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Proposed Research

	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	How Can We Understand the Existential Struggle of Chinese Youth? Examining the Symbolic and Critical Expressions of Identity Crisis and Cultural Anxiety Through the Spread and Evolution of Core Suffix Aesthetics on Chinese Social Media.

	 
Background & Context (approx. 500 words)


	In recent decades, China has witnessed rapid economic, social, and cultural transformations, leading to profound changes across all levels of society. These shifts have not only resulted in generational gaps but also in identity challenges, especially for Chinese youth who navigate the pressures of modern life amidst traditional expectations (Wang, 2021). As digital natives, these young individuals are deeply embedded in the social media landscape, where platforms like TikTok, Weibo, and Bilibili serve as key venues for self-expression and identity formation (Liu, 2019).

One significant social media trend emerging from this digital environment is “Core Suffix Aesthetics.” By appending "-core" to various words, young Chinese have generated an array of new aesthetic categories that reflect their diverse interests and identities. This phenomenon mirrors a broader, global tendency to categorize aesthetics based on distinct visual styles and thematic compositions (Zhang, 2023). Rooted in niche musical subgenres of the late 1990s and early 2000s, today’s Core Suffix Aesthetics is fueled by the visual culture popularized on social media. Platforms like Instagram and TikTok have amplified these micro-aesthetics, allowing them to serve not only as personal expression tools but also as channels for cultural critique (Highfield and Leaver, 2016).

For Generation Z, these aesthetics provide an outlet for escapism and creativity amidst global and personal challenges, including economic instability, climate change, and the recent COVID-19 pandemic. The trend often employs amateur editing and low-quality imagery, adding an element of relatability and authenticity that resonates strongly with viewers (Kjeldgaard and Askegaard, 2006). Moreover, the democratization of artistic creation in the post-internet era—coupled with the formation of virtual communities—has empowered individuals to engage in cultural production that challenges traditional notions of authorship and identity (Maly and Varis, 2016).

These dynamics are especially pronounced within the unique socio-cultural context of Chinese social media. Chinese youth face the complex challenge of reconciling traditional values with global influences, often resulting in a heightened sense of cultural anxiety (Li and Chen, 2022). This anxiety is further compounded by intense educational and occupational pressures, which contribute to existential struggles among young people as they strive to find meaning and stability in a highly competitive environment (Wu, 2020). In such circumstances, Core Suffix Aesthetics not only provides a medium for self-expression but also serves as a form of social commentary on the pressures facing young Chinese in modern society (Huang, 2022).

Government policies and internet censorship add yet another layer to this cultural landscape. Digital regulations shape the ways in which Chinese youth express themselves and negotiate their identities online, often creating tensions between individual expression and state-imposed limits (Yang, 2021). Despite these challenges, Core Suffix Aesthetics continues to evolve, becoming a significant vehicle through which youth express identity and critique societal norms within the digital ecosystem (Giolo and Berghman, 2023).

[bookmark: _GoBack]Ultimately, the rise of Core Suffix Aesthetics reflects the broader struggle of Chinese youth to assert their identities in an increasingly complex world. By analyzing the production, dissemination, and reception of these aesthetics, this research seeks to explore how these visual cultures contribute to our understanding of identity formation, cultural anxiety, and societal critique in contemporary China (Kenett et al., 2023).
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Aims and Objectives (approx.. 250 – 500 words)

	Aims

To investigate how Core Suffix Aesthetic communities on Chinese social media reflect and critique contemporary societal anxieties through visual culture, with a particular focus on identity and cultural anxieties in the digital age. This research aims to provide insights into the evolving nature of Chinese youth culture, digital expression, and social critique, offering a unique perspective on how young people navigate and respond to rapid social changes through online aesthetic communities.

Primary objectives

1. Analyze the Formation and Evolution of Core Suffix Aesthetic Subcultures
   - Employ digital ethnography to trace the emergence and development of Core Suffix Aesthetics on major Chinese social media platforms.
   - Apply multimodal analysis to user-generated content to understand how these subcultures adapt and transform in response to social and cultural pressures.Analyse the relationships between different modalities and how they create meaning. Such as images, video, audio, text, etc.
   - Conduct in-depth interviews with community members to gather narratives on the motivations behind participating in these aesthetic movements.

2. Examine the Reflection and Critique of Societal Anxieties through Digital Aesthetics
   - Utilize cultural semiotic analysis to decode the symbolic representations of societal anxieties within Core Suffix Aesthetic content.
   - Analyze the visual, textual, and interactive elements of these aesthetics to understand how they articulate and critique contemporary social issues.
   - Organize focus groups to explore how participants perceive and use these aesthetics as forms of social commentary.

3. Investigate the Role of Visual Culture in Shaping Youth Identity in the Digital Age
   - Conduct a multimodal analysis of Core Suffix Aesthetic content to examine how visual elements contribute to identity formation and expression.
   - Employ visual-elicitation interviews to explore how participants use these aesthetics to navigate and construct their digital identities.
   - Analyze user-created content through a cultural semiotic lens to understand patterns of self-representation and digital socialization.

Secondary objectives

1. Explore the Interplay Between Global Internet Trends and Local Chinese Cultural Contexts
   - Apply comparative analysis to identify similarities and differences between Core Suffix Aesthetics and global digital subcultures.
   - Conduct interviews with participants to understand how they perceive and integrate global trends within local cultural frameworks.
 

2. Assess the Potential of Aesthetic-Driven Online Communities as Indicators of Broader Social and Cultural Shifts in Contemporary China
   - Implement long-term digital ethnographic observation to track evolving themes and concerns within Core Suffix Aesthetic communities.
   - Analyze media reports and social commentary related to these aesthetics to gauge their impact on broader societal discourse.
   - Conduct interviews with cultural critics and social scientists to contextualize the significance of these online subcultures within larger social and cultural transformations in China.

This research aims to develop knowledge and understanding of how digital aesthetic communities reflect and critique social anxieties, the role of visual culture in shaping youth identity in the digital age, the interaction between global internet trends and local Chinese cultural contexts, the mechanisms of online subculture formation and evolution on Chinese social media platforms, and the potential of aesthetic-driven online communities as indicators of broader social and cultural shifts in contemporary China.

By integrating multimodal analysis, cultural semiotics, and digital ethnography, this study will provide a comprehensive exploration of Core Suffix Aesthetics as a lens through which to understand the complex interplay between digital culture, youth identity formation, and sociocultural dynamics in contemporary China. This research will contribute to broader discussions on the role of digital subcultures in reflecting and shaping societal changes in the age of social media.

	
Proposed plan of work including timetable 

	
	Planned Development (e.g. submission of form, completion of chapter, submission of thesis)
	Target Date

	Graduate to Part 2 
	Feb 2025

	PG1 submitted 
	April 2025

	PG2 submitted 
	June 2024

	Initial Literature Review Completed
	July 2024

	Research Proposal Submission
	July/August 2024

	Methodology Design
	September 2024

	Fieldwork Preparation (Interviews & Surveys Design)
	October 2024

	Data Collection (Online Research & Initial Surveys)
	Nov 2024 ·Jan 2025

	Research Trip to China for Field Research
	Feb 2025 ·Jun 2025

	Data Analysis and Coding (Qualitative and Quantitative)
	July 2025 ·Dec 2025

	First Draft of Core Chapters (Data Analysis)
	January 2026

	Supervisor Feedback on First Draft
	March 2026

	Revision and Redrafting of Core Chapters
	April ·June 2026

	Final Draft of Thesis
	August 2026

	Final Supervisor Review and Revisions
	September 2026

	Thesis Submission
	December 2026





	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	This research on Core Suffix Aesthetics and its connection to identity and cultural anxiety in the digital age will employ a multidisciplinary approach, grounded in digital ethnography, visual culture theory, and cultural studies. The methodology is designed to provide a rich, nuanced understanding of the creation, dissemination, and consumption of aesthetic trends within Chinese social media communities.

Disciplinary Orientation and Philosophical Approach

The study adopts a constructivist-interpretivist paradigm, acknowledging that reality is socially constructed, particularly in digital spaces where identities are fluid and shaped by aesthetic trends. This approach aligns with the work of scholars like danah boyd (2014) in her ethnographic study of American teens' social media practices, allowing for a deep exploration of subjective experiences and cultural meanings.

Methods of Data Collection

1. Digital Ethnography
   Drawing on the methodological approaches of Christine Hine (2015) and Sarah Pink et al. (2016), this research will employ immersive digital ethnography techniques:
   
   - Participant Observation: Extended immersion in Core Suffix Aesthetic communities on platforms like Bilibili, Douyin, and Weibo. This will involve creating accounts, engaging with content, and participating in community discussions to gain an insider's perspective.
   
   - Field Notes and Reflexive Journaling: Detailed documentation of observations, interactions, and personal reflections throughout the research process, following the practice of reflexivity advocated by Pink et al. (2016).
   
   - Digital Artifacts Collection: Systematic gathering of user-generated content, including images, videos, comments, and profile information, with careful attention to ethical considerations and platform-specific data collection policies.

2. Visual Data Analysis
   Inspired by the multimodal discourse analysis approach of Kress and van Leeuwen (2006):
   
   - Semiotic Analysis: Examination of visual elements, color schemes, and symbolic representations within Core Suffix Aesthetic content.
   
   - Multimodal Analysis: Investigation of the interplay between visual, textual, and interactive elements in user-generated content.
   
   - Diachronic Analysis: Tracking the evolution of aesthetic trends over time, particularly in response to societal events or cultural shifts.

3. In-depth Interviews
   Following the ethnographic interviewing techniques outlined by Spradley (1979):
   
   - Semi-structured Interviews: Conduct 20-30 in-depth interviews with community members, content creators, and cultural commentators.
   
   - Visual Elicitation: Incorporate visual prompts during interviews to stimulate discussion and gain deeper insights into aesthetic preferences and meanings.
   
   - Online and Offline Integration: Conduct interviews both online (via video calls) and in-person during a field research trip to China, allowing for a comparison of digital and physical interactions.

4. Quantitative Data Collection
   To complement the qualitative approaches:
   
   - Social Network Analysis: Map the relationships and interactions within Core Suffix Aesthetic communities, inspired by the work of Marwick (2013) on status-seeking behaviors in social media.
   
   - Content Analysis: Quantify the frequency and distribution of specific aesthetic elements, hashtags, and themes across platforms and over time.

Data Analysis

The analysis will integrate qualitative and quantitative approaches:

- Thematic Analysis: Coding and analysis of interview transcripts and field notes to identify recurring themes and patterns, using NVivo software for organization and interpretation.

- Visual Discourse Analysis: Applying the frameworks of Rose (2016) to analyze the social and cultural meanings embedded in Core Suffix Aesthetic visuals.

- Comparative Analysis: Examining variations in aesthetic trends across different platforms and in relation to global digital subcultures.

- Quantitative Data Visualization: Creating visual representations of network structures and content distribution to complement qualitative findings.

Ethical Considerations

The research will adhere to strict ethical guidelines, including:

- Informed Consent: Obtaining explicit consent from all interview participants and clearly communicating research objectives.

- Data Protection: Ensuring the anonymity of participants and secure storage of collected data.

- Platform-Specific Ethics: Adhering to the terms of service and ethical guidelines of each social media platform used in the study.

- Reflexivity: Continuously reflecting on the researcher's positionality and potential biases throughout the research process.

Conclusion

This methodology, grounded in digital ethnography and incorporating visual analysis, in-depth interviews, and quantitative methods, will provide a comprehensive understanding of Core Suffix Aesthetics as a reflection of cultural anxiety and identity formation among Chinese youth. By integrating immersive digital fieldwork with rigorous analytical approaches, the research aims to contribute valuable insights to the fields of digital culture studies, visual anthropology, and Chinese youth studies.

This revised methodology incorporates key elements of digital ethnography, draws inspiration from notable scholars in the field, and provides a more structured and comprehensive approach to data collection and analysis. It also addresses ethical considerations more explicitly, which is crucial for research involving online communities and personal data.
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	Facilities and resources available for the investigation: please indicate if you expect to need any special resources

	To successfully complete the proposed research on Core Suffix Aesthetics, the following facilities, resources, and arrangements are required:

1. Libraries and Archives
·Access to University Libraries: I will primarily utilize the libraries and digital databases available at my home institution. These include resources such as JSTOR, ProQuest, and Google Scholar, which offer extensive collections of academic papers, books, and dissertations related to visual culture, digital anthropology, cultural studies, and psychology. These resources are critical for conducting the theoretical framework and literature review for my research.
  ·Permission: I already have full access to these facilities as a registered PhD student at the institution.
  
·Online Archives: Digital repositories like the National Library of China’s online platform and social media archives will provide critical primary data for analysing the content produced by Core Suffix Aesthetic communities. Access to these resources will not require any special permissions as they are publicly available or part of institutional subscriptions.

2. Online Platforms and Specialist IT Facilities
·Social Media Platforms: The investigation will involve online research on Chinese platforms such as Weibo, Douyin (Chinese TikTok), and Bilibili. These platforms will serve as the primary source of aesthetic trends and user interactions that are crucial for examining Core Suffix Aesthetics. I have already registered accounts on these platforms and have permission to observe and collect data publicly available in these communities. I will, however, need to secure further ethical clearance before engaging with participants for interviews or direct interactions.
  ·Specialist IT Tools: Tools such as NVivo or ATLAS.ti for qualitative analysis and semiotic analysis software may be necessary for organizing and analysing large volumes of visual data. Additionally, specialized web-scraping software will help collect and systematize the visual and textual data for content analysis. I will coordinate with my institution’s IT department to access these tools.

3. Travel and Fieldwork
·Fieldwork in China: As part of my research, I will be required to return to China for a minimum of six months. The fieldwork will include：
  ·Interviews with members of Core Suffix Aesthetic communities: I will conduct semi-structured interviews with content creators and consumers of Core Suffix Aesthetics to gain deeper insights into the personal motivations behind their aesthetic choices and how these choices relate to cultural anxiety and identity formation. 
  ·Ethnographic Observation: I will also immerse myself in offline activities where these online subcultures may manifest, such as art exhibitions or fan meetups, providing an additional layer of understanding of the real-world impact of online trends.
  ·Location: The fieldwork will primarily take place in cities like Beijing, Shanghai, and Chengdu, where cultural activities and digital innovation often intersect. 

4. Permission and Ethical Clearance
·Interviews and Ethical Protocols: All interviews and participant observation will be conducted in accordance with my institution’s ethical guidelines for human subjects research. I will apply for ethical clearance from the university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) prior to conducting fieldwork and interviews. Consent forms will be provided in both English and Chinese, ensuring participants are fully informed about the purpose of the research and their rights.
  ·I will also secure permissions from online platforms and relevant authorities (where necessary) to observe and collect data. 
  ·Confidentiality: I will ensure all participants' identities remain confidential, and data will be anonymized where applicable.

5. Specialized Research Facilities

Access to Digital Anthropology Research Institutes: Should the need arise, I will seek access to institutes specializing in digital anthropology and social media research, such as the Institute of Network Cultures or local research centres in China, which may offer additional resources and support for the study of digital subcultures.

Conclusion

With access to these essential facilities and resources, I am confident that I will have the necessary tools to conduct a thorough investigation into Core Suffix Aesthetics. My planned fieldwork and use of specialist IT tools, coupled with access to key social media platforms and archival resources, will ensure a comprehensive and multi-dimensional approach to my research. Permissions and ethical protocols will be carefully observed throughout the research process to maintain the integrity and ethical standards of the study.
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