China’s censorship of LGBTQI content in mainstream media under the country’s political ideology - and consequences

Many countries and territories worldwide, over the time, have taken measures to offset discrimination and violence against lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and intersex (LGBTQI) people (UN, no date). However, members of the community may still be singled out for spite, assault or even punishments in some cultures, particularly mainland China (Shackleton, 2018; Wang et al, 2020). This work will take into account the censorship of LGBTQI content in mainstream media in China, which has been in the system (Wei, 2022) under the influence of the East Asian nation’s political ideology, and its consequences on social, cultural and economic aspects.

In addition to its stringent ‘crackdown on gay-themed content’, China imposes a standing national ban on foreign Internet media service, including Facebook, Youtube and even search engine Google (Shackleton, 2018).

LGBTQI representation in Chinese media has emerged as among popular research topics since 2010 (Zhao, 2022). Evident LGBTQI-related elements in Bohemian Rhapsody (2018) were removed when the movie was screened in China about five months later (Baptista, 2019), let alone international queer-themed classics that never saw the light of day in the country, including award-winning film Brokeback Mountain (2005) directed by Ang Lee  (Wei, 2022).

In recent years, Chinese dangai web dramas garnered due attention from media consumers in China and abroad, particularly among the LGBTQI community and heterosexual women, and therefore were deemed ‘highly lucrative’ (Zuo, 2022). Adapted from novels which centre on romantic relationships of homosexual men, Zuo (2022) warned that works in the genre may not receive permission to be released, including productions which have been finished filming. 

Authorities’ actions against such web dramas began in 2016 with the removal of a series named Addicted on all platforms (Xi, 2020; Zuo, 2022) by the National Radio and Television Administration, which is a ministry-level executive agency under the Publicity Department of the ruling Communist Party of China (abbr. as CPC) (Reuters, 2022). Afterwards, filmmakers began to alter romantic segments in original novels so that they would be subtle or seen as platonic bond in the final works (Xi, 2020), therefore giving birth to sensational web series of The Guardian (2018), The Untamed (2019) and Word of Honour (2021), to name but a few (Zuo, 2022). The contents of those dramas arguably might not contain any obscene parts and so avoid being grouped as pornography or even paedophilia to be subject to China’s rounds of anti-porn crackdown nationwide (Yang and Xu, 2016; Xinhua, 2019). Nevertheless, readers of the male-male romance novels include teenagers (Xi, 2020) and Bauwens-Sugimoto (2016) claimed that the multimodal nature which interconnects adaptations of the same origin is believed to make them active consumers and enthusiasts of the films. Movies are thought of as means of individual and social transformation by many (Kubrak, 2020).

Addicted (2016) could be acknowledged as the sole Chinese film adaptation in the mainstream market that stays faithful to the main male couples’ relationship depicted in the original work (Xi, 2020). Elaborating on it being pulled from streaming platforms, the State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and Television (SAPPRFT) of China emphasised that the drama runs counter to the country’s new guidelines, which state:
No television drama shall show abnormal sexual relationships and behaviours, such as incest, same-sex relationships, sexual perversion, sexual assault, sexual abuse, sexual violence, and so on (Fergus, 2016; Ellis-Petersen, 2016).
 
The list groups ‘same-sex relationships’ same as what causes physical and mental harms, together with possible genetic defects, and especially - offences (NHS UK, 2021). Zuo (2022) also reported that head of the Radio and Television Bureau in China’s capital city of Beijing Yang Shuo held that the ban on works in the genre aims to “create a clean and healthy cyberspace” for the city, officially named the political and cultural centre of China (The People’s Government of Beijing Municipality, no date).

The state, holding powerful and legal tools such as ‘laws and administrative arrangements’, is believed to play a key role in sexuality definition and regulation, as well as attitudes and treatment towards related issues (Zheng, 2016). To illustrate, Zheng (2016) continued that law enforcers have the right to name types of marriages which are approved and ‘criminalises specific sexual and gendered behaviours’. The ruling party CPC reiterated that China is developing socialist democracy, stressing the ultimate goal of giving ‘full expression to the will of the people’ (Xinhua, 2017). A number of researchers, notably Ling and Dale (2017); Tsai and Xu (2018); and Zeng (2020), however, challenged the claim, arguing that China is usually deemed an example of authoritarian rule. Freedom House (2005) affirmed that mainland China is an authoritarian state (Gao, 2009). The Chinese government is taking steps to improve people’s living conditions and at the same time tighten control to continue the ‘authoritarian order’ (Zeng, 2020). Xi (2020) observed that the Chinese government could go extra miles to exert control over cultural production, labelling non-official and unconventional works in particular as ‘subversive’ and harmful. The country’s film industry, for instance, remains highly regulated (Gao, 2009).

Zheng (2016) argued that in present China, the major ‘neoliberal ideology’ that places economic profits above all is in tandem with the country’s market economy. Therefore, both authoritarian and neoliberal governance has formed a novel ‘heterosexual subject through imposing new responsibilities on individuals to compete in the market economy’ (Kleinman et al. 2011; Rofel, 2007; Zhang and Ong, 2008). Zheng (2016) went on to state that the Chinese government also eyes promoting heterosexual marriage for the sake of reproduction and sufficiency of the workforce, prompting ‘reproduction of heterosexism and homophobia’. China is arguably home to a history of ‘homosocial practices’ (Xi, 2020) and public gathering places for gay people were allowed in the 2000s, but the situation has deteriorated in recent years (Bloomberg, 2022).

Homosexuality was decriminalised in mainland China in 1997 and it took the country four years later to cross it out of the official mental illness list (Zuo, 2022; Shaw and Zhang, 2018). Nevertheless, the issue earns no official approval and henceforth is negatively ambiguous (Shaw and Zhang, 2018). Although China has the largest LGBTQI population in the world (Wang et al, 2020), only 5 percent of the country’s community had come out publicly (Flood, 2018).

Heterosexual people in China were found to be generally friendly towards the queer community with a mean score of 21.9 out of 100, and localities recording better economic development enjoyed a declining level of discrimination (Wang et al, 2020). On the other hand, in July 2022, China voted against a resolution adopted by the UN Human Rights Council regarding the protection of sexual orientation and gender identity from violence and discrimination (OHCHR, 2022).

Pan and Loopmans (2021) pointed out that the government holds conservative views as well as keeps eye on ‘LGBTQ+ mobilisation’, believing that encouraging something different could cause disharmony (Shaw and Zhang, 2018). That restricts homosexual content in the media (Pan and Loopmans, 2021; Jia and Zhou, 2015). 

Gao (2009) underlined that the production and consumption of movies have a major role to play in regard to cultural identity and social consciousness. Victims of censorship of LGBTQI issues in China are not just dangai or films in general, showing the government’s determination to impose a clampdown in all possible cultural and social aspects. In late 2018, fans and Internet users were stunned by an over 10-year imprisonment of a writer who penned erotic fictional novels on gay couples, under the charge of producing and profiting from pornographic contents (Flood, 2018; Xi, 2020). The Chinese government even created a mechanism that helps anyone easily report those who write and possess gay love stories, whether containing obscene materials or not (Xi, 2020). Video games comprising ‘same-sex relationships’ or ‘effeminate male’ will not obtain approval to go public, the same for TV announcers who are viewed as ‘sissy’ (Kain, 2021). The Guardian (2018), screened after romantic elements were cut down following the Addicted incident two years earlier, also became a hit series, to the point that its fans and production committee worry that the success would lead to censors. In fact, the film was removed for about three months for an unknown cause, and returned only after further ‘edits and revisions’ (Xi, 2020). Gao (2009) pointed out that the Chinese government, due to its ‘administrative and ideological baggage’, can be the film industry’s worst enemy for limiting imagination. Keane (2016) argued that ‘a fear of stepping over the line’ will hinder the power to come up with alternatives and constraints, which ‘diminish process freedom or will inhibit creativity’ (Rosso, 2014).

The ban, removal or censorship of cultural productions not only causes huge economic losses and makes China miss out on cultural export development opportunities (Keane, 2006), but also fuels discontent among creators and audiences who exert efforts, investment and hours of dedication to create and support the works and related factors, namely the filmmakers, audiences who anticipate the works for entertainment and content quality and their beloved actors/actresses, and members of the LGBTQI community (Xi, 2020). For instance, most readers and supporters of gay erotic novels decide to and make efforts to ‘keep a low profile and complain behind the government’s back’ (Xi, 2020; Yang and Xu, 2016, p178).

Movies portraying same-sex attraction in a positive light and TV web dramas focus on platonic relationships with slight hints of same-sex couples, even for pure entertainment, are eventually prohibited, indicating a struggle between artistic expression and state censorship (Shaw and Zhang, 2018). In addition, the oppression and lack of empathy towards LGBTQI contents are among various elements causing social pressure and discrimination. Misconceptions about the community may prolong, particularly among those who tend to hold conservative viewpoints. In the healthcare system, a number of people still claim that homosexuality is a disease that they can cure (Hsu, 2019). Many Chinese people connect homosexuality and the high risk of HIV, although in fact new infections are primarily related to heterosexual intercourse. This stereotype worsen stigma and oppression to the group (Pan and Loopmans, 2021; Kong, 2016). Hsu (2019) also touched upon parents’ relations with their children who identify themselves as gay:
Parents usually know little or nothing about LGBTQ+ people and even have made discriminatory comments in front of their children. These experiences left numerous LGBTQ+ children bruised over time. (Hsu, 2019).

The children, after a long struggle on their own, together with support from their peers, may grow distant to their short-tempered and confused parents, who might believe in being neglected and abandoned by their offspring (Hsu, 2019).

Meanwhile, Zheng (2016) pointed out that same-sex attracted men, while hiding their homosexuality whose representation is so strongly restricted in media by the state, have been trying to ‘fit themselves into the hegemony through engaging in heterosexual marriage’. Unbeknownst to others and even including their legitimate heterosexual spouses, they find ways to satisfy their personal and undeniable desires and needs through sexual services and seeking secret sexual partners (Zheng, 2016). 

Studies have found that interests of women and LGBTQI community in China have been suppressed in the national construction. Furthermore, scholarship in the country’s sex work mainly focuses on women (Zheng, 2016), whilst there are a rising number of ‘money boys’, who are rural residents moving to larger cities and then offering sexual services for gay men for huge economic gains and better living conditions. Their circumstances highlight the links between ‘sexuality, class, and political ideology in the increasingly stratified postsocialist China’, in the wake of the ideology that pays due regard to economic development above everything else (Zheng, 2016). Zheng (2016) cited Jeffreys’ data that the capital city of Beijing alone, was estimated to house 4,000-10,000 money boys in 2007. It is worthy of note that Zheng’s findings unveil that a majority of boys, over 70 percent, identified themselves as heterosexual. This means that while homosexual men are prime targets of discrimination and prejudices, their heterosexual peers are also part of an illegal act of prostitution, or ‘social evils’ that is subjected to intense crackdowns (Ling, 2018). Nevertheless, Zheng (2016) emphasised that both sides engaging in the services do not look to subvert regulations but rather to fulfil their needs, which the government turns a blind eye to and trying to prove the demand and related issues nonexistent by suppressing homosexuality in any forms, therefore making them ‘agents and victims’ at the same time. Ye (2021) pointed out that China is aiming to promote traditional and socialist virtue, including offering help to those who are in need. But with steps taken to remove gay elements in every media platform, the country’s authorities have singled out the LGBTQI community and indirectly made them hide their sexual identities and seek ways to secretly fulfil their needs.

To recapitulate, this study finds that Chinese authorities are trying to cling to their own interpretation of ‘normal’ by holding old fashioned views and hegemony of heterosexual norms, and have denied and oppressed the exceptions (Pan and Loopmans, 2021 and Shaw and Zhang, 2018). However, what they believe in as abnormalities really exist and the adverse impacts triggered by their policies are detrimental to various cultural, economic and social aspects. Related social evils are also pervasive in the dark, to the point of uncontrollable and under individuals’ aims of making ends meet and leading a carefree life (Zheng, 2016)./.
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