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ABSTRACT

Since 2013, LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning,
and other) activism in China has existed in a gray area between non-
criminalization in legal terms and fragmented strategies of suppression. The
expansion of home-grown social media platforms has provided a (relatively)
safe haven for LGBTQ+ people to connect, and a growing number of LGBTQ+
groups have established themselves in the country. However, in recent years,
laws, policies, and mass closures of LGBTQ+ social media accounts have
chipped away at organizational capacity. In this exploratory study, we center
the voices of LGBTQ+ activist communities in China. Drawing from 26
interviews, we explore the effects of increased surveillance in digital and
physical spaces on queer communities via the theoretical concept of “social
sorting.” The findings suggest that LGBTQ+ communities were already under
extensive institutional and digital surveillance prior to the COVID-19
pandemic. The pandemic has further amplified state-led surveillance and
censorship. The norm setting of an ideal citizen of China has occurred
through enhanced institutional marginalization, digital censorship, and police
monitoring and harassment. These practices have harmed but not broken the
resolve of LGBTQ+ communities, who had been finding unconventional ways
to connect prior to the pandemic, albeit constrained as if in a metaphorical
fish tank.
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| would keep [LGBTQ+ communities] in my fish tank - they are my goldfish. |
don’t need too many - just a few, right? That's why we can survive. (G1)

Introduction

Since 2012, LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning,
and other)' communities in China have weathered multiple political, legal,
and ideological challenges despite previous claims that the climate for civil
society in China was warming (Zhang 2011). These communities still have
many issues to resolve, such as access to health services, workplace discrimi-
nation, legal relationship recognition, parenting, and freedom of expression
and assembly. Globally, socialization and collectivization have cultural value
for LGBTQ+ communities, especially in environments where they are socially
marginalized (Schmitz et al. 2023). Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, LGBTQ+
communities sought to collectivize through physical gatherings, especially
under oppressive regimes (Reid 2021). In this article, we show how China’s
mix of digital and physical surveillance of LGBTQ+ communities has gradually
restrained such community organization through a suite of “queer social
sorting” measures. The pandemic has further facilitated these measures. We
argue that the suite of these measures leaves LGBTQ+ communities in a
“fish tank” - visible but restricted in numerous ways.

LGBTQ+ organizing in China began in the 1990s, first with gay and “lala
(Qqueer women’s) bars in larger cities and later expanding into digital
spaces with the growth of the internet (Wang 2021). In 1995, the United
Nations held the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, marking a
historic moment for LGBTQ+ and feminist activism. In the wake of the Con-
ference, a large number of LGBTQ+ groups emerged in China, though
many relied on foreign funding that tends to prefer sponsoring politically
focused projects (such as legal advocacy) over community-centered pro-
grams (Wang 2021). The 2010s saw a watershed moment in trans-led
gender diversity organizing, which helped to bring about both a relaxation

n
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of the requirement to have gender-affirming operative procedures for formal
gender change on national identification cards and a reduction of the
minimum age for undergoing such procedures (Qian 2016; Wei 2023).
LGBTQ+ community groups were able to organize during the leadership of
Hu Jintao (2002-2012) (Bernot 2022).

A turn came with Xi Jinping’s ascent to leadership in 2012, since when
gender and LGBTQ+ politics in China have become considered as increasingly
“sensitive” (B/E). Two elements of Xi Jinping’s administration are relevant to
this article: an overall backlash against civil society and a call for a return to
traditional gender roles. The concept of gender essentialism was already
present in China’s laws and social structures prior to the start of Xi Jinping's
rule (Ching et al. 2020; Li and Fabbre 2022). In the social realm, progressive
discussion on the realization of gender equality in work, education, the
home, and politics is often repressed. The use of sensitive terms such as “fem-
inism” and “#MeToo” can lead to online censorship of comments and
accounts (Yang 2021).

In addition to the increasingly restrictive political environment, the COVID-
19 pandemic added an additional layer of censorship. Research around the
effects of COVID-19 public health interventions on LGBTQ+ communities
has revealed amplified intersectional experiences of marginalization
(Dawson, Kirzinger, and Kates 2021; Gonzalez et al. 2021). Unequal gender
relations and stereotypes, existent prior to the pandemic, have become
further entrenched in China as elsewhere (Fisher and Ryan 2021). However,
in some instances, COVID-19 has been identified as creating opportunities
for gender movements to find each other and connect despite the obstacles
introduced by the pandemic and oppressive regimes (Altay 2022; Yang and
Zhang 2021). Online gatherings were essential yet increasingly restricted
for LGBTQ+ communities in China. While COVID-19 did not add new
methods of surveillance monitoring, it legitimized the practices of surveil-
lance between 2020 and 2022, as they became expected as part of the moni-
toring of COVID-19.

The waves of government-led surveillance activities that build on gender
essentialism increasingly overlap to target and discriminate against both fem-
inist and LGBTQ+ groups. Indeed, as the findings of this article show, digital
censorship strategies that were commonly used to suppress feminist move-
ments in the 2010s and early 2020s are now being repurposed to target
LGBTQ+ groups. To counter an environment where LGBTQ+ communities
have been gathering momentum across the country and feminist movements
have been enjoying growing popularity among young Chinese people, both
feminist and LGBTQ+ activism is now under targeted, “socially sorted”
surveillance.

In the theoretical surveillance literature, the process of characterizing and
monitoring specific populations via information databases is known as “social
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sorting.” This process targets some for special treatment and inclusion, while
others are treated with suspicion and denied access to public and private
goods and services (Lyon 2003, 20). In this article, we use the theoretical
concept of social sorting to ask: what has been the effect of these enhanced
social sorting surveillance techniques on LGBTQ+ communities in China prior
to and during the COVID-19 pandemic?

The article proceeds in four sections. First, we outline the theoretical concept
of social sorting and explain China’s practice of “sorting” particular populations,
such as LGBTQ+ communities, for surveillance. We then present the
methodology adopted to document how LGBTQ+ communities seek contact
and socialization under strict surveillance conditions. In the third section, we
trace the growth of gender essentialism in Chinese laws and policies prior to
COVID-19, as well as the intention of these practices to further “sort” LGBTQ+
populations from the cisgender and heteronormative Chinese population, posit-
ing an argument for structural, social, and political inequality. Finally, in the
fourth section, we identify the impact of COVID-19 on what we identify as the
“queer social sorting” of LGBTQ+ communities.

We find that progressive and transformative LGBTQ+ movements already
faced many operational challenges prior to COVID-19. Since 2017, the regu-
latory practices of LGBTQ+ social sorting have been gradually constraining
LGBTQ+ communities via norm-setting laws and policies. In turn, these regu-
latory social sorting measures have triggered continued digital and physical
monitoring of LGBTQ+ activist and advocate groups. Such monitoring has
often been conducted through direct public security contact with LGBTQ+
groups, and even the involvement of state security actors. LGBTQ+ popu-
lations now live in a metaphorical fish tank - visible but restrained through
a range of social sorting methods.

The theoretical concept of social sorting

The theoretical concept of social sorting was coined by David Lyon in 2003
and refers to the surveillance and classification of people via information
for the purposes of control, governance, security/safety, or profit, depending
on the motivation of the authority or organization responsible for the surveil-
ling and classifying. Lyon argued that practices of “everyday surveillance”
depend on large information databases, where information can be “sorted”
through coding: “[a] surveillance system obtains personal and group data
in order to classify people and populations according to varying criteria, to
determine who should be targeted for special treatment, suspicion, eligibility,
inclusion, [and] access” (Lyon 2003, 20). Lyon’s concept of social sorting built
on the work of Oscar Gandy (1993), who developed the idea of the “panoptic
sort” by analyzing the political economy of information. Gandy highlighted
the discriminatory effects of sorting people into various categories for
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profit-seeking purposes. Lyon extended that concept to suggest a wider
scope of possible applications — from profit seeking to broader governance.

In China, the roots of “sorting” populations based on social categories have
been in place since the mid-1950s during the Communist revolution. Most
notably, in 1953, the country adopted a classification of target populations to
help to closely monitor those suspected of counter-revolutionary activities,
“class enemies,” and other people who may threaten the Communist regime
(Wang 2005, 104). During the reform period in the 1980s, the Ministry of
Public Security expanded the scope of the classification to six categories and
15 types of residents that required close surveillance, such as persons suspected
of crimes, frequent gamblers, uneducated laborers, and ex-convicts, among
others (Wang 2005, 105). The monitoring of target populations remains a pri-
ority of public and state security today, though the classifications of target
populations change according to national political priorities.

More recent developments of social sorting have been enhanced by mass
surveillance capabilities in modern China (Givens and Lam 2019; Shen et al.
2020). Mass surveillance - that is, the large-scale observation of people via
data - in China is also increasingly common in the daily lives of people via
the merging of separate surveillance capabilities (such as government and
private surveillance) in what is known in surveillance studies as “surveillant
assemblages” (Haggerty and Ericson 2000). Unlike the monitoring of specific
target populations, mass surveillance extends to most of the Chinese popu-
lation, turning social sorting via data into an aspect of everyday governance
(Trauth-Goik and Bernot 2021). As the findings of this article show, mass surveil-
lance, such as digital communications surveillance, plays a significant supporting
role in aiding public security actors to monitor LGBTQ+ activists and advocates.

Since its introduction, the concept of social sorting has been used to
explain the socio-technical classification of people via practices of gather-
ing data, classifying information, and determining access to goods, ser-
vices, and even participation in social life. It has been applied in
analyses of the physical monitoring and digital surveillance tools used
to control ethnic minority populations in Xinjiang (Leibold 2020), quantify
political loyalty (Liang 2020), restrict access to housing markets (Wen,
Xiao, and Zhang 2017), and govern populations during COVID-19 (Cong
2021), among others. Many of these studies have found that social
sorting results in some form of discrimination or disadvantage. Lyon pre-
dicted that categorizing people may generate inequalities and discrimi-
nation by enforcing the “social power of information” (Lyon 2003, 22).
The concept of social sorting is therefore well suited for use in critically
evaluating the socio-technical practices of surveillance directed toward
LGBTQ+ communities in China. By applying the concept, we contribute
a nuanced evaluation of COVID-19 impacts on the surveillance of
LGBTQ+ communities within the Chinese national context.
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Methodology

We sought to collect individuals’ experiences of socio-technical practices of sur-
veillance, based on their LGBTQ+ activism. The interviews were conducted in
English and/or Chinese, according to the preference of the interviewees,
between December 2021 and March 2022. We asked individuals to describe
their experiences of surveillance before and during COVID-19 - specifically
between January 2020 (the recognized start of the domestic COVID-19
epidemic) and the date of the individual interview recording - to establish per-
ceptions of discrimination and disadvantage. The sampling strategy was two-
pronged, employing convenience sampling building on researchers’ existing
networks and snowballing from the initial sample group. Personal trust net-
works were an important factor in obtaining access to our respondents.

We interviewed a total of 26 LGBTQ+ community organizers and activists
from 12 provinces, using a semi-structured interview method. All participants
were of legal consenting age. Though the sample size is small, we reached
marginalized populations distributed across a wide variety of provinces,
thus obtaining rare empirical data from China at a time of severe restrictions
on critical research (Fuchs, Fuk-Ying Tse, and Feng 2018; Lyer and Suba 2019).
The focus on ensuring the safety of the participants meant that people who
were not active users of encrypted digital communications channels were not
included. Some people refused to take part in the research project, citing
police intimidation and burnout, and this reaction was reflective of what
interviewees told us about their work.

The sample was purposively diverse in terms of gender, sexuality, and pro-
vince. It was important to recognize the differences in activist practices
between provinces in China and regions outside the large cities. We also
ensured that trans and other gender non-conforming voices were fairly rep-
resented because these communities face severe institutional and social dis-
crimination in China (Bernotaite, Berredo, and Zhuo 2018). Though full
identification of provinces is not possible due to some having a small
number of easily identifiable organizations, Table 1 highlights the equal distri-
bution of participants between the three Tier 1 cities of Beijing, Shanghai, and

Table 1. Participant distribution according to sexual or gender identity and
geographical location.

Cisgender gay and Cisgender lesbian and Trans women and  Gender-queer/-fluid
bisexual men (G) bisexual women (L) men* (T) people** (Q)
n=9 n==6 n=4 n==6
Tier 1 cities of Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou Other provinces
n=13 n=13

Notes: *Participants were asked to specify their identity on the LGBTQ+ spectrum, and the most salient
identity category was noted, which resulted in a disaggregation of gender and sexual identities. **One
participant identified herself as a cisgender heterosexual woman.
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Guangzhou (inclusive of the Guangdong province) and other autonomous
cities/provinces.

The ethical principle to “do no harm” in digital interviewing required us to
ensure that our recruitment and interviewing strategies were digitally secure
and, where possible, untraceable. All interviews were carried out via secure
encrypted communications platforms, with only the audio of the conversa-
tion recorded; following transcription, the audio recordings were deleted.
Signal, Telegram, and Facebook were the key end-to-end encrypted plat-
forms used for interviewing, while some interviews were conducted via
Zoom where participants felt comfortable with the encryption level (end to
end, unless access provided by a company). Following familiarization with
the consent form, participants gave oral consent prior to the start of the inter-
views. This was done to minimize the amount of sensitive information, such
as signed documents, remaining online. Avoiding evidence of digital traces
proved to be a crucial consideration for this research project because two
respondents reported that the police had previously analyzed their mobile
phones and computers as well as those of their colleagues (G5, G9).

Participants’ names, organizations, and cities of residence are omitted
throughout the article to protect their identities. We requested minimal per-
sonal information to ensure that they could not be identified, only inquiring
about their self-defined LGBTQ+ identity. Codenames are used to distinguish
participants. The ethics approval for this study was obtained from Simon
Fraser University (20200126) and Griffith University (2020/229).

Chinese and part-Chinese interviews were translated into English prior to
coding. The translation was not double checked with the interviewees to
minimize digital traces of the interviews. All interviews were anonymized,
transcribed, and inductively thematically analyzed. Three key themes were
identified with respect to social sorting effects. First, the majority of inter-
viewees discussed their experiences of formal discrimination and marginali-
zation through laws and policies, followed by their experiences of
intimidation and harassment by authorities. Second, they spoke about their
determination to survive these conditions and the survival strategies that
they adopt. Finally, they explained how the rise of surveillance in association
with COVID-19 public health lockdowns has led to further marginalization of
LGBTQ+ communities on social media platforms.

Findings
Legal and political dimensions of LGBTQ+ social sorting

This section outlines a timeline of events that respondents identified as con-
structing structural and political barriers to LGBTQ+ advocacy and activism. It
has not been one specific policy or one legal requirement that has shrunk the
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space for LGBTQ+ communities. Instead, a suite of law and policy changes in
China have restricted the capacity of LGBTQ+ organizers to schedule commu-
nity events, fundraise, and recruit. Some of these regulatory measures have
been direct, such as the “sissy ban” (see Table 2), while others have had
indirect effects, such as the two- and three-child policies. The politicization
of LGBTQ+ communities within the broader national-level political ideology
has contributed to the social sorting of LGBTQ+ individuals and groups.

China’s authorities scrapped the “hooliganism crime,” “an obvious tool for
the regulation of sexuality,” in 1997 (Worth et al. 2018, 39). Shortly after, in
2001, the China Psychiatric Association removed homosexuality from the
Chinese Classification of Mental Disorders, thus formally depathologizing it.
Despite these significant developments, few rights protect same-sex
couples in China. For example, same-sex marriage and partnership do not
have legal status in the country and same-sex couples are not allowed to
adopt children; trans people continue to fight institutional rules that patho-
logize their identities. In China, trans women may, however, face a paradox-
ical phenomenon of being exempt from official media censorship - to a
certain degree and especially if they are considered to be cis-passing —
while simultaneously being subjected to the most severe gender discrimi-
nation in popular discourse and policy making (Peng and Sun 2022; Qiao
2022). This phenomenon is best illustrated with the example of the media
personality Jin Xing (£:/2), who has gained mainstream fame through fre-
guent endorsement of traditional gender norms in the media, alongside
her upbringing aligned with state values with a father who was a respected
military officer in China. As the most visible trans person in the Chinese main-
stream media, she speaks of the specificities of the trans community in the
Chinese context. In wider society, a 2016 national survey (n =28,454) con-
ducted by the United Nations Development Programme found that only 5
percent of LGBTQ+ people choose to disclose their sexual and/or gender
identity in schools, workplaces, or religious communities, and half of the
respondents reported experiencing discrimination (United Nations Develop-
ment Programme 2016). Issues of social and institutional discrimination are
disproportionately severe for trans people, who also face high levels of dis-
crimination within the family and encounter the most barriers in accessing
social and public services (Bernotaite, Berredo, and Zhuo 2018; Li and
Fabbre 2022).

Our interviewees named specific laws, policies, and proposals that have
affected LGBTQ+ organizations. We have summarized them via open
inquiry through the 26 participant interviews, outlined their rationale, and
analyzed their actual effects on LGBTQ+ communities. The participants
reported how these laws, policies, proposals, and covert waves of censorship
have gradually and cumulatively shrunk the space for LGBTQ+ activism. One
interviewee referred to the current situation as allowing “just enough space



INTERNATIONAL FEMINIST JOURNAL OF POLITICS 359

(panunuo))

3yl buowe ‘Ayuindsew Jo suoleiuasaidal leuiwayd
JO winJ1ads peoiq e s1abiey 3d1ou ayl 3IYM ‘siaziueblio

Aunwiwod Ag ,ueq Assis, 9yl se 03 paliafal si 310U SIy |

‘suoineziueblio

Jauped yoddns Ajjepueuy pue saniAlde ueluleWw 0
pa166n.3s aney A|peo.q aiow A121D0s |IAD Buiuayibuans
Jo 93eds sy} ul bupjiom SQOHN ublIaI04 *SISIAIDE

YIOM X35 10 “+D 19D ‘10ge| se yans ‘Aj30a.1p paysom Aayy
Y2IYm YyUm S3IHUNWWOD pazijeulbiew ayl pue SOHN

ub12104 UBIMIDQ SDI} PAIDASS UI PayNsaI sey me| siy|

'SaNMADR +D 19D 404 Buisieipuny

SMEJINO AJ1D3JIpUl ME| DY) 1BY} SUBSW YdIYM “Ynduip
AlPwaxa si uoneziuebio +p1gH7 ue buuaisibal ‘pajou
S9IMA3IAIBIUI N0 SY "suolieziuebio jgeneyd se ainleu
J13Y3 d1ed1pul 1y Juswedap siieye [IAD [ed0] Ayl Aq
panssi S31edy114ad uolensibal uelqo o1 suoneziuebio
9JIAI3S |e1dos pue sdnoib [edos sasinbal 1ng ssielpuny

01 suoneziueblio ajqeieyd palaisibal 104 smojje me| SiyL

"Aleaynads ssniunwwod +D 1997 pue Ajpeolq

°2J0W UsWOM J0j JuswuoliAu w>_mmw‘_aw\_ ||eleA0

9Y3 01 bulINgLIU0D S| 334 BuleICP|IYD Ul UOIIdNPII Y}
1Y) 1j9) s9amalnIdu] *sapljod buiuueld Ajiwe) paxejal
audsop sa1el yuiq buiseanap punoy ey (Lzoz eulyd Jo
SJ11511R1S JO Neaing [eUOIIBN) Y0034 [DIISIDIS DUIYD

AU} YUM Jay1ab01 me| sIyl 01 pPaiIajal SIIMIIAIIUL INQ

pue jenuids s21gqnd ay Ajsies, 01 payildal aq 01 pasu
pue s3jA1s pue saise} Jeb|nA 0} J91ed 0} paAIRdIad ale

swelboid [einynd [ensiA0IpNe SUIjUO pUe ‘UOISIAS|S} ‘OlpeY

*Ayun >1uy3s 1o ‘“Andas

‘Ayun Jeuoneu s,euly) wJey 1ou pjnoys sQoN ublalo}
1O SaIMAIDE Jo 9d0dS 31 1Y) S910U ME| 31 ‘DI0WIayLIn
*Ja1[4 J21sesip pue ‘Auanod ‘uoidaloid [PIUSWIUOIIAUD
‘s310ds ‘Yyeay ‘anynd ‘@dusaIds ‘UoIILINPI ‘SOOI
JO seale 3y} Ul yJom QDN UbIaloj S1O1ISDI Me| YL
‘sanuoyine £11undas dljgnd [9As|-|epulA0Id JUBAS|RI B}
10 A14Nd3s 1jqnd Jo ANSIul Y1 yum 431s16al 01 (SODN)

suonezjuebio [eluswulanob-uou ubiaio} sasinbal mej siyL

'suofieziuefio ajqeieyd
JO s1sa191ul pue s1ybu [eh3] syl 2INSU3 0} pue SIIUAIdR

a|gelieyd Joj Buisiespuny a1enbas 01 papusIUl SI Me| SIYL

/buueagpyiy> aie| pue
abeiew ale|, pabeinodua Asnoiraid 1eyy HBuipiom ayy
SIAOWAI 1] ‘DI0WIBYN "UIP[IYD OM] dARY 0 SaljIuie)

Joj smojje pue eujy) ui £1jod ppiya-auo ay3 sdeids mej siy|

[2UU0SIad JI9Y] pue sweiboid [einyn) jo uawabeuepy
9y3 buluayibuais Jsyun4 uo UOISIAS[3| pue olpey Jo
uoIeSIUIWPY 91RIS AU} JO DLYYQ [eJaUSD) Y3 JO 9D1I0N

PN S (2 5 A B M7 W7 RO 4 B [ e Y Y ey ok
(£10T ‘1 Arenuer)
eUIYD JO pUBJUIB\ SY} Ul SUOIIBZIUBDIQ |PIUSWUISAOD
-UON SeasSIanQ wo SONIAIDY u_o :O_um._um_C_EE.\
uo euiy) jo diqnday s,91doad ayy jo meq ayy

PREE E AT Y Frdh
(910T ‘9L Y21en)
eUIYD Jo dlgnday s,9]doad ay3 jo meT Aeyd ay |

PP S DY E e Yy
(910 ‘L Aenuer)
meq buluueld
Ajlwe4 pue uonendod euiy) jo diqnday s,ajdoad

s19ziuebio +01g97 Aq pawodas 1edw)

|esodoud Jo ‘Ad1jod ‘me| 3y3 10} 3jeuoiiel [ePWO

13y o
Buiwod jo 33ep pue [esodoud Jo ‘Ad1jod ‘me| ay} J0 swep

‘sjesodoud pue ‘sapijod ‘sme| eia buios [epos +D1997 Jo sadideid Aiolenbal ay) *z djqel



360 A. BERNOT AND S. E. DAVIES

"yMiq 1e sjew
paubisse ajdoad Jejndiued ur ‘“AHunwwod +D1997 ayYa
JO sIaquiaw abejueapesip Al1eapd> pue A1wiojuod-uou

Japuab Jo suoissaidxa ,s|enpiaipul ysujebe adueisisal
dzjjeuonnuisul [jIm 3 ‘pajuswajdwi s [esodoid
3y} USYAA "Uol1edINPa A1RPUOISS BIA SIUSISD|OpE

ul swiou Japuab Areulq bujjiasul uo uopedNPS pue
yoJeasas dojaasp o3 uejd e yuoy ind Apes)d [esodoud siy|

*(SD) 92110U dY) JO 3se3[a Y} BUIMO||0} SAIUAIDE
+01997 ,OMMUSUIS, YUM PaleID0Sse 3¢ 0} Juem jou
plp oym siouop buiso| pariodal osje 9amalAIdIUl BUQ
‘PIMEJINO A[9AIIIDHS DI110U SIY} 1BY1 D13De) B — SIIMAIDE
+01997 2y1dads paidnpuod uayy pue ‘(Aujenba Japuab
se yons) abenbue| [ePYO Y} YuMm 14 1eY) SIIUAIDR
yoouspun uayo suoneziuebio +01997 ‘saAlde

Jo diysiosuad Buipioae 1oy AH6a1ei1S UOWWOD B Sy

1eyD3M pue ‘ogiaM ‘Iigllig

se yons swiojeld Jejndod uo PaJosSud JO PIAOWI
JUIUOD SUIJUO UIIS dARY AUB ‘PI1IDYL 1SOW Y] U]
JABY USWOM Suel) pue uaw Aeb ‘saiunwiwiod +91997

‘(1z0z uone>np3 jo Ansiulp) ,uonesnpa

Y}|esy [eIUSW JUSISI|OPE, OIUl UDIB3sal dUSIDS

|e1d0s pue sanjuewny buiseasdul pue ‘uoiedINpPa yijesy

1no Buifiied ‘suonenjeas uonedsnpa |edisAyd buiroidwi

‘sjooyds ul sweibosd uonednpa edisAyd jo buyjels

Jayuny buiuoddns Aq ,Aluindsew Ss1uspnis a1eAlNd,

[I'm 31 1eyl buiwiyuod ‘| zog Arenuer ul jesodoid ay)

0} papuodsal uonednp3 jo Aisiuly 8yl , uouswouayd

A11193]9> 19uI9Ul [Ue] Jo 3duUINYuUL, Y} paziews|qoid

pue ‘si9beuasl jo awoy [eniuids Y1 JO UOIIINIISUOD

9y1, ul jiwey aya Jo 3jod Y3 pajowoid ,‘uonednpa

Yi|eay |eIusW JUISIJ0pPe, 03Ul YdJeasas pabeinodua

Jesodoud ay] ,"AHuINdSeW JU3PNIS dIRAIYND,

pIN0> oym $13ydea} uonesnps [ediskyd jo ssquinu
1abue| e jo JuswAojdwsa ay) Joj p3jjed [esodoid siyl

‘suoljeziueblio

juaididal 3y} JO Sa1NIAIE Y} YUM sa1poq Buipuny

JO S1012241p 3Y3 JO 1P3ID [1DOS Y3 SHUI| APAIIIDYD

1911€] 3Y] "Spunj pajeuop JIayl Yim 1pald [e1d0s S, Jouop

3y YUl pue ‘paAIadaI SUOIIRUOP JO |0JIUOD pue ‘1ipne

1o} s3sanbay ‘sainuiw buileaw pajielap Joj uswalinbal

e YMoJ $13S 3dnou ay] , Aunbique pue ssaupeoliq

ploAe pue ‘ssauisng Ulew 3y} Uo SnJ0} ‘Uoliepunoy

3Y1 Jo 9dods ssauisng 3Y1 Y1IM JU1SISUOD 3 pjnoys puny
[e12ads ay3 Jo p|ay ssauisng aY[3], 1eyl $a1e1s adIou siyl

*ANuindsew Jo suollejuasaidal areuwayd AjLano aq
0} PaAI2Jad 3Je Jeym sueq Sd130U SIY] ,'SPasU [ein}jnd

EHAN W Ay B ST Lo
(0zoz Atenuer

ul uonedNp3 Jo ANSIUIW dY3 03 paniwgns [esodoid)
SIUISI|OPY Se JO UOHEZIUIWS

3y} bunuaAaid uo [esodoid uonednp3 Jo Asiulp

[ BRCLH =) Tt 45 <5 e i
EEAZ T E My ki E SHRNAT Y aie
(Lzoz ‘z1 Ainn)

sieyy |IAD Jo Ansiuly

9y} JO uoiepuno4 Josiaadng ssauisng 3yl Jo pun4

[e1ads 9y} Jo uswabeuely syl buiusayibuang uo
SIRYY [IAID JO ANSIUIN BY3 JO 9OUJO [eI2UID) Y3 JO DNON

Iy B LA ) B H
A T 2R O o — b6 LS7 L = R W Th 22 [
(LZ0Z "z J3quirdas)

s19ziuebio +p1g97 Aq pavodas edw

[esodoud Jo ‘Ad1j0d ‘me| 3y} 10} djeuoniel [ePYO

19Ys o
Buiwod jo a1ep pue [esodoid Jo ‘Ad1jod ‘me| a3 jo swepN

‘panunuo) z ajqer



INTERNATIONAL FEMINIST JOURNAL OF POLITICS . 361

to survive” (G2). Table 2 outlines the specific laws, policies, and proposals
mentioned by interviewees and their intended and actual impacts on
LGBTQ+ communities.

Some of the new policies have directly targeted LGBTQ+ communities, in
particular people who were assigned male at birth and their perceived “femin-
ization.” For example, the nationwide Notice from the National Radio and Tele-
vision Administration (2021) banned the representation of effeminate men
from radio and television, effective from September 2, 2021. This notice used
charged patriotic language, stating that “thoughts and values have diverged
from the Party and the State” and urging the country to eliminate “abnormal
aesthetics such as ‘girly men.” Widely referred to as the “sissy ban” by commu-
nity members, reclaiming the derogatory language of the authorities, the ban
has affected LGBTQ+ communities, in particular gay and bisexual men and
trans women, who especially relied on online community spaces during the
pandemic lockdowns. One trans woman has lost her social media accounts
(T1), while other interviewees reported feeling stress as minorities (G1, G2,
G3, L1) and feeling othered by national decision making (T3). Blamed for not
fitting in with the moral values of Chinese society and labeled as out of line
with the “national aims of the Party and the State,” LGBTQ+ activists have
received a clear message that they are an unwanted part of society:

LGBT as a topic is seen as a destabilizing factor in society, especially given the
unprecedentedly high value afforded to the family in China ... Current decision
makers, they don’t really understand LGBT issues, so they just see the LGBT
topic as something against family values. (L3)

Other policies have had indirect effects on the community. Women have
felt under pressure to have children, and that pressure is doubled for cisgen-
der women in same-sex relationships. This is an example of gender essential-
ism overlapping with compulsory heterosexuality. Marriage and birth rates
have plummeted dramatically in China despite the government scrapping
the one-child policy in 2018 and even introducing a three-child policy in
2021 (Ren 2022). While the Party-state has done little to address the socio-
economic factors of work and economic pressures that underlie the declining
birth rate or to create equitable parenting policies, it has applied direct
pressure on women with respect to childbearing. One of our participants
caustically commented:

China is going insane right now - they are trying to put women back in home,
so that they produce more babies for the GDP [gross domestic product]. Some
of my friends, who are Party members, are getting calls from the Communist
Party saying: “Are you having plans to have kids? Don't make up excuses to
not have kids.” (L1)

Norm enforcement through a suite of government policies has proven to
be prescriptive and prohibitive. LGBTQ+ organizers have observed and
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experienced enforcement through police monitoring, intimidation, and
online censorship (discussed in detail in further sections). Between 2020
and 2022, most activists resorted to reducing the number of activities under-
taken by their organizations, closing their organizations down, emigrating, or
shifting the focus of their advocacy and activism to activities that are deemed
less sensitive (such as mental health support services and community fitness
activities). One of the interviewees, who worked in LGBTQ+ activism for seven
years prior to leaving China in late 2021, commented:

The days of ... activism are gone, that period has gone ... If you raise your flag,
probably you will drag us down in the water. We should really act and think stra-
tegically - what we need to change, sustainability [of activism]. And in this
winter, if we see people as lotus seeds, they can remain like [that] for a thousand
years. Once the climate is right, they can [be] reborn. (G1)

The Chinese Party-state has created a socio-legal space in which LGBTQ
+ communities have been gradually suppressed through institutional regu-
latory measures. Interviewees identified that such social sorting practices
were gradually introduced in 2016. By employing this strategy of imple-
menting repressive laws and policies that restrict queer communities,
the Chinese Party-state has reduced the space for LGBTQ+ organizing,
while simultaneously stressing that China is a country of strong “rule of
law” (f&k¥%¥E ). Under Xi Jinping’s leadership, regulatory social sorting
has been facilitated through the “double-speak” of rule of law - the
concept of ruling the country in accordance with the law, but where the
law is used to validate an existing governance agenda (Trevaskes 2018).
The Party-state has adopted the tools of socio-legal sorting of LGBTQ+
communities to justify a clear, targeted, and sustained suppression of
LGBTQ+ organizations, all within the country’s emergent framework of
laws and policies.

Law enforcement monitoring and harassment

In China, the Ministry of Public Security is driven by the principle of “maintain-
ing social stability” (4£%%) — an underlying concept of public security. Since
homosexuality was decriminalized in 1997 and depathologized in 2001,
LGBTQ+ communities have been mapping the line in the sand between leg-
ality and illegality. Our research finds that the regulatory constraints directly
and indirectly placed on LGBTQ+ populations have legitimized monitoring
and harassment by public security actors. Social network analysis, social
media monitoring, and coercive investigatory practices are commonly
adopted to control LGBTQ+ groups.

Every interviewee in this study had either personally experienced receiving
an “invitation” to visit the police station — otherwise known as “drinking tea”
(M5%%) - or knew another LGBTQ+ community organizer who had been
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contacted by the police in the previous two years. Most of the participants
reported having a close familiarity with the local police officers who were
“responsible” for them, meaning assigned to constantly monitor them -
and some with state security agencies.

Apart from the more common strategy of “drinking tea,” participants
reported their friends leaving LGBTQ+ activism due to receiving police calls
to their home and police visiting their parents as a strategy of intimidation.
One participant was alarmed when police officers visited their parents and
warned them that their child should not be accepting “foreign funds” (Q1).
Many interviewees reported further intimidation by police contacting com-
munity volunteers (G8, Q4) or the parents of LGBTQ+ organizers (T1, Q1).
Some reported more extensive police interrogations, involving requests to
disclose the names of other activists (T3, G2); the copying of content on
laptops, mobile phones, or hard drives (G2, Q4); the escalation of matters
from the level of the local police to state security; and the coercion of organ-
izations into ceasing their activities (G8, L1, T1).

So the Shanghai police, they wanted to find me ... but they couldn't just
connect [with] me directly, so ... they came to find my parents ... They asked
the local police to come find my parents and my dad went to the police station
... They said: “Don’t accept money from someone else, ... [it] is potentially
dangerous for China.” (Q1)

At that time [the police] took away a lot of people, one of them was my col-
league ... They try to find out all the connection[s] between people and find
out the evidence, so they are quite aggressive during that time ... They took
all the devices when they took him away. | think they also took other
people’s laptopls], cell phones too ... They have all the info, like work record
[s] of this organization, so...are trying to know everything about all the
work we have done... Of course, they asked him to stop getting funding
from outside of China. (G2)

The police called our landlord, telling them that we were an illegal organization
and ... not to rent the place to us anymore. The landlord, who actually sublets
to us, they know our situation and told the police that we will go and get the
organization registered ... Instead, the police called the owner of the property
... Then our organization closed down and ceased all activities. (T3)

We have been surveilled by state security staff for more than ten years, so it's
very difficult for us. The difficulty that we have faced in the previous few
years has been to do with volunteers - the state security staff search for
them too ... Because of this, many volunteers cannot attend our activities
and we've had to stop many activities. (G8)

The police have unique strategies for intimidating international LGBTQ+
activists. One interviewee reported a prominent activist's Chinese work visa
being revoked and the affiliated group being charged a large sum of
money for holding a community activity that had previously run for many
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years (L2). In one of the most invasive instances of police intimidation, one
participant’s home was bugged by plainclothes police dressed as telecom
staff (Q1). This interviewee left China after their report on the Chinese trans
community was censored and the affiliated organization’s offices were
searched by local police. For international community members, such
tactics of intimidation can be extremely effective because a Chinese work
visa requires annual renewal:

If you are [a] foreigner, they will threaten you that if you keep doing this, you are
not coming back to China. If you are Chinese, they will be like: “We are just
gonna keep calling your mother, your father, your entire family, [your] place
of work.” (T1)

Many community members reported feeling depressed, anxious, and
oppressed by the recent changes in the broader political environment.
Under extreme stress and pressure, two interviewees said that they had
taken to directly scolding the police in person or over the phone (T1, G8).
Such tactics were only effective for a one-off conversation, with persistent
police and/or state security monitoring ensuing.

This research finds that the police have adopted both legal and extra-legal
strategies of enforcement to control LGBTQ+ organizers. Extra-legal tactics
(such as invitations to “drink tea”) are sometimes linked to legal measures
(such as financial penalties); however, most police and state security
control strategies specifically target LGBTQ+ communities without a particu-
lar legal basis. This article shows the depth and breadth of LGBTQ+ suppres-
sion in China and the dangers for those involved.

Surviving within the socio-political parameters of the Party-state

The survival (4:17) of LGBTQ+ communities was a key topic that emerged in
the interviews. Confronted by a multitude of strategies including digital sur-
veillance, gendered nationalism, frequent police threats, interventions in
community events, and individual threats, surviving rather than thriving
was a key priority for the research participants. Those who have done so suc-
cessfully have learned to live within the parameters of Party-state control by
carefully navigating the online discourse, maintaining a courteous relation-
ship with the police, and prioritizing the care of community members
(rather than activism).

One interviewee reported how LGBTQ+ organizations perpetually pivot
from one newly banned activity to another, finding themselves between a
rock and a hard place:

For example, there’s one event that was canceled ... two or three times; ... it's a
big event and we need to organize about 50 people - ... 20-30 participants and
also ... 10-20 volunteers - but then it's closed down once again and again and
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again ... It's ... slow killing. It's ... they don't kill you directly but they just...
exhaust you until you have to stop working on your own. (L4)

Two key strategies employed are, first, reducing advocacy and activism activi-
ties and, second, using publicly funded work on human immunodeficiency
virus/acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (HIV/AIDS) prevention in the
men who have sex with men (MSM) community to serve more vulnerable
members of that community. Larger community organizations that aim to
increase the visibility of LGBTQ+ people through activism and advocacy
have suffered more substantial organizational blows; some have had to
close, while others have restructured their key activities from activism and
advocacy to something that could be considered less rights based and
thus less sensitive. For example, HIV/AIDS services have remained an
officially accepted public health activity that could provide a front for
LGBTQ+ community gatherings, and LGBTQ+ professional training has
replaced activism and advocacy. Some interviewees stressed that during a
period of intense surveillance, it is important to take care of their staff and
community volunteers by prioritizing their mental health and rest, when
required (G4, L5, T2, T3).

Interviewees perceived an organization’s formal registration status as the
most salient criterion of its ability to survive in the changing socio-political
climate. Reliance on domestically raised funds instead of working with inter-
national funding bodies was identified as a criterion for reduced surveillance
because the police cannot formally determine the illegality of an organiz-
ation’s activities. However, the registration process in the current political
climate was seen as near impossible by all organizations across China. Inter-
viewees reported the rejection of applications submitted (L3), quotas for
different types of organizations (L3, G3), and the need to have an insider
within the government bureaucracy (L2, L3). Following successful regis-
tration, however, organizations can formally manage their relationships
with the local police and fundraise.

HIV prevention and care work remains one of the ways in which LGBTQ+
communities can access government funding and support for community
activities. The Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) clas-
sifies HIV and AIDS as “Class B” infectious diseases, which are among the most
difficult to cure (Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention n.d.a). The
National Center of AIDS/STD Control and Prevention, which is affiliated with
the CDC, recognizes engaging the MSM community as an important interven-
tion group (Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention n.d.b). Due to
this official recognition, MSM community members can register their organ-
ization, obtain government funding, and enjoy access to publicly funded
community spaces. One of the community organizers in a prefecture-level
city explained how their activist group works: “We only report limited
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activities to the government ... We may not report some of our support for
human rights activities, such as our organization’s plan to support female
sex workers” (G5).

The medicalization of the MSM community, however, has come at a social
cost: the public is only able to see it through the lens of medicalization. The
anti-homosexual narratives of the Party-state, bolstered by its HIV/AIDS pol-
icies, have resulted in the linking of homosexuality with HIV/AIDS and
further enforcing social fear and stigmatization (Li et al. 2012; Wong 2015).
Effectively, this linking has controlled the representation of queerness by
reducing it to medicalized spaces. Haiging Yu (2016, 22) calls this “a strategy
of essentializing the HIV-positive ‘other’ as ‘unruly’ and ‘distanced.” The
MSM-HIV/AIDS linking strategy helps to explain why sex workers, internal
migrant workers, and people who inject drugs are not provided with
adequate HIV/AIDS testing and treatment (Torcetti 2019); their existence
does not fit the ideological line of the Party-state and thus it is potentially
damaging to publicly acknowledge them.

COVID-19: a pandemic to legitimize LGBTQ+ community
surveillance

The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and increased surveillance have had
varying effects on LGBTQ+ communities and organizations. The immediate
effects of COVID-19 were prolonged lockdowns in most parts of the
country, which moved LGBTQ+ communities’ activities online. As the com-
munities were learning to live with the pandemic and with the changing acti-
vism landscape between hybrid physical and digital spaces, they were faced
with new challenges: continued online censorship, targeted waves of
LGBTQ+ social media account removals, and vicious trolling, sometimes
with the intention of capitalizing on the spread of online hate. The authorities
used COVID-19 as a politically neutral excuse to discourage physical
gatherings.

The direct impacts of COVID-19 were twofold: at the individual level,
LGBTQ+ communities required increased levels of mental health support,
exploding the demand for mental health hotlines (L5, G9); at the organiz-
ational level, community organizers had to pivot and adapt their activities
to an online format. Some were able to reinvent themselves and adopt inno-
vative online engagement strategies, such as building mobile apps (L3), while
others took a long break, noting that online activities were not popular
among the communities that they served. Trans community organizers
reported the most severe impacts on trans people resulting from COVID-19
lockdowns: suffering domestic violence when in lockdown with their families
(T1, T2); struggling to find casual employment (T1); dealing with initial
shortages in the supply of hormone replacement medicine (T1, T3); and
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coping with the inability to travel overseas to access gender-affirming sur-
geries due to extended lockdowns (T4), soaring flight costs (T4), and strict
COVID-19 management policies (T3).

During the pandemic, a large part of our lives shifted to the online world,
which contains its own social sorting processes involving censorship and
monitoring tools. In 2014, Xi Jinping addressed the Central Committee of
the Communist Party, stating that “[internet and information security bear
on state security and social stability and pose new challenges for us, in
many aspects” (Xi 2014). Internet providers have been involved in the
control of information in China, which includes monitoring banned topics
(such as the Tiananmen Square massacre) and enforcing the sharing of all
information with public security bodies (Creemers 2015). The popular social
media platforms WeChat and Weibo are a double-edged sword: they
enable users to reach broad and varied audiences and thus connect and
build communities, while simultaneously contributing to government censor-
ship and surveillance:

It's not possible to deny that WeChat ... make this information known to the
government. (L5)

When | worked for [telecom provider], my job was to collect all of the infor-
mation from online communications and transfer a copy to the Ministry of
Public Security. (Q5)

The move to online activities brought new challenges because the virtual
spaces further socially sorted LGBTQ+ communities and their online content.
In July 2021, WeChat suddenly banned hundreds of accounts belonging to
LGBTQ+ student groups from various tertiary education institutions. Outside of
the digital space, some tertiary education providers informed their student
groups that they were considered “illegal organizations” if they were not regis-
tered as formal student societies (G9). Some student groups have been able to
open new WeChat accounts and repost their content with some level of self-
censorship as well as with cautious content backups; others have come under
further pressure from their universities and did not reopen their WeChat
accounts or continue their student activities. One participant explained how
his organization understood what the sensitive words were:

[lIn the past, only [a] certain kind of keyword ... will be banned. But it's very,
very rare because you always have a way to avoid it, like just changing the char-
acters. But ... they can now ban, like, tonnes of related keywords; they can auto-
matically censor the account ... Gay- or lesbian-related video might be blocked
automatically on TikTok China. Yeah, so now they don't say “gay,” they don’t say
“LGBT community,” they only say “rainbow community.” (G6)

In addition to censorship, some participants reported an online environment
that has seen increased divisions between nationalist social media accounts and
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accounts that post LGBTQ+ content (G1, T3, T4). These concerns have been pro-
nounced among feminists in recent years; researchers of Chinese social media
have found that explicit feminist activism is now censored in both offline and
online spaces (Mao 2020), replicating sexist dynamics through macro-level
issues of gender oppression and gendered practices and relations at the micro
level (Yu 2020). In 2017, in the wake of China’s #MeToo (#K ) movement, fem-
inist activists saw their WeChat and Weibo accounts closed, and some reported
police intimidation (Wang 2017, 152).

Similar strategies have been applied to restrict LGBTQ+ content on social
media; simultaneously, online trolls and ultra-nationalist online accounts
have been allowed to function as normal, with some seemingly aiming to
attract more online traffic to their micro-sales channels (T4). Consequently,
non-politically affiliated actors are both the objects and subjects of digital
censorship, voluntarily using established reporting pathways, in what
Zhifan Luo and Muyang Li (2022) call “participatory censorship.” One commu-
nity organizer reflected on the toxic nature of this social media dynamic:

In the end, we become a consumption tool. | just feel quite furious. On the one
hand, you are not allowed to raise your own voice. On the other, you also
become a tool for others to make money. It makes me really, really, really
furious. (T4)

In some cases, interviewees were unsure whether certain policies were
specifically targeting their activities, such as invoking the risk of COVID-19
as a means of reducing the number of social gatherings (G7, T1, L3). Such
gatherings are an important part of community building and, for some
members, the only spaces in which they can be their authentic selves.
Some interviewees felt that COVID-19 restrictions were a convenient
excuse for the authorities - most often the local police - to indirectly ban
community events without direct conflict (G7, T1, L3).

While the direct impacts of COVID-19 have forced LGBTQ+ organizations to
restructure, the online space has become both a means by which the govern-
ment can suppress the dissemination of illicit information and a void that can
be filled with state-approved content. Digital censorship and surveillance are a
way to implement the broader strategy of social sorting for what is allowed and
encouraged (ultra-nationalist content) and what is not acceptable (feminist and
LGBTQ+ content). Following the peak of the pandemic wave, COVID-19 has
served as an excuse for police departments to ban in-person LGBTQ+ commu-
nity activities and justify data-based surveillance.

Discussion

In LGBTQ+ activism in China, a gray area exists between what is legal and
what is allowed. Prior to 2017, LGBTQ+ activists were able to discern the
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line in the sand when they experienced either of the two common police inti-
midation strategies: being invited to “drink tea” at the police station or receiv-
ing a phone call about ceasing an activity. In this way, communities adapted
to protect their activities by organizing them via encrypted communications
platforms and not announcing new activities at sensitive times, such as on
June 4 (the anniversary of the Tiananmen Square massacre), or any large-
scale national meetings. However, since 2020, police monitoring and harass-
ment have become significantly more extreme.

This article shows that LGBTQ+ community groups and individuals recog-
nize that they are socially sorted through a suite of legal changes and prac-
tices of censorship and surveillance, both online and offline. The persistent
nature of queer community monitoring suggests that LGBTQ+ groups face
structural discrimination. Participants noted that designated police officers
monitor the daily activities of organizations (L1, Q5), reschedule meetings
when some events or activities are deemed too sensitive (G7, T1, L3), and
request the names of other community organizers whom they could surveil
(T3). Some participants even expressed empathy toward the police officers
assigned to watch them. A community organizer who has worked in the
space for over ten years commented: “I also understand them [the police
officers]. They also need to report to their supervisors” (L3). The COVID-19
pandemic created a “legitimate” opportunity for government and police to
surveil and regulate LGBTQ+ communities.

The significant contributions of this article are twofold: first, the article con-
tributes empirical data of LGBTQ+ community organizing from the field and,
second, it adds to the literature on social sorting by showing how a mix of
regulatory measures and digital and physical surveillance strategies can be
used to operationalize lawful discriminatory social sorting. Having con-
structed a regulatory environment of rules and policies that restrict
LGBTQ+ groups, the Chinese authorities can legitimately and lawfully
monitor and harass them. Public and state security actors often cite relevant
fundraising and formal registration requirements when confronting LGBTQ+
groups on their work, omitting to mention that those requirements are nearly
impossible for queer organizations to meet. This study adds depth to the
theoretical concept of social sorting from a queer perspective, showing
how targeted data-based surveillance can be linked to a formal suite of
national laws and policies in China.

The key limitation of this study is linked to our concern with ensuring the
safety and non-traceability of our conversations with participants. By only
interviewing participants via encrypted communications platforms access-
ible from China using a virtual private network (VPN), the study could
only recruit those who already had access to these platforms. This default
requirement may have limited the number of LGBTQ+ activists to whom
we were able to talk, in particular those from rural areas and from
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marginalized trans communities. Though our recruitment strategy may
have limited the sample size and diversity of LGBTQ+ activists who talked
to us, it was crucial to ensure that the research participants were protected.
Future research could focus on filling these gaps in the story and safely
recruiting activists from smaller non-registered groups to understand the
specific issues that they face.

Conclusion

This article draws from China studies and surveillance studies to paint a
picture of LGBTQ+ advocates and activists and the intersectional challenges
that they faced prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic. While the pan-
demic has disrupted most organizations and become a convenient excuse for
the police to ban community activities, the broader, sustained socio-legal
social sorting strategy of categorizing queer activities as “immoral” and
“unpatriotic” has suppressed LGBTQ+ communities during Xi Jinping’s lea-
dership. Furthermore, the representation of queer communities is now
tightly controlled within physical and digital spaces that are allowed by the
Party-state. The state project of gender binary norm setting and LGBTQ+
exclusion has intensified under Xi Jinping’s administration. COVID-19 has
accelerated and legitimized surveillance-based social sorting that was
common prior to the pandemic. The Chinese authorities exercise total dom-
estic control while maintaining public decorum on matters of gender and
sexuality.

Future research needs to focus on whether the Party-state will move to
criminalize numerous activities of LGBTQ+ community activists and advo-
cates in China, without directly identifying their LGBTQ+ status as the
reason for such criminalization. External (international) assistance to
support civil society resistance inside China must be based on an understand-
ing of what can actually help and what instead may further endanger LGBTQ+
communities.

Note

1. The abbreviation “LGBTQ+" can be broken down into its constituent elements
when discussing particular groups within LGBTQ+ communities, such as “LBT”
(women of diverse sexual orientations and gender identities). In this article,
we use the terms “LGBTQ+" and “queer” (% JL) interchangeably.
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