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Notes on Translation, Transliteration, and Names


The hanyu pinyin system is used for all the transliteration from Chinese, as the fieldwork was conducted in mainland China.

All translations from Chinese to English are mine unless otherwise stated.

In the rest of the book, all East Asian names follow the conventional form of family name followed by given names. This also applies to scholars who were born in East Asia and emigrated to other parts of the world (e.g., Han Byung-Chul).






1   Researching Businesswomen in the Internet Age from the Standpoint of a Chinese Feminist


This is a book about the paradoxes of women’s phenomenal success in China’s online economy. The so-called She-Era (a name coined by e-commerce conglomerate Alibaba) of businesswomen in China from 2015 to 2020 coincided with the government’s crackdown on feminist and LGBTQ rights activists. Women’s growing financial success was accompanied by burnout from working extraordinarily long hours to achieve that success. Women navigated their entry into the new digital marketplace by employing very old means of traditional femininity to attract and maintain clients and customers by personalizing these relationships.

For this book, I gathered stories of women’s lives in China’s digital economy in a variety of ways. Fieldwork consisted of an accumulative one-year multisite on-ground ethnography with businesswomen in Shenzhen and Hefei from 2017 to 2019. As an ethnographer in the digital age, I adopt the term “on-ground” to highlight the integrated nature of human experiences in both the physical and virtual realms, rejecting the dichotomy between “online” and “offline.”1 From the most privileged group of women in urban China, I learned about diversified business and private practices across the country, their ways to navigate women’s historical but unrelenting struggle between public and private realms, and how they cope with the Chinese business practices of guanxi, defined as the enduring interpersonal relationship, which can involve practices like banquets, heavy drinking, and the consumption of sex.

Trust me. This is not just a book about businesswomen in China.

The dreams and struggles of these elite women reflect the broader challenges faced by women who strive for personal advancement and aspire to contribute to the well-being of women and other marginalized groups in market socialism, or what is known as socialism with Chinese characteristics. This is taking place as neoliberalism enters China, after the 1978 economic reform signaled an opening up to global capitalism and permission for a market economy. I refrain from hastily condemning these feminist efforts in the market as pseudo, co-opted, or harmful and wish to capture the nuances of these practices within an authoritarian state that upholds an evolving socialist rhetoric. As the black feminist Audre Lorde famously stated, “The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.”2 However, is it conceivable to subvert the master’s house, even slightly, by selectively and creatively employing the master’s tools? Perhaps the master’s tools are not cohesive but self-conflicting. Maybe the master’s house is too vast for the master to maintain complete control.

I’ve coined the term “burnout market feminism” to describe the phenomenon I observed during my fieldwork where fragments of feminist hope are anchored in business success but individuals are pushed into the self-perpetuating cycle of burnout in the pursuit of that hope. Burnout market feminism resonates with Lauren Berlant’s concept of cruel optimism, where the optimism promised by neoliberalism becomes instead a source of cruelty.3 This type of volatile hope did exist during the years when the rise of the East, especially China, seemed assured, and the market and the Internet provided some space for differences and diversity in the authoritarian state. Consider the following two case studies from my fieldwork.


Yvonne and Jing

Born in 1991 and raised in Shenzhen, Yvonne (pseudonyms are used throughout the book) published her first fiction novel at the age of fifteen, following a rise in popularity of her online campus romance novels. However, she stopped writing under her then–pen name after high school because of online bullying and difficulties coping with her new fame. In 2013, when she broke up with her then-boyfriend, she asked Lily, a friend she knew from high school, for consolation. Conversations filled with cigarettes, alcohol, and astrology helped mend Yvonne’s broken heart, so they both thought it would be a brilliant idea to share such solace with other heartbroken people. As a result, they registered a shop on Taobao, China’s largest customer-to-customer (C2C) e-commerce platform. This was the beginning of their business success story.

Their customers could choose virtual lovers among archetypes inspired by romantic novels, such as the Bossy CEO, the Dominant Queen, or the Same-Sex Lover, and pay according to the time they wanted to spend with their virtual lovers. Alternatively, customers could pay for separate services including a morning call, a midnight chat, a love confession on the customer’s behalf, and divination based on astrology and horoscope. As they explain on their online page, their shop sells love and companionship, not sex. Despite that, Taobao would periodically suspend their shop or move it to an almost unreachable web location due to suspicion of prostitution. With the waves of start-ups and heated venture capital investment occurring after 2014, Yvonne and Lily started pitching their business ideas to numerous potential investors in the hope of building their own platform and leaving Taobao, but without success. In 2016, Yvonne revealed in an interview with an influential local media outlet that she thought their failure could be attributed to discrimination against women and that she experienced both sexual harassment and gender discrimination from predominantly male angel investors.

In 2017, they gave their business a boost by migrating to WeChat, a multifunctional app mainly for instant communication that dominates the mainland Chinese market. As they needed a designer for their new platform, they reached out to a designer of similar age who had collaborated on an e-commerce project with Lily’s ex-husband. As I sat with them in a café during their business meeting, which lasted around three hours, they spent at least an hour analyzing intimate relationships after the designer shared that she was having problems with her boyfriend. After another hour of Yvonne and Lily narrating their intimate stories to the designer, they finally discussed the design. Delighted after a long discussion, Yvonne and Lily called their partners to join them for a karaoke session. While waiting, we had dinner in a restaurant with a Line theme, an instant communication app dominating the Japanese market with its default character stickers called Line Friends. The restaurant was filled with Line Friends, and people queued up to take photos with a two-meter-tall bear named Brown. As Yvonne owns a smartphone renowned for its automated beautification of photos, we took at least a hundred selfies and photos during the dinner. The karaoke we went to afterward was a “self-service” chain (量贩式, Liang Fan Shi). In contrast to traditional karaoke, “self-service” karaoke is usually free from minimum charge, compulsory food and drink consumption, and sexualized on-site services. As Yvonne and Lily’s partner, Jing, arrived, I learned that Yvonne was in a relationship with a tomboyish businesswoman selling electronic components.

In contrast to Yvonne and Lily, Jing was born in 1979 in the capital city of an inland province and moved to Hefei, the capital of Anhui province, to earn a bachelor’s degree and then a double master’s degree at a first-tier university. After graduation, she stayed in a stable job at the university as a lecturer. In a Tae Kwon Do leisure class, she met her husband, Zhao, who was of similar age but from an entirely different background. He had barely finished junior middle school before joining the military. When his senior line manager left the military to start his own business in the early 2000s, Zhao followed as a member of the crew. After a few years, he left his senior line manager’s company to start his own. He tried his luck with a hot pot restaurant and an elder-care home, but both failed. Meanwhile, since Jing enjoyed a lot of free time while employed at the university, surfing the Internet became her hobby. In 2008, after she had been shopping on Taobao for a while, she decided to sell a few items of her own. She put some of her rarely worn clothing items and unwanted gifts online, only to be sold out in a blink. She then started to sell different kinds of accessories that she found in the market. As her taste was shared by many like-minded people online, managing the shop started to consume all of her free time.

A year later, when she was deciding whether to pursue an academic career or develop her online business, Jing decided to quit her stable university job for her Taobao shop. Her colleagues did not understand her decision: “At that time, people thought all e-commerce sellers were tricksters! My line manager in college even told me not to go around fooling people.” The story of how she started was seen as a joke in a lunch meeting with one of her product suppliers. “Now they are all so proud of me.” Indeed, she now owns one of the largest e-commerce accessory businesses in Anhui, with an annual turnover of more than 300 million renminbi (RMB) in 2017, making her one of the best-known businesswomen in her province. Hailed as a model “have-it-all” woman—a highly educated beauty, a successful businesswoman, and a breastfeeding mother—she was often invited to share her story on various media platforms. She was once asked in a talk show interview, “Who do you think is more successful? You or your husband?” She answered without hesitation, “Of course my husband. Even though we manage the business together, I always listen to him! Therefore, he is more successful.”

Indeed, even though Jing is the public face of the company, Zhao has been part of the business from the very beginning. As his elder-care home started to lose money and her shop began generating profits, he decided to join her and advance the company together. In addition to traveling to different places in China searching for products as a couple, they sold their first apartment to be able to get just barely enough money for their first front-page advertisement on Taobao. In 2015, when she started her doctorate outside the province, he became the manager of their company back in Hefei.

Jing’s photos, including award-receiving moments with Jack Ma (the founder of Taobao), are hung all over the office walls in an exhibition area in their company block in one of Hefei’s e-commerce industrial parks. Even though their company is known for Jing, Zhao’s office is twice the size of Jing’s and is used for business meetings and when making management decisions. As he introduced me to other e-commerce traders in Hefei for my research interviews, I was also taken to banquets almost every night for a combination of leisure and business. At those banquets of more than ten people at any given time, there were usually fewer than four women. Between rounds of toasting and flattery, the boundaries and the right to my own body were constantly challenged as my mind was overcome by alcohol. Different parts of my body were touched in such a subtle and swift manner that I could not even react in time. “Drink more on my behalf, sister-in-law! [While I call Jing my fictive sister, Zhao calls me sister-in-law.] I want to get better deals!” Zhao would always encourage me before toasting. The next day when I came to their company offices, the photos of the products provided by the businessmen I drank with the previous night were already being fixed by their design team, ready to be consumed on their e-commerce platform.



The Internet Age and the She-Era


The Internet Age

This research is contextualized in the first two terms of the Xi era, when President Xi Jinping worked with the previous premier of the state council, Li Keqiang (2012–2022). The book adopts the term “Internet Age” over “Information Age.”

The terms “Information Age” and “Age of Information” denote the period following the emergence of the information revolution in the 1970s. This era is characterized by the widespread adoption of information and communications technologies (ICTs), leading to a shift in capitalism from a focus on the production of material goods to an emphasis on information and knowledge. In this transformative landscape, networks play a pivotal role in shaping a new societal architecture, a concept articulated by Manuel Castells as the “network society.”4 Some employ the term “Digital Age” interchangeably with “Information Age” to describe the overarching era, while others apply it more narrowly to refer to a more specific trend emerging since the late 2000s with the widespread popularity of portable smart devices.5

The term “the Internet Age” (互联网时代) not only refers to the use of digital technologies but is also a state-endorsed term denoting economic and political ambition. In other words, the Internet Age corresponds to the China Dream, Xi’s signature initiative invoking nationalist sentiments. In 2014, China Central Television (CCTV) produced a ten-episode documentary titled The Internet Age, showcasing the business opportunities facilitated by the Internet. The Internet Age signals two shifts: first, China’s transition from a manufacturing-oriented to an innovation-oriented economy and, second, China’s focus on catching up with the West and even achieving “the rise of East and decline of the West.” Therefore, to use the term “Internet Age” is to address this rise of nationalist sentiments as an important backdrop for entrepreneurship in this era.

Premier Li Keqiang had three interconnected flagship initiatives: Mass Entrepreneurship and Innovation (MEI), Made in China 2025, and the Internet Plus model. MEI, proposed in 2013, highlights the provision of government support through research and development subsidies and tax incentives to enhance the environment for small and medium enterprises (SMEs) and encourage start-ups.6 Both Made in China 2025 and Internet Plus were introduced in 2015 during a pivotal period of reform and restructuring, marked by the country’s lowest economic growth rate in twenty-four years at 7.4 percent in 2014, with aims to strengthen the economy by fostering the integration of the mobile Internet, cloud computing, big data, and the Internet of Things (IoT) with traditional industries.7

According to China’s National Development and Reform Commission, the number of registered businesses nearly doubled, from 12,930 in 2014 to 25,020 in 2020. During the same period, e-commerce retail turnover more than quadrupled, soaring from 2.8 trillion yuan to 11.8 trillion yuan.8 E-commerce, high-speed rail, mobile payments, and bike-sharing have been celebrated as China’s “four new inventions” since 2017. Although not where these technologies originated from, China stands out for its exceptional embrace and integration of these innovations.9

E-commerce can be broadly defined as “the use of the Internet, the World Wide Web (Web), and mobile apps and browsers running on mobile devices to transact business.”10 Essentially, any transactions carried out through a digital platform are classified as e-commerce. In China, online payment and shopping rank high in user engagement, with utilization ratios of 85.4 percent and 79.2 percent, respectively, following instant messaging, online videos, and short videos.11 The extensive use of online payment methods, facilitated by QR code scanning through platforms like Alipay and WeChat Pay, has significantly eroded the distinctions between traditional business and e-commerce. In a more common-sense understanding, e-commerce is understood as selling products and services on Internet platforms. This would include business-to-business (B2B) platforms such as Alibaba.com; business-to-consumer (B2C) platforms such as JD, Tmall, and Amazon; and customer-to-customer (C2C) platforms such as Taobao and eBay.

According to the China Internet Network Information Centre (CNNIC), by June 2023, China had 1.079 million netizens, with an Internet penetration rate of 76.4 percent of the population.12 The most prominent B2C e-commerce companies are predominantly situated in China and the US, featuring industry leaders such as Amazon, eBay, Alibaba, and JD. Although the US holds sway over the general e-commerce market, the Chinese conglomerate Alibaba leads in gross merchandise value (GMV). According to the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) statistics from 2018, China leads in B2C sales, boasting the largest number of online shoppers who primarily make purchases from domestic suppliers.13

The Internet Age has seen the culmination of a neoliberal economy and illiberal politics, reflecting a continuation of governance since Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms, where the Chinese Communist Party has balanced high economic growth with increasing authoritarian control. For me, the Internet Age must be understood in the context of the 1978 economic reforms that introduced a market economy and private ownership in China, marking the initial tension within this market socialism system, often referred to as socialism with Chinese characteristics. This characteristic is, in essence, neoliberal capitalism. However, I argue that it is in the Internet Age—after the Internet was introduced in China in 1994, and especially as the digital economy became the driving force for growth under Xi’s rule after 2012—that this tension has become more starkly evident.

In the late 1990s and 2000s, the first generation of Chinese tech companies, including the triumvirate of tech giants now known as BAT (Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent), boomed rapidly, copying the business model of tech companies in the dot-com boom in the US.14 As tech pioneers were developing basic platforms for the Chinese-language Internet, the Chinese state gradually tightened foreign tech companies’ access to the Chinese market in the name of protecting national security while massively subsidizing the building of Internet and communications technology (ICT) infrastructure.15 The development of the Internet in China coincides with the Chinese economic miracle. After China’s entry into the World Trade Organization in 2001, the country assumed the role of the world’s factory, achieving a GDP growth rate of no less than 8 percent and becoming the world’s second-largest economy by 2010.16 The economy continued to experience robust growth during the first decade of Xi Jinping’s rule, with the Internet and digital economy emerging as hopeful drivers of China’s transition to an innovation-driven economy.

However, since its inception, the Internet has always been a place for contestation in China. The Internet facilitated the post-1989 Tiananmen civil rights movement.17 The cooperation between the media, Internet, and legal systems led to successful cases such as the abolishment of the custody and repatriation (C&R) system in 2003, due to the police’s beating to death of university student Sun Zhigang, whom they mistook for a rural migrant worker.18 Many feminist activists also participate in online and offline political campaigns through creative means. Media scholar Yang Guobin observed that the digital market and activism have a somewhat organic, collaborative relationship on the Chinese Internet.19 Topics of contention not only attract more attention and data flow on certain platforms but also provide activists with a means to earn some income.

Balancing censorship and control of online information while maintaining the vibrancy of the digital economy has been a key governance challenge for the state. Following the Ürümqi riots in 2009, which heightened tensions between the Uyghur and Han Chinese communities, censorship increased significantly. Meta-owned Facebook and Twitter were blocked in China, and the first domestic microblog platform, Foufou, was shut down. YouTube was also banned in 2009, due to videos related to the 2008 Tibetan unrest. In 2011, the Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC, 国家互联网信息办公室) was established.

However, this period also saw the rise of smartphones, spurred by the release of the first iPhone in 2007. Chinese smartphone manufacturers like Huawei, Xiaomi, and Oppo capitalized on this trend, achieving success both domestically and internationally. By the late 2010s, as more Chinese people accessed the Internet through their phones rather than computers, Chinese tech companies were recognized as globally impactful innovators, leading advancements in short-video platforms like TikTok, QR code mobile payment systems, bike-sharing platforms, the mega-app WeChat, and the widespread integration of e-commerce across various platforms.

The Internet and platform economy have thrived on their openness, relying on growing bottom-up usage and data generation. However, in an authoritarian context, control and illiberal politics are less about channeling data into capital growth or manipulating it to undermine democracy, as often discussed in liberal democratic contexts.20 Instead, they focus on censorship, blocking, and cracking down on certain uses of the Internet. The Internet, therefore, exemplifies a broader, looming tension between the market and authoritarian control—where the market depends on bottom-up initiatives, but authoritarian regimes oppress dissent. During my fieldwork from 2017 to 2019, there was widespread optimism and a strong belief that China could reshape the global order with its novel form of governance—socialism with Chinese characteristics—while also imagining the possibility of some form of liberalism emerging within an authoritarian state.

Jack Ma, the founder of Alibaba, undoubtedly enjoyed significant visibility and fame in the 2010s. As the company rose to become one of the world’s top e-commerce conglomerates, Jack Ma topped the list of the richest people in China from 2016 to 2020. Symbolizing Chinese entrepreneurship, he was known for being an outspoken and public presence.



The She-Era

In 2015, Jack Ma and Alibaba put forth a notion called the She-Era.

In 2015, Alibaba held the Global Conference on Women and Entrepreneurship. In Jack Ma’s keynote speech, he asked,


Why shall we host an entrepreneurship Conference just for women? It is because Alibaba wants to express its deepest gratefulness to women.… There are three reasons [why the Alibaba group grows so rapidly]—women, youth and the focus on small enterprises. The primary reason shall be women … the world is a better place because of women’s important creations and contributions. We know that women will lead us to a better and brighter future, and we are honored to host so many inspirational women as we work to empower the next generation of female leaders and entrepreneurs in China.21



In 2022, China’s digital economy involved 57 million women in areas like e-commerce and live streaming. Approximately 23.58 million women own Taobao stores, while around 12.44 million women livestream on Taobao Live and Douyin.22 According to Forbes, China is home to the largest number of self-made female billionaires in the world.23 In 2021, the Hurun Research Institute reported that China boasted two-thirds of the world’s most successful female entrepreneurs, a figure over three times that of the US.24 According to a report titled “Internet Plus She Era: The Report of Females Doing Start-ups” by Alibaba’s think tank AliResearch, while only 3.6 percent of entrepreneurs in traditional sectors are female, more than half of the e-commerce shops on Taobao are managed by women.25

The prominence of women in China’s booming digital economy, in both number and position, continues to attract research attention. Based on multisite interviews and observations conducted from 2011 to 2019, media labor scholar Zhang Lin’s research delves into the everyday labor of start-up founders in Zhongguancun (Beijing’s Silicon Valley), rural e-commerce sellers, and middle-class urban daigou individuals who sell luxury goods purchased abroad for the domestic market using carefully crafted, feminized social media platforms.26 Zhang argues that urban women in the digital economy achieve economic independence but are observed to conform to heterosexual standards of beauty, potentially excluding marginalized and lower-class women from the narrative of tech-empowered entrepreneurship.27 Research on rural e-commerce reveals that while it has economically benefited women and, to some extent, improved their roles within the family, these advancements do not necessarily extend to the political and cultural spheres, partly due to the enduring gendered boundary between public and private spaces, restricting women from engaging with external partners such as suppliers.28

This book continues to delve into the everyday life of businesswomen in the digital economy. However, it aims to probe more into feminist theorization about and from China as well as leave room for feminist practices in China.

Xi’s first ten years saw China becoming a leading power and game changer in the world along with heightened centralized control and a crackdown on civil society. As Chinese tech companies gain salience in the global digital economic landscape, the country has improved its censorship and surveillance technologies. Feminist activism has risen with the use of the Internet but faces increasing censorship from the state. On the one hand, the socialist legacy of “men-women equality” (男女平等) lingers in the state’s official narrative, but on the other hand, the state has begun to associate feminist and LGBTQ activism with “foreign forces.” Some of these activists—such as the Feminist Five (女权五姐妹) and Feminist Voices (女权之声)—were detained and became dissidents overseas. The crackdown on feminism coincides with the crackdown on civil society as a whole, exemplified by the 709 crackdowns, which involved the mass arrest of civil rights lawyers and the arrest of labor activists after the Jasic incident.29

With the crackdown on feminist and LGBTQ activism, there is the parallel rise of the She-Era narrative celebrating some kind of women’s empowerment. For sure, this empowerment is anchored in neoliberal rationality. But I do not wish to too quickly denounce this as unfeminist, pseudo-feminist, and antifeminist.30 I want to probe further to ask,


	1.  Can women thrive and be empowered in business amid a crackdown on feminist activism?

	2.  How is gender configured in the Chinese digital economy, and how is that related to labor relations and nationalist sentiment?

	3.  What are the lived experiences of Chinese middle- and upper-class businesswomen? How do these experiences inform us about feminism in China and beyond?



To answer these questions, I revisit the feminist debate in China, particularly the work of Li Xiaojiang, one of the most renowned and eloquent but also controversial feminist academics of the post–economic reform period. After the global neoliberal turn of the 1970s, there was a general transition from state feminism to market feminism across different countries—that is, from policy advocacy to the promotion of “gender equality by turning to the channels and mechanisms offered by the market.”31 It was Tani Barlow, an American historian specializing in Chinese intellectual and women’s history, who first characterized Li Xiaojiang’s feminist endeavors as market feminism. Following Barlow, I argue that Li’s work points to the specific role of market feminism in authoritarian socialist China, showing how feminist liberation and political engagement can take place in the market.32 However, as I show in this book, this feminist hope is highly contingent and volatile, and more importantly, it is set on the cycle of burnout. By burnout, I refer to but expand the Korean cultural theorist Han Byung-Chul’s critique of neoliberalism in the digital age, in which he refers to the society in which people have become accustomed to self-exploitation as a burnout society.33

By the time of this book’s completion in late 2024, Alibaba has downplayed the notion of the She-Era, shifting the focus from women’s role in the productive sphere as entrepreneurs to how digital labor could allow women to better balance their reproductive labor. Writing in the aftermath of the absence of Jack Ma (Alibaba’s founder) from China since late 2020 due to his outspoken criticism of financial regulators; previous Premier Li Keqiang’s stepping down in early 2023, followed by his sudden death at the age of sixty-eight later that year; and China’s stringent zero-COVID policies from 2019 to 2022, which adversely affected millions of individuals and businesses, I am keenly aware that the context of neoliberal economy and illiberal politics of which I write—the first ten years of President Xi Jinping’s rule, during which Li Keqiang served as the premier, steering the economy—has become somewhat historical.34 The future direction of the Chinese economy remains uncertain: whether it will shift toward greater state-led control or continue its deep integration with global neoliberalism; whether it will remain robust enough to overtake the US as the world’s leading economy; and whether private enterprises can still thrive in this evolving climate. However, in this retrospective and reflective context, the fragility and volatility of feminist hope become even more apparent. We often assume a close collaboration between neoliberalism and the authoritarian state, but the relationship is far more nuanced than it appears.

As a queer feminist researcher, I am deeply concerned with issues of gender and women’s lived experiences—liberation and constraints, freedom and oppression, happiness and sadness, achievements and struggles. These are the primary focuses of this book. However, these paradoxes businesswomen face in the Internet Age also reflect the broader tension between market forces and state control, between neoliberal capitalism and authoritarian socialism in postsocialist China.





Urban Businesswomen in Shenzhen and Hefei

Hefei and Shenzhen were selected as fieldwork sites primarily because around 60 percent of e-commerce companies are concentrated in the eastern coastal area of China, which includes both cities. Shenzhen is situated in the Pearl River Delta economic zone and Hefei in the Yangtze River Delta economic zone.35 While the economic scale and sector structure of the two deltas are similar, the two cities have significant differences. Shenzhen is a subprovincial city comprising interprovincial immigrants and situated in the Cantonese cultural region, where economic reform enabled urbanization four decades ago. Hefei is a prefecture-level city in central China with half the population of Shenzhen but boasting a history as an important socio-political center traceable back to the Han dynasty in the second century.

The formal ethnography took place at intervals, mainly from March 2017 to January 2019. I first went to Shenzhen to conduct a pilot ethnography in March 2017. I then spent time in Shenzhen and Hefei from July to December 2017. Finally, I spent December 2018 to January 2019 in Shenzhen. In August 2017, I traveled to Beijing for a week to gain official affiliation with Peking University as a visiting scholar. As most ethnographers
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