with the students. Students who saw the show had to sign in with

their student ID cards. But that was the only time we experienced something like this.

Q: Did you make any adjustments to the play due to the censorship you came across? Why would this kind of

adjustment solve the problem?

A BN EIAELE A ELZ B BRI EHFAELR, XAGRIMREERNEEG? tbin, £2%

HISH—m, BHMNATREARNITERAZBRIOZR, AIMRIRARSLNE, AXTERRE
BAHFRE, RMOABRZIULEAREZEZRRINAR. XA FHARE B EES KA.

The changes we made to how the audience reacted were more about achieving a better narrative and theatrical

effect if you know what I mean. For example, in the moaning scene, we used different techniques to make it

appear hilarious because if it looked too real, the audience might feel too embarrassed. It was not in

consideration of any possible censorship.

Q: Producing a play can be pretty stressful. Other than the pressure from the schedule and rehearsing process,
did anything else frustrate you or obstacle the play from being staged (peers, audience, university,
government, etc.)?

A: REIXAD, REBERELBRFREFTNS—HFESE. ZZHEERFIURRE—SNRLH
FHEZEB BREIEBAZRNTAN, EREMEFATTZT . ARGFRIBONRIZERSRZIE
MEREX, MARMEREERT A, #A1ER, WIEOAEFRANFERERETES.,
Speaking of this, I remember another incident when we went to Shanghai University for the play. Before the
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show, our school asked me to give them a list of the students who were going. I said I wasn’t in charge, so the
matter was dropped at last. I think they [the university] were more scared about the connections between
universities than what happens in the play. In other words, they were more afraid of a large-scale movement

put together by students from different universities.

Q: Have you considered the possible consequences of staging this play before the performance? What do you
think this play would have on the audience?

A: BBEERETEEN, WAARZEEERERIZEARBCHEL. BIMNERHZEEISRM—
PNEFRBORT, EHEXIATHEERLEEENSY . XENOIERMNEBBZEZTFER
HHAR, ERNFAZHTROEFWNENTEFEEN. SNEEINA, FEARETHABNE
BX, TNESIETEHNEE, EPXMMIEEEHANIEN. REENEXMEEARELEH
7, BAZDMTERET UBTMARR B ETRENERA,

As I said earlier when people went back, they expressed their opinions on the university’s bulletin board
system. Since we also offered a session after the show for the audience to interact and ask questions, there
sometimes were even direct arguments. This made us think about and adjust the content of our performances
sometimes, but I can’t say that we changed things so as not to cause too much controversy. At the time, |
believed that no matter why people came to the play in the first place, the outcome was sometimes that
everyone had different ideas and argued, but they were at least talking about this topic. I think talking about it

is good enough because it at least made people pay attention to things they had not seen or noticed before.

Q: What do you think of the ban on The Vagina Monologues in 2018?

A: AEWERFRZF], BMIALTRHNNERBAR T 2R, BEERINUAEBEAIZXA
IR, AAERAR20HLET . HRAKEFLIEPRE T INX AR, ERIANEERIE KX 2017 £%
REMEEHELAEMEERHET, LNz E., IR REIHN—R2ZNEXFENEXR S
ERGEHRANE BIAEEANESTREEINER, HAXKNERER NS LMEEMNE
W, EARIUEEEE.

Before it was officially banned, I talked about it with my friends and felt that something was about to happen,
but I also thought things wouldn’t be so bad because it wasn’t the 20th century anymore. Of course, things
really could be that bad, as it turned out. The reason why I saw it coming is that, in 2017, online platforms like
Feminist Voices were shut down one by one. What makes me sad is that feminists in a patriarchal society are
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like huddling together for warmth. Now, even huddling together for warmth takes a lot of guts and wisdom,
because the patriarchal country does not want to see a community made of women and is trying desperately to

suppress it.

Interviewee B
Q: Can you please briefly introduce yourself to me?
B: ST MG 2013 FRPELE, FAEX—FEET SEMER.

I participated in Zhiheshe’s production in 2013, and worked as a director and actress that year.

Q: How was the composition of the audience (gender, career, etc.) for The Vagina Monologues when you
were performing?

B: KEAEFENEIMRE, BE—LFZENAR, FANKA, UE—ERIMIX MBI
BN, REDEHELEELEN, PP AIHE LGBTQ HAENE L. YNARALEFIEE
ERXF-TESREEME, TREBUREETHHNAN, ERNUERRBEEK, FAII
MREEEEESRE B ENEEEMREMITL.

Most of the people who came were students and teachers at our university. Still, there were also friends and
family members of students and people from outside the university interested in gender issues. Most of the
audience were girls, but there were also a few boys who were part of the LGBTQ community. At the time, we
were glad to see some men were willing to see things from the female’s side but still a little nervous because

men often sent insulting messages to our WeChat platform.

Q: What did the comments and messages say?
B: MRFIESHAITRAITE, BARKMNGRBE, BEANRBNEARE, BEATEES N
MESkEMBCHESE BRMNAEINZENZHEFRR, RMZETHEENAE XN, &
EMLETNYRFRZIMCRAN, SRNRIIMEARNBELBSEFNEELRIEE. IMELAR
REMRFHFHAM, BAIEREBEBONELZEXREBFEETENER., LOBEBHHEARSHIZESR
A, BREZMEREMNONEERAFISTIANBAREES . FHNEREFNNIKY, XFRHETER
RAFSERERNETNAREER T, EREE AT E ERHFALRBEMNEABHINE, R
FREKSEEF#ER . ARBRERARINNTEANARTEDE R TEOEMD . TNFFEX
R
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So, there were nasty comments like calling us immoral and just craving attention. Others vented their
emotions under the guise of rational discussions, saying that we shouldn’t just look at things from women’s
point of view, but should support equal rights instead, you know, those people who use equal rights to get you
to play the patriarchal game. At the time, we made jokes about these statements because this kind of thing
didn’t hurt us that much. The control from the platform was what concerned us a little bit. For example, Weibo
and WeChat public accounts sometimes slowed us down. Many times, the number of page views did not
match the number of our followers. We tried it on different phones and found that it was because the platform
hid the content we posted, and the content we just posted couldn’t be updated on the homepages of WeChat

or Weibo. You could only see it if you click on our account page. I think it was because keywords like

homosexuality, feminism, and vagina were in our titles and articles.

Q: Were there any other factors influencing the promotion of TVM?
B: ZMVEHAISHEFRENZE, ERAESBIFAALEREHE, SERFEAADTERRE
XAMERE, BMNERNEE - LEIXPHERENEZ FEXBESZNNS, LS ESERIEER
SIS BN TES, LRANHENEEEN T L% A . WERERNIHEO M FNERINELLER

N

HIARENAFN. 2013 FRIRFHREL TXEE, BATEIRLR, BOEEMRARAES
RAWEILT . MAMEARNER, (2011 FRREHERIRKE BEAKZBEARIA

—MRETRERR, BNENRIBOXMEERRELE, FTURBRUEESHTHRE T, ARKHE
BARSIEZ R ITRBRILEE AAM,
Before the shows, we put up flyers on campus, and it was quite common that people tore them up or crossed
out the word “vagina” with markers. We had chances to be interviewed or get more attention on the Internet,
like Fan Popo came to our rehearsal that year and made a documentary about how we practised. Now that I
think about it, things were a lot friendlier back then than they are now. I heard that Sun Yat-Sen University
also put on this play in 2013 and it was quite popular, but due to the heat, they were banned from performing
in other universities. Senior members of our society also told me that Zhiheshe’s performance of TVM went
too popular in 2011, and people even got into fights because of disagreements. We got worried that something
like that would happen again, so as long as the show could go on as usual, we didn’t really care that much

about getting the word out.

Q: I heard another interviewee saying that they emphasised that TVM is an award-winning American play,
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wouldn’t that help with the promotion process if you put it on the posters?

B: BIEHEKRIE, BIAXEEMRRAEBRREXMBUMNEET R, EENEXZHIASHER
2. THERFREIRET 2013 FIERIEELRAHARERSEMH’ SRBEASHLELLE,
YRR, HE BSFRSRERXL, SESHEERETNRMBIIEa AR, WHEE
AR ORI HRIRIZA. SR EAISIMIXANEE, BNEETRREINESHES T, R
MFBHRIFHE T BAE, ARIMRERMBSERN, BNEIXLETHLNMEXEXXEFRE, R
RIEMATABARKIIMEL. AAEREBMNERE TEFESHRONRANGINZEAERR
SR, ZBEEAXGERE, ZIHRBIKIE, ERMN2uE—EREEANRIE, hilliE T FxE
MHMEEBRAXNRNE, BN V-day HXNESBMET .

On the contrary, we tried not to talk about the show’s American background while promoting it. Its English
name wasn’t even put on the poster. I don’t know if you’ve heard about the My Vagina Says incident in 2013
at Beijing Foreign Studies University. At that time, those girls went through terrible online abuse. People said
they were “Westernised” and worshipped white culture without question. Even worse, they were called “sex
slaves to the white” and told they deserved to be raped when walking down the street. Because of what
happened, we got more insults on social media. Many of the netizens learned about our society from that
incident as well, tracked us down on the Internet, and then started abusing us. When I read these comments, |
was super confused and scared. I didn’t understand how someone could be so cruel to them. Now I think these
netizens were just those rooted in a male-centric culture of contempt and denial of women’s free will, but
because of this, our teacher talked to us later and asked us to change some of the statements that were too
straightforward. She also told us to get rid of the parts of the play related to its American background, like the

information regarding V-Day.

Q: REBZIMRIRNKIEEEREFRNEED?

B: HLERFFRAMBAMNELRTALE, ZMRBMNKIEBEE TRPBENOB L, BAE DR
RAGWHEMNOREZXEHTARMNBLN, AZHEELERM. RALENREL—MHEE F
ANERRER EMISHZER TREE T E, SIRTREMAIGE, NI AEDAAFR AR
xR .

o

The school didn’t impose much supervision on us, and the teacher talked to us for the sake of protecting us.
The teacher said that the university had nothing against our performances, just wanted to stay out of trouble.
Also because of an incident a few years ago where someone recorded the actresses moaning on stage and
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posted it on the Internet, which led to many attacks online, we didn’t allow the audience to take photos and

videos anymore.

Q: Did anything else frustrate you or obstacle the play from being staged?

B: BB HAREMNETEREER T . LB XHR HAMHBARERERMNAS, B
SRIRRME, B AZNETERL SRR SR,

If there were any other difficulties it would be money. No money indeed. Other student societies could get
funds granted by the school more easily, but it was difficult for us because the topic of feminism is ultimately

more sensitive.

Q: In which aspect and why did you think it was sensitive?

B: B CHIRARSXMEAE HARHGURNHTT, SRESNYTEEMHTENIREE
EERAMHER, B—EanRk RNABCRENEROEXNIIEREETRE, EENEMAY
EMHSHREFBRNBIRYERREZIERNERD, XDUTREEZIOANIBRMEE,

We didn’t feel that there was anything particularly sensitive about the topic ourselves; we were quite
enthusiastic about spreading knowledge about gender. We had a sense of mission, and at the same time many
of our own confusions were answered in the process, but from the advice of our teachers and the reaction of
society we realised that there were a lot of things we couldn’t say, and this is probably what I think is

sensitive.

Q: The Chinese version of The Vagina Monologues made a lot of changes to the content comparing to the
original version. How did you choose the topics of social concern included in the script?

B: HMNAEREL LHMZERE TN IESF, FSMEHHHSHSE—Eitie, XILEhEIH
BUER—EB0 T . EHE T, BNRMKSEXETRRNRMAZIREE, IDRHE EMA L AFNZE
£ LEIMBMB—FITR T "EFRR". "BAE", "ML XENLMENSEML. ERAHBIHRIE
BEET, "FL—HELBABEE 2007 F 8 ARHAEFEZ—, BEXMIRSHEN
SMRAE LT L ENRERTEX . AR TRY AR, ERRENHAKRALED S ET
MR, XNEHREE? Bk SWERTR? IMENEST .. SRS AT MIAE
BIAE, BRESERIVBEABAXIMIT .. BRENEIXHENHET. HRX—MEBERL
HEHAREFEELLIT .
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We discussed recent social issues in online group chats and workshops, which were part of Zhiheshe’s regular
activities. In rehearsals, we incorporated these discussions into the performance to make it more localised and
campus-based. For example, that year we discussed the stigmatisation of women such as “lvcha biao (green
tea bitch)”, “hei muer (hei muer)” and “sheng nv (left over women)”. Under the existing patriarchal social
discourse, the term “sheng nv”” had become one of the new Chinese words announced by the Ministry of
Education in August 2007, when the term itself was male gaze and the definition of women from a male
perspective. How could women be emancipated when they had achieved professional success, but the mass
media still used marriage as a criterion for evaluating women? Sheng nv, by whom were they left? The term
was so vicious. Many people took the term for granted at the time, but few people use it anymore now. I’'m
glad to see such a shift. Of course, this receding discourse of discrimination does not mean gender equality

has been achieved.

Q: Did you make any adjustments to the play due to the censorship you came across? Why would this kind of
adjustment solve the problem?

B: REIEEAY, ZIFHNERN, WARTENREMXE, HESRMNFELZERNED. HIELMK
EMETREITEANKRIR, tLEHYHN—BE, ZHANRA-—EHZEIHERNERA
T ARZOBHMIELC, EBATEZSIERZFW, FIHERE DRI M EIRAEEB T IR
MENEEEL, IHMNA—TEOERERBGRDNRMNORENSEL. BERFEMZIMEIL
YILRANEARE B FE—E M, ISR IURENEERN, FXEERESHEMRE TVM R
PEXAMT, BENRESHIECRETEKT . EABEK Ensler 1519, X MFHEKRAFHE—
T3S B AL & BBk

As we said earlier, the teacher’s advice, and the possible reactions of the audience, were mostly issues we
needed to consider. We cut a lot of overly blunt expressions from the play. For example, in the moaning scene,
the script used before had always been aimed at achieving a comical effect with many colloquial words, and to
avoid causing too much controversy, we changed a lot of words to more scientific physiological terms.
Another aspect of doing this was to hopefully reduce the stigmatisation of our performance. Some students
and teachers also suggested that we remove the word vagina from the title so that the show would be less
likely to be censored, and indeed many other productions performing TVM had done so, but we were lucky
enough to keep it in. Because as Ensler says, saying the word out loud is in itself a challenge to a patriarchal
society.
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Q: What do you think of the ban on The Vagina Monologues in 2018?

AT EH AR RN X HGFFE L —HEHE XEMINTIR. BERNFERBRA T MALBISEE
B, H#ETXTTVMPXER, XREFRASUHERABREZRASMNKE. REEEINE
FRZFRIIE, MM ESERERMEINNI, AEEFEATLE, MEPEXNFEF
S ERLMETN, HERBERY K. BRXMLE, BIRBFZAUERE TVM, Be2E K T
NERE TVM, FANRBEMAFRAZNMREZELT, HARNEIHERT B CHRERE
ZUT, FRXEMRL SR,

We, the former members of the Zhiheshe, have been following and discussing this matter. Some students from
the school lurked in the WeChat group and took screenshots of the TVM chat and sent them to the school
leaders saying that “there is a major public opinion that we want the school leaders to be concerned about.” I
also saw a lot of comments on the internet about this, saying that Zhiheshe was using the discussion of the
body to engage in antagonism between genders and that instead of accusing capitalism of crimes, Zhiheshe
was trying to expand the context by spreading the word about women’s rights in China’s “equal” society. This
is exactly why we still need TVM on stage in China. When men stop feeling offended by feminism and when

women stop feeling ashamed of their desires, that’s when the play should be retired.

Q: Why do you think it was banned after being staged successfully for 10 years?
B: WIEHBNIZH 2018 FEAYH E metoo IBERIF XK. ZAAAHAREEERITFIL, B2 2018 4F
metoo IEFTEAE B R L K FNEIFHEEIRMIZ, which BT BEERE, EXREAAT, BETHN
%t BTHSHhEESH HEXFOHEABRERT . TVM HE—7FEMNHRE B 235 ZKNBUGIBERE
BX, »—7E, metoo EFRHE TRIFFHFAKENATH, B—NZERUEENRE, ®HE
ERMEERT ETNZESE, XREFESATRAMENENTH, KFE. BEINKE NGO 5 M
HEZEIXHREFMESE AR RZFE, FRESZTNTHE, EANNERATIEHNS %4
A, MEEXANN. BNAEEHATHEBENNRE, BFELEERXBENEN, &F0O6IF5H
/& metoo XMIKEME LKEE, Z—MHIFE 2018 FF 12 AHRENRS ARZERIIAEENETR
MERIINRERH", FXEEERHTIKIAERFT. FEEEN TRIRENIZE K EE X
%, BAXBRNEREURSASEERMNEERNINEGN, HAIMENERREMEN.

I think it should be related to the Chinese #metoo movement of 2018. It’s not as if Zhiheshe hadn’t faced
controversy before, but many university professors were reported for sexual assault during the 2018 #metoo

67



movement, which had also definitely existed before, but this time it was made a big deal and made it to the
internet, becoming a hot social issue and other universities became scared. For me, the banning of TVM is
partly related to the increasingly tense political context in China, but on the other hand, the #metoo movement
brought up this discussion that raping is not simply a personal act. When a girl presses a charge, there are
thousands of other victims standing behind her. It is an act of sexism that is quite widespread in China, where
men in universities and NGOs take the glory of sexual exploitation of girls as trophies, and where the atypical
has become typical. It is not just a question of men and women in the private sphere, it is about power. The
best example of this is the banning of the word “metoo” on the internet, in both English and Chinese format.
Another example is that in December 2018 China’s Supreme People’s Court could not resist the pressure to
include sexual harassment as a “civil cause”, making it easier for victims to seek judicial help. Under this kind
of pressure, the censorship started to attack feminists because they realised that women were more than able to

unite to shake the patriarchal structure of the state, also known as the stability of the state.

Q: IREABFLNHABHTEHIN R EVE?

B: TR ABITENNREREE, FHANMBRERMHETHE L FERAZMBNEZETH

XMRAREMMNEE. BERSOMATEBAIIISMRAR B XA G EEM R
RATH. HEEREBMRAZE HMNENHEL, SHENIEFRE—EFE BONRMKSE
NERBTEZIT. MAEHNE, HEURARET, R ZNEXFBLZERPEBUFESF.
It is easy to understand why feminists have been the target of attack. The equality between men and women
promoted by the state at this stage is still the so-called gender division, which is still structural oppression.
Much of our current discussion of gender topics is still based on the structure of the patriarchal system.
Structural inequality will remain if other narratives do not challenge the dominant social discourse. Still,
suppose social models can become more diverse and gender structures can be loosened up. In that case,

society will be unstable and therefore feminism is bound to be suppressed by the Chinese government.

Interviewee C
Q: Can you please briefly introduce yourself to me?

C: I took part in the 2015 TVM performance at Fudan University, where I was an actress.

Q: How was the composition of the audience (gender, career, etc.) for The Vagina Monologues when you

68



were performing?

C: MB—EXBA AT BT D SRERN -2, FDURE RERT FRAZE MAIFE S,
Xt B LGBTQ IR X B AT RS . BXHEA, HRERLOER, BRAKET
R%& kB8 LGBTQ FHARIF .

We were invited to be part of an exhibited production at the Shanghai Pride Festival that year, so the
performance was full of people interested in gender issues and LGBTQ topics, in addition to teachers and
students from the university. There were both men and women, in proportions, I didn’t really notice, but we

received a lot of positive feedback from the LGBTQ community.

Q: Did you receive negative comments on your public platform? What did the comments say?

C: MANFER—EFAEN, AMHMNRESG—BEXARENE, FAERASTHEEMEZAE,
HEAEFWNITRHATEREHENERPHEHN. LHERBNNEERAGEZENHELARSH
WEXLERETE, FATEEAMKRERAEZLMERS. EXMERNRNELEEERS, BIE
FEARREARBHARERE, RINDAEEFENZEXBREBLEGFTE, MAREWAFTEZKR, AL
% FPBRAE, RAEFROEOATRZRER —ERERMNTANFES BN EBTR=1E
M, RERARIZFEFS. IMTRNGFEELRLESR, BEHERRE 2018 FMEE, EEAR
MERMSBENMELEE, XHER —TEINEET .

Negative voices were always present, and we were told by senior members at Zhiheshe not to let fear of
criticism stop us from moving forward, as no controversial discussion can move forward in the midst of
flowers and applause. It was impossible not to publish information just because we were afraid of being
criticised, especially as we relied heavily on self-media platforms such as WeChat and Weibo for our publicity.
But there was a lot to consider when publishing information, not too little or too much exposure; we must first
consider how to ensure the survival of this play instead of the influence of it. Also, it was not just the online
press [where we were criticised]. when I was on campus I heard friends mention that some of the students
from outside our society were saying things about what we were doing, that feminists shouldn’t exist and so
on. It’s actually quite normal for this kind of commentary to exist, but when it goes to the extent that it went

straight to a serious accusation in 2018 and led to the whole show being stopped, that’s a whole other level of

story.

Q: What do you think of the ban on The Vagina Monologues in 2018?
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C: ARF/XRFEREALKRE T —PEEE, HEBERUNELERT . 2018 & TVM HER
A, AMAANARKSHEIHNEE 7. BHF, 2019 F2TAE, MRS XEEEHK
EMHFBETRERX. BLEAZELRET —MHFE REEREN—AEMERE FIRBERRKERIME
FEANEARE, EFHERNERATETLEASE, WF2ARRFZA™E. RBLFERRA, 4
WL RIRERE, THETRREIMNLE, ZMEMNRERIE. SEEBEAT - IMRERNES, =
EYREIBEXFI, MRIBFRE, MAMBNEABRL, ERE ZORERY . EAEXESE
BHRE FTAEZTRBXFEEINEXGEEECES. FERENE, MEM—HTITE. X
2—HRTENERE, MURENTEN. XHERASHERNEFHENRE, EABTERRAZT
TN, — D XREROXXAMTIEZIE~ £ XS E, MARESREMMIEEHXE
ARRAAE ST FFT o A ST AN

I think this ban reflected a resurgence in the culture of whistleblowing, and when TVM was banned in 2018,
all of Zhiheshe’s social accounts were also blocked. After the ban was lifted, from 2019 to the present, these
social accounts have been reported and banned many more times. [ remember it also happened a few years
ago when a teacher at Aurora College said in class that the number of victims of the Nanjing Massacre was
unknown, that the use of pre-existing data was not in line with the professional academic requirement, and
that students should adhere to academic rigour and reflect on the causes of the war, which resulted in being
reported by the students and she was dismissed. It was also recorded and posted online, and the teacher was
subjected to much internet violence. These things conveyed a dangerous signal that the authorities wanted to
intensify the verbal censure and use the so-called mass revelations to create a wider fear effect. In dealing with
these matters, the enforcers sometimes might not even thoroughly investigate whether the matter is true and
how serious it is. This is just terrible, and not just for feminists. This kind of reporting in itself is a bit of a case
of fighting evil with evil, putting people under fear for restraint. A civilised culture and social system prevents

evil from arising, not one that creates and indulges evil and then punishes and combats it.

Q: The Chinese version of The Vagina Monologues made a lot of changes to the content comparing to the
original version. How did you choose the topics of social concern included in the script?

C: EXMAREER, HRITHEATBELTAFEZRERR, NRIAEXNHE—EEMNAE
SERAEKRAKEE, LLNAEE—RE, RMETAEAREBE SELXE"NHE, BAXEY
RETHEEXUNBE EHEL—F MAIRITEENRARERESE - IZEET IS LA TEHT]
RRAMESE "2, 8F, RAEEBENBIBAN, BNBPR, BPEREZID, SBERGEH
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MABETNNEL”. ANRFRNBIREX—RUITERWAERIEGE, HRAMNBEED N
= BMBUEE. SIEMAXY, RX—REEmET. BEEEIDXME, UE—THRFI4E
XKA91E, HEMNENRAREEET . 2015 FEA—HREZNFBERESFNT ZBK, LR
PERBRBNMUE THN—=#EE, ERFEERNERAENZ, MARFEBIBRAS.
In retrospect, our tendency to revise the play to avoid getting Zhiheshe and the school into trouble was to talk
about public issues from our personal lives. In the first act, for example, we removed the scene where the
different characters sing about “men are superior to women” because it involved an attack on traditional
culture; in the sexual harassment scene, the previous versions of our show had a victim who listed possible
sexual predators in her life, “cousin, mentor, that man I don’t want to think about, that ‘friend,’ the art teacher,
people who can hurt us so easily are all around.” During the discussion, we realised that this paragraph could
also be seen as an attack on the whole patriarchal society as inciting gender antagonism, so this paragraph was
also removed. Another important thing that happened in 2015 was the opening up of the two-child policy, and
we wrote a new scene about it, but the lines were about families not being able to afford another child, rather

than attacking the policy itself.

Q: I heard the teacher had suggested the word “vagina” be removed from the title, have you considered this?
C: HAMBKE THENEI, ERBITBEEHEIAEMN. MRAFECHERX MU LR, BXEBHD
FHAREBT . FMEBMEEREEFEN, FAHMRESEEEBREE R T RARE. GEEHIER
FE T (B dao Zw), "EEAEBEHXFLMERFHE, ERBEASET (1RE), EREX
MIEREAVFULE R, BHIEH, XMREIZLHME, EFREZURT (VB IHEEFHAR
B, WHRRERERKT

We received the same advice, but we insisted on not cutting it either. The play wouldn’t mean anything if we
were afraid to say the word “vagina” out loud. However, we can consider ourselves relatively fortunate
because many other theater groups were required to change the titles of their plays. For instance, the Beaver
Club changed its name to “Overcast to Cloudy,” and ‘dao’ could not be written in Chinese characters, but must
be written in pinyin; the Peking University theatre club changed it to “Her Monologues.” The word “vagina”
was not allowed to be uttered. Ther’s also Beijing Foreign Studies University theatre club, which you should

have heard about, changed the title to “V Monologues.” The original intention of the play was completely lost.

Q: I also heard that in later years of staging the play, Zhiheshe was trying to weaken the western background
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of the play, is that true in your case?

C: BXMH, —TTHEATILXEREAM, EaEsEHL, BI—EEEMERTHNE N, 5
—7E, BTAITXANMEEPEIAREEUR T, XM SN R IRA TR AR
81, FTEATBRERE,

On the one hand, we were making efforts to de-Westernise the play in order to make it more local and
resonant; on the other hand, as the word “Western” was becoming more and more sensitive in China,

mentioning it was not really helpful to the successful running of the show, so yes, we tried not to mention it.

Q: What made you consider so much about censorship during the creative process?

C: 2015 FR—MHRANEBR LN I BRI, REEEWET. XHGFEBNEFERETERE—
BEUGEE. RYEAHTBTR EMMER, ReAKMESHAIREEZERR, XRAZREFNE
SIEF), WMEFXFHRINT . MEEEECHAZRERMNILENRES, R RALE NWESZN
AL L. REREAETHEZGFBEUEREBNZHRIING HREN, EXFHINESL TS
MIRAERHRH SN EERE S, BTN ETINERT. 808F, STNESZHEITE, 3]
W RENEIMENRN B EINEE—LL, HIATERE, AR —aEEHRY, REXTHHATEE/N
D— . JERXBER—MREMNE.

Another big event in 2015 was the arrest of the Feminist Five, which you have no doubt heard about. This
incident now seems like political persecution. What they were doing was simply a campaign against sexual
harassment on public transport and to raise awareness of gender-conscious laws in society, but who knew that
they would be arrested for this? The police couldn’t find evidence to convict them, so they accused them of
“picking quarrels and provoking troubles”. After hearing about the incident, many people spread the rumour
that foreign forces were manipulating them. In this environment of increasingly stringent censorship in both
online and offline media, the voices of rational discussion were gradually restricted and silenced, and the
pluralistic voices were suppressed, so we could only be more cautious about what we create. It had already
become difficult to speak, but it was impossible not to say anything at all, so we had to be more careful about

what we said. Perhaps this is also a kind of fear effect.
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