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Abstract 

Following the Arab Spring, International Relations’ scholars began to debate social media’s 

capacity to foster social movements and promote the socialization of international norms. 

Social media are seen by many as a “liberation technology,” allowing citizens to share 

information, mobilize more efficiently, and interact with a global audience. While these 

arguments have received considerable attention, they only partially explore the question of 

social media’s impacts on the prospect of a norm socialization process. Furthermore, many 

voices have raised to contest social media capacities to defy a state’s power.  

This thesis explores the strength, weakness, and limitations of social media on the prospect of 

a norm socialization process in the People’s Republic of China by focusing on Chinese feminist 

movements and their use of the Chinese social media Sina Weibo as a way of promoting 

women’s rights. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

 

1.1. Background and Motivation 

This thesis is motivated by the eagerness to contribute to two theoretical debates: the impacts 

of social media on activists’ capacity to challenge authoritarian regimes and the prospects of a 

norm socialization process in the People’s Republic of China. 

Regarding the first debate, over the past decade, International Relations scholars have 

been discussing social media’s capacity to support and enhance advocacy groups’ efforts to 

promote social change in authoritarian regimes (Ray and Tarafdar 2017, Isa and Himelboin 

2018).  

On one side of this debate are the scholars who praise social media as a “liberation 

technology,” empowering advocates and challenging the social order established by 

authoritarian states. The core of the “liberation technology” argument is that social media 

enhance activists’ capacity to organize actions, recruit supporters, and call the international 

community attention to their cause (Della Ratta and Valeriani 2014, Thakur and De 2016, Ray 

and Tarafdar 2017, van Dijck and al. 2017, Shen and al. 2019).  

On the other side are the scholars who doubt social media’s capacity to improve 

advocacy groups’ ability to promote social change (Shirky 2011). For instance, some 

researchers pointed out that social media do not escape to the control of authoritarian 

governments, and do not seem to prevent activists from being repressed (Greitens 2013, Reuter 

and Szakonyi 2015, Rød and Weidmann 2015). Besides, some studies even suggest that 

authoritarian states can use social media to tighten their grip on civil society (King and al. 2017).  

This thesis proposes to contribute to this debate by using the concept of norm 

socialization to explore social media’s impacts on activists’ capacity to challenge authoritarian 

regimes. Developed by constructivist scholars, the norm socialization process refers to the 

process by which advocates, also referred to as “norm-entrepreneurs,” transform an 

international standard, such as human rights, into a domestic norm (Finnemore and Sikkink 

1998, Risse and Sikkink 1999, Sikkink 2005). Successful norm socialization occurs when 

norm-entrepreneurs manage to convince both civil society and policymakers to adopt a new 

behavior. 
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Because, social media generate information flows, enable users to share videos and 

pictures as well as engaging with people based in other countries, they are expected to favor a 

norm socialization process. Indeed, to generate a successful norm socialization process, 

activists must be able to deliver information to the public, use symbolic content to rally 

supporters, and reach the international community to obtain its backing (Keck and Sikkink 

1999).  

Therefore, the key to understanding the impacts of social media on activists’ capacity to 

challenge authoritarian regimes is to observe to which extent they favor the creation of a norm 

socialization process. 

This thesis proposes to conduct such an analysis by observing how the new Chinese 

feminist movement uses social media in its struggle to promote women’s rights in the PRC.  

The decision to use the Chinese feminist movement as a case study is motivated by two 

reasons. First, China fulfilled all the essential criteria to study the impacts of social media on 

activists’ capacity to challenge authoritarian regimes since it is an authoritarian state with the 

largest population of social media users.1   

Second, over the past years, IR scholars have been discussing the attitude of the PRC 

toward international standards. For some academicians, Beijing is a “norm maker” with an 

apparent tendency to challenge international norms rather than adopting them (Lanteigne 2020). 

They base their argument on the fact that, for the past years, China has been promoting a 

political and economic model based on economic growth and restrictions on political and civic 

rights (Milanovic 2020). Sometimes referred to as the “Beijing Consensus” to highlights its 

opposition to the “Washington Consensus” and Western neoliberalism (Kennedy 2010, Dirlik 

2006), the “Chinese model” claims that economic development can be achieved without 

democratic institutions. Nevertheless, few have been considering the possibility that China 

might integrate international norms rather than fighting them.  

Therefore, by focusing on Chinese feminist movements and their use of the Chinese 

social media as a way of promoting women’s rights, not only this study contributes to the debate 

regarding social media’s impact on advocacy groups, but it also proposes to evaluate the 

prospect of a norm socialization process in Mainland China.   

                                                           
1 “Number of social network users in selected countries in 2018 and 2023.” Statista, Dec. 2, 2019 
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1.2. Purpose of the Research 

Through the study of the use of social media by Chinese feminist groups in their struggle to 

implement women’s rights norms, this thesis proposes to enrich two theoretical discussions: the 

impacts of social media on activism and the prospect of a norm socialization process in the PRC.  

 From a broader point of view, the purpose of this research is to contribute to the 

literature on norm socialization and Chinese social movements. Expectantly, this thesis’ 

findings could help to guide future studies on these topics. 

 

1.3. Research Questions 

 

This research focuses on the use of social media by Chinese feminist activists to understand 

social media’s impact on the norm socialization process and, subsequently, the prospects of a 

norm socialization process in the PRC. Stemming from this topic, the research questions of this 

study are: 

 

A. What is the impact of social media on the norm socialization process? 

Since this thesis is based on the constructivist approach and focused on Mainland China, any 

answer to this question should include the following elements: a) how social media facilitate 

(or not) Chinese women’s rights movements to engage with transnational actors, b) how social 

media enable Chinese feminist movements to address and prevent sexual harassment, and c) 

what would be the consequences for Chinese women’s rights movements if they were deprived 

of their social media accounts.  

B. Are social media supporting the spreading and adoption of international norms, or, on the 

contrary, are they restraining them?  

Any answer to this question should include the following elements: a) how do Chinese 

authorities respond to advocacy groups when they use social media, and b) what are the factors 

that generate a positive change and what are the ones that produce negative ones. 

 

Because a study of a norm socialization process must focus on the advocates’ efforts to 

promote their norm, This research analyses three cases representative to the Chinese feminist 

movements’ use of social media in their struggle to urge for anti-sexual harassment mechanisms 

to enforce women’s rights norms in the PRC.  
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The first case study is the arrest and detention between March and April 2015 of five 

women’s rights activists, known as the “Feminist Five,”2 by the Chinese police for planning to 

distribute flyers regarding sexual harassment in public transportation during the International 

Women’s Day. Their detention was widely discussed on social media both within and outside 

China and triggered a wave of cyber protests. Thus, this case study would be used to analyze 

the role of social media as a link between domestic and international networks and as a potential 

means for activists to pressure a state. 

The second case study is a 2017 anti-sexual harassment campaign that spread from the 

city of Guangzhou to more than 20 others across the PRC.3 In March 2016, a group of feminist 

activists used online crowdfunding to finance the placing of anti-sexual harassment 

advertisements in Guangzhou’s subway. Despite some initial success, two months after being 

launched, the fundraising campaign was banned from social media (Tsai and Wang 2019). 

Besides, regardless of the money collected, the activists were still unable to obtain the right to 

post their advertisement as the authorities keep opposing them. 4 More than one year after the 

beginning of its campaign, the group decided to use social media to bypass the interdiction5 and 

launched a new action called “I am a Billboard Walking Against Harassment” (我是廣告牌，

行走反騷擾). With a hundred supporters uploading pictures as a way of participating in the 

campaign, the movement spread rapidly from Guangzhou to other cities before the authorities 

stopped it by harassing one of its organizers. Therefore, this case provides some elements 

regarding how the Chinese regime reacts to cyber social movements. 

The last event is the 2018 #MeToo movement. During this year, several women used 

social media platforms to denounce men that have harassed them. Some of the accusations 

gained enough attention to lead to some concrete actions against the perpetrators. Besides, the 

same year, institutions such as the Ministry of Education started to adopt guidelines regarding 

sexual harassment. 6 Moreover, a draft of the civil code proposed that sexual harassment might 

lead to civil liabilities and that measures should be taken to prevent it in the workplace.7 The 

#MeToo case demonstrates social media’s capacity to mobilize domestic attention and provide 

                                                           
2 Sophie Beach, “Five Women’s rights Activists Criminally Detained,” China Digital Times, Mar. 13, 2015 
3 Tony Lin, “End of the Line for Subway Ad Against Sexual Harassment,” Sixth Tone. Apr. 28, 2017 
4 Ibid. 
5 Yun Zou, “Feminist Activist Ignores Police Advice to Leave City,” Sixth Tone. May 22, 2017  
6 Jun Liang, “Chinese Authorities Taking Measures to Prevent Sexual Harassment at Universities,” People’s Daily Online, 

Jan. 16, 2018 
7 Hongyu, “Civil Code Draft Backs the Victims of Sexual Harasser,” People’s Daily Online, Aug. 28, 2018.  
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support to norm-entrepreneurs. The fact that the authorities initiated some reforms also provides 

some insights regarding their attitude toward social media.  

 

1.3. Research Methods 

This research is a case study analysis of three events representative to the Chinese 

feminist movements’ use of social media in their struggle to urge for anti-sexual harassment 

mechanisms to enforce women’s rights norms in the PRC. 

An analysis of a norm socialization process relies on two elements: the study of the 

norm-entrepreneurs’ efforts to advocate their norm and the authority’s reaction to these efforts.    

The study the first element relies on the three essential tasks that norm-entrepreneurs 

must perform in order to generate an effective norm socialization process: inform the public, 

use symbols to rally supporters, and find support abroad. To link social media and norm 

socialization, this research focuses on online publications aiming to fulfill advocating purposes, 

establishing a connection between Chinese women’s rights defenders and their foreign 

counterparts, and carrying symbolic contents.  

Therefore, this research analyses a collection of 374 publications posted by six women’s 

rights organizations and feminist activists on the Chinese social media Sina Weibo (新浪微博) 

during four specific periods: from March 7 to April 13, 2015; May 2017; from January to 

February 2018; and from July to August 2018. The observed women’s rights groups and 

activists are the following: 

 

● Bcome小组 

A feminist group based in Beijing and focused on gender and sexual rights. The organization 

was created in 2012 and is primarily a student drama club. However, the group now conducts 

awareness-raising campaigns through art and social advocacy. Their Weibo account has been 

created in 2012, at the same time as the organization, and is currently named “Bcome小组” 

and followed by 2653 other accounts.  
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● F Feminist (F女权小组) 

Formed in 2016 and based in Guangzhou, F Feminist is dedicated to promoting and advocating 

gender equality and women’s right through art, social activities, and workshop. Since 

November 2016, the group has a Weibo account followed by 229 users; however, it seems 

inactive since May 2017.   

● Women Awakening (新媒体女性) 

A feminist network founded in 2004 and located in Guangzhou. It is specialized in promoting 

gender equality and monitor women’s rights in China. The organization has joined Weibo in 

2011 and is currently followed by 604.571 other accounts. 

● Feminist Activists (女性主義行動派) 

Based in Guangzhou, the group Feminist Activists organizes activities to advocate for women’s 

rights and gender equality. The organization started its Weibo account in 2012 under the 

nickname “Feminist Action is delicious” (女权行动派很好吃), but was blocked by the 

platform in March 2016. The group created a new account in April, under the name “The 

Feminist Activists can’t Finish” (女权行动派吃不完), which is currently followed by 10.931 

users.  

● Zhang Leilei (張累累) 

An activist for gender equality and LGBTQ rights, who is based in Guangzhou. Leilei is part 

of the broad Chinese feminist movement that grew in 2012 and participated in many advocacy 

campaigns, including the one who eventually led to the arrest of the “Feminist Five.” Her 

activism is known outside of China as she gave several interviews to foreign media over the 

years. She started using Weibo in 2011 and is currently followed by 2.898 other accounts.  

● Tai Feng (邰風) 

She participated in the creation of a helpline to support women facing gender discrimination 

and sexual harassment in the workplace in Guangzhou. She also wrote a report on gender 

discrimination in Guangzhou universities. Her Weibo account was launched in 2015 and is 

followed by 684 other users. 
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● Xiao Meili (肖美麗) 

She participated in many feminist campaigns since 2010, including a 2.500km hike between 

2013 and 2014, to raise awareness against sexual harassment. She also gave interviews and 

wrote articles for foreign media on feminism in China and participated in workshops and 

seminars abroad. She created a Weibo account in 2010, which is currently followed by 22.708 

users and another one in 2013, followed by 14.924 other accounts.   

 

To study the second element, this research analyses how the Chinese authorities 

responded to the online campaigns created by feminist groups and organizations by looking at 

articles published by the CCP’s mouthpieces and the publications released by the All-China 

Women’s Federation on its Weibo account. It also uses a tool developed by GreatFire.org, an 

organization dedicated to the monitoring of internet censorship in China, to monitor the Chinese 

authorities’ reactions: FreeWeibo, which allows retrieving censored contents. Besides, this 

study also relies on the reports published by China Digital Times, an organization dedicated to 

monitoring online censorship in China. Finally, this analysis is also based on relevant 

information from different academic sources (Chen and Ang 2011, King and al. 2013, King and 

al. 2017), media, and organization reporting on online censorship and feminism in China.  

Finally, this research also includes an analysis of the outcomes of each case, especially 

gains and losses made by the domestic society and the state. Are recognized as gains, any 

change that might potentially lead to the implementation of mechanisms to prevent and 

condemn sexual harassment. Indeed, such changes can be signs of institutionalization of 

women’s rights by the state. On the contrary, are considered losses, any change that undermines 

women’s rights activists’ capacity to keep pushing for reforms.  

Through this approach, this paper observes to which extent Chinese advocacy groups 

can rely on social media to foster a norm socialization process. 
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Chapter II: Literature Review 

 

The following chapter is dedicated to the conceptualization of norm socialization, social 

media, and feminism. It will first discuss concepts of international norms and norm socialization 

from a constructivist point of view, based on the theories developed by Finnemore, Sikkink, 

Keck, and Risse. Then, it will explore the connection between norm socialization and social 

media based on previous studies of social media’s influence on social movements and 

transnationalism. Finally, it will investigate IR feminist theories.      

 

2.1.  International Norms and Norm Socialization 

 

One of the first theories regarding the apparition and diffusion of an international norm was 

developed by Finnemore and Sikkink through their life-cycle model, which emphasized the role 

of international organizations and argued that norms emerge and “cascade” before being 

internalized (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). A norm first emergences, promoted by a norm 

entrepreneur. During this first stage, the norm is highly contested and competes with other 

norms as well as differing interests (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). Ultimately, the norm 

entrepreneur successfully convinces others to adopt his standard, which begins to be diffused 

at the international level (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). During this process, described as a 

“cascade,” states decide to follow the norm because they care about their legitimacy and 

reputation (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). In the final stage, the norm is not discussed anymore 

and widely integrated into practice (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998).  

In the last decades, the life-cycle model has been criticized for depicting the norm 

diffusion of a norm as a one-way, global-to-local, diffusion (Krook and True 2012, Roggeband 

2016). Another approach based on domestic dynamics has emerged, focusing on the local 

development of norms and the diversity of actors (Zwingel 2012, Roggeband 2016). 

Nevertheless, regardless of its origins, to be diffused, a norm has to undergo a norm 

socialization process before being fully integrated into practice by a state. Because states are 

not always willing to adopt new standards, domestic norm-entrepreneurs might have to reach 

out for the support of international advocacy networks (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998, Keck and 

Sikkink 1999). This mechanism has been described as a “boomerang pattern” by Keck and 

Sikkink (Keck and Sikkink 1999). This model argues that, when facing opposition from the 
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state, domestic norm-entrepreneurs connect with foreign actors to ask for support. This support 

can have multiple forms, ranging from official statements condemning the norm violations to 

direct financial assistance to local organizations (Risse and Sikkink 1999). Therefore, external 

support reinforces domestic norm-entrepreneurs’ capacities while putting the state under the 

scrutiny of a global audience. In reaction, authorities have less incentive to use repression 

against social movements (Risse and Sikkink 1999). Ultimately, the state begins to integrate 

the norm into practice.  

Finally, the “boomerang pattern” emphasizes the importance of networking as well as 

“information politics” and “symbolic politics” (Risse and Sikkink 1999). “Information politics” 

refer to the flow of information between local and global actors, which is essential to the 

promotion of norms (Risse and Sikkink 1999). By collecting information and sharing them with 

foreign actors, they can put their country under the scrutiny of the international community 

(Sikkink 2005). “Symbolic politics” concern contents that, given their emotional and visual 

impact, can be used as symbols by both local and international norm-entrepreneurs to rally more 

followers to their cause (Risse and Sikkink 1999).   

The nature of social media coincides with the logic of the “boomerang pattern.” First, 

social media are based on the notion of networking, which is also a core component of the 

model. Second, social media facilitate “information politics” by improving the speed of the 

information flows vertically, between domestic and international actors, and horizontally, 

among the local and global societies. Finally, because they have an extraordinary capacity to 

put in circulation videos and images rapidly, social media can circulate emotions and, therefore, 

encourage the use of “symbolic politics.” 

 

2.2.  Social Media and Norm Socialization 

 

Social media started to be massively used during the first decade of the 21st century, and have 

never stopped to grow in both size and importance since. Nowadays, their logos are omnipresent; 

their users comprise organizations, companies, and governmental institutions. In April 2020, 

more than 3.8 billion people were using social media.8  

                                                           
8 “Global digital population as of April 2020.” Statista, Apr. 24, 2020 
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From a general point of view, social media can be understood as internet-based services 

utilized by individuals to communicate with each-others and share opinions and ideas instantly. 

They are also used by people to build a social network, which is the number of connections 

established with other users (Boyd and Ellison 2007, Obar and Wildman 2015). What makes 

these virtual platforms live is the contents created and published by their users (Obar and 

Wildman 2015). Their forms are diverse and vary from one service to another. Twitter, for 

example, only authorizes users to post a short text or a link to another website; in comparison, 

Instagram limits its contents to pictures and brief videos.  

 

Social Media and Social Movements    

Domestic social movements play a crucial role in the “boomerang pattern” by being the main 

initiator of an international collective action (Sikkink 2005). Social movements are networks 

of organizations and individuals sharing common beliefs that decide to take collective actions 

on conflictual issues (Della Porta 2020, Diani 1992). They arise from preexisting social 

networks (Taylor and Rupp 2002), rely on informal interactions and solidarity (Diani 1992), 

and their effectiveness in generating social change depends on their capacity to disrupt or 

threaten a social order (Khagram, Riker and Sikkink 2002).  

Many scholars have depicted social media as a “liberation technology,” boosting social 

movements’ capacities and, therefore, having a positive effect on the norm socialization process. 

However, this point of view is not shared by all the researchers, and some argue that social 

media’s impact on social movements is overstated or even that they serve the interests of 

authoritarian regimes rather than civil society. 

According to John C. Bertot and al., social media, combined with other new 

technologies such as e-government and mobile technologies, allow citizens to stay informed 

about government and public officials’ performances, which promotes transparency and social 

change (Bertot and al. 2010).  

In their study of several Asian social movements, including the 2009-2010 Iranian 

“Green Revolution,” the 2014 “Sunflower Protest” in Taiwan, and the 2014 “Umbrella 

Movement” in Hong Kong, Thakur and De concluded that social media played a crucial role in 

the creation of these movements. According to them, social media circulate information on 

social movements that shape the opinion of users and encourage them to mobilize  
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(Thakur and De 2016). Another analysis of the Hong Kong 2014 “Umbrella Movement” 

supports their statement. According to its authors, individuals’ motivation to take part in the 

social movement partially depended on the information they received through social media 

platforms (Shen and al. 2019).  

An analysis of the utilization of Twitter during protests against violence on women in 

India in 2012 offers the same findings. According to the study, social media allowed social 

activists and public figures to raise awareness regarding women’s conditions in India, which 

created environmental conditions favorable to the rise of a social movement (Ray and Tarafdar 

2017).  Besides, the authors also point out that social media allowed activists to mobilize the 

civil society through the rapid share of information regarding incoming protests and the 

circulation of petitions addressed to the authorities (Ray and Tarafdar 2017). Finally, Twitter 

hashtags strengthen the movement by bringing together participants under a collective cyber 

identity (Ray and Tarafdar 2017).  

Nevertheless, some scholars argue that the role of social media is overstated. Based on 

studies of the “civil rights movement” that happened in the United States in the 1960s, Gladwell 

argues that social media do not turn people into activists (Gladwell 2010). Cyberactivism does 

not require to take part in physical activities, which are the main component of a social 

movement (Gladwell 2010). Besides, netizens are unlikely to support each other as their bounds 

are weak, given the fact that they do not necessarily know each other (Gladwell 2010). Finally, 

networks are less efficient than hierarchic organizations, which undermines their capacity to 

mobilize supporters and resources to conduct actions (Gladwell 2010).       

Moreover, opponents to the norm, such as governments or interest groups, might also 

use social media as a tool to push their agenda. First, states can restrain access to the internet 

and social media’s contents (Rød and Weidmann 2015), which prevents norm-entrepreneurs 

from reaching a public. In their study of the Russian 2011-2012 election cycle, Reuter and 

Szakonyi pointed out that Facebook and Twitter users were more aware of electoral frauds 

because the opposition was very active on those social media (Reuter and Szakonyi 2015). 

However, overall, only a minority was informed of such misconducts as the majority of Russian 

netizens use native networking platforms where the authorities are better able to monitor and 

control the spread of information (Reuter and Szakonyi 2015). In North Korea, the access to 

the domestic intranet is a privilege reserved to members of the elites who are loyal to the regime 

(Greitens 2013).  
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Second, if advocacy groups can rely on social media to enhance their visibility and 

engage a public debate, authorities still have access to an extensive set of tools, such as using 

the police and judiciary system to harass and detain activists (Shirky 2011).  

Finally, social media can be used by the state as a means to diffuse its propaganda. 

Therefore, users are more likely to adopt “state-approved” norms and adhere to official 

narratives rather than opposing them. King and al.’s analysis of China’s “50ct Army” 

demonstrates that the CCP is investing resources to spread its propaganda on Chinese social 

media (King and al. 2017). Besides, Chinese propaganda does not only depend on the regimes’ 

agencies. It also relies on the netizens who are encouraged to express their loyalty toward the 

CCP (King and al. 2017). 

 

Social Media and Transnationalism 

Since the mid-1990s, the concept of transnationalism has been widely studied by IR scholars, 

especially among constructivists (Khagram, Riker and Sikkink 2002, Sikkink 2005). Besides, 

transnational actors are key actors in the norm socialization process as they provide support to 

domestic norm-entrepreneurs (Khagram, Riker and Sikkink 2002).  

The main actors of transnationalism are: INGOs, transnational advocacy networks, 

transnational coalitions, and transnational social movements (Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink 

2002). INGOs are defined by the presence of members from at least three different countries in 

their decision-making structure (Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink 2002). These organizations plan 

and conduct actions aiming to create social changes in the different countries through their local 

chapters.  

Transnational coalitions involve actors from different countries who are advocating the 

same norm and try to improve their actions by sharing strategies and best practices (Khagram, 

Riker and Sikkink 2002).  Transnational advocacy networks are less formal and are structured 

around exchanges of information between actors from different countries sharing similar values 

(Keck and Sikkink 1998). Compared to INGOs, transnational coalition, and transnational social 

movements, those networks do not have a high level of coordination (Keck and Sikkink 1998).  

Finally, transnational social movements are similar to domestic ones with the difference 

that they can generate and maintain social mobilization in more than one country (Khagram, 

Riker, and Sikkink 2002). However, those movements do not coordinate with each other 
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(Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink 2002). Nevertheless, because they can organize actions aiming 

to disturb the social order such as protests, those movements are supposedly more effective in 

bringing changes that the other forms of transnationalism (Khagram, Riker and Sikkink 2002). 

With the globalization and the rise of new communication tools, including social media, 

civil society members became more connected with their foreign counterparts (Perret 2006, 

Feenstra 2017). Therefore, some scholars have investigated how social media could strengthen 

transnationalism. In their study of the Egyptian social movement to free Al Jazeera journalists 

between 2013 and 2015, Daud Isa and Itai Himelboin determined that social media can be used 

by social activists to reach a broader audience (Isa and Himelboin 2018). Their analysis of 

Twitter demonstrated that the use of hashtags enables activists to connect and collaborate with 

other social movements and, therefore, reach and mobilize a higher number of supporters (Isa 

and Himelboin 2018). 

 Researches on the use of social media during the “Arab Spring” in Tunisia and Egypt 

revealed that activists were successful in drawing international attention by translating and 

posting information related to their movements on Facebook and Twitter (Della Ratta and 

Valeriani 2014, van Dijck and al. 2017). In return, encouragements and sympathy from abroad 

displayed on social media motivated and boosted protesters (Eltantawy and Wiest 2011).  

 

2.3.  IR Feminist Theories  

 

This research defines “feminism,” as an ideology promoting gender equality and challenging 

gender-based norms and “women’s rights” as a set of norms, which purpose are to ensure that 

women enjoy the same civil, political, and economic rights as men. Since it can be assumed 

that feminist activists advocate women’s rights, this study considers women’s rights activists, 

groups, movements, and organizations, and feminist activists, groups, movements, and 

organizations as synonyms. However, it acknowledges the fact that feminist and women’s rights 

activists also have different agendas and can coexist independently.   

Feminist theories emphasize the understanding of male-dominated structures and how 

they discriminate against women and create disparity (Tickner 1997). Therefore, these studies 

mainly focus on women’s political, social, and economic disadvantages (Tickner 2006).  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001229

15 
 

Feminist theories made their entrance into the domain of IR in the 1980s, and empirical 

feminist studies started to flourish in the mid-1990s (Tickner 2006). Feminist scholars propose 

an alternative lecture on IR topics. For example, they discuss the role of gender-based hierarchic 

orders in the uneven distribution of resources and wealth among states (Tickner 1997, Tickner 

2006). A feminist lecture of IR also  

The feminist approach also tries to incorporate gender-based issues in already existing 

frameworks such as, for instance, the inclusion of gender-based violence in the study of 

international conflicts (Kirby 2013). The merging of women’s rights into human rights is 

another example of the feminist attempt to enlarge the scope of the IR field (Bunch 1990).  

Furthermore, compared to other IR theoretical frameworks, feminism seeks the 

accomplishment of an objective: the achievement of gender equality (Tickner 1997). Therefore, 

feminist scholars and policymakers are advocating for the inclusion of women in decision-

making processes and a reshape of international institutions, policies, and norms to be more 

inclusive toward gender-based issues and minorities (Ackerly and True 2018).  

 However, this view is not unchallenged, and some IR scholars, such as Francis 

Fukuyama. These academicians do not deny the importance of gender equality but are skeptical 

regarding what they describe as a feminist utopia (Fukuyama 2012). According to them, 

violence and power are rooted in human nature rather than the outcomes of a patriarchal society 

(Fukuyama 2012). Therefore, according to this argument, gender equality is unlikely to resolve 

some issues such as war and other forms of inter-state conflicts (Fukuyama 2012). 

 Nevertheless, feminism remains a significant theoretical approach that has inspired and 

continues to inspire domestic and transnational social movements. At the international level, 

feminist theories shaped the agenda, vocabulary, and objectives of women’s rights (Moghadam 

2005). Feminist transnational advocacy networks try to pressure states that do not observe 

women’s rights by calling on the international community and the public to push them to apply 

norms (Moghadam 2005). They also participate in the various IGOs events such as the United 

Nations assemblies and conventions, during which they lobby to ensure that the organizations 

take measures to implement women’s rights (Tripp 2006, Moghadam 2005, Friedman 2003). 

Finally, they participate in the policymaking process of the IGOs by submitting their reports 

and recommendations to the different bodies in charge of reviewing and establishing global 

policies (Moghadam 2005).  
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At the domestic level, feminist transnational advocacy networks collaborate with media, 

local women’s rights organizations, and other advocacy networks sharing similar values such 

as human rights groups to help them convince the civil society and the authorities to adopt 

women’s rights norms (Moghadam 2005). In return, local women’s rights aim to address issues 

mainly faced by women, such as gender-based inequalities. They can also be used to focus 

attention on problems that affect the entire community, such as rural poverty (Ferree and 

Mueller 2005). Finally, transnational advocacy networks’ support can be financial, logistics, or 

in terms of knowledge (Sperling, Ferree, and Risman 2001).  
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Chapter III: Women’s rights as International Norms 

 

The following chapter is dedicated to the introduction of women’s rights as international norms. 

It will first discuss the emergence of the norms and the role played by women’s rights 

transnational organizations between the end of the 19th century until the end of the Second 

World War. Then, it will explore how women’s rights were integrated into the United Nations’ 

framework. Finally, it will discuss the major obstacles encountered by transnational feminist 

advocacy groups.  

 

3.1. Emergence and First Waves of Transnational Mobilization 

Women’s rights started emerged and spread as international norms during the final 

decade of the 19th century, with the apparition of the first transnational women organizations. 

During this period were created, for instance, the International Council of Women, the 

International Alliance of Women, and the Women’s International League for Peace and 

Freedom, which compose the first wave of feminist activists (Tripp 2006). All of them sought 

to generate an international social movement by conducting joint activities in different countries 

and creating local chapters or networks (Taylor and Rupp 2002). By the end of the First World 

War, women’s rights activists were active all around the world, organized in INGOs, 

transnational advocacy networks, and transnational coalitions (Tripp 2006).   

During this period, feminist organizations were mainly focusing on obtaining civil and 

political rights such as the right to vote, the right to employment, or the right to obtain the 

husband’s nationality (Taylor and Rupp 2002, Tripp 2006). These movements were also 

advocating for peace before the two World Wars (Taylor and Rupp 2002, Tripp 2006). From 

the point of view of IR, these organizations also tried to include women’s rights on the agenda 

of the League of Nations through advocacy actions (Taylor and Rupp 2002, Tripp 2006). From 

the   

Feminists’ efforts paid off after the First World War, as women obtained the right to 

vote in most countries. After having emerged and then cascaded, the norm was at the final stage 

of its socialization process. However, transnational feminists organizations continued to push 

forward and began to advocate for a better representation of women in politics, equality of 

chances, and against gender-based discrimination in the workplace (Paxton and al. 2006). This 

period also corresponds to the second wave of transnational mobilization, during which feminist 
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organizations, started to be more grassroots and more independent from Western ideologies 

(Tripp 2006).   

Women’s rights activists also continued to actively participate in international debates 

to make sure that their cause stays on the agenda of the United Nations and other IGOs. For 

instance, they worked to ensure the inclusion of the term “equal rights of men and women” in 

the 1945 United Nations Charter (Paxton and al. 2006). Therefore, women’s rights were 

progressively adopted and advocated by the UN in the second half of the 20th century. 

 

3.2. Women’s rights as part of the UN Norms  

 

The United Nations plays a central role in the ongoing spreading of women’s rights norms at 

the global level. The IGO organizes venues, offers space for discussion, and provides financial 

and logistic supports to women’s rights organizations worldwide (Snyder 2006). The UN is also 

a place were feminist NGOs, and INGOs can lobby governments to ensure that women’s rights 

stay on the international agenda (Synder 2006). 

Between 1975 and 1995, the United Nations organized four World Conferences on 

Women (Mexico City, Mexico, 1975, Copenhagen, Denmark, 1980, Nairobi, Kenya, 1985, and 

Beijing, China, 1995). In the meantime, the UN established the United Nations Development 

Fund for Women (UNIFEM) in 1976 and the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 1979, which has been ratified by 189 countries 

since.9 The convention also stipulates the creation of the Committee on the Elimination of 

Discrimination against Women, which is in charge of ensuring that parties are implementing 

the convention.   

The number of attending NGOs the conferences doubled between 1975 and 1995, 

reaching 12 000 participants in Beijing.10 This increase is explained by the proliferation of 

grassroots organizations in developing countries and resulted in the expansion of the debate to 

include violence against women, women’s economic issues, women’s rights during wartime, 

and the conditions of women living in developing countries (Tripp 2006).  

                                                           
9 UN Human rights, Office of the High Commissioner, “Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

against Women - Status of Ratification,” https://indicators.ohchr.org/  
10 UN Women, “World Conferences on Women” https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/intergovernmental-

support/world-conferences-on-women  

https://indicators.ohchr.org/
https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/intergovernmental-support/world-conferences-on-women
https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/intergovernmental-support/world-conferences-on-women
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This enlargement was formally acknowledged during the 1995 UN World Conference 

on Women with the adoption of the “Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action,” which 

recognizes 12 critical areas where gender equality must be achieved: 

1. Women and poverty 

2. Education and training of women 

3. Women and health 

4. Violence against women 

5. Women and armed conflict 

6. Women and the economy 

7. Women in power and decision-making 

8. Institutional mechanism for the advancement of women 

9. Human rights of women 

10. Women and the media 

11. Women and the environment 

12. The girl-child  

The parties also agreed on reviewing the implementation of the “Beijing Declaration 

and Platform for Action” every five years. In 1996, the UN created the UN Trust Fund to End 

Violence against Women. To this date, the institution has funded 462 initiatives in 139 countries 

and territories for a total of 128 million USD.11 In 1999, the UN General Assembly created the 

Optional Protocol to the CEDAW. Parties to the protocol agree to let the Committee on the 

Elimination of Discrimination against Women receive and consider complaints from their 

citizens. 

In parallel, feminists activists also worked to include women’s rights into the agenda of 

other UN agendas such as human rights and development policies (Tripp 2006, Moghadam 

2005, Friedman 2003). For instance, women’s rights organizations participated in the side 

events of the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 

the 1993 World Conference on human rights, in Vienna, Austria, and the 1994 International 

Conference on Population and Development, in Cairo, Egypt (Friedman 2003). As those events 

generally conclude with the adoption of a political agreement like a treaty or a convention, 

Defenders lobbied the delegates to ensure that the final text includes some dispositions to 

improve the status of women. For instance, the “Agenda 21” adopted in Rio had a chapter 

                                                           
11 UN Women, “UN Trust Fund to End Violence against Women,”https://www.unwomen.org/en/trust-funds/un-trust-fund-to-

end-violence-against-women    

https://www.unwomen.org/en/trust-funds/un-trust-fund-to-end-violence-against-women
https://www.unwomen.org/en/trust-funds/un-trust-fund-to-end-violence-against-women


‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001229

20 
 

entitled ‘‘Global Action for Women Towards Sustainable and Equitable Development’’ 

(Friedman 2003). 

After 2000, the inclusion of women’s rights into the UN framework continued. In 2010, 

UN Women replaced the UNIFEM, in 2015 of “Gender Equality” was adopted as one of the 17 

goals of the “UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.”12   

In 2020, the 64th Commission on the Status of Women, which also corresponds to 

Beijing+25, was supposed to be a new occasion to assemble the different women’s rights 

movements and review the implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. 

A forum, hosted in Mexico City and Paris, was also planned to gather a coalition of stakeholders 

from IGOs, NGOs, and the private sectors.13 Unfortunately, all the events were postponed due 

to the Covid-19 pandemic.     

Nevertheless, the fact that these events were programed testifies the fact that women’s 

rights continue to be part of the international agenda, that transnational feminist advocacy 

groups pursue their activities, and, therefore, that a norm socialization process is still ongoing.  

 

3.3. Main Challenges to the Spreading and Institutionalization of Women’s rights 
 

Despite the successes encountered by feminist activists, women’s rights still face internal and 

external challenges that slow their progression.  

Internal challenges are characterized by tensions between Western women’s rights 

organizations and their Southern counterparts. These tensions arose during the period of the 

four World Conferences on Women and were emblematic of the growing divergences between 

Western and Southern policymakers (Eyler 2015, Tripp 2006). Feminist organizations from 

developing countries were especially concerned by development policies and critical of their 

Western correlatives, sometimes depicted as representatives of Western imperialism (Eyler 

2015, Tripp 2006). In addition, in some cases, Western TANs feminist support elite of educated 

women, at the expense of women living in rural areas or belonging to a minority, undermining 

the capacity of grassroots movements (Sperling, Ferree, and Risman 2001). Finally, some 

tensions find their sources in the activities conducted by Western transnational advocacy 

                                                           
12 UN Sustainable Development Goals, “Goal 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls” 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/gender-equality/  
13 Generation Equality Forum https://forum.generationequality.org/about  

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/gender-equality/
https://forum.generationequality.org/about
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networks, such as seminars, as they generate a form of hierarchy between the global and 

Western “educators” and the local organizations in need of being “educated” to the proper 

women’s rights norms (Sperling, Ferree, and Risman 2001).  

However, this internal conflict was eventually partially resolved during the 1990s when 

a consensus was reached regarding the broad definition of women’s rights and their inclusions 

in other international norms such as environmental standards and human rights (Tripp 2006). 

Nevertheless, some feminist advocacy groups continue to consider women’s rights as Western 

norms related to Western values and do not entirely adopt nor promote them (Zwingel 2012). 

This issue also points out that the institutionalization of women’s rights norms dramatically 

varies from one country to another as grassroots organizations’ visions and interests differ from 

the ones of INGOs and transnational organizations (Zwingel 2012, Levitt and Merry 2009, 

Friedman 2003).      

Besides, women’s rights organizations are challenged by counter-movements, 

especially religious groups (Chappell 2006, Friedman 2003). Because they consider that women 

have to fulfill predefined roles and responsibilities and are motivated by religious beliefs, these 

groups are opposed to a certain aspect of women’s rights, such as the right to have an abortion  

(Chappell 2006, Friedman 2003). For instance, Christian and Muslim organizations attended 

the World Conferences on Women and at the other UN events to try to stifle the voices of 

feminist activists (Chappell 2006, Friedman 2003). The same as women’s rights organizations 

enjoy the support of liberal democracies. These groups are backed by religious-based 

governments such as Iran or the Vatican, which both actively fought the inclusion of terms that 

could encourage abortion laws in political agreements (Chappell 2006).  

Ultimately, feminist organizations focus on urging the authorities to either apply their 

own regulations in terms of women’s rights or to create new ones to fill the gaps (Levitt and 

Merry 2009). For example, according to the Hong Kong-based NGO China Labor Bulletin, the 

PRC’s laws and policies are supposed to ensure women’s access to employment, but, in reality, 

female job seekers are often victims of discrimination.14 Besides, the government seems to turn 

a blind eye on the issue. 15   

Thus, another critical obstacle that women’s rights activists have to overcome is to 

convince their government to adopt and implement their norms.   

                                                           
14 China Labor Bulletin, “Workplace discrimination,” Apr. 15, 2019.  
15 Ibid.  
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Chapter IV: Norm Socialization, Social Media, and Women’s rights in the 

People’s Republic of China 

 

The following chapter is dedicated to the understanding of norm socialization and women’s 

rights in the PRC. It will first discuss who are the Chinese actors of norm socialization and their 

relationship with the state. Then it will explain how the CCP monitors the internet and social 

media. Finally, it will explore the current situation of women’s rights in Mainland China.  

 

4.1. Norm Socialization in China 

 

As the Chinese civil society remains under the management of the CCP, there is little 

space available for Chinese social movements to develop. Any form of advocacy and 

mobilization is likely to be rapidly turned down by the state if they are perceived as threatening 

the CCP’s legitimacy and social order (Fleay 2012). For instance, groups engaged in activities 

that could directly challenge the CCP leadership and decisions such as advocacy, legal aid, 

labor rights, and religion are often closely monitored by the authorities.16 The measures taken 

by the authorities can aim to undermine an organization’s ability to conduct its work or directly 

target the activists, who can be harassed, forced to resign, or imprisoned.17  

Besides, Chinese advocates’ efficiency is undermined by their lack of organizational 

capacity. Many Chinese advocacy organizations, such as the environmentalist ones, struggle to 

mobilize supporters because they do not have skilled professional staff and sufficient funding 

(Xie 2015). The absence of political and social recognition are also two critical barriers that 

Chinese social movements have to overcome (Xie 2015).  

Furthermore, many Chinese advocacy groups are facing precarity because they do not 

have legal status. Not having a juridical status such as being recognized as “social organization” 

(社會組織) is a significant barrier to the development of an organization because it prevents it 

from engaging in fundraising activities and being exempted from taxes (Deng 2010). Moreover, 

according to the PRC’s law, organizations without legal status can be disbanded (Deng 2010). 

However, to be legally recognized, organizations must be sponsored by a representative of the 

government and receive the approval of the local Civil Affairs Bureau (民政局) and the 

                                                           
16 “China - Introduction.” International Center for Not-For-Profit Law (ICNL), Mar. 1, 2020 
17 Ibid. 
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Ministry of Civil Affairs (中華人民共和國民政部) (Deng 2010, Chan 2013). These rules 

penalize Chinese organizations that do not have enough resources and contacts within the 

state’s administration to find a patron and conduct the dual registration. Advocacy groups 

seeking to generate social changes are even less likely to obtain a juridical status as few would 

like to be affiliated to them, given the fact that they represent a risk of being harassed by the 

authorities.       

Moreover, since President Xi Jinping accessed to power in 2013, social movements are 

squeezed by the government’s effort to promote a “stronger Party and a stronger China.”18 

Activists’ actions aiming to address public issues are clashing with the CPP’s attempts to create 

a “civil society with Chinese characteristics.” 19  Since these “Chinese characteristics” are 

opposed to Western-conceptions of civil society, social movements’ relaying “foreign 

ideologies” such as human rights are seen as suspicious by the authorities (Deng 2010).  

On the other hand, the state encourages organizations that it considers as being useful 

and whose actions support its own goals.20 However, given the size of Mainland China and the 

multitude of government agencies and local branches, which all have different visions and 

objectives, official support to a social movement might vary from one place to another (Xie and 

Van Der Heijden 2010). Groups providing services such as poverty alleviation or eldercare, like 

industries, trade organizations, and charities, enjoy more freedom and have access to more 

resources because their activities can more efficiently serve the government’s objectives. Some 

of these groups can also be exempted from the dual registration.21 Therefore, convincing the 

authorities that it offers essential services to the state is also critical to an organization that seeks 

to have a legal status (Tam and Hasmath 2015).  

Besides, a social movement that would, at first, be perceived as a threat can still be able 

to succeed if its relationship with the authorities is good enough. For example, because it 

considers religion as a historical threat against the government and a way for foreign powers to 

infiltrate China, the CCP generally represses religious social movements  

(Tam and Hasmath 2015). However, some organizations such as Christian religious groups are 

still capable of prospering due to their ties with local agents and their capacity to link their 

actions with the state’s agenda (Tam and Hasmath 2015). Other ways of surviving include 

                                                           
18 “China - Introduction.” International Center for Not-For-Profit Law (ICNL), Feb. 26, 2020 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 “China - At Glance.” International Center for Not-For-Profit Law (ICNL), Feb. 26, 2020 
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collaborating with legal organizations such as GONGOs and conducting activities under their 

name, registering as a commercial organization, or keeping a low profile (Chan 2013).  

Nevertheless, none of these solutions are optimal as partners can decide to stop their 

support if they feel that the actions taken in their name will draw the attention of the state 

(Chan 2013). In the same manner, commercial organizations can be de-registered if the 

authorities decide that their activities are off-limits (Chan 2013). On the other hand, the CCP 

might prefer a social movement that remains public since it is easier to monitor than one that 

stays hidden (Chan 2013).  

Finally, GONGOs such as the ACWF (中華全國婦女聯合會) can also play a role in 

Chinese social movements. GONGOs are created by the state to support its policies and channel 

society’s demand (Deng 2010, Wu 2003). However, some of those organizations can become 

more independent, depending on their ability to attract nongovernmental resources and improve 

their capacities (Wu 2003). As a GONGO draws more local and international experts as well 

as retired high-level officials and other public figures, it can increase its aptitudes to develop 

and carry on its own policies and missions (Wu 2003). For instance, the Center for Environment 

Education and Communication (生態環境部宣傳教育中心) (CEEC) is a GONGO in charge 

of raising awareness on environmental issues. Still, the organization extended its mandate and 

now supports grassroots environmental NGOs and facilitates exchanges with international 

actors (Wu 2003).  

Thus, despite the initial constraints imposed by the state, the number of advocacy 

groups, GONGOs, and other drivers of social movements has been growing in China, 

strengthening the possibilities of a successful norm socialization process.22 

 

China and Transnationalism 
 

There are several obstacles preventing INGOs, transnational advocacy networks, 

transnational coalitions, and transnational social movements from being fully operative in the 

PRC. First, Chinese advocacy groups’ lack of resources directly affects transnational advocacy 

                                                           
22 “China - Introduction.” International Center for Not-For-Profit Law (ICNL), Feb. 26, 2020 
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networks, transnational coalitions, and transnational social movements’ capacity to be active in 

China since they rely on local organizations (Fleay 2012, Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink 2002).  

Second, since 2017, the Law of People’s Republic of China on Administration of 

Activities of Overseas Nongovernmental Organizations in the Mainland of China (中華人民共

和國境外非政府組織境內活動管理法), raises barriers for INGOs seeking to be active in the 

PRC. According to the law, foreign NGOs must register with the Ministry of Public Security 

(MPS) and find a domestic sponsor (government or government-affiliated organization) before 

being allowed to operate in China.23 Therefore, the first obstacle that INGOs have to overcome 

is to establish secure connections with the government. 

Besides, INGOs' capacities to advocate a norm are limited. First, the authorities restrict 

their range of actions to the domains judged as “useful,” which are, according to Article 3, 

economics, education, science, culture, health, sports, environmental protection, poverty, and 

disaster relief. Second, the regulation forbids INGOs to engage in activities that could be seen 

as threatening the social order. Article 5 stipulates that INGOs “shall not threaten China’s 

national reunification and security or ethnic unity, nor harm China’s national and social 

interests,” and Article 47 prohibits “inciting resistance to laws and regulations,” “spreading 

rumors,” and “funding political activities.” This regulation harms INGO’s ability to generate 

successful norm socialization by undermining their capacity to disrupt the social order, which 

is a crucial step in the process (Khagram, Riker and Sikkink 2002). Therefore, the second major 

obstacle that INGOs have to overcome is to convince the Chinese authorities that their activities 

are not damaging the CCP’s leadership. 

Finally, the law enables the authorities to monitor and pressure the INGOs that they 

suspect of being off-limits. Thus, INGOs are never entirely free from potential coercive 

measures. For example, according to Article 41 of the Law on Administration of Activities of 

Overseas Nongovernmental Organizations:  

“Where public security organs discover behavior they suspect violates the provisions of 

this Law in the course of performing oversight and supervision, they may adopt the following 

measures in accordance with the law: (1) Interview the chief representative and other 

representatives of the representative office of an overseas NGO; (2) Enter the premises or site 

of the activities of the overseas NGO in the mainland of China to carry out an inspection; (3) 

                                                           
23 “Fact Sheet on China’s Foreign NGO Law.” ChinaFile, Nov.1, 2017 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001229

27 
 

Question organizations and individuals related to the incident being investigated and require 

them to clarify matters related to the incident being investigated; (4) Consult and copy 

documents and materials relevant to the incident being investigated and seal up for safekeeping 

documents or materials that could otherwise be moved, destroyed, concealed or altered; (5) 

Shut down premises and facilities, or seize property, suspected of involvement in illegal 

activities.” 

Third, China’s economic power also undermines the efforts of transnational actors. An 

efficient norm socialization process relies on the national and transnational movements’ 

abilities to draw the attention of the international community on a state’s misconduct (Risse and 

Sikkink 1999). However, since the late 1990s, China’s trade partners, excepted the United 

States, are reluctant to publicly urge the PRC to adopt certain norms such as human rights or 

Freedom of Expression (Fleay 2006).  

 Nevertheless, following the same logic as for domestic organization, the CCP would 

allow transnational actors to operate in China if it considers that their work is serving its 

interests. Morton’s study of the AIDS prevention campaign in the Yunnan province during the 

early 2000s shows that the Chinese government started by denying the issue before 

progressively recognizing it and finally supporting the joint efforts of an INGO, Safe the 

Children, and grassroots organizations to raise awareness among local populations and create a 

prevention center (Morton 2005).     

Besides, the CCP is not entirely immune to external pressures. The creation of 

environmental GONGOs was motivated by the globalization of environmental issues and the 

need to have credible organizations able to represent the PRC during international conferences 

and summits (Wu 2005). Hosting the Fourth UN World Conference on Women and the 

affiliated NGOs summits in 1995 forced the CCP to encourage the creation of Chinese women’s 

rights NGOs to ensure the participation of the PRC to those events (Howell 2003). Therefore, 

the Chinese government would sometimes prefer to respond to internal and external forces by 

adopting a pragmatic stance and make some concessions rather than oppose and subjugate a 

social movement (Fleay 2006).  
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4.2  Social Media in China 

 

The PRC has the largest population of social media users in the world, which is two times larger 

than the one from the second-ranking country, India.24 In June 2019, China had more than 850 

million netizens,25 and 72% of them had an account on a social media platform.26 For instance, 

in 2019, on average, the Chinese social media Sina Weibo counted 516 million monthly users,27 

while WeChat, combined with its Mainland counterpart, Weixin (微信), registered more than 

1 billion.28 However, giving the diversity of services offered by WeChat and Weixin, it is 

difficult to define the part of users that use them solely as social media.    

The Chinese regime’s relationship with social media is complicated. On one hand, the 

authorities have been investing in digital technologies, enhancing access to cyberspace, and 

building online networks as part of their plan to sustain the economic growth (Deibert 2002, 

MacKinnon 2011). For instance, the PRC is a leading country in the development of 5G 

technologies,29 which aims to improve internet access.  

On the other hand, to remain in control of the civil society and avoid potential threats to 

its legitimacy, the Chinese government also invests considerable amounts of resources in 

monitoring and censoring the internet (Chen and Ang 2011, Marolt 2011, King and al. 2013). 

The GFW is a perfect illustration of how the Chinese regime controls the cyberspace and makes 

sure that netizens cannot access information that could harm its narrative. This tool has been 

designed to deny access to foreign websites and social media and, therefore, restraining netizens’ 

access to global content (Marolt 2011). The second aspect of the GFW is the censoring of 

specific information considered as threatening the official narrative (Marolt 2011). For instance, 

contents containing keywords related to “Taiwan” or “Tiananmen” are inaccessible for the 

average Chinese internet user (Marolt 2011).  

 The GFW is enforced by the Cyber Security Law of the People's Republic of China  

(中華人民共和國網絡安全法), which stipulates that internet service providers (ISP), which 

are companies offering access to the web, and internet content provider (ICP), which are 

                                                           
24 “Number of social network users in selected countries in 2018 and 2023” Statista, Dec. 2, 2019 
25 “Statistical Report on Internet Development in China.” China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC),                

Aug. 2019, p.13 
26 “Active social network penetration in selected countries as of January 2020.” Statista, Feb 14, 2020 
27 Sina Weibo 2019 Annual Report  
28 Tencent 2019 Annual Report 
29 China Internet Report 2019 
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websites and other cyber platforms, must install filters and hire staff to ensure that netizens 

cannot access prohibited content (Yang 2014, Chen and Ang 2011).    

The GFW is also coupled with the deployment of an “internet police,” a double-measure 

that aims to refrain netizens from posting contents that could challenge Beijing’s central power 

(Chen and Ang 2011, King and al. 2013). Thus, the Chinese cyber police task is to frame online 

debates and ensure that the authorities remain in control of the cyberspace (Chen and Ang 2011).   

In addition to this censoring and policing strategy, the CCP also uses social media to 

diffuse its propaganda (King and al. 2017, King Pan, and Roberts 2013). For instance, in 2019, 

there were 139 270 government accounts on Weibo, diffusing both official information and 

state propaganda.30 Coupled with censorship, online propaganda serves as a way to remain in 

control of online debates and avoid the rise of an anti-government discourse by creating a 

counter-movement and generating distractions (King and al. 2017). 

This strategy has recently been reinforced with the 2020 Regulations on Ecological 

Management of Network Information Content (網絡信息內容生態治理規定 ), which 

encourage Chinese netizens to use social media to promote the regime and its policies. For 

example, according to Article 5 of the Regulations on Ecological Management of Network 

Information Content: 

“Online information content producers are encouraged to make, reproduce, and publish 

information containing the following content: (1) Content publicizing Xi Jinping Thought on 

Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era; and complete, correct, and vivid 

exposition of the path, theory, system, and culture of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics. 

(2) Content publicizing the Party's theoretical path, directives and policies, and major decisions 

and deployments of the Party Central Committee; (3) Content presenting highlights in economic 

and social development, reflecting the people's great struggle and fervent lives; (4) Content 

promoting the Core Socialist Values, publicizing exceptional moral culture and zeitgeist, fully 

presenting the uplifting spirit of the Chinese people; (5) Effective responses to social concerns, 

resolving doubts and clearly analyzing, helping to guide the public in forming agreement;(6) 

Content that helps increase the international influence of Chinese culture, presenting the world 

with the true, three-dimensional, and complete China; (7) Other content that teaches taste, style, 

and responsibility; that praises truth, goodness, and beauty; and that promotes unity and stability” 

                                                           
30 “Statistical Report on Internet Development in China.” China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC),                

Aug. 2019, pp.66-68 
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Chinese Social Media and Social Movements 

    

Like in other authoritarian countries, the internet is an important space where civil 

society can express its opinion and anger regarding specific social issues (Li and al. 2016). 

Cyberactivism and online social movements started in China at the end of the 1990s with the 

increasing popularization of the internet in urban centers and the first bulletin board systems 

(BBS), which are online forums (Yang 2009). For instance, online forums were used by 

netizens to protest against the 1999 NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy in former 

Yugoslavia and to oppose the construction of a chemical factory in Xiamen, Fujian province, 

in 2007 (Yang 2009). With the creation of the social media Weibo in 2009, the platform rapidly 

became a privileged tool for activists (Liu 2015).  

Chinese activists, especially those belonging to grassroots movements, are among the 

most active social media users (Yang 2014). In their study on Chinese netizens online collective 

behaviors, Qiu, Lin, Chiu, and Liu have demonstrated that cyber social movements focusing on 

political and social issues are the ones that attract the most participants (Qiu and al. 2015, Yang 

2009). Inequalities, corruption, or power abuse are among the topics that generate the most 

responses from netizens (Qiu and al. 2015). 

Therefore, despite the control of the government, social media remain an efficient way 

for Chinese advocacy groups to circulate information and creating a community of like-minded 

persons willing to discuss a common issue (Liu 2015, Yang 2003). For instance, the internet 

and social media favored the development of the Chinese LGBTQ movement by connecting 

individuals who were previously ostracized together (Cao and Lu 2014, Yang 2014). Besides, 

online forums and debates partially compensate for the lack of possibility to organize offline 

events and offer a space where LGBTQ members can openly express themselves (Cao and Lu 

2014). Chinese NGOs are also using the cyberspace to reach more supporters and publish 

information related to the cause they are advocating, including content coming from abroad 

(Yang 2003).  Finally, social media also favor Chinese social movements by facilitating the 

organization of events such as protests (Liu 2015, Yang 2003). By exchanging on social media, 

militants can form groups and easily organize a demonstration (Yang 2003). Furthermore, the 

fact that activists can have some guarantee that they will share the risks linked to their 

engagement with other members reinforces their willingness to participate (Yang 2003).    

However, in China, online social movements usually fail to promote long-term social 

changes as they end once the participants are satisfied by the measures taken by the authorities 
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to address the issue (Qiu and al. 2015). Furthermore, Chinese NGOs and advocacy groups are 

not using social media to oppose the authorities directly and prefer to engage in activities that 

reinforce their legitimacy, such as organizing charity events, raising funds, and promote 

awareness (Yang 2014). Finally, online communities generally remain social support groups 

where people can find comfort and feel free to express their opinion, but they do not provoke 

change within society (Yang 2014). For instance, LGBTQ online groups cannot counterbalance 

the fact that the community is lacking recognition and rights (Cao and Lu 2014). 

Moreover, social media are also space where other groups evolve. Cyberactivists are 

also acting under the spotlight, which makes them the targets of individuals who, for personal 

and ideological reasons, are strongly opposed to the values they are promoting (Qiu and al. 

2015). Thus, social movements that are trying to address some social matters such as 

inequalities are attacked by crowds of netizens who try to discredit their cause by minimizing 

the issue (Qiu and al. 2015).    

Regarding social media and transnationalism, Chinese cyberactivists’ capacity to either 

generate or join a transnational movement is undermined by several factors: their lack of access 

to global content, the GFW, the state’s control over social media, and the absence of clear 

leadership, guiding and organizing the movement (Liu 2015). On the other hand, the exclusion 

of foreign social media, such as Twitter, and the censorship of local social media makes it 

difficult for transnational movement based outside of the PRC to reach a Chinese audience. 

Finally, in their research on Chinese “walled” activism, Juan Zhang and Pál Nyíri highlight the 

fact that Chinese society tends to have a negative opinion on foreign organizations criticizing 

their government, which is another obstacle to online transnationalism (Zhang and Nyíri 2014).     

 

Chinese State’s reaction to cyberactivism 

Imposing restrictions and censorship on this growing mass of social media users is a delicate 

task for the Chinese regime. For instance, shutting down a social media platform because it is 

used by advocacy groups to mobilize the society is not a viable option (Shirky 2011). Such a 

measure would be counterproductive since it would indiscriminately impact all the users and 

create more disorder than the activists could have generated (Qin and al. 2017, Shirky 2011). 

Besides, social media also provide some useful information for the central government 

regarding the performances of local officials (King and al. 2017). Thus, deleting such a valuable 
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source of information would also undermine the authorities’ ability to keep an eye on the civil 

society. 

Therefore, the Chinese authorities only remove contents that could pose a significant 

threat to the CCP’s authority and let individuals express their anger and defiance when the issue 

can be resolved by short-term actions (Qin and al. 2017, Li and al. 2016, Zhang and Nyíri 2014, 

King and al. 2013). On the other hand, any content that could potentially lead to collective 

actions is most likely to be censored as it represents a source of instability for the Chinese 

regime (King and al. 2013).  

 This attitude is known as “networked authoritarianism.” It aims at ensuring the support 

of the average netizens by letting them believe that they are free to use social media to express 

their concerns and engage with the government (MacKinnon 2011, Li and al. 2016). However, 

this freedom is only limited and without any guarantees (MacKinnon 2011). For instance, the 

legal system is considered as a tool of the CCP, which means that the Chinese government can 

quickly arrest netizens that it judges “disruptive.” (MacKinnon 2011).  

Indeed, from a legal point of view, the vagueness of the regulation makes it easy for the 

authorities to declare a content illegal and to prosecute the author. Article 6 of the Regulations 

on Ecological Management of Network Information Content (網絡信息內容生態治理規定) 

proscribes the publication of content “endangering national security, divulging state secrets, 

subverting the national regime, and destroying national unity,” “harming the nation's honor and 

interests,” as well as “dissemination of rumors, disrupting economic or social order.” Article 7 

also stipulates that contents “with a negative impact on the online ecosystem” are prohibited.  

For example, on April 24, 2020, a 45-years-old netizen was sentenced to four years in 

prison after having raised some concerns regarding inequalities on Weibo and WeChat and 

posted content about the country’s current and previous leaders.31 The authorities estimated that 

her posts “created disturbances that damaged public order” and charged their author for 

“picking quarrels and provoking trouble.”32  

However, cyberactivists’ freedom varies from one place to another, depending on the 

sensitivity of local authorities. The main reason is that the agencies in charge of censoring social 

media are under the supervision of the central government. At the same time, local-level 

                                                           
31 Luisetta Mudie, “China Jails Hubei Bank Clerk For Critical Social Media Posts,” Radio Free Asia (RFA), May 6, 2020  
32 "China: celebrity blogger gets 4 years in jail for criticizing Communist Party.” Reporter Without Borders (RSF), 

May 27, 2020 
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administrators are responsible for taking direct actions against advocacy groups (Qin and al. 

2017).   

 

4.3.  Women’s rights and Feminist Movements in China 

 

 

The PRC has ratified the CEDAW in 1980; however, it has not signed its 2000 

additional protocol. 33  Thus, the government does not authorize Chinese citizens or civil 

organizations to contact the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 

and the Committee might refuse to investigate requests from the Chinese civil society. 

Nevertheless, since 1982, the PRC has to regularly keep the Committee on the Elimination of 

Discrimination against Women on its implementation of the convention through periodical 

reports. The last one to date, the combined seventh and eighth periodic reports, was sent in 2013 

and reviewed by the Committee in 2014. 

 In theory, the CEDAW should be implemented by the Chinese government and become 

a domestic norm (Zhang 2017). The authorities have indeed adopted and modified a series of 

laws to comply with the convention (Zhang 2017). In 1992 was adopted the Law of the People's 

Republic of China on the Protection of Rights and Interests of Women (中華人民共和國婦女

權利保障法), which stipulates that women enjoy equal rights to men and forbids sexual 

harassment, domestic violence, and other forms of assaults against women.  

 In 2001, the Chinese Marriage Law (婚姻法) was revised to reaffirms the prohibition 

of domestic violence and provides some safeguards for women such as, in case of divorce, a 

division of properties based “on the principle of caring for the rights and interests of the wife 

and the child or children.” For instance, Article 2 of the Law on the Protection of Rights and 

Interests of Women stipulates that: 

 

“Women shall enjoy equal rights with men in all aspects of political, economic, cultural, 

social and family life. Equality between men and women is a basic State policy. The State takes 

the necessary measures to gradually improve the systems for protecting the rights and interests 

of women, in order to eliminate all forms of discrimination against women. The State protects 

                                                           
33 UN Human rights, Office of the High Commissioner, “Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

against Women - Status of Ratification,” https://indicators.ohchr.org/ 

https://indicators.ohchr.org/
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the special rights and interests enjoyed by women according to law. Discriminating against, 

maltreating, abandoning, and physically abusing women are prohibited.”  

 In 2007, the Employment Promotion Law (就業促進法) proscribed gender-based 

discrimination during the recruitment and hiring process.  

 In 2016, the first anti-domestic violence law, the Anti-domestic Violence Law of the 

People's Republic of China (中華人民共和國反家庭暴力法), came in force, outlawing, for 

the first time, domestic violence. For example, according to Article 27 of the Employment 

Promotion Law:  

 

“The state shall guarantee that women enjoy the same right to work as do men. Except 

for the types of work and positions stipulated by the state, hiring units cannot refuse to hire 

women or raise the employment standards for women based on their sex. When hiring female 

workers, hiring units are not allowed to set marriage and childbirth restrictions on female 

workers in the labor contract.” 

 

Besides, since 1995, the CCP releases every ten years a “National Program for Women’s 

Development.” The 2011-2020 program insists on incorporating “gender awareness in the legal 

system and public policies” and seeks to improve women’s condition in three focus areas: health, 

education, and economy.34  

 Therefore, at the official level, women’s rights are considered as a domestic norm, and 

the government has publicly expressed its willingness to apply the CEDAW and promote 

gender equality.   

 

Implementation of the CEDAW and Women’s rights in China 

 

The PRC’s programs and policies are carried out in partnership with governmental 

agencies, GONGOs, and NGOs (Hongxia and Xiuhua 2019, Zhang 2017). The major actors in 

charge of promoting gender equality are the National Working Committee on Children and 

                                                           
34 All-China Women’s Federation, “China National Program for Women's Development (2011-2020),” 

http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/source/1502/998-1.htm 

http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/source/1502/998-1.htm


‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001229

35 
 

Women under the State Council (國務院婦女兒童工作委員會) and the ACWF (Hongxia and 

Xiuhua 2019).   

The National Working Committee on Children and Women under the State Council is 

part of the government and was created in 1990 under the name “National Working 

Coordination Committee on Children and Women under State Council.” It is formed by 

ministerial-level leaders from 35 ministries and commissions, and its objective is to coordinate, 

support, and review the government’s efforts to implement women’s rights’ policies and 

programs (Hongxia and Xiuhua 2019).  

The ACWF is a GONGOs established in 1949 and serving as “a bridge linking the party 

and the government with women and as an important social pillar of the state power.”35 It is a 

six-level pyramid structure with at its top the ACWF and at its bottom the Women’s Federations 

of Residential Communities and the Women’s Federations of Villages. Overall, there are 

685 000 women’s federations regrouping 7.8 million executive members.36 The ACWF also 

has 12 affiliated institutions,37 each of them having their own partners.  

For instance, the China Women’s Development Foundation (中國婦女發展基金會) 

has been founded by the ACWF in 1988.38 It works in partnership with the Beijing Maple 

Women’s Psychological Counseling Center (北京紅楓婦女心理諮詢服務中心), a non-profit 

organization established in 2013 which “aims at providing psychological counseling and social 

services to women, children, and families in both urban and rural areas. It carries out gender 

and people-centered research and policy advocating for the aim of promoting the construction 

of harmonious society.”39 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
35 All-China Women’s Federation, “About the ACWF,”  

http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/about/1503/2333-1.htm  
36 Ibid. 
37 All-China Women’s Federation, “Affiliated Institutions of the ACWF,” 

http://www.womenofchina.cn/html/about/200439745-1.htm 
38 China Women’s Development Foundation, “About China Women's Development Foundation,” 

 https://www.cwdf.org.cn/en/index.php?m=content&c=index&a=lists&catid=79  
39 Beijing Maple Women’s Psychological Counseling Center, “Constitution,” 

http://www.maple.org.cn/index.php/Content/view/newsno/1569.html  

http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/about/1503/2333-1.htm
http://www.womenofchina.cn/html/about/200439745-1.htm
https://www.cwdf.org.cn/en/index.php?m=content&c=index&a=lists&catid=79
http://www.maple.org.cn/index.php/Content/view/newsno/1569.html
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Limitations and Major Issues regarding Women’s rights in China  

 

In its 2014 concluding observations on the combined seventh and eighth periodic reports of 

China, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women highlighted several 

issues regarding the implementation of the CEDAW in Mainland China. 

 First, at the legal level, Chinese citizens cannot appeal to the convention in a domestic 

court. Besides, the Chinese law provides no clear definition of discrimination against women, 

women have limited access to legal support, and the lack of independence of the Chinese legal 

system further undermine women’s capacity to receive justice.40 Also, there is no regulation 

regarding equal pay, and employers bore no responsibility for sexual harassment at the 

workplace.41         

Second, NGOs and civil organizations promoting women’s rights are marginalized, 

censored, and restrained by the authorities.42 Besides, at every level, women remain under-

represented in decision-making bodies, and women who campaign as independent candidates 

are victims of harassment and violence.43   

Finally, there is a lack of information and data regarding domestic violence and other 

forms of violence against women, which makes it challenging to visualize the national trends.44 

In its 2014 report addressed to the committee, the US-based NGO Human Rights in 

China pointed out some additional details regarding women’s rights issues in China. Regarding 

the lack of access to legal support, the NGO has pointed out that a court might decide to refuse 

to hear the victim if it considers the claim as politically sensitive. It also reported that people 

who have been publicly protesting for having been denied justice face risks of being harassed 

by either the authorities or individuals.45 

                                                           
40 Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, “Concluding observations on the combined seventh and 

eighth periodic reports of China,” Nov. 7, 2014.  p.3 
41 Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, “Concluding observations on the combined seventh and 

eighth periodic reports of China,” Nov. 7, 2014.  p.8 
42 Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, “Concluding observations on the combined seventh and 

eighth periodic reports of China,” Nov. 7, 2014.  p.7 
43 Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, “Concluding observations on the combined seventh and 

eighth periodic reports of China,” Nov. 7, 2014.  p.6 
44 Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, “Concluding observations on the combined seventh and 

eighth periodic reports of China,” Nov. 7, 2014.  pp.5-6 
45 Human Rights In China, “Suggested questions and issues to be raised with the Chinese government in advance of the fifth 

review of its implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women,” Jan. 24, 

2014.  pp.5-8 
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Second, regarding the lack of information, the NGO has called attention to the fact that 

some data, such as the number of unemployed women and wage distribution, have been 

classified as “secret” by the authorities.46  

Finally, in 2018, the INGO Amnesty International pointed out that the anti-domestic 

violence law was inefficient as only a limited amount of women had access to support, and few 

of them were able to prosecute their violent husbands.47 Besides, Chinese courts were reluctant 

to consider domestic violence as a valid reason to grant a divorce.48  

Therefore, the CEDAW and gender equality are not domestic norms in the sense that 

they have not been fully implemented and continue to be challenged. In reaction, part of the 

civil society has initiated social movements to complete the achievement of women’s rights in 

Mainland China. 

 

Chinese Feminist Movements and Women’s rights organizations 

 

Concerning feminism in China, recent literature is focused on the emerging of a new form of 

activism. According to some researchers, the new Chinese “feminist era” started around 2012 

(Li and Li 2017). It can be distinguished from previous women’s rights movements based on 

its relationship with the authorities and usage of both traditional and social media to catch the 

attention of the public (Li and Li 2017, Tan 2017).  

 In the early ages of the People’s Republic of China, women’s rights and gender equality 

were part of the communist rhetoric promoting the integration of women into the working class 

(Tan 2017). The first generation of Chinese feminists had strong ties with the CCP (Zheng 2020, 

Li and Li 2017). For instance, the first president of the ACWF, Cai Chang (蔡畅), was an early 

follower of Mao Zedong and a convinced communist (Rappaport 2001). The ACWF has 

conserved this relationship. Its current president, Shen Yueyue (沈躍躍), is an active Party 

member and member of the administration as she is the Vice-Chairperson of the Standing 

Committee of the National People's Congress. Besides, the first objective49 of the ACWF is: 

                                                           
46 Human Rights In China, “Suggested questions and issues to be raised with the Chinese government in advance of the fifth 

review of its implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women,” Jan. 24, 

2014.  pp.4-5 
47 Amnesty International, “Two Years On: Is China's Domestic Violence Law Working?,” Mar. 7, 2018. 
48 Ibid. 
49 All-China Women’s Federation, “About the ACWF,”  

http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/about/1503/2333-1.htm 

http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/about/1503/2333-1.htm
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“To organize and lead women to learn and implement Xi Jinping Thought on socialism with 

Chinese Characteristics for a New Era and the lines, principles and policies of CPC, and to unite 

women with a shared aspiration of socialism with Chinese characteristics.” 

The ACWF also has its own international network and maintain relationships with 

foreign women’s organizations. For example, the ACWF is in contact with women’s 

organizations of countries along the “Belt and Road”50 (a governmental economic and political 

project aiming to reinforce China’s trading capacities) as well as with the UN Women.51 The 

types of activities that the ACWF conducts with these organizations vary from foreign aid52 to 

diplomatic exchanges.53 Thus, the ACWF’s activities greatly differ from the ones of an NGO 

or INGO as the organizations act more like a representative of the CCP than an advocate of 

women’s rights.    

During the economic reforms of the 1980s and 1990s, gender-based inequalities 

deepened. On one hand, women’s image became affiliated with consumerism and sexual desire 

(Tan 2017, Fincher 2016). Reform era media and marketing companies contributed to the 

resurgence of gender-based norms. On the other hand, women received fewer benefits from the 

reforms than their male counterparts (Tan 2017, Fincher 2016). With the liberalization of the 

market, they also lost their guarantees of employment (Fincher 2016). As a result, Chinese 

women lost their status of liberalized women who actively contributed to the success of the 

nation (Tan 2017).  

Thus, during the same period, several NGOs emerged (Wang 1996). These 

organizations were established and ran by experimented women who were able to work with 

the authorities (Li and Li 2017, Tan 2017). These movements could reach official institutions 

such as the ACWF to obtain support for their initiatives and were, for example, able to organize 

the 1995 Beijing World Conference on Women side events which were attended by feminist 

NGOs from all around the world (Li and Li 2017, Wang 1996).  

 However, this feminist movement did not try to challenge or pressure the authorities to 

obtain some changes (Li and Li 2017, Tan 2017, Levitt and Merry 2009). Furthermore, their 

                                                           
50 All-China Women’s Federation, “Exchanges and Cooperations between ACWF and Countries along the Belt and Road”  

http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/special/belt/1812/6728-1.htm  
51 All-China Women’s Federation, “ACWF President Meets with UN Women Chief” 

  http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/special/belt/1901/1001-1.htm  
52 All-China Women’s Federation, “ACWF Donates Sewing Machines to ANCWL of South Africa” 

http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/special/belt/1901/911-1.htm 
53 All-China Women’s Federation, “ACWF VP Meets French Senior Politician” 

http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/special/belt/1812/8277-1.htm 

http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/special/belt/1812/6728-1.htm
http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/special/belt/1901/1001-1.htm
http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/special/belt/1901/911-1.htm
http://www.womenofchina.cn/womenofchina/html1/special/belt/1812/8277-1.htm
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ties with the government sometimes also undermined their capacities to raise awareness on 

women’s issues as the CPP prefers that they focus on promoting the achievements of the Party 

regarding women’s rights and Chinese women’s liberation instead (Wang 1996).  

 In comparison, the post-2012 feminist movements do not have the same access to 

official channels but are also less reluctant to take actions that might irritate the authorities (Li 

and Li 2017). Scholars have been using 2012 as the birth year of this new movement because 

it is at that time, self-proclaimed “young feminist” managed to catch the attention of Chinese 

media with several actions such as the “Bloody Brides”54 in February and “Occupy’s Men’s 

Toilets”55 in March (Li and Li 2017, Wang 2015). These visual campaigns, which were judged 

as unacceptable by the state and the conservatives, marked a rupture between the new and 

former feminist movement (Li and Li 2017).  

 The new Chinese feminist activists are also younger and have a different perception of 

society than their predecessors (Wang and Driscoll 2019, Wang 2015). Compared to some of 

the previous feminists who were convinced that CCP’s promotion of social equality had enabled 

the liberation of Chinese women, they consider the Chinese society as sexist and patriarchal 

(Wang 2015). One reason behind this trend is that young women have easier access to 

information about feminism and gender equality issues, either through Women’s and Gender 

Studies courses or the internet (Wang and Driscoll 2019). They are also less reluctant to use 

Western literature compared to the first waves of feminists who were more attached to the 

Party’s ideology (Zheng 2020).   

 These groups are also more grassroots and have developed other strategies relying on 

visual and emotional campaigns aiming to catch the attention of media and, therefore, the public 

(Li and Li 2017, Tan 2017). Thus, they have fully integrated social media into their advocacy 

strategies (Wang and Driscoll 2019, Li and Li 2017). Besides, compared to the former feminist 

movements, which formed their expertise and demands under the control of the CCP, the last 

generation uses the internet and offline events, such as lectures and workshops, to generate an 

independent form of expertise as well as their own definitions of women’s issues (Wang and 

Driscoll 2019).  

 The new Chinese feminist movement is also trying to reach for supporters outside of 

the PRC and draw attention to women’s rights in China. For instance, they are present on 

                                                           
54 Li Ying, “Bloody brides in abuse protest,” Global Times, Feb. 14, 2012 
55 Xu Lin and Li Wenfang, “Toilet occupation group is flushed with success,” China Daily, Feb. 27, 2012 
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Twitter and Facebook under accounts such as “Ricebunny,”56 “FreeChineseFeminists,”57 and 

“MeTooChina.”58 Some of these activists are also based in foreign countries, such as the United 

States, where they organize workshops and awareness campaigns with the local Chinese 

community and overseas students.   

 However, new feminist groups are also constrained by online censorship and are 

targeted by the authorities for their campaigns (Wang and Driscoll 2019, Fincher 2016). Since 

2012, many Chinese women’s rights activists have been harassed and arrested by the 

authorities. One of the latest to date is Huang Xueqin (黃雪琴), an active feminist activist and 

one of the participants of the 2018 “Me Too” movement as she denounced sexual harassment 

in the workplace who was arrested in Guangzhou in October 2019.59 

 Despite being unclear, the relationship between these new groups and the ACWF is not 

necessarily conflictual. For instance, local branches of the ACWF sometimes work with other 

feminist groups on common issues (Wang and Driscoll 2019). However, the GONGOs’ 

allegiance and dependence toward the CCP makes it difficult for the organization to persuade 

non-member feminists of its legitimacy (Zhou 2019). On the other hand, as “conservative,” 

ACWF representatives and associates might be reticent to work with feminist activists who 

openly seek to question the social order and use new methods to drag the attention of the public 

(Wang and Driscoll 2019).F 

  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
56 Account describing itself as “Chinese feminist striving for Anti-sexual Harassment movement and gender equality” 

https://twitter.com/MetooInChina  
57 According to the account description: “Chinese feminists across the globe. We document China’s feminist movement.” 

https://twitter.com/FeministChina  
58 Account reporting sexual harassment allegations from Chinese social media. 

https://twitter.com/metoochina  
59 Mimi Lau, “Police detain Chinese #MeToo activist Sophia Huang Xueqin on public order charge,” South China Morning 

Post, Oct. 24, 2019 

https://twitter.com/MetooInChina
https://twitter.com/FeministChina
https://twitter.com/metoochina
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Chapter V: Chinese Feminists Movements and Social Media 

 

To answer the research questions, this study concentrates on three case studies illustrating 

women’s rights online campaigns that it examines using both quantitative and qualitative 

approaches.  

After having briefly exposed the case and its primary outcomes using media reports and 

other pertinent documentation, each analysis first focuses on the content posted by the selected 

Chinese feminist accounts to establish significant trends. To define which posts are relevant, 

this study only picked those that have been published during the predefined periods, contain 

keywords or pictures related to the observed event.       

In a second time, to unfold the relationship between social media and norm socialization, 

the study uses the logic of the “boomerang pattern” to establish three conditions that women’s 

rights activists should be satisfying to generate a norm socialization process: 

 

A. Advocating and Circulating Information 

Because engaging in advocacy and “information politics” are critical components of the 

process (Risse and Sikkink 1999), Chinese feminist groups should be publishing content 

aiming to inform their followers on the observed event. 

 

B. Pictures and Symbols  

“Symbolic politics” are essential to the norm socialization process 

(Risse and Sikkink 1999); therefore, women’s rights activists are expected to use them in their 

online campaigns.   

 

C. Connecting with Other Advocacy Groups 

When facing opposition from the state, norm-entrepreneurs must find support among 

their peers (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998, Keck and Sikkink 1999), either at the national or 

international level if they want to promote their norm. Thus, Chinese feminists are supposed to 

engage with like-minded groups within and outside Mainland China.  

 

 Based on the posted content, this study analyses to which extent Chinese Women’s right 

groups and activists fulfilled these conditions.   
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Finally, using the tool FreeWeibo and the relevant literature, each case study analysis 

concludes with observations of the measures taken by the Chinese authorities.     

  

5.1.  The “Feminist Five” 
 

Case Summary 

The first case study is a worldwide online advocacy campaign for the release of five Chinese 

women’s rights activists.   

Between the 6 and 7 of March, at least ten women’s rights activists are arrested by the 

police in different Chinese cities.60 Five of them, Li Tingting (李婷婷), Wei Tingting (韋婷婷), 

Zheng Churan (鄭楚然), Wu Rongrong (武嶸嶸), and Wang Man (王曼), remain in custody.61 

They are already known by the Chinese authorities for their previous actions and were planning 

to distribute stickers warning against unwelcome sexual behaviors in public transportation 

during the International Women’s Day on March 8. Accused of “picking quarrels and provoking 

trouble,” they are all transferred and formally detained in the Haidian district of Beijing on 

March 12.62  

In the days following their arrest, Chinese women’s rights advocacy groups, 

transnational advocacy networks, and transnational social movements urge the Chinese regime 

to free the five women, renamed the “Feminist Five” in the meantime. As their detention 

continues, foreign media publish articles regarding their arrest as well as on the situation of 

women’s rights and NGOs in China. Governments such as the British Foreign Office63 and the 

US Secretary of State,64 political figures like Hillary Clinton,65 and international institutions66 

also publicly urge the Chinese authorities to release the five women’s rights activists.  

On April 13, the Chinese regime, after having answered negatively to international and 

national calls, finally “release on guarantee pending further investigation,”67 the five activists. 

The procedure, called  “qubao houshen” (取保候審) in Chinese, means that they remained 

                                                           
60 Sophie Beach, “Progress and Setbacks for Women’s rights Activists,” China Digital Times, Mar. 09, 2015 
61 Ibid. 
62 Sophie Beach, “Five Women’s rights Activists Criminally Detained,” China Digital Times, Mar. 13, 2015 
63 Foreign & Commonwealth Office. “Foreign Office concerned by detention of Women’s rights activists in China.” 

Mar. 24, 2015 
64 Edouard Wong, “China Releases 5 Women’s rights Activists Detained for Weeks,” New York Times, Apr. 16, 2015 
65 Hillary Clinton’s post on Twitter https://twitter.com/HillaryClinton/status/585235055078940673  
66 Tania Branigan, “China rejects international pleas to release five feminists from jail,” The Guardian, Mar. 25, 2015 
67 “HRIC Law Note: Five Detained Women Released On “Guarantee Pending Further Investigation.” Human rights in China, 

Apr. 13, 2015 

https://twitter.com/HillaryClinton/status/585235055078940673
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“criminal suspects,” were restricted in their movements, and subject to investigation for one 

year.68 

 

General observations 

The following observations are based on the study of the Weibo accounts of the advocacy 

groups Bcome小组, Women Awakening, and the women’s rights’ activists Zhang Leilei and 

Xiao Meili. They also include the publication of one INGOs and one NGO specialized in human 

rights (Amnesty International and the Chinese Human Rights Defenders), and three women’s 

rights organizations based outside of the PRC (the Association for the Advancement of 

Feminism, Femen Sweden, and Feminist Majority), as well as two public figures (Hillary 

Clinton and Joe Biden). 

The analysis of the social media revealed that, between March 8, 2015, and April 13, 

2015, 61 of the 129 aggregated posts published by the five accounts were directly related to the 

“Feminist Five” (Figure I). Xiao Meili’s account “有点田园” (Youdian tianyuan) was the most 

active with 23 publications, followed by Bcome小组 with 21 posts (Figure I).  

 

A. Advocating and Circulating Information 

Regarding advocacy, an observation of Weibo, Twitter, and Facebook, determines that, during 

the whole detention period of the five feminists, both Chinese and global women’s rights 

organizations repeatedly used social media to gather support from the public and urge the 

Chinese authorities to release the five detainees.  

Overall, 35 out of 61 posts were messages urging the government to free the activists 

(Figure II).  Besides, the majority of publications contained the hashtag #free5 or #自由个头 

(Ziyou getou), a pun insisting on the absence of freedom for the “heads” (头) in reference to 

the publications displaying pictures of supporters wearing masks bearing the jailed activists’ 

heads (Figure III).  

                                                           
68 Josh Rudolph, “China Free Five Women Activists on Bail after Outcry,” China Digital Times, Apr. 13, 2015 
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Concerning the circulation of information, the analysis of the feminist Weibo accounts 

shows that the majority of the published content aimed to deliver information related to the 

arrest and detention of the five activists (Figure II).  

Besides, with 38 out of 61 publications containing a link to another post or an article 

related to the “Feminist Five,” it can be seen that women’s rights organizations used their 

account to circulate information and keep people updated on the activists’ whereabouts 

(Figure III). Finally, to overcome censorship, Chinese advocacy groups share information 

under the form of screenshots of text. It can be observed that Chinese activists also used this 

strategy to spread the news about the development of the case (Figure III).  

Social media played this informant and relay role once again when the five women were 

released on April 13, rapidly circulating the information on both Chinese and international 

social media.   

 

B. Pictures and Symbols  

One noticeable characteristic of the online campaign to free the “Feminist Five” is the repeated 

use of masks bearing the jailed activists’ faces. The trend was initiated in China by some friends 

of the five women’s rights activists (Tan 2017) who posted pictures of themselves wearing the 

masks in casual places (Picture 1).  

In total, 31 out the 61 posts related to the “Feminist Five” published on Weibo by the 

observed accounts displayed such pictures (Figure III).    

 

C. Connecting with Other Advocacy Groups 

At the domestic level, it can be seen that Chinese feminists engaged with each other, sharing 

other publications but also local actions (Picture 2). For instance, 38 out of 61 publications were 

mentioning other local women’s rights groups or activists (Figure III). 

One example of the connection between Chinese women’s rights groups and 

transnational advocacy networks and transnational social movements is the use of the above-

mentioned pictures by organizations based outside of the PRC (Pictures 3 and 4). Outside 

Mainland China, transnational advocacy networks and transnational social movements also 

multiplied online petitions to ensure the backing of foreign supporters.  
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For example, Amnesty International launched an international petition under the hashtag 

#FreeTheFive campaign, echoing the Chinese hashtag #free5. At the same time, in Hong Kong, 

the Association for the Advancement of Feminism (新婦女協進會) collected more than 2,000 

signatures with its  Facebook “Signature Campaign to demand the China Government to release 

Feminist Activists” (關於敦促中國政府釋放女權活動家的聲明), between March 8 and 21.69 

Social media were also used by international media and public figures to express their 

sympathy toward the five activists and urge the Chinese regime to free them. For instance, on 

April 7, in reaction to an editorial issued by the American newspaper The New York Times, 70 

the American political personality Hillary Clinton71 asked for their release on the social media 

platform Twitter. Four days later, on April 11, the US Vice-President, Joe Biden,72 urged the 

Chinese authorities on Twitter to free the activists.  

It is relevant to note this utilization of social media by public figures because it translates 

a form of external pressure on the Chinese authorities, who have publicly reacted to Hillary 

Clinton’s publication through a declaration of the Foreign Ministry spokesperson, Hua 

Chunying (華春瑩):  

“China is a country ruled by law. Relevant departments will handle the relevant case 

according to law. We hope that public figures in other countries can respect China’s judicial 

sovereignty and independence.” 73  
 

Besides, social media enabled the transfer of information from China to the outside and 

from the outside to China. For instance, immediately after their arrest, the news started to spread 

over Chinese social media, through alerts posted by Chinese feminist organizations and other 

activists or supporters. Meanwhile, transnational advocacy networks and transnational social 

movements successfully relayed the information on international social media at almost the 

same time as the Chinese ones (Picture 5).  

On the other hand, social media enabled the NGO Chinese Human Rights Defenders to 

report on foreign support (Picture 6). For instance, the Beijing-based feminist network  

Bcome小组 was able to inform its audience that Hillary Clinton’s publicly asked for the release 

                                                           
69 According to the association Facebook’s event https://www.facebook.com/events/892417467447737/?active_tab=about  
70 Andrew Jacobs, “Taking Feminist Battle to China’s Streets, and Landing in Jail,” The New York Times, Apr. 05, 2015 
71 Hillary Clinton’s post on Twitter https://twitter.com/HillaryClinton/status/585235055078940673  
72 Joe Biden’s post on Twitter https://twitter.com/VP44/status/586704350543659008  
73 Wee Sui-Lee and Martina Michael Martina, “China peeved as Hillary Clinton denounces women's detention,” Reuters, 

Apr. 07, 2015  

https://www.facebook.com/events/892417467447737/?active_tab=about
https://twitter.com/HillaryClinton/status/585235055078940673
https://twitter.com/VP44/status/586704350543659008
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of the five women (Picture 7). Given the fact that Twitter is blocked in Mainland China, social 

media enabled these groups and activists to establish a canal between local and foreign groups 

Finally, the observations also highlight the fact that social media enabled a certain level 

of harmonization between advocacy networks. For example, on Twitter and Facebook, the 

hashtags #FreeTheFive and #FreeBeijing20Five (in reference to the 20 years of the Beijing 

Fourth World Conference on Women) were used as slogan branding the numerous demands. 

For instance, both Hillary Clinton and Joe Biden’s posts were accompanied by the hashtag 

#FreeBeijing20Five.    

 

The Response of the Chinese Authorities  

A study of the regime’s mouthpiece, China Daily, reveals that during the detention period of 

the activists, no references to the five women or Chinese women facing sexual harassment were 

made. Besides, the study of the ACWF’s Weibo account reveals that the organization did not 

mention the five jailed activists either show any support to them during the period of their 

detention.  

Overall, the articles published by the propaganda outlet for the entire year 2015 

mentioning the term “sexual harassment” are either focusing on foreign countries or on the 

government’s successful efforts in fighting the issue in China. Therefore, it can be assumed that 

the authorities demonstrated little interest in discussing the issue at the domestic level.    

Regarding the authorities’ response to the utilization of social media by local and 

international advocacy groups, it appears that they were opposed to it. They used censorship to 

mute their demands and undermine their capacity to reach out to potential supporters. 

First, the authorities purely withdraw some content related to the five feminists’ 

detention, forbidding netizens to share information. For instance, some publications mentioning 

their arrest were censored on Weibo (Picture 8). Besides, this censorship was not limited to 

content published by Chinese individuals or organizations. Foreign institutions, such as the 

international newspapers Financial Times, the British Embassy in China, and the European 

Union in China (Picture 9), who used their Weibo account to urge the authorities to release the 

jailed activists, were censored as well.  

Second, the authorities tried to make information less visible to Chinese netizens by 

undermining their capacity to find them. Indeed, as long as they were in detention, four of the 
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activists’ names were unsearchable on Weibo if followed by the term “taken away” (被带走), 

according to China Digital Times’ data.74 Besides, during the same period, the combination 

“take away” + “women’s rights” (带走＋女权) was blocked as well.75 The same occurred, after 

their release as their names could not be searched on Weibo, if followed by the term “release” 

(释放) or the terms “women’s rights” + “person” (韦婷婷＋女权＋人).76 The authorities also 

harassed some of the five activists’ supporters. For instance, on March 26, in Beijing, the 

Yirenping Center (北京益仁平中心), an-antidiscrimination NGO, which also promotes the 

defense of the rights of disadvantaged groups, was raided by the police.77 According to the 

organization’s co-founder, the raid was a response to Yirenpig’s repeated advocacies for the 

release of the five women, who all had personal ties with the organization.78  

Finally, the Chinese government, despite being unable to prevent foreign actors from 

publishing information on international social media, still publicly opposed to those who relied 

on these platforms to claim the release of the five activists, as shown by the Foreign Ministry 

response to Hillary Clinton’s post on Twitter. 

 

Conclusions  

The “Feminist Five” case underlines the fact that the Chinese regime does not tolerate that 

netizens use social media to contest the arrest of activists. However, it also reveals that the 

Chinese authorities are not able to entirely prevent Chinese organizations from posting 

information on Weibo and cannot remove all the content. Furthermore, the authorities cannot 

prevent the information flows between Chinese advocacy groups and international ones. 

Therefore, the analysis of the “Feminist Five” case supports the assumption that social media 

provide a space where norm-entrepreneurs can contest the authorities and promote their norm. 

It also supports the hypothesis that social media facilitate the interactions between local and 

international advocacy networks.  

Nevertheless, the fact that the five women were finally released should not be counted 

as proof that social media are an efficient way of pressuring the state. The reasons behind this 

decision remain unknown and could have nothing to do with the actions conducted by the 

                                                           
74 Anne Henochowicz, “Sensitive Words: Women’s rights Activists Detained,” China Digital Times, Mar. 18, 2015 
75 Ibid. 
76 Sophie Beach, “Sensitive Words: Release of the ‘Feminist Five’,” China Digital Times, Apr. 16, 2015 
77 Sui-Lee Wee, “Chinese police raid office of prominent NGO: co-founder,” Reuters, Mar. 26, 2015 
78 Sophie Beach, “Supporters of Feminists Activists Under Pressure,” China Digital Times, Mar. 26, 2015 
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advocacy networks. Besides, the five activists continued to face pressures and control from the 

authorities, and the overall situation regarding women’s rights did not improve. Thus, there are 

not enough elements to support the assumption that the state is sensitive to social media’s 

pressure.   
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Figure 5. 1: Proportion of Weibo posts related to the “Feminist Five” 

Account Posts published between March 8 and 

April 13 

Posts related to the 

“Feminist Five” 

Bcome小组 23 21 

Women Awakening 新

媒体女性 

24 1 

Zhang Leilei  

张累累累累 

7 1 

Xiao Meili 

有点田园 

30 23 

Xiao Meili 

肖美麗 

45 15 

   

Total 134 61 

Percentage  45,52% 
 

 

Figure 5.2: Objectives of the publications related to the “Feminist Five”
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Figure 5.3: Characteristics of the publications related to the “Feminist Five” 
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Picture 1 – Xiao 

Meili sharing on 

her account “有点

田园,” photos 

taken by members 

of Feminist 

Activists, on March 

30, 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 2 –Weibo post 

from Bcome小组 sharing 

a local poster campaign 

on April 8, 2015 
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Picture 3 – The feminist 

organization Femen Sweden 

sharing one of the photos taken by 

the Chinese feminist activists on 

Twitter on April 9, 2015. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 4 – The American 

organization Feminist 

Majority Foundation 

sharing a protest in New 

Delhi during which 

demonstrators used 

masks bearing the 

“Feminist Five’s” faces 

on Twitter on April 12, 

2015 

 

 

 

 

Picture 5 – The NGO Chinese Human Rights Defenders posting a warning concerning the 

arrest of the women’s rights activists on its Twitter account on March 7, 2015 
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Picture 6 – Xiao Meili posting 

photos of supporters in New York 

on her personal account on 

March 9, 2015. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 7 Weibo post from BCome小组 concerning Hillary Clinton’s support to the five 

women’s rights activists posted on April 07, 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001229

54 
 

Picture 8 – Censored Weibo post from the feminist network Women Awakening concerning 

the arrest of the women’s rights activists posted on March 10, 2015, retrieved on 

FreeWeibo.com (courtesy of Greatfire.org) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 9 – Censored Weibo post from European Union in China (欧盟在中国) concerning 

the release of the women’s rights posted on March 13, 2015, retrieved on FreeWeibo.com 

(courtesy of Greatfire.org) 
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5.2.  The Guangzhou’s Billboard Campaign 
 

Case Summary  

The second case study is an anti-sexual harassment awareness campaign launched on Weibo by 

a feminist organization from Guangzhou, which brought together a hundred participants from 

all around China.  

On March 8, 2016, to celebrate Women’s Day, F Feminist, launched an online 

crowdfunding campaign to finance the placing of anti-sexual harassment advertisements in the 

Guangzhou’s Kecun subway station.79 Their initial goal was to have the ad placed in May 2016. 

Within two months, the group successfully received more than 5 800 USD from more than 

1,200 people, enough to engage an advertisement agency and pay for the placement.80  

However, the Guangzhou Administration for Industry and Commerce keep rejecting the 

different templates proposed by F Feminist, pretexting that the ad would “disturb the public and 

cause anxiety.”81 By January 2017, the organization had to abandon its initial project, which 

was showing a hand grabbing another one, as the authorities told them it was “too sensitive for 

a commercial ad” to display body parts.82 F Feminist decided to switch for a billboard depicting 

animals (Picture 10). Nevertheless, the authorities finally concluded that such a project should 

be categorized as “public service advertising,” which requires an affiliation with a 

governmental institution.83      

   More than one year after the beginning of its campaign, unable to find a government-

affiliated partner, the group decided to use social media to bypass the interdiction. On May 1, 

2017, in collaboration with the women’s rights network Women Awakening, F Feminist 

replaced its subway advertisement campaign by an online one called “I am a Billboard Walking 

Against Harassment” (我是廣告牌，行走反騷擾).84
 

Every day, Zhang Leilei, who is also one of the founders of F Feminist, planned to post 

pictures of her holding the anti-harassment billboard in different locations around the city of 

Guangzhou on her Weibo account accompanied with the hashtag #我是广告牌，行走反骚扰 

(#IamABillboardWalkingAgainstHarassment).  

                                                           
79Tony  Lin, “End of the Line for Subway Ad Against Sexual Harassment,” Sixth Tone. Apr. 28, 2017. 
80 Ibid.  
81 Tony Lin, “End of the Line for Subway Ad Against Sexual Harassment,” Sixth Tone. Apr. 28, 2017. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. 
84Yun  Zou, “Feminist Activist Ignores Police Advice to Leave City,” Sixth Tone. May 22, 2017.  
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Besides, the group wanted to send a billboard to 100 other volunteers willing to 

participate in the online campaign by doing the same.85 The campaign was initially supposed 

to last 30 days. On May 2, F Feminist sent all the billboards to supporters across China as 

volunteers from more than 20 Chinese cities accepted to participate in the campaign.86 

However, on May 17, the Guangzhou police ordered Zhang Leilei to stop her action and 

leave the city for the rest of the year (Picture 11).87 Her parents also received some pressure 

from the police, who told them that their daughter when posting “disorderly” contents online.88 

According to her, the policemen also mentioned the “Feminist Five,” threatening her of 

suffering the same fate.89 Following this intervention, F Feminist decided to abandon its anti-

sexual harassment campaign. Zhang Leilei was also forced to leave her domicile and relocated 

somewhere else.   

In June 2017, after the end of the campaign, Guangzhou subway administration 

announced that it would launch the first “female-only” cars during peak hours and mentioned 

the willingness to reduce the number of inappropriate sexual behaviors.90 A similar measure 

was also adopted in Shenzhen in the same period. 

Besides, in the following week, anti-sexual harassment advertisements were also 

displayed in Shanghai, Chengdu, and Beijing subways (Picture 12).91 The billboard used in 

Beijing, which was sponsored by the Beijing Women’s Federation (北京市婦女聯合會), an 

organization benefiting from the state’s support, showed body parts. This awareness campaign 

was repeated a year later in September 2018.92 

 

 

 

                                                           
85 See the full article published by the Women Awakening on Weibo 

https://www.weibo.com/ttarticle/p/show?id=2309404102602097878616&featurecode=20000180 
86Sandra Severdia, Zhang leilei | tamen shuo: Ni bixu jiao ting ni faqi de fan xingsaorao xingdong, (Zhang Leilei: They Said: 

You Must Stop Your Anti-Sexual Harassment Operation) China Digital Times, May 18, 2017.    
87 Yun Zou, “Feminist Activist Ignores Police Advice to Leave City” Sixth Tone, May 22, 2017. 
88 Nuala Gathercole Lam, “Guangzhou Police Search House of Feminist Activists,” Sixth Tone, Jun. 27. 2017 
89 Sandra Severdia, Zhang leilei | tamen shuo: Ni bixu jiao ting ni faqi de fan xingsaorao xingdong, (Zhang Leilei: They Said: 

You Must Stop Your Anti-Sexual Harassment Operation) China Digital Times, May 18, 2017.    
90 “Guangzhou plans women-only subway cars at rush hour.” China Daily, Jun.24, 2017 
91 Lei, Zhang. 2018. “公共空间｜全球反性骚扰创意发声” The Paper, Jul. 25, 2018 
92  Wang, Cat. 2018. “Ads targeting sexual harassment launched on Beijing subway.” CNN, Sept. 9, 2018  

https://www.weibo.com/ttarticle/p/show?id=2309404102602097878616&featurecode=20000180
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General Observations 

The following observations are based on the study of the Weibo accounts of F Feminist, 

Feminist Activists (女性主義行動派), Bcome小组, Xiao Meili, Zhang Leilei, and Tai Feng 

(邰風). They also include the publications of a student organization (Su Daqing).  

The analysis of the social media revealed that, between May 1 and May 31, 2017, 120 

of the 408 aggregated posts published by the six accounts were directly related to the billboard 

campaign (Figure IV). Zhang Leilei’s account was the most active with 79 publications, 

followed by Xiao Meili with 18 posts (Figure IV). 

 

A. Advocating and Circulating Information 

The objective of the “I am A Billboard Walking Against Harassment” campaign was to raise 

awareness regarding unwelcome sexual behavior, and social media played a vital role as a 

substitute for the traditional advertising campaign initially planned.  

 Overall, social media fulfilled this role as at least 71 posts out 120 were showing the 

billboard (Figure VI), and 103 of them were using the hashtag #我是广告牌，行走反骚扰 

(Figure VI).   

Sina Weibo also served as both a recruitment platform and a key element in the 

candidate selection process as the main criteria for being able to join in the movement was to 

accept to take a picture with the billboard and publish it on the social media with the hashtag   

#我是广告牌，行走反骚扰 (Picture 13). 

The social media seems to have fulfilled its role since the women’s rights’ organization 

reported having been able to recruit 100 participants from at least 23 Chinese cities in two 

days,93 despite the few numbers of posts calling for participation (Figure V). One reason behind 

this low figure might be the fact that the group could only send 100 billboards and, therefore, 

stopped to recruit supporters once it reached its limit.   

                                                           
93 Sandra Severdia, Zhang leilei | tamen shuo: Ni bixu jiao ting ni faqi de fan xingsaorao xingdong, (Zhang Leilei: They Said: 

You Must Stop Your Anti-Sexual Harassment Operation) China Digital Times, May 18, 2017.    
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However, social media and the support of other feminist organizations (Picture 14) also 

enabled F Feminist to sell an equivalent amount of T-shirts with the billboard printed on them, 

which at least doubled the number of the campaign’s supporters.94  

 

B. Pictures and Symbols  

The entire campaign relied on a billboard depicting a cat refusing to be touched by a pig’s hand 

as a symbol for the fight against sexual harassment. At least 71 posts out of the 120 associated 

with the campaign were showing the billboard (Figure VI). However, this number is expected 

to be higher, as 58 posts containing keywords related to the movement had their content 

removed, which could potentially be a picture (Picture 15).   

Participants also created new visuals as, for instance, a parody of a popular song 

featuring F Feminist’s billboard, which was released on Weibo in June, after Zhang Leilei’s 

forced resignation (Picture 16).  

 

C. Connecting with Other Advocacy Groups 

The study of the “I Am a Billboard Walking Against Harassment” campaign shows that the 

Chinese social media Weibo enabled the Guangzhou-based feminist group to turn a local 

initiative into a movement supported by several like-minded associations and individuals across 

Mainland China on a short time.  

Weibo allowed connecting all the separated actions conducted by the participants on 

their own into a single movement branded with a name, #我是广告牌，行走反骚扰 and a logo 

considerably reducing the time and resources that such a nationwide campaign initially requires.  

For example, in just a few weeks, F Feminist’s advertisement was used by women’s 

rights advocacy networks in Beijing such as BCome小组, student associations like Suzhou 

University Su Daqing (苏大青同社) in Jiangsu (Picture 17), and individuals from Yunnan, 

Fujian, or Hunan provinces (Picture 18). Overall, 119 out of the 120 observed publications 

related to the campaign were reposting pictures taken by other activists (Figure VI).      

                                                           
94 Sandra Severdia, Zhang leilei | tamen shuo: Ni bixu jiao ting ni faqi de fan xingsaorao xingdong, (Zhang Leilei: They Said: 

You Must Stop Your Anti-Sexual Harassment Operation) China Digital Times, May 18, 2017. 
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Furthermore, social media seems to enable a certain level of flexibility toward the initial 

founders of the movement. Therefore, several actors located in different places were able to 

continue uploading photos on Weibo after the resignation of the F Feminist on May 17 

(Picture 18). Besides, some volunteers also independently decided to do other activities aiming 

to gather support from the population, such as workshops and petitions.95  

Outside of the PRC, the “I Am a Billboard Walking Against Harassment” campaign was 

reported on social media Twitter and Facebook by Chinese feminist groups and supporters of 

the Chinese feminist movement (Picture 19). For instance, Zhang Leilei wrote an article 

detailing the campaign, which was translated into English and published on Facebook by the 

feminist group Free Chinese Feminists.96  

However, the campaign remained focused on China and did not directly interact with 

foreign women’s rights organizations. The fact that the movement was concentrating on a 

domestic issue and relying on Weibo, a Chinese-language social media, is the main reason for 

this absence of interactions with international actors such as INGOs and transnational advocacy 

networks.  

 

The Response of the Chinese Authorities  

During the period of F Feminist’s campaign, the authorities did not publicly address the 

question of sexual harassment in public transportation. Besides, the study of the ACWF’s 

Weibo account shows that the organization did not participate either mention the billboard’s 

campaign. 

Based on the study of the articles published by the regime’s propaganda outlet, China 

Daily, containing the term “sexual harassment” in the year 2017, it can be observed that the 

main concerns regarding sexual harassment in China were the limitations of the law and the 

absence of safeguard mechanisms. 

This apparent concern for sexual harassment might explain why the authorities acted 

against Zhang Leilei but not against the campaign and the content published by the activists. 

Indeed, based on an analysis of the social media conducted with the tools FreeWeibo as well as 

                                                           
95Sandra Severdia, Zhang leilei | tamen shuo: Ni bixu jiao ting ni faqi de fan xingsaorao xingdong, (Zhang Leilei: They Said: 

You Must Stop Your Anti-Sexual Harassment Operation) China Digital Times, May 18, 2017. 
96 Free Chinese Feminists, “The Police Say, ‘You Must Stop Your Anti-Sexual Harassment Campaign!’” 

https://www.facebook.com/note.php?note_id=808676559289093 

https://www.facebook.com/note.php?note_id=808676559289093
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the study of different archives, it seems that the authorities did not censor publications related 

to the “I Am a Billboard Walking Against Harassment” campaign. For instance, 33 pages of 

content branded with the hashtag #我是广告牌，行走反骚扰 are still available on Weibo, 

including the pictures and comments posted by Zhang Leilei before the intervention of the 

police. 

Although there is not enough element to fully understand why measures were only taken 

against one publisher but not the online content, a possible reason is that Chinese censors did 

not consider the campaign as being a threat to the government. Still, local authorities, either at 

the city or province-level, disliked Zhang Leilei’s actions. The fact that her interpellation, as 

well as three other members of F Feminist, occurred a few months before an international 

economic forum might be the reason behind the authority’s move.97 Therefore, the persecution 

of the women’s rights activists might have been triggered by Guangzhou political elites’ efforts 

to avoid future disturbances during an event that will host international leaders, including 

President Xi Jinping.98 It might not be due to strong opposition to the introduction of anti-sexual 

harassment measures in public transportation.  

 

 

Conclusion 

The “I Am a Billboard Walking Against Harassment” case underlines the fact that Chinese 

authorities do not censor all the content and might tolerate certain social movements. The fact 

that F Feminist used Weibo to recruit participants and that activists were able to pursue the 

campaign despite the resignation of its initiator supports the assumption that social media 

facilitate the mobilization of the population and the interactions between advocacy networks.   

However, since there are not enough elements to link the introduction of female-only 

cars by the Guangzhou subway administration and F Feminist campaign against sexual 

harassment, it is difficult to estimate the success of the movement.  Anyway, Defenders 

declared being unsatisfied with the measure,99 and they seem to be ineffective. 100 Thus, it can 

be assumed that the “I Am a Billboard Walking Against Harassment” campaign did not produce 

any concrete results.  

                                                           
97 Nuala Gathercole Lam, “Guangzhou Police Search House of Feminist Activists,” Sixth Tone, Jun. 27. 2017 
98 The Fortune Global Forum 2017 
99 Bibek Bhandari, “Guangdong’s Subway Cars for Women Confuse Many, Convince Few.” Sixth Tones Jun.29, 2017 
100 Wee Sui-Lee, and Giulia Marchi, “China’s Women-Only Subway Cars, Where Men Rush In.” New York Times, Mar. 4, 

2018 
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Thus, this case study demonstrates that social media alone are not powerful enough to 

generate a successful norm socialization process in China.    
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Figure 5.4: Proportion of Weibo posts related to the Guangzhou’s Billboard Campaign 

Account Posts published in May 2017 Posts directly related to the billboard 

campaign 

Bcome小组 5 4 

F Feminist 

F女权小组  

14 6 

Feminist Activists 女

权行动派吃不完 

77 8 

Zhang Leilei 

张累累累累 

119 79 

Tai Feng 

妇女-台风 

33 5 

Xiao Meili 

肖美麗 

94 18 

   

Total 408 120 

Percentage  29,41% 

 

 

Figure 5.5: Objectives of the publications related to Guangzhou’s Billboard Campaign 
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Figure 5.6: Characteristics of the publications related to the Guangzhou’s Billboard Campaign
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Picture 10 – The final billboard adopted by F Feminist for its anti-sexual harassment 

campaign 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 11 – Zhang Leilei testifying her interaction with the police on her Weibo account on 

May 18, 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 12 – (top) Anti-sexual harassment billboard on a subway car in Shanghai June 2017; 

(left) Anti-sexual harassment ad on a subway car in Chengdu; (right) Anti-sexual harassment 

ad on a subway car in Beijing, August 2017 (courtesy of The Paper) 
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Picture 13 – Weibo post from Women Awakening calling for volunteers to participate in the 

“I am A Billboard Walking Against Harassment” campaign posted on May 1, 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 14 – The group Feminist Activists shared Zhang Leilei’s publication promoting the 

billboard and T-shirt on its account “The feminist activists can’t finish” (女权 行动 派 不吃) 

on May 4, 2017 
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Picture 15 – Example of a post displaying the hashtag #我是广告牌，行走反骚扰 and 

mentioning Zhang Leilei but with an inaccessible link. Posted by Feminist Activist on June 1, 

2017 

 

 

 

Picture 16 - Tai Feng 

posting the video 

featuring the ad on her 

account “Typhoon is a 

Feminist” (妇女-台风), 

on June 1, 2017 
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Picture 17 – Weibo post from the 

student association Su Daqing (苏大

青同社) posting photos of the 

billboard and reports detailing their 

actions posted on May 14, 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 18 - Weibo post from an anonymous volunteer holding the billboard and collecting 

signatures around Nanhua University, Hunan, posted on May 22, 2017  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001229

69 
 

Picture 19 – A supporter of the 

Chinese feminists sharing 

Zhang Leilei’s billboard 

campaign on Twitter on May 10, 

2017 
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5.3.  The “Me Too” Movement 
 

Case Summary 

The third case study is a social movement against sexual harassment that started in the United 

States and spread in China through local social media.  

The term “Me Too” was first employed by the African American women’s rights 

activists Tarana Burke in 2006 (Mendes, Ringrose, and Keller 2018). However, on October 15, 

2017. actress Alyssa Milano used the same expression on her Twitter account to draw attention 

to the accusations of sexual assault by Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein. In the following 

days, the hashtag #MeToo became increasingly used by women to denounce sexual harassment. 

Facebook reported that the hashtag was used more than 12 million times in less than 24 hours 

by 4.7 million of its users worldwide.101 The specificity of this movement is that it promotes 

the end of sexual misbehaviors by ending the impunity of the perpetrators. Therefore, the central 

element of the campaign is the indictment of those who have sexually harassed or abused 

someone.  

In China, where both Facebook and Twitter are inaccessible for most of the population, 

the “Me Too” movement started to spread on January 1, 2018. Luo Xixi (羅茜茜), a Beihan 

University (北京航空航天大學) (Beijing) alumni who live in the United States, reported on 

heir Weibo account having been sexually harassed by one of her professors and academic 

advisor, Chen Xiaowu (陳小武), 12 years ago (Picture 20). Rapidly, thousands of netizens 

commented on her post to express their support, and more than 10 000 users forwarded her 

publication. Almost 11 hours later, the University replied through a statement published on its 

Weibo account, that it would investigate Luo Xixi’s allegations (Picture 21).  

In the following days, both local102 and foreign103 media reported Luo Xixi’s allegations. 

In the meantime, Chinese netizens begin to urge the Universities to establish mechanisms to 

prevent and address unwelcome sexual behaviors. For example, on January 7, a group of former 

Fudan University (復旦大學) (Shanghai) students posted on both Weibo and WeChat a petition 

requesting that the University’s administration improves safeguard mechanisms.104  

                                                           
101 “More than 12M ‘MeToo’ Facebook posts, comments, reactions in 24 hours.” CBS News, Oct. 17, 2017 
102 Ruiyao Luo, Nusheng jubao beihang jiaoshi xingsaorao: Gaoxiao weihe pin fa shifei? (Girls report sexual harassment by 

teachers of Beihang University: Why do colleges frequently get into troubles?) Caixin, Jan. 03, 2018 
103 Gwyneth Ho and Grace Tsoi, “Will #MeToo spread in China?,” BBC News. Jan. 6, 2018 
104 Viola Zhou and Sarah Zheng, “Chinese students use #MeToo to take fight against sexual harassment to elite universities,” 

South China Morning Post, Jan. 15, 2018 
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In parallel, some Tsinghua University (清華大學) (Beijing) alumnus released a similar 

letter.105 In total, over 10,000 alumni and current students signed petitions addressed to at least 

94 universities.106 

On January 11, the Beihan University released another statement on Weibo, declaring 

that the professor has been found guilty and was suspended (Picture 22). On January 14, the 

Chinese Ministry of Education (中華人民共和國教育部) announced its decision “to revoke 

the professor’s status as a Yangtze River Scholar.”107 The Ministry also declared that it would 

take measures to prevent sexual harassment in universities.108  

The “Me Too” movement in China resurged in summer 2019 with a new series of sexual 

harassment cases. For example, on July 23, an anonymous woman posted an open letter on 

WeChat under the pseudonym “Hua Hua” (桦桦), accusing the founder of the YiYou Charity 

Center (益友互助公益) Lei Chuang (雷闖), of having raped her in July 2015.109 The same day, 

Lei Chuang, acknowledged the allegations of sexual assault and resigned from the organization, 

which is dedicated to ending discrimination towards people with hepatitis B.   

On July 26, a former China Central Television (中國中央電視臺) (CCTV) intern, 

Xianzi (弦子), accused one of the media host, Zhu Jun (朱軍) of having harassed her in 2014. 

Initially published on WeChat, her story was reposted on Weibo by an acquaintance and 

environmental activist, Xu Chao (徐超 ), under the pseudonym “Classmate Maishao”                                    

(麦烧同学).110 

On August 15, Zhu’s lawyer wrote on Weibo that her client was suing Zhou, Xu, and 

Weibo.111 In reaction, Zhou also fulfilled a lawsuit against the CCTV host for having damaged 

her dignity (violation of personal rights). 112 The trial is still ongoing.   

On August 16, Xianzi created a Weibo account named “Xianzi and Friends” (弦子與她

的朋友們) to interact with her supporters. In the following days, she started to report that some 

                                                           
105 Ibid. 
106 #MeToo Movement in China Archives. 2019. “Memorabilia on Anti-Sexual Harassment in China (1995-2019).”  
107 Ibid. 
108 Jun Liang, “Chinese Authorities Taking Measures to Prevent Sexual Harassment at Universities,” People’s Daily Online, 

Jan. 16, 2018 
109 Mandy Zuo, “China's #MeToo revival: famed activists, TV host and writer named,” South China Morning Post, Jul. 27, 

2018 
110 Yiwei Wang, “CCTV Host Sues Woman Accusing Him of Sexual Assault,” Sixth Tone, Sept. 26, 2018 
111 Javier C. Hernández, “She’s on a #MeToo Mission in China, Battling Censors and Lawsuits,” New York Times, 

Jan.4, 2019 
112 Ibid. 
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individuals have found her private Weibo account and her phone number and were using them 

to send her threat messages and calls (Picture 23).  

Regarding sexual harassment, the “Me Too” movement seems to have triggered a few 

changes in the law and regulations. On August 6, 2018, the authorities of the city of Hangzhou, 

Zhejiang, were the first to establish a mechanism to protect minors (under 18 years old) from 

sexual harassment at school.113 The new regulation stipulates that teachers must report any case 

of misbehavior to the school administration, which, in return, must alert the police.  

On August 27, provisions against sexual harassment were included in the draft of the 

new Chinese Civil Code.114 The proposed text stipulates that people found guilty of committing 

sexual harassment could face civil liabilities and that workplaces should adopt measures to 

prevent and stop sexual harassment.  

 On November 16, the Ministry of Education released four guidelines on its website, 

stipulating that the teaching credentials, academic titles, and honors of teachers caught sexually 

harassing students will be revoked and will be banned from teaching again.115 The Ministry 

also added that schools that fail to manage the issue or try to cover up a teacher’s misbehavior 

would also be held accountable.116 

 On December 12, China’s Supreme Court (最高人民法院) stipulated that, after January 

1, 2019, cases of sexual harassment no longer need to rely on personality rights as the cause of 

action.117 For instance, this change in the law allowed Xianzi to turn her claim into sexual 

harassment.   

 

General Observations 

The following observations are based on the study of the Weibo accounts of the feminist groups 

Women Awakening and Feminist Activists, and the women’s rights activists Xiao Meili, Zang 

Leilei, and Tai Feng.  

                                                           
113 Jiayun Feng, “Hangzhou Introduces China’s First Legal Mechanism For Combating On-Campus Sexual Harassment,” 

Supchina, Aug. 6, 2018  

114 Hongyu, “Civil Code Draft Backs the Victims of Sexual Harassers,” People’s Daily Online, Aug. 28, 2018 
115 Shuo Zou, “Teachers warned of unethical behavior,” China Daily, Nov. 17, 2018  
116 Ibid. 
117 Notice of the Supreme People's Court on increasing the cause of civil cases, Dec. 12, 2018  

http://www.law-lib.com/law/law_view1.asp?id=637239 

http://www.law-lib.com/law/law_view1.asp?id=637239
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The analysis of the social media revealed that, between January 1 and February 28, 2018, 

and July 1 and August 31, 2018, 193 of the 633 aggregated posts published by the five accounts 

were directly related to the “MeToo” movement (Figures VII). Feminist Activists’ account was 

the most active with 49 publications between January and February, followed by Tai Feng with 

46 posts during the same period (Figure VII). Besides, it can be noted women’s rights activists 

were more active in the movement at the beginning of the year than at the end.  

However, this finding should be nuanced by the fact that, by the end of July, the term 

“sexual harassment” was used more than thirty million times on WeChat. In comparison, at the 

beginning of 2018, the keyword was employed less than a million times.118 

 

A. Advocating and Circulating Information 

Generally speaking, social media were employed by women to raise awareness 

regarding sexual harassment by publicly denounces the men who misbehaved (Figure VIII). 

For instance, sharing again on Weibo some of the victims’ stories that initially did not catch the 

attention of the public, as it was, for example, the case with Xianzi and Xu Chao, allowed 

putting forward the issue.  

Feminist groups participated in this process, using their social media accounts to 

circulate the information initially published by the victims (Picture 24), and concerning sexual 

harassment in Mainland China in general. Overall, 170 posts out of 193 were redirecting the 

readers to another publication or article related to the movement, and 53 were displaying 

screenshots of text linked to it (Figure IX).  

Besides, Feminist advocacy organizations repeatedly used their social media accounts 

to support the victims. For instance, some women’s rights organizations put their social media 

accounts into the contribution of the victims by providing them space where they could express 

themselves (Picture 25).  

On the other hand, feminist advocacy networks also used their social media accounts to 

urge the authorities to punish the perpetrators (Picture 26) and to address sexual harassment. 

Finally, they also used their accounts to call other netizens to participate in the various actions 

surrounding the “Me Too” movement (Figure VIII).  For instance, Xiao Meili launched an 

                                                           
118 Han Zhang, “One Year of #MeToo: How the movement eludes government surveillance in China,” The New Yorker, Oct. 

10, 2018 
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online petition to ask her alma mater, the Communication University of China (中國傳媒大學) 

to prevent sexual harassment. 119  Others relayed these petitions on their social media, 

encouraging their followers to participate (Picture 27). 

By publicly supporting the victims and urging the authorities to address the issue, 

advocacy groups encouraged other women to participate in the movement. For instance, a 

female worker at Foxconn, a provider of electronics manufacturing services, declared that the 

feminist activists inspired her to write to her employer to ask for the implementation of 

safeguards against sexual harassment.120   

 

B. Pictures and Symbols 

The “Me Too” movement centralized around its hashtag #MeToo, which is also the symbol of 

the campaign. In Mainland China, the hashtag became #Metoo在中国 (Zai zhongguo), which 

mean “Me Too in China” and #米兔在中国, which combines the Chinese characters “mi” (米) 

and “tu” (兔) to make a homophone of “Me Too.” In total, 115 out of 193 posts were mentioning 

at least one of these hashtags. 

Since “mi” (米) means rice and “tu” (兔) means rabbit, both became the emblems of the 

Chinese “Me Too” movement and, by the end of January 2018, women’s rights activists also 

adopted the emojis121  “🍚” (rice) and “🐰” (rabbit) as symbols (Picture 28).  Overall, 35 

publications, at minimum, were displaying at least one of these elements (Figure X). Since 44 

posts related to the “Me Too” in China had their content removed, the number of pictures 

showing a rabbit and a bowl of rice might be higher. 

 

C. Connecting with Other Advocacy Groups 

Chinese women’s rights activists were aware of the ongoing of the “Me Too” movement 

outside of the PRC and shared some of its outcomes on Weibo (Figure IX).  Besides, using the 

                                                           
119 Leta Hong Fincher, "China Is Attempting To Muzzle #MeToo,” NPR, Feb. 1, 2018 
120 Jiayun Feng, “‘I Am A Woman Worker At Foxconn, And I Demand A System That Opposes Sexual Harassment’: A 

Translated Essay,” SupChina, Jan. 26, 2018 
121 According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, an emoji is “any of various small images, symbols, or icons used in text 

fields in electronic communication (as in text messages, e-mail, and social media) to express the emotional attitude of the 

writer, convey information succinctly, communicate a message playfully without using words, etc.”  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/emoji  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/emoji
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“Me Too” name and hashtag enabled Chinese feminists to attracted the attention of foreign 

media, such as the American newspaper, the New York Times,122  or the British one, The 

Guardian,123 raising awareness regarding sexual harassment in the PRC. 

Chinese feminists also connected with overseas Chinese supporters. For instance, a 

Women’s march took place in New York in January 2018, during which demonstrators, mostly 

students, hold “Me Too” signs in both English and Mandarin.124 At the same period, US-based 

Chinese women’s rights activists organized a “Feminist Winter Camp” (2019年紐約女權行

動主義冬令營). A workshop aiming to discuss women’s issues and the “Me Too” movement 

in China and that was attended by Mainland activists through video conference.  

Besides, the Chinese “Me Too” movement was also present on social media outside 

China. For instance, the group Free Chinese Feminists relayed the Xiao Meili’s interview to the 

British news media BBC125 regarding the movement on Twitter and published an article called 

“What Lessons Can Chinese Feminists Learn from Efforts to Combat Sexual Harassment in the 

U.S.?” on its Facebook page.126   

However, on Twitter, mentions of the Chinese “Me Too” movement only came from 

accounts belonging to Chinese groups or activists such as “Ricebunny” or “MeTooChina,” as 

well as supporters to the Chinese feminist movements or newsmedia. Other advocacy groups, 

such as transnational advocacy networks, did not promote the movement.       

At the domestic level, the different women’s rights groups and militants interacted with 

each other, circulating the information and sharing the actions conducted by other groups 

(Picture 29). In total, 130 out of the 193 posts related to the “Me Too” movement were 

mentioning other Chinese feminists (Figure IX). 

 

 

 

                                                           
122 Javier C. Hernández, “She’s on a #MeToo Mission in China, Battling Censors and Lawsuits,” New York Times, Jan.4, 

2019 
123 Lily Kuo, "From ‘rice bunny’ to ‘back up the car’: China’s year of censorship,” The Guardian, Dec. 31 2018 
124 Shen Lu and Mengwen Cao, “Thwarted at Home, Can China’s Feminists Rebuild a Movement Abroad?,” ChinaFile, Aug. 

28, 2019 
125 Gwyneth Ho and Grace Tsoi, “Will #MeToo spread in China?,” BBC News. Jan. 6, 2018 
126 Free Chinese Feminists, “What Lessons Can Chinese Feminists Learn from Efforts to Combat Sexual Harassment in the 

U.S.?” 

https://www.facebook.com/note.php?note_id=939733216183426 

https://www.facebook.com/note.php?note_id=939733216183426
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The Response of the Chinese Authorities  

On the surface, the #MeToo movement was not publicly discredited by the authorities. For 

instance, the CCP’s mouthpieces, such as China Daily and Xinhua, reported the claims made 

against professors as well as the popularity of online petitions asking for introducing anti-sexual 

harassment mechanisms in Chinese Universities and schools. 127  The movement was even 

recognized as a driver of change and the starting point of the debate surrounding sexual 

harassment in China.128 Besides, sexual harassment in China was more often mentioned by the 

regime’s propaganda outlets during the year 2018 than during the previous observed periods.   

 Moreover, the study of the ACWF’s Weibo account shows that the organization 

acknowledges the existence of the movement but did not try to participate either to encourage 

it. On one hand, the ACWF reported Luo Xixi’s case as well as the role played by the “Me Too” 

movement in bringing to light sexual harassment on campus (Picture 30). The GONGO also 

mentioned “Hua Hua’s” case but without directly naming Lei Chuang and its NGO (Picture 31). 

On the other hand, the organization rarely employed the term “Me Too,” did not use the #米兔

在中国 hashtag, and made no references to the online petitions and the accusations against Zhu 

Jun. 

However, at the internal level, the Chinese authorities prevented the publication of 

content related to the “Me Too” movement and blocked the access to information related to it.  

According to the WeChatscope archives, which identify cases of censorship on the Chinese 

social media, “online allegations of sexual misconduct were one of most heavily censored topics 

on WeChat in 2018.”129 For example, the Fudan University graduates reported that their petition 

letter was removed three times from Weibo and blocked on WeChat for “violating 

regulations.” 130  In July, the authorities also ordered media to remove any information 

concerning the accusations of sexual assault by CCTV host Zhu Jun131 and to monitor any 

content related to “Me Too closely.”132 For instance, the initial post relating to Zhu’s story was 

                                                           
127 Cheng Si, “Mechanism to prevent harassment.” China Daily, Jan. 16, 2018 
128 Yang Wanli, Cao Yin, and Wang Keju, “China's 'MeToo' movement signals a shift in sexual attitudes,” China Daily, Jan. 

18, 2018 
129 Wechatscope, “Censored on WeChat: #MeToo in China.” Global Voices, Mar. 25, 2019 
130 Viola Zhou and Sarah Zheng, “Chinese students use #MeToo to take fight against sexual harassment to elite universities,” 

South China Morning Post, Jan. 15, 2018 
131 Qiang Xiao, [Zhenli bu] zhujun youguan xinxi ([Ministry of Truth] Information related to Zhu Jun) China Digital Times, 

Jul. 25, 2018 
132 Qiang Xiao, [Zhenli bu] “METOO” youguan neirong  China ([Ministry of Truth] Content related to “METOO”) Digital 

Times, Jul. 27, 2018 
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removed from the platform,133 and some publications mentioning it were censored as well 

(Picture 32).  

Besides, the state also restricted netizens’ access to information related to the “Me Too” 

movement. Starting in January, Weibo did not display all the publications branded with the 

hashtags #MeToo, #MeToo 在中国 ,134  and contents referring to sexual harassment were 

censored.135 

In return, activists decided to use the hashtag #米兔, combining the Chinese characters 

“mi” (米), which means rice and “tu” (兔), which means rabbit, to make a homophone of “Me 

Too.” However, the new keyword was rapidly censored as well.136 Still now, searching these 

terms on Weibo will lead either to non-related content or generate an error message. 

Finally, the authorities also targeted feminist activists. For instance, the Weibo profile 

of the women’s rights organization, Feminist Voice (女權之聲), was deleted on March 8.137 

The account was followed by more than 180.000 at that time.   

Although the reasons behind this censorship are uncertain, one possible reason might be 

the fear that sex scandals will eventually reach the political sphere. The case of Zhu Jun, which 

was explicitly mentioned by the authorities as a sensitive one, supports this hypothesis. Since 

CCTV is directly affiliated to the government, the authorities’ efforts to censor any content 

related to the sex scandal can translate an attempt to preserve the channel’s reputation.           

 

Conclusion 

The “Me Too” movement was powerful enough to make the authorities acknowledge the issue 

of sexual harassment, which highlights the fact that social media can allow norm-entrepreneurs 

to raise awareness and make some short term gains.  

However, the measures taken by the government were mainly to introduce basic 

mechanisms that were previously absent and condemn sex offenders but without prosecuting 

them. Therefore, the “Me Too” movement underlines the fact that the Chinese regime prefers 

                                                           
133 Yiwei Wang, “CCTV Host Sues Woman Accusing Him of Sexual Assault,” Sixth Tone, Sept.26, 2018 
134 Josh Rudolph, "Despite Significant Effort, China #MeToo Stuggles,” China Digital Times, Jan. 9, 2018  
135 Lisa Lim, "China’s #MeToo censorship bypassed through netizens’ creative use of language,” South China Morning Post, 

Mar. 2, 2018  
136 Lily Kuo, "From ‘rice bunny’ to ‘back up the car’: China’s year of censorship,” The Guardian, Dec. 31 2018 
137 Jiayun Feng, "Chinese Social Media Censors Feminist Voices," SupChina, Mar. 9, 2018 
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to address short-term demands than conducts long-term changes since it is generally enough to 

put an end to public requests. Besides, most sex offenders had no apparent link with the 

government, which might explain why they have been quickly punished.  

Furthermore, the “Me Too” movement did not solve the question of unwelcome sexual 

behaviors, as the efficiency of the new safeguard mechanisms remains uncertain, and there is 

no evidence that sexual harassment cases have been declining since. Although, even if most of 

the perpetrators were removed from their position and deprived of their official titles, they were 

not prosecuted. Finally, the authorities have demonstrated that they were unwilling to let 

netizens freely discuss the topic of sexual harassment, especially when it put some public 

figures under the spotlights.  

Therefore, this case supports the assumption that social media’s capacities to support a 

norm socialization process in China are limited and much depend on the context.   
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Figure 5.7: Proportion of Weibo posts related to the “Me Too” Movement 

Account 
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Figure 5.8:Objectives of the publications related to the “Me Too” Movement 
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Figure 5.9: Characteristics of the publications related to the “Me Too” Movement 

 

Figure 5.10: Use of symbols related to the “Me Too” Movement 
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Picture 21 – Luo Xixi’s 

Weibo post accusing a 

Beihan University professor 

of sexual harassment, on 

January 1, 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 20 – Beihan University’s Weibo post declaring that it will investigate one of its 

professors for sexual harassment, on January 1, 2018. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 22 – Beihan 

University’s Weibo 

post declaring that 

the professor has 

been found guilty 

and suspended, on 

January 11, 2018 
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Picture 23 – Xianzi reporting on her Weibo page being harassed and receiving threat calls on 

August 23, 2018 

 

 

  

 

 

Picture 24 - Feminist 

Activists sharing Luo Xixi’s 

story on its account named 

“The feminist activists can’t 

finish” (女权 行动 派 不吃) 

on January 1, 2018 
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Picture 25 – Women Awakening posting on its Weibo account an interview conducted with 

“Hua Hua” concerning heir claim against Lei Chuang, on July 24, 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 26 – Xiao Meili asking 

for the prosecution of Chen 

Xiaowu, on her account, on 

January 3, 2018 
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Picture 27 – Weibo post from Tai Feng sharing a petition for the creation of an anti-sexual 

harassment mechanism in Guangzhou University (廣州大學) posted on January 10, 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 28 – Weibo post from 

Women Awakening, calling on 

supporters to sign a joint letter 

addressed to the Ministry of 

Education. Posted on January 

31, 2018 
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Picture 29 – Weibo post from 

Xiao Meili, sharing pictures 

and photos taken by other 

activists. Posted on February 

15, 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 30 – Weibo post 

from the All-China 

Women Federation 

referring to the Beihang 

University decision to 

suspend professor Chen 

Xiaowu, posted on 

January 13, 2018 
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Picture 31 – Weibo 

post from the All-

China Women 

Federation referring 

to the accusations 

against Lei Chuang, 

posted on July 25, 

2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 32 – Censored Weibo post from the Hong Kong-based media Phoenix Television 

referring to the accusations against Zhu Jun, posted on March 10, 2018, retrieved on 

FreeWeibo.com (courtesy of Greatfire.org) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202001229

87 
 

5.4.  Findings 

 

Based on these three case studies, several points can be taken from the observations of the use 

of social media by Chinese women’s rights advocacy groups and activists.  

First, overall, the case-studies support the idea that social media can be used by norm-

entrepreneurs’ to initiate a norm socialization process. Indeed, the three case studies support 

the assumption that social media can foster a “boomerang pattern” (Keck and Sikkink 1999). 

When facing opposition from the state, feminist groups used social media to find support among 

their peers, either at the national or international level. In return, those supporters show their 

solidarity with the women’s rights organizations, turning some awareness and advocacy 

campaigns into a broader movement. Furthermore, it seems clear that social media favorize the 

employment of “information politics” and “symbolic politics.” During the online campaign to 

release the “Feminist Five,” advocacy networks used Weibo to deliver information that would 

usually be hidden by the authorities and circulate gripping visual content to rally more 

supporters.   

Second, despite the authorities' control on the internet, Chinese social media still provide 

a space where Chinese norm-entrepreneurs can conduct advocacy and awareness campaigns. 

In each case studied, women’s rights groups successfully used Weibo to raise public awareness, 

recruit supporters, and urge the authorities to respect women’s rights and feminists. The 

authorities tried to monitor each of the three feminist campaigns but were unable to halt them 

entirely. Even when the state attempted to end the “I Am a Billboard Walking Against 

Harassment” campaign by stopping F Feminist physically, they could not prevent participants 

located in other provinces to continue their actions.     

Third, Chinese online campaigns can lead to some changes, but only in specific contexts. 

The “Me Too” movement coincided with some changes at the provincial and national levels 

with the introduction of new norms to prevent and condemn sexual harassment. However, the 

changes do not depend on the norm-entrepreneurs’ capacities to pressure the state, but on the 

authorities pragmatism. In the case of the “Me Too” movement, most sex offenders were not 

directly related to the state and lost their job and position but were not prosecuted. Regarding 

the safeguard mechanisms, they fulfilled a gap in the regulation, but they remain to be proven 

efficient. In both cases, the authorities have little to lose by taking measures and probably 

estimated that they would be enough to halt public demands. On the other hand, when the 
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accused sex offenders are related to the state, such as Zhu Jun, who works for a public media 

group, no measures were taken.         

Fourth, while the “Feminist Five” attracted the attention of the international community, 

which mobilized to demand their release, the two other online campaigns benefited from less 

attention. References to the “I am a Billboard Walking Against Harassment” campaign were 

scarce on Twitter. The “Me Too” movement received more attention, especially from foreign 

news media but, compared to the “Feminist Five” case, INGOs and international advocacy 

networks did not expressively show their solidarity to the Chinese feminists. Thus, it seems that 

social media are not necessarily increasing the exchanges between advocacy groups.   

Fifth, overall, Chinese women’s rights defenders do not use their social media account 

to actively support and promote one specific online campaign. For each case, the posts related 

to the event accounted for less than 50% of the total publications for the covered period. This 

suggests that, rather than creating a sudden burst of online activity, the observed events were 

more included in a continuous flow of publication fulfilling advocacy and awareness purposes. 

Finally, social media do not change the balance of power between Chinese norm-

entrepreneurs and the state. F Feminist was forced to stop its campaign after the persecution of 

its members. Feminist Voice’s Weibo account was deleted during the “Me Too” movement. 

Therefore, because online activism can lead to some backlash, its ability to sustain a social 

movement is limited. 
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Chapter VI: Conclusion   

 

6.1. Main findings 

 

The impact of social media on the norm socialization process 

 

Regarding the impact of social media on the norm socialization process, in theory, according to 

the “boomerang pattern,” Chinese social media should support a norm socialization process. 

All three case studies confirm that they can be used by local groups to reach support within and 

outside China and engage in both “symbolic” and “information” politics.  

When facing obstacles at the local level, in that case, the opposition of the Guangzhou 

authorities, F Feminist used Weibo to reach out for outside support. During the #MeToo 

movement, victims of sexual harassment relied on social media to gather support from the 

public. 

The utilization of masks bearing the five jailed activists’ during the campaign to release 

the “Feminist Five” corresponds to a “symbolic politic” (Keck and Sikkink 1999) as they aim 

to reinforce the impact of the release requests with emotional and visual contents (Tan 2017). 

The same logic applies to the “I am A Billboard Walking Against Harassment” campaign as 

the movement is centralized around an image of a cat saying “No!” to a faceless pig. The picture 

aimed to raise awareness by catching the eyes of the passer-by, and the use of social media was 

a way for the Guangzhou-based group to enlarge its audience through the inclusion of netizens. 

  The fact that, during the 2015 movement to free the five women’s rights activists, some 

Chinese advocacy groups used their social media account to circulate information coming from 

the outside obeys to the logic of “information politic” (Keck and Sikkink 1999). By using a 

specific hashtag, the “I am A Billboard Walking Against Harassment” campaign kept 

participants informed on what the others are doing, ensuring that they are not alone. The logic 

is repeated with the #MeToo campaign and the forwarding of petitions and stories on WeChat 

and Weibo.    

 However, a successful norm socialization process also requires exchanges between local 

and transnational advocacy groups. Unfortunately, based on these three case studies, it is 

difficult to establish if social media can successfully help Chinese advocacy groups to engage 

with transnational actors. Although the movement for the release of the “Feminist Five” went 
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global, the “I am A Billboard Walking Against Harassment” and #MeToo campaigns received 

little support from transnational advocacy groups.  

A reasonable explanation for this lack of interactions with foreign groups is that the two 

movements were not targeting an international audience. “I am A Billboard Walking Against 

Harassment” was an advocacy campaign designed for a Chinese public and aiming to attract 

local participants. The #MeToo movement was the internalization of a global movement, but 

its participants wanted to draw the attention of the Chinese citizens on a domestic issue.   

Nevertheless, the “Feminist Five” case study provides more information on the role that 

social media play in favoring interactions between Chinese and transnational movements. First, 

it seems that Chinese advocacy groups can at least share global content through social media 

and therefore keep their supporters informed on ongoing trends outside of China, despite the 

GFW. A general observation of the six accounts confirms that trend as they are all sharing 

information coming from foreign sources.  

Second, transnational advocacy networks, transnational social movements, and INGOs 

are able to almost immediately share content, such as pictures, and information, like the 

announce of the arrest of the five activists, coming from the PRC in their own campaigns. Such 

capacity should reinforce their ability to draw the attention of the international community and 

put China under the spotlight.   

However, despite these findings, there are, unfortunately, no elements that are solid 

enough to prove that social media can foster a successful norm socialization process. All three 

case studies’ outcomes seem to had little impact on the implementation of women’s rights 

norms in Mainland China.      

Although social media seem to favor short-term changes, the long-term impact of online 

social movements remains uncertain. Moreover, immediate gains are only likely to happen if 

they are not going to undermine the leadership of the CCP. The #MeToo movement perfectly 

illustrates this situation as the new regulations adopted by the government do not challenge the 

authority of the regime. Thus, it seems that social media can only favor a limited norm 

socialization process.  

 Nevertheless, without social media, Chinese feminist movements would probably have 

fewer options to advocate women’s rights norms. For instance, without Weibo, F Feminist 

would have struggled to overcome the censorship imposed by the authorities of Guangzhou. 
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Without social media, the #MeToo movement would probably have less impact as the 

accusations would have drawn less attention.  

Therefore, based on these findings, this research concludes that it is difficult to imagine 

the development of a norm socialization process in China without social media. Still, social 

media alone cannot generate enough pressure on the Chinese regime to sustain a successful 

institutionalization of an international norm. The CCP’s control of civil society is likely to 

remain the major obstacle to a successful online social movement. Thus, the success of the 

norm socialization process is more likely to depends on the norm-entrepreneurs’ capacity to 

convince the Chinese authorities to adopt the norm rather than its ability to initiate an online 

social movement.  

In conclusion, based on the use of social media by Chinese feminists to promote 

women’s rights in Mainland China, this study estimates that social media are a necessary 

condition for a future successful norm socialization process, but they are not a sufficient one.  

 

6.2.  Limitation of the research 

 

The results of this analysis must be taken with caution. First, a total of 113 posts were missing 

information due to censorship or due to the user’s settings, such as only displaying the content 

for a limited time. Therefore, the actual engagement of women’s rights activists might be 

underestimated or overestimated. Besides, the observed women’s rights and activists only 

compose a fraction of the overall Chinese women’s rights’ network. It is possible that other 

groups are more or less active or use different social media strategies. 

 In addition, although propaganda outlet offers some hints regarding how the authorities 

consider feminism and address the question of women’s rights, this study does not provide a 

deep understanding of the Chinese government’s attitude toward feminist activists and 

women’s rights because there was no access to official reports and other similar documents. 

However, it should be reminded that this research is mainly focused on the relationship between 

social media and activism and their impact on the Chinese feminist movement. 

Finally, this analysis does not include the public’s response to feminist activists’ posts. 

First, it is impossible to know how many netizens actually see the posted contents. Second, 

because most of the publications received little attention in terms of share and comments, it is 
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difficult to establish how Chinese netizens reacted to them. Therefore, it is impossible to 

estimate women’s rights activists’ impact on public opinion.  

 

6.3.  Implications for the Inclusion of Social Media in the Norm Socialization Process  

 

This thesis participates in the debate surrounding social media’s capacities to foster social 

movements and promote the socialization of international norms. First, at the theoretical level, 

it confirms the assumptions that social media must be integrated into IR frameworks, especially 

the “boomerang pattern.”  

Second, this paper’s findings join the work of scholars who have argued that social 

media benefit civil society and strengthen social movements. Regarding the case of Mainland 

China, in particular, this thesis endorses the conclusions of previous research regarding the 

growing importance of social media for Chinese advocacy groups and, especially, women’s 

rights activists.  

On the other hand, this study supports those who contest social media’s capacities to 

defy a state’s power. Despite providing some significant advantages to norm-entrepreneurs, 

such as enhancing their abilities to reach a broader audience, social media are not a way to 

bypass an authoritarian regime.  

Finally, by establishing that social media are not a sufficient condition to generate a 

successful norm socialization process in the PRC, this thesis opens the door to further research 

aiming to unveil these conditions and strongly recommends to focus on netizens’ reactions to 

advocacy groups’ effort to promote their norms online, as this part was not covered by this 

research. 
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