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Abstract 

This study explores the discursive construction of Chinese women in the Chinese reality show 

Sisters Who Make Waves, with a special focus on the discursive shifts and their relevance to 

the wider discourse of and about Chinese women. The analysis is carried out on two levels: the 

discursive construction of Chinese women in the said reality show and its recontextualisation 

across other discourses including in the public sphere and semi-private opinions of Chinese 

women.  

  

This research discusses the discursive construction of Chinese women in the Chinese media 

field and the discrepancy between “top-down” and “bottom-up” discourse. The project uses a 

multi-layer theoretical framework situated in media and society, gender and media 

representation, celebrity culture and digital labour to explore the discursive construction of 

Chinese women. The study applies to the reality show as the primary context, media 

perceptions as the recontextualising context, interviews with female employees in the Chinese 

internet industry as the secondary context. In order to investigate the arguments and discursive 

strategies in different contexts, this study employs a multilevel model of the Discourse-

Historical Approach (DHA) in Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). 

 

The findings discover that the said reality show focuses on the topos of age and the topos of 

beauty. These two main topoi cause different representations of social actors in Chinese media 

perceptions. As the representatives of female digital labour, the female employees in the 

Chinese internet industry construct three discursive strategies of self and relate their self-

perception to those of other women. Furthermore, the study implies the discursive shifts in the 

discourse on Chinese women. This thesis contributes to understanding the discursive 

construction of women in the Chinese context, particularly the media and gender 

representations in the Chinese hybrid media system. In addition, this study stands outside the 

Western world and expands the understanding of the topic in a non-western setting. 

   

Keywords: Chinese women, reality show, celebrity culture, digital labour, hybrid media 

system, Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) 

 

Word count: 25,302 words 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Why China? Why Chinese women? 

A recent report showed that China1 ranked 106 among 153 countries on the gender gap index 

and that there was a gender-based disparity regarding health, civil and political freedom, work 

participation and leadership in 2020 (World Economic Forum, 2020). Unlike other low ranking 

countries in the gender gap index, China became the second largest economy in 2010 (Barboza, 

2010). The bad performance in gender equality despite a strong economy has triggered many 

discussions on Chinese social media platforms. 

  

In the summer of 2020, a reality show named Sisters Who Make Waves was suddenly released 

without any previous announcement and then went on to receive billions of discussion posts 

on Chinese social media in the following months. This reality show was about a group of 

female celebrities above the age of thirty years competing to be in an all-women band (Cai and 

Zhang, 2020). Based on the Chinese conventional age standard (Hong Fincher, 2014), this 

reality show treated thirty-year-olds as middle-aged women. The conventional reality shows 

and Chinese media industry have a preference for young women (China Daily, 2019) and few 

middle-aged female public figures exist. Women over thirty are seen as unaesthetic and too old 

in Chinese society (Hong Fincher, 2014). However, how this reality show represents Chinese 

women, especially middle-aged Chinese women. Whether Sisters Who Make Waves impacts 

the public discourse on Chinese women and to what extent this show represents Chinese 

women is yet to be known. In what ways Chinese women in the real world react to this show 

will be known in time. These confusions inspired me to explore this topic, in order to 

understand Chinese women in different discourses. 

  

This study focused on the reality show Sisters Who Make Waves as the primary object to 

explore the mediated discourse on Chinese women. In order to supply the mediated discourse, 

I also applied news reports from Chinese news outlets and Chinese social media posts as media 

perceptions. But to determine whether this show can represent Chinese women, I conducted 

interviews with female employees in the Chinese internet industry as an empirical comparison. 

Since the internet industry has a large group of highly educated and experienced female 

employees and concentrates on popular online content in China. These interviewees were 

 
1 China excludes special administrative regions of Hong Kong and Macau in this study. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?jQcCN7
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?468Bex
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?468Bex
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5ZFhzq
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5ZFhzq
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?nsVofl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TzCkYn
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Hzyk9t
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familiar with this reality show and had knowledge on women’s status in China. The internet 

industry in China also distinguishes itself by being non-hierarchical and sharing gender 

equality. Thus, this empirical comparison examines the situation of women in the real world, 

especially in a non-hierarchical industry but in patriarchal China. Overall, this study observed 

three objects: the reality show itself, the diverse media perceptions, the self-perception from 

female employees in the internet industry in relation to the show and its discourse/contents. 

These three objects helped me provide a picture of the situation of women in Chinese society. 

  

1.2. Research questions 

Sisters Who Make Waves was actively against the women’s stereotypes on age in Chinese 

society, while increasing the visibility of women and stimulating discussions in social media 

on women’s status in society. This show seemed to empower women through this new middle-

aged media representation. My hypothesis is that female celebrities in this show as a media 

product are unable in any way fully represent 688 million Chinese women 2  due to their 

extremely privileged living conditions. A group of people served them, and their salary was 

extremely high compared to the average salary in China (Zhang, 2019). For instance, a female 

participant previously claimed that she spent CNY 700,0003 a month on facial skin care to 

make herself look young. Therefore it is relevant to examine the discrepancy or synergy 

between “top-down” mediated discourse and “bottom-up” self-perception discourse.   

  

According to my hypothesis, this study aims to analyse the mediated discourse on the Chinese 

reality show Sisters Who Make Waves and with a multi-perception on the show through a 

critical discourse perspective. The study also explores the self-perception of women in the 

internet industry as a “reality check” for empirical comparison to examine the image of women 

in everyday life. The main research question was correspondingly:  

 

● How were Chinese women discursively constructed in the reality show “Sisters Who 

Make Waves” and recontextualised in other discourses to gain gender roles’ visibility in 

China? 

  

Three research sub-questions were posed to support the main research question above, i.e.: 

 
2 Data from the National Bureau of Statistics of China on May 11, 2021, see more details: 

http://www.stats.gov.cn/english/PressRelease/202105/t20210510_1817189.html 
3 Approximately USD 108,946 or SEK 903,858. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?VMhkDe
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● Sub-RQ1: How does the reality show “Sisters Who Make Waves” represent Chinese female 

celebrities? 

● Sub-RQ2: What are the different media representations (news reports and social media 

posts) on the show in the Chinese hybrid media system, and in what ways do these 

representations construct the image of women in China? 

● Sub-RQ3: What are the synergies and the discrepancies between “top-down” (reality 

show, news reports, social media posts) discourse and “bottom-up” (women in the internet 

industry) discourse on women’s gender representation in China? 

  

1.3. Relevance and contributions to the field 

Sisters Who Make Waves was the first Chinese reality show to portray middle-aged women in 

the entertainment industry. This would be enough to attract a researcher’s attention, and this 

show specifically appeals to media and discourse studies by showing how women are 

represented in the mediated discourses in China since feminism and women’s (human) rights 

have become sensitive topics in Chinese society (Fincher, 2018). Therefore, this thesis locates 

itself in the theoretical intersection of media and society, gender and celebrity culture, and 

gender and digital labour. The advantage of this analysis is its strong reliance on discourse 

studies combined with a clear empirically driven orientation. 

  

A large number of research articles on women in media, on gender representation and feminist 

media studies have been produced in the English-speaking world. However, compared with the 

blossoming media studies of women in English academia, few studies are concerned with these 

sensitive topics in the Chinese context. This study therefore intends to contribute to this on both 

theoretical and empirical levels. Firstly, this research contributes to understanding the mediated 

and other discourses of the reality show as well as the discursive shifts and their relevance to 

the discourse on women in China. Secondly, this study provides a practical and relevant 

analytical model to analyse media and gender representations of other Chinese reality shows. 

Finally, this study offers a lens to observe the current status of women (and gender) in Chinese 

society.  

  

1.4. Thesis structure 

This thesis consists of seven chapters, including this introductory one. This chapter mainly 

introduces the research questions, research design, potential contributions, and the outline of 

this thesis. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iyRb3x
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Chapter 2 primarily explores the specific societal and media context of China. The focus of this 

chapter is to provide the reader with the necessary introduction to China’s specificity and 

complexity, especially regarding Chinese women in different historical periods and its 

changing hybrid media system. Based on the details of the situation in China, this chapter is 

necessary in order to better understand the subsequent theoretical and analytical chapters. 

  

Chapter 3 offers an overview of previous research. This chapter establishes the academic 

margin in this field, according to the aim of this thesis. This chapter starts with the general 

discussions on Chinese media and society. Then moves on celebrity culture in China and 

Chinese media, and celebrity shows in China. 

  

Chapter 4 describes the theoretical framework. Firstly, the discussions focus on media and 

society to understand the reality show, the hybrid media system, and the media field. These 

discussions provide understanding of the reality show and the Chinese media field. Secondly, 

this chapter broadly discusses the intersection between gender and media as well as the newly 

developed intersection between gender and digital media. Thirdly, this chapter also conducts a 

brief dynamic between celebrity culture, gender and gender roles in media. Lastly, a discussion 

is held on gender and digital labour to understand the perspective of female employees in the 

Chinese internet industry. 

  

Chapter 5 elaborates the methodology of this study, with a comprehensive description of 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), and the multilevel analytical procedures established by the 

Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) used to conduct this research. It includes subsections 

for each of the analytical categories: strategies of self- and other-presentation and 

representation of social actors. Also, this chapter includes the empirical data and ethical 

considerations of this study. 

  

Chapter 6 concerns the findings and analysis based on the empirical data. The contexts are 

distinguished to primary context, recontextualising context and secondary context according to 

the distinctions of empirical data in Chapter 5. Following the multilevel analytical procedures 

of the DHA, the different contexts are described in the entry-level analysis and then discussed 

in the in-depth analysis. 
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Chapter 7, finally, is the concluding chapter, which summarises the findings of this study and 

discusses the findings with the theoretical arguments and contextual background. This chapter 

also highlights the contributions of this thesis, reflects on its limitations and provides future 

research perspectives built on this thesis.  
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2. Background 

Millions of Chinese women are experiencing and suffering their everyday challenges as women, 

wives and female employees in contemporary China. As mentioned in the last chapter, China 

is one of the biggest economies and countries worldwide with a 688 million women population. 

In order to explore the status of women in China, this chapter situates in a historical perspective 

to retrospect different periods of Chinese women and a brief introduction on the Chinese labour 

market, Chinese media industry and women in the Chinese internet industry.  

 

2.1. Women in Chinese context 

2.1.1. Women in ancient China 

Two thousand years ago, Han4, a dynasty in ancient China started to make Confucianism5 as 

the dominant ideology and developed particular feminine virtues named Three Obediences and 

Four Virtues (三从四德, San Cong Si De) (Gao, 2003). The Three Obediences required women 

to obey the father before marriage, obey the husband after marriage, and obey the son after 

husband’s death (ibid.). The Four Virtues were (sexual) morality, proper speech, modest 

manner, and diligent work (ibid.). Therefore, a woman’s life has always been defined by a male 

dominated ideology, she was the property of different groups of men who could dispose of her 

as a commodity. During a woman’s life, she might experience be slipped into a bucket of water 

at birth; she could be sold into slavery at three or four years old, or as a prostitute or a concubine 

at tweleve to fourteen years old (Wolf, 1985). When she became older, she could be a wife for 

serving her husband and his family with the risk of returning to her parents if she displeased 

her husband or her mother-in-law (ibid.). This male ideology became a set of moral rules and 

social principles for women’s behaviour in imperial China until a new political entity to govern 

mainland China preceded by the civil war6 and thousands of years of imperial dynasties. 

 

2.1.2. Women in new China 

After the imperial dynasties broke in the early twentieth century, China moved to a new period. 

The Communist Party of China (CPC), also commonly known as the Chinese Communist Party 

 
4 The Han dynasty (汉朝, Han Chao) was the second imperial dynasty in Chinese history (202 BC – 220 AD). 
5 Confucianism is an ancient Chinese belief system that emphasises personal ethics and morality. Debate has 

been taking place over whether it is merely a philosophy or a religion as well. See more details: 

https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/confucianism/#:~:text=Confucianism%20is%20an%20ancien

t%20Chinese,Confucian%20philosopher%20after%20Confucius%20himself. 
6 The Chinese Civil War was fought intermittently between 1927 and 1949 between the Kuomintang (KMT) and 

the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NWEq9Z
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?JJ1w76
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?nNfhVq


15 

(CCP) led to the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in October 1949 and 

became the sole governing political party of PRC. Mao Zedong, the first Chairman of the 

People’s Republic of China, claimed a famous slogan “women hold up half the sky” (妇女能

顶半边天, Fu Nv Neng Ding Ban Bian Tian) as the at least official start of Chinese gender 

equality was announced in 1949 (Connell and Pearse, 2009: 172). The land reform in 1950 

offered women equal rights to own land, then the Electoral Law of 1953 stated women had the 

same electoral rights as men (Luo and Hao, 2007). China started the first Five Year Program 

(五年计划, Wu Nian Ji Hua) of its modern industrialization from 1953, while men were urged 

to push ahead, and women were encouraged to “link up closely the household work with the 

work of constructing a socialist society” by establishing the Five Goods Campaign (五好运动, 

Wu Hao Yun Dong) (Wolf, 1985: 21). Since economy was unable to hold jobs for women 

participating in national construction, the campaign was mounted by state to illustrate how 

women could support socialist construction, “women should (1) unite with neighborhood 

families for mutual aid; (2) do housework well; (3) educate children well; (4) encourage family 

production, study, and work, and (5) study well themselves” (Andors, 1975). Women were 

hence treated in a domestic role in the family as supporting men to construct the socialist in the 

official discourse.  

 

After the first Five Year Program, China started its second one in 1959, which was called the 

Great Leap Forward (大跃进, Da Yue Jin) in history. This was Mao’s attempt to reconstruct 

China from an agrarian economy into a communist society and achieve dramatically higher 

levels of production within the limits of China’s still backward technology (Meng et al., 2015; 

Wolf, 1985). In order to succeed, some 300 million women had to be mobilized and worked as 

labour, this triggered women’s progress only as a result of their women labour (Wolf, 1985). 

However, it was clear that the official had decided to improve the status of women not at the 

expense of economic growth and technical change (Andors, 1983). The policies adopted in the 

Great Leap Forward attempted to change the role and status of Chinese women may have 

“resulted in the most widespread, consistent and far-reaching opposition” (Andors, 1983: 40). 

Besides, towards its end ca. 1961, the Great Leap Forward effectively triggered the largest 

famine in human history took place in China, around 30 million Chinese starved to death and 

about the same number of births were lost (Smil, 1999). 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?scO3v0
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fXLmY4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lbmmu4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?T4VDZg
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?VkhBLi
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?VkhBLi
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?hJPIL5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2URJqa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZKTjqp
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZcP8jb
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In the mid-1960’s Mao launched the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (无产阶级文化大

革命, Wu Chan Jie Ji Wen Hua Da Ge Ming), also called Cultural Revolution, a violent 

sociopolitical purge movement in China from 1966 until 1976. It attempted to regain 

ideological control and help the state to get rid of poisonous bureaucracy through seeking 

support from young people who involved women (Wolf, 1985). The Cultural Revolution was 

the first major movement focused on the women’s need because it openly targeted the 

traditional family structure and explored the causes of women’s subordination through the 

Anti-Confucius Campaign (ibid.). However, it had negligible effect for women and continued 

the traditional patriarchy in family life (Stacey, 1983). The stable patriarchy and gender 

inequality were not conscious CCP efforts to keep women subordinated, but rather a consistent 

failure of their all-male leadership to perceive their own sexist assumptions (Wolf, 1985). In 

sum, the Maoist state still endorsed many discriminatory practices through laying women off 

or offering them only intermittent work, but also reproduced the traditional representations of 

women’s role in the family and society (Angeloff and Lieber, 2012). 

 

2.1.3. Women in reformed China 

China started its economic reform in 1978. The reform caused social, political, and economic 

life underwent sweeping changes, gender and sexual politics became a crux of economic reform 

(Rofel, 2007). However, the birth control planning one-child policy7 was enacted nationally in 

1979 due to the rapid population growth alarmed Chinese officials (Ebenstein, 2010). The 

policy ended in 2016 after around four decades, when China allowed families to have two 

children (Feng et al., 2016). Chinese government announced that China will allow married 

couples to have up to three children on May 31, 2021 (Stanway and Munroe, 2021). However, 

millions of female children were missed during the past four decades compared with the birth 

rate before because male children came to be preferred during childbirth and abortion decisions 

to extend families’ lineage (Zhu et al., 2009). For instance, 5.8 million increased in missing 

females could be traced largely to the rise in the sex ratio following a first-born daughter from 

1990 to 2000 (Ebenstein, 2010).  

 

 
7 The one-child policy (一孩政策, Yi Hai Zheng Ce) was a large-scale program originally enacted to contain the 

rapid increase in population in the People’s Republic of China. The provincial governments could, and did, impose 

enormous fines on violators who engaged in contraception, abortion, or sterilization to comply with existing birth 

limits. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?k5Bqkn
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GBXOyt
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?buXjlH
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3TSdQO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Cj5Nzj
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?JdKW9M
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?O8ubxM
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?BlBECs
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xuXKUX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lTSH7u
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?IugRYN
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While China’s economic modernisation started in the early 1980s, it helped women improve 

their status, especially in urban areas (Angeloff and Lieber, 2012) and contributed to the 

unprecedented economic development in China. According to the data from International 

Labour Organization8, China’s labour force participation rate of females over 15 years old was 

61% in 2019, at the same time, Sweden had the same value as China and the average value of 

OECD members was 53%. In September 2015, McKinsey Global Institute also released the 

report “The power of parity”9. Women generated 37 percent of global GDP today despite 

accounting for half of the global working-age population, China achieved 40 to 41 percent. The 

female and male ratio in professional and technical jobs achieved 1.072, it means China had a 

gender equality for female employment. But the perceived wage gap for similar work was 0.570, 

leadership position ratio was 0.201, unpaid care work was 0.389. It shows China had a harsh 

gender inequality condition in these fields. 

 

China’s economic “miracle” was possible thanks to the often institutionalised discrimination 

against migrant men and women from rural areas due to the “hukou” system (see 2.3) and the 

employment of young women from rural areas in southern China’s export industries (Lee, 

1998). As the data shown above, women played an important role in the Chinese economy 

today but still experienced employment inequalities more prominently than others: overt 

sexism in recruiting, marked gender division at work, salary differences, massive layoffs of 

female employees in state enterprises from 1990s, discriminatory treatment of domestic 

migrant workers (Angeloff and Lieber, 2012). Currently, women’s experiences are not entirely 

based on gender difference, rather, an intersectional logic intertwined with socioeconomic 

condition, age and ethnicity (with marked differences between urban and rural origin) (ibid.).  

 

When PRC celebrated its 70th anniversary in 2019, the government published a white paper 

titled “Equality, Development and Sharing: Progress of Women’s Cause in 70 Years Since 

New China’s Founding”10 to clarify the progress of gender equality. The report pointed out 

there that were 340 million women in the labour force, doubling the figure of 1978. Women’s 

 
8 Data from The World Bank, see more details: 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.CACT.FE.ZS?locations=CN-SE-OE 
9 Detailed data and full report: 

https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/featured%20insights/employment%20and%20growth/how%20ad

vancing%20womens%20equality%20can%20add%2012%20trillion%20to%20global%20growth/mgi%20power

%20of%20parity_full%20report_september%202015.pdf 
10 Full report: 

http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/whitepaper/201909/20/content_WS5d843344c6d0bcf8c4c13ba7.html 
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political status grew quite significantly, women represented 22% of the leadership in national 

public institutions and accounted for 27.2% of Party members. The proportion of women 

representatives in Party congresses increased gradually, with the number for the 19th CPC 

National Congress at 24.2%. 

 

The modern developing Chinese economy and society transformed millions of women into 

independent professional ladies. However, age became a new burden to struggle with them. 

The Chinese government introduced “leftover women” (剩女 , Sheng Nv) to indicate the 

“eligible but unmarried women between the age 27 to 35” in 2007 (Murti, 2019). The term was 

first used by the state-run Xinhua News Agency, the official mouthpiece of CCP, then the All-

China Women’s Federation, a federation established by CCP to “protect women’s rights and 

interests”, has perpetuated this derogatory term (Hong Fincher, 2014: 2). At the same time, 

China’s Ministry of Education added this term to its official lexicon (Hong Fincher, 2014). 

Marriage is a “must” for Chinese women, and there are fewer positive concepts to describe 

these independent career women who do not have marriage as traditional values (To, 2013). In 

the last decade, the development of information technologies increased Chinese women’s 

agency to express their voices and empowerment and reconstruct their identities as women (Pei 

and Chib, 2020). Social movements also offered a temporary public sphere to let women speak 

(Lin and Yang, 2019). However, as one of the lowest countries by gender index (Chen and He, 

2020), China is still dominated by patriarchy amongst the country’s mainstream society (Yi, 

2015). 

 

2.2. New attention on Chinese women 

Chinese women returned to the public attention mainly in 2020 in the context of the COVID-

19 pandemic. China started national medical support to Wuhan, Hubei Province - where the 

pandemic is believed to have started - to decrease the spread of the pandemic and return the 

confirmed patients to good health. Over 50 percent of the doctors and over 90 percent of the 

nurses were female, among the more than 320,000 medical personnel who were sent to Hubei 

Province from other provinces to fight the pandemic (CGTN, 2020). However, while 

undertaking their service, the female medical staff experienced severe shortages of sanitary and 

other products as these were not essentially emergency supplies to Wuhan (NDTV, 2020). 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XebpCJ
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https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Lon4XF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EX3iOF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?kkZwmM
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?kkZwmM
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?MYWeSY
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Therefore, a movement #SistersFightEpidemic11 was initiated on social media to help these 

female medical staff who were fighting on the front line. At the same time, among the support 

teams from across the country, the one from Gansu Province received huge numbers of 

attention as well as criticisms. In order to decrease the risk of virus infection, the official shaved 

female hospital workers’ heads (Figure 1) (Zhang, 2020). During the pandemic, these two cases 

showed the social status for these professional medical women who fought the pandemic but 

struggled with gender discriminations and were dominated by patriarchal Chinese society. 

Among the previous official reports on COVID-19 issued by the Chinese government, there 

was one report related to women. According to the official reports from China Information 

System for Diseases Control and Prevention (CISDCP) on April 28, 2020, a total of 82,858 

confirmed cases were reported, of whom 41,580 (50.2%) were female and 41,278 (49.8%) were 

male (Qian et al., 2020).   

 

 

Figure 1. A nurse who had her head shaved was seen crying (Source: Zhang, 2020). 

 

 
11 Hashtag of #SistersFightEpidemic on Weibo: 

https://s.weibo.com/weibo?q=%23%E5%A7%90%E5%A6%B9%E6%88%98%E7%96%AB%E5%AE%89%E

5%BF%83%E8%A1%8C%E5%8A%A8%23 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?357wge
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?X4MTN7
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?n8ePQU
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?n8ePQU
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?n8ePQU
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2.3. Labour market in China 

As mentioned above, China has two separated labour economies: the urban and the rural. From 

1949, the PRC was established by CCP, then Chinese economy forbade labour mobility 

between urban and rural sectors through enforcing a household registration system “hukou” 

(户口) (Meng, 2012). Hukou has created barriers between rural and urban areas, because social 

welfare such as medical care and children’s education is based on it (Wang et al., 2021). In the 

late 1990s, economic growth in the Chinese cities triggered the large demands of unskilled 

labour, especially after China officially attended the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001, 

the export-led economy generated the demands sharply to relax the domestic migration 

restriction (Meng, 2012). Beijing, as one of the important metropolises in China, attracted 

millions of migrants due to the relatively higher salary. However, in order to access social 

welfare as urban residents, labour needed to win hukou through two pathways - family-based 

and work-based in Beijing (Liu and Shi, 2020). These two ways were both difficult to achieve 

for rural residents who work and live in urban areas. 

 

In addition to the difficulties to achieve Hukou, the labour market is also facing relatively weak 

regulations and laws on labour issues. Currently, China has numerous law and regulations on 

labour issues, for instance 1995 Labour Law12, 2008 Labour Contract Law13, 2008 Law on 

Labor-dispute Mediation and Arbitration14, 2011 Social Insurance Law15. Labour law applied 

the minimum standards for labour issues, including working hours, overtime payment, work 

injury compensation, social insurance and labour contracts, in order to enforce labour laws, 

Chinese government set the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security, different labour 

administration departments and mediation institutions to responsible labour issues (Hui, 2017). 

However, the labour community still experienced the normalised violation of their legal rights 

due to the laxly implemented the law in reality (Gallagher, 2004; Hui, 2017; Liebman, 2007).  

 

2.4. Media industry in China 

Socialism is the fundamental ideology in Chinese media industry, it is based on the views of 

Marxism intertwined with China’s political ideology, then it developed a state-owned media 

 
12 See details: http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/laws_regulations/2014/08/23/content_281474983042473.htm 
13 See details: 

http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/state_council_gazette/2015/06/08/content_281475123408832.htm 
14 See details: 

http://english.www.gov.cn/services/doingbusiness/202102/24/content_WS6035f178c6d0719374af97b3.html 
15 See details: http://english.www.gov.cn/services/work_in_china/2018/08/02/content_281476245985894.htm 
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model - the Party controls the media (Chen, 2020). The model was firstly applied in the 

newspaper and transformed as a tool for class struggles, further, this model also applied and 

developed in the radio and television industries (ibid.). Therefore, the Chinese media industry 

experienced the long term as a propaganda tool only for class struggles. After the reform in 

1978, China started the reform in the media industry. CCP decided to decrease its extreme 

power on controlling the media to save the government money and help to transform Chinese 

media into modern and marketized (Stockmann, 2013). Besides marketization, China’s media 

environment achieved temporary diversity and internationalization, in terms of media sources 

available to audiences and news content (Stockmann and Gallagher, 2011). However, 

commercialisation did not mean freedom, the party still continued to monitor and control the 

media content through its propaganda authorities at all levels (Tai, 2014). There were a large 

number of taboo topics in China’s media practice, including democracy, labour protests, 

individual human rights, social movements, individual sexuality, and so forth. After several 

decades of reform, China’s media industry, especially the television industry, experienced 

improvement since the beginning of the 21st century (Chen, 2020). Therefore, Chinese media 

currently can be divided into two categories, party-state media and marketized media. Party-

state media still contributed to regime legitimacy and effective rule by propagandizing citizens’ 

experiences in the legal system, however, marketized media provided more convincing content 

that continued to follow the state censorship demands while satisfying audiences’ interest 

(Stockmann and Gallagher, 2011).  

 

2.5. Women in the Chinese media and Chinese internet industry 

As the result of China’s social changes, the hegemonic definition of Chinese women in the 

media was continuously “renewed, recreated, defended and modified” (Luo and Hao, 2007). 

Due to the historical reasons in the 1950s and 1960s (see 2.1.2), workers, peasants, soldiers 

and forceful female characters played a central and heroic position in literature and art 

(McDougall, 1984). For instance, Glasser (1997) analysed the Chinese female characters in 

magazine fictions from 1961 to 1966, with most of women shown in the workplace and 

represented via their selfless commitment to the collective or the public. Economic reforms 

shifted the characters’ backgrounds from the rural to urban regions to represent the 

modernization. Female models were widely used as magazine cover girls since the early 1980s, 

also largely used as sex objects in the lucrative annual calendar market (Hooper, 1998).  
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With the arrival of millenium, women’s media representation became diverse because 

information technology offered a wider space for expressions. The first connection to the 

internet for China was in 1987, an email sent from China to Germany by Qian Tianbai, a 

professor from the Chinese Academy of Science (Jia and Winseck, 2018). Then it started the 

Chinese internet industry in the late 1990s with bulletin board systems (BBS) and personal 

home pages, and numerous other forms appeared in the meanwhile, for instance, chat rooms, 

shockwave flash videos and instant messaging (Yang, 2012). Simultaneously, the Chinese 

government built a censorship system for avoiding “invasion” of western liberal ideas like 

democracy to question the legitimacy of the one-party state and the centralized information 

control (Zeng et al., 2017). “Great Firewall” was created to block the western “poisonous” 

platforms, for instance, Google, Twitter, Instagram and Facebook, and the blacklist is always 

updating (Griffiths, 2019; Inkster, 2018). When the time turned into the post-Beijing Olympic 

era, China stepped in the rapid development of the economy. The Internet industry started the 

sharp development, Sina’s microblog service Weibo launched in August 2009, a similar 

product to Twitter became the main symbol of China’s development of media & internet 

industries in that period. By March 2020, the platform had over 550 million users (Cortese, 

2020). Social media platforms became to portray women’s empowerment through online social 

movements (Lin and Yang, 2019) and feminist activism on social media (Mao, 2020). At the 

same time, Chinese mass media started to focus on professional women. Chinese television 

programs also constructed a “leftover women myth” that a woman’s happiness lies in her 

marriage which might conflict with her pursuits, such as career and higher education (Feldshuh, 

2018).  

 

However, the harm to women came from family traditions and careers, especially for women 

in the internet industry. As the Pinduoduo incident above, this was not a new phenomenon for 

overload work in the Chinese internet industry, the online protest 996.ICU launched in March 

2019 by giving voice to the hostility against long working hours in China’s tech companies. It 

means “Work by 996, sick in ICU”, an ironic saying by following the 996 work schedule (9 

am to 9 pm, 6 days per week), the employees will risk themselves getting into the ICU 

(Intensive Care Unit)16. However, the internet industry is one of the giant markets in Chinese 

daily life. As the most populous country in terms of internet use, China shared 989 million 

 
16 Source and see more details: https://github.com/996icu/996.ICU 
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netizens in December 2020 17 . The local giant digital platform companies such as Baidu, 

Alibaba and Tencent have a global and local impact (Jia et al., 2018). Currently, more than 

millions of employees work in the Chinese internet industry. For instance, Tencent, one of the 

biggest tech companies in China, owned the popular products QQ, WeChat and Honor of Kings, 

had 62,885 employees 18 . Female employees, as a significant part to support the routine 

operations in this industry.     

 

2.6. Reality show triggers new attention 

 

Figure 2. Promotional images for Sisters Who Make Waves. 

 

 
17 Data from The 47th Statistical Report on Internet Development in China, see full report: 

https://www.cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/202104/P020210420557302172744.pdf 
18 Data from Tencent 2019 Annual Report, see full report: https://cdc-tencent-com-

1258344706.image.myqcloud.com/uploads/2020/03/18/6b095b5499bdb2a9aceb07296fd03a15.pdf 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fjifY5
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When the pandemic situation became somewhat milder, a popular reality show hit Chinese 

audiences and social media platforms. Sisters Who Make Waves, the most popular reality show 

during the summer of 2020, was about a cohort of female celebrities in their over thirty years 

old competing for seven spots in an all-women band (Cai and Zhang, 2020). The reality show 

delivered a powerful message: Age is just a number, which helped women self-emancipate and 

got rid of age swamping under the Chinese ideologies. As a popular Chinese saying goes “men 

of 30 are like a flower, women at 30 are wilted and rotten” (男人三十一枝花, 女人三十豆腐

渣, Nan Ren San Shi Yi Zhi Hua, Nv Ren San Shi Dou Fu Zha) (Hong Fincher, 2014: 22). 

Although the English translation lost the Chinese rhyme, the double standards regarding the 

age are obviously different. This show also received many criticisms at the end because it did 

not achieve the audience expectations when it came to tackling women’s issues (Ji, 2020). 

However, the billions of views attracted Chinese women and offered a temporary empowered 

moment for them.  

 

Therefore, this chapter presented a brief historical introduction on Chinese women, Chinese 

labour market, Chinese media industry, women in the Chinese internet industry, and the new 

attention of Chinese women. When this study investigates the status of Chinese women, the 

explorations need to see what their struggles are in an indivisible amalgamation of (1) deep 

rooted traditional Chinese ideologies of thousands of years; (2) unavoidable impacts from 

Party’s decisions since the PRC was established and (3) China’s rapid modernisation in the 

past four decades. As Hillary Rodham Clinton claimed at the Fourth World Conference on 

Women in 1995 in Beijing, “Women’s rights are human rights” (Blakemore, 2020). 

Furthermore, Chinese women’s rights are Chinese human rights.  
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3. Existing research 

3.1. Chinese media and society 

Studying the media in China is an excellent vantage point to view the tensions, contradictions 

and hopes regarding the future development of Chinese politics and social life (Lagerkvist, 

2010). With the transformation from a state-planned economy to a market economy, significant 

changes have occurred in China’s media system (Wu et al., 2015). Since the 1980s, the Chinese 

Communist Party started to relinquish their monopoly over the information reaching the public 

slightly; for instance, they allowed newspapers, magazines, television and radio stations to sell 

advertisements for self-reliance and funded the construction of an internet network in 1993 

(Shirk, 2011). However, control and censorship were still ongoing. Chinese media was 

constructed as a dual mouthpiece for the Party and the people, providing not only publicity for 

the Party but also serving the people after the marketization reform (Chen, 2020). Chinese press 

tended to augment the news values in the sense of eliteness and positivity to gratify the 

government, at the same time, also highlight the news values of personalization and negativity 

to achieve economic profits (Huan, 2018). An essential goal for the television industry remains 

to publicize and disseminate political propaganda (Miao, 2011). Therefore, propaganda 

departments could manage all levels during content production, and televisions normally have 

stricter regulations than other mass media. The “sensitive news” or “vulgar content” might be 

published in books or newspapers but are essentially forbidden on television because Chinese 

television is an organ of the party-state apparatus (Miao, 2011: 96). For instance, the issue of 

homosexuality could be discussed online and in some books. When the talk show Having Good 

Talks (有话好说, You Hua Hao Shuo) discussed it, the show was shut down permanently 

(Miao, 2011). But entertaining programs enjoyed a relatively freer environment than news 

programs in Chinese television (ibid.). Based on the current free environment and 

marketization background, media offered an accessible, participative and enjoyable media 

experience in the current Chinese media communication market and not necessarily linked to 

an ultimate political-ideological end meaning (Huang, 2007).  

 

After the millennium, China’s dramatic expansion of communication technology witnessed the 

rapid development of the internet, netizen populations and mobile phone services. 

Unnegotiable censorship became a sword of Damocles for Western internet companies as, for 

instance, Google suspended its engine service and eventually exited in China (Lagerkvist, 

2010). When global business norms faced internet sovereignty in China, local internet 
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companies were rapidly growing and seizing the domestic market. Scholars discuss digital 

media use in different parts of China. Tom McDonald (2016: 10) argues that social media use 

as a new form of “modern everyday” in rural China. Domestic migrants considered social 

media as a “purer” place to establish friendship than other offline practices in industrial China 

(Wang, 2016: 4). Also, digital media use helps marginalised communities to become 

empowered, raise their voices, and share solidarity in the community (Lin and Yang, 2019).  

 

3.2. Celebrity culture in China and Chinese media 

Celebrity culture exists differences between countries, media representation within a national 

character (Han, 2015). Contemporary Chinese culture is post-socialist and post-modern, the 

post-socialism has residual forces merging with the present capitalism in China’s self-

reinvention and renewal under the new historical condition (Yu, 2009). Because Chinese 

culture combines “the socialist legacy and cultural tradition of the past” and “becoming further 

integrated into the global capitalist system” (Yu, 2009: 6). These elements are important factors 

in helping Chinese celebrity culture flourish, despite the seemingly similar production and 

consumption of celebrities regarding commodification and mediatization (Xu et al., 2021). 

Chinese celebrity culture has its uniqueness because social norms can diverge from the value 

system that the government promotes (Guo, 2010). Although the government has a powerful 

impact on cultural industries, commercial interests play an important role in the market, media 

content with officially promoted values may not attract the public sometimes (Guo, 2010). Also, 

Chinese celebrity culture is swamped between collectivism and individualism. On the one hand, 

the collectivism of Chinese culture triggers celebrities to experience escalated public support 

or criticism overnight (Leung, 2010). On the other hand, individualism is growing in Chinese 

society with global media promotion (Halskov Hansen and Svarverud, 2010). As Driessens 

(2013) claims, “what kind of celebrity cultures exist in more collectivistic cultures?” and spatial 

dimensions of celebrity culture in non-western contexts. 

 

It is essential to point out that the exploration of celebrity culture in a non-western context 

differs from the universalising standard. China has its localised understanding and explanation 

of celebrity. Robert van Krieken (2018) claims to understand global celebrity as both 

universalising and localising tendencies and intertwine with each other. Chinese celebrity is 

constructed by the Chinese language, which applies a different perspective than the word’s 

connotation in the English language (Xu et al., 2021). Mingren (名人, famous people), a 
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Chinese translation of celebrity, refers to famous people from any fields, including politicians, 

entrepreneurs, stars in the entertainment business. Mingren is more likely to describe people 

who are known from the traditional media, different from Wanghong (网红, famous people on 

the internet), a term to describe the well-known people who are known from the internet media 

(ibid.). The term Mingxing (明星, famous stars), which can be treated as a sub-category of 

Mingren, refers to the famous people in the entertainment industry. Therefore, Chinese 

celebrity culture can be understood with different terms in different contexts.  

 

As mentioned above, Chinese celebrity culture is inhabiting the sites of political and cultural 

power, negotiation and contestation (Berry and Farquhar, 2006; Zhu and Berry, 2009). In China, 

“celebrity culture is a powerful instrument in the state’s discursive and symbolic repertoire, 

used to promote the regime goals of orderly progress towards a modern society under the 

leadership of the Communist Party” (Sullivan and Kehoe, 2019). Reinforced by the 

government, celebrities need to be aware of their social impact and set a good example and 

standard for leading the moral direction of Chinese society (Xu et al., 2021). Further, the 

government is trying to harness celebrity as a vehicle to promote socialist values and patriotism 

(Sullivan and Kehoe, 2019). 

 

3.3. Celebrity shows in China 

China’s official national television CCTV (China Central Television) was the sole provider for 

decades in Chinese media history. Simultaneously with China’s economic reform, the media 

industry also experienced institutional reform since the 1980s to adapt the state-transformation 

from a planned economy model into a hybrid-oriented market economic model (North, 1990). 

Eventually, the subsidies were terminated for the state broadcasters, and the state forced the 

media organisations to earn from the market (Chen, 2020). The self-reliance reform facilitated 

an accelerated process of commercialization and pluralization of the media industry, with many 

shows being produced to attract much more audience and views for economic considerations 

(Li, 2013). Since 2001, China entered the World Trade Organization (WTO) and accelerated 

the commercialization of its media industry (ibid.). China started to adapt the global show 

formats, and in particular the Idol-style singing competition triggered the first wave of celebrity 

shows (Zhao, 2018). These shows represented the transformation of ordinary people into 

celebrities and encouraged the audience to participate in such a process of celebrity-making 
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through a combination of online broadcasting, live-streaming, joining the online social network 

spaces and mobile phone message voting (Yang, 2014; Zhao, 2016).  

 

In the last two decades, China had several Idol-inspired celebrity shows, including Super Voice 

Girl (超级女声, Chao Ji Nv Sheng), Happy Voice Boy (快乐男声, Kuai Le Nan Sheng), My 

Show (我型我秀, Wo Xing Wo Xiu), and My Hero (加油! 好男儿, Jia You Hao Nan Er) (Zhao, 

2018). Scholars have different perspectives to analyse these show, some scholars believe these 

successful shows presaged “a new wave of Chinese feminism” that broken the male gaze and 

traditional feminine figures in the marketization and globalization of the Chinese media 

industry (Huang, 2013; Yue and Yu, 2008; Zhao, 2018). In addition to discussing the voting 

during the shows as a strong political implication for possible democracy (Hartley, 2008), and 

the cultural and social importance to the entertainment industry, popular culture and youth 

generation (Cui and Zhang, 2017). Some scholars also consider these shows as “a symbolic 

subversion of state ideology” that simultaneously reinforce “the concentration of symbolic 

power in the hands of media” (Meng, 2009; Zhao, 2018). Commercial experimentation with 

these shows was quickly contained by the state, as the case of Super Voice Girl, Party officials 

and state media criticized this show as “the vulgar inclination of entertainment programs” 

(Miao, 2011: 101), it destroyed the pedagogical role of media (Keane, 2013). Oppositely, 

officials started to encourage celebrity shows that portray the traditional values. Celebrity 

shows were highly controlled in China with substantial barriers to participating as ordinary 

people in the celebrity-making apparatus (Sullivan and Kehoe, 2019). Then celebrity shows 

have transformed into family-oriented ones, Dad is Back (爸爸回来了, Baba Hui Lai Le) and 

Where Are We Going, Dad? (爸爸去哪儿?, Baba Qu Nar?) became the most popular celebrity 

shows as they embraced socialist family values 19  and celebrated the family laws from 

Confucianism (Keane and Zhang, 2017).  

 

 
19 The notion of “Socialist family values” is the prevailing ideology of Chinese Communist Party, which was 

officially proclaimed by President Xi Jinping in the national conference to enhance the virtue and civilization of 

Chinese families on December 12, 2016. It means “love for the nation, family and one another, devotion to 

progress and kindness, and mutual growth and sharing”. See more details: 

https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1023566.shtml 
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4. Theoretical framework 

4.1. Media and society 

Media is an ambiguous term that links different dimensions of communication, including 

institutional level, infrastructure, content, production or circulation. Media can refer to 

institutions and infrastructures that produce and disseminate content within particular contexts, 

but also as contents themselves (Dwyer, 2010). During the digital age, technologically 

mediated communication can be accessed at any time, any place, and more social settings are 

shaped and influenced by communication through media (Lindgren, 2017). As a multiaxial 

term, media becomes an important part of daily practices, people live with media, among media 

and develop their social relations within media (Hartmann, 2009). Nick Couldry (2012: 35) 

from the media sociology perspective to consider media within “what are people doing that is 

related to media?”. Because the broad definition of media offers people not only consider media 

as objects, texts, production processes, but also people’s actions involve media in the contexts 

(ibid.). This socially oriented perspective foregrounds media shaping social life and meanings 

circulated through its social consequences; therefore, media’s social consequences must be 

explored in relation to both society and the world (Couldry, 2012). 

 

Social theory is the foundation to understand the relationship between media and society. While 

advocating their social-constructivist framework, Berger and Luckmann (1991: 33) explain that 

the everyday world is based on “thoughts and actions.” Couldry and Hepp (2018) develop a 

new sociological account for media embedded in everyday life. However, this explanation has 

limitations because of the undeniable plurality of practice on the ground, then media as ritual 

becomes an approach to understanding this plurality and complexity. Media rituals are social 

norms that naturalize media’s consistent will-to-power, thus, media can help people access a 

common reality that we must pay attention to (Couldry, 2012). Media rituals start on patterned 

action and are produced in the wider hinterland of everyday practices (Rappaport, 1999) and 

help organise and anchor other practices through the representations and categories 

authoritatively enacted (Swidler, 2005). Based on the processes of ritualization, celebrity 

culture works through acting and marks off one constructed group from another equally 

constructed group (Couldry, 2012). This perspective can help this research to understand 

celebrity culture as a media ritual and its connections to society.  
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Early media studies focus on media use to explore what people do with media (see Herzog, 

1942; Katz et al., 1973). From the 1980s, scholars started to realize media studies should not 

only focus on media texts or technology, the media should be treated as a social form to explore 

people who use media and their social relations (Ginsburg, 1994; Michaels, 1982). Scholars 

need a broader term to capture the current media-saturated situation and the changes of all-

embracing media, then mediatization begins to be listed (Lundby, 2009). Stij Hjarvard (2009) 

defines mediatization as “the process whereby society to an increasing degree is submitted to 

or becomes dependent on, the media and their logic”. To understand social ontology and what 

basis makes us believe the social world is liable to be transformed by media materials (Couldry, 

2012). Friedrich Krotz (2009) sees mediatization as “a meta-process that is grounded in the 

modification of communication as the basic practice of how people construct the social and 

cultural world”. According to Krotz’s explanation, mediatization is a structural shift involving 

the media in all spheres of life and will become relevant for the social construction of everyday 

life, society, and culture as a whole (Krotz, 2009). In this mediatization society, Couldry (2012: 

90-91) suggests a subtle formulation based on Raoul Vaneigem’s formulation about deprived 

of spectacle, which is everyday life “becomes defined in terms of a newly perceived lack”. 

Furthermore, “everyday life becomes defined by its lack of media coverage, its lack of 

whatever it is that makes life suitable for media coverage” (Couldry, 2012: 91). It can identify 

the lack of media representation and how the lack identifies daily life and society. Therefore, 

mediatization helps to understand the celebrity culture as a mediatization phenomenon and 

ritual in daily life, and further connect with the bigger society in this research.  

 

Reality show, a popular television genre also called reality TV or popular factual television 

from the 1990s, includes a broad scope of entertainment programmes about real people and 

locates a more expansive territory between information and entertainment, documentary and 

drama (Hill, 2005). Reality TV encompasses spontaneous or raw elements to produce reality 

but also staged or contrived elements to produce actuality with less reality (Deery, 2015). All 

of reality TV are characterized by this combination of staged actuality, however, “its various 

formats construct different relationships to real life depending on popular trends or target 

audience” (Deery, 2015: 56). 

 

The reality and actuality trigger the issue of visibility and invisibility of social groups and 

individuals in the media, this issue plays a pivotal role to explore this Chinese women-oriented 

reality show in this study. Bart Cammaerts (2015) claims the dialectic between the visible and 
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the invisible concerning the post-hegemonic nature of neoliberalism and the role of mediation 

within this process. The current neoliberal ideology gears towards making itself invisible and 

positioning itself as “quintessentially anti-ideological and natural rather than ideological”, but 

the post-hegemonic nature of neoliberalism and capitalism “requires its constitutive outsides 

to struggle for visibility” and make itself invisible (Cammaerts, 2015). The mainstream media 

invisibilizes capitalist interests and provides visibility to the constitutive outsides of capitalism 

both negatively and positively (ibid.). This dialectic offers a lens to consider the reality show 

in Chinese hybrid media ideologies and media systems. 

 

In order to understand media systems in contemporary society, Andrew Chadwick (2013: 2) 

creates “hybrid media system” build on “the interactions among older and newer media logics 

- where logics are defined as technologies, genres, norms, behaviours, and organizational forms 

- in the reflexively connected fields of media and politics”. The hybridity offers a powerful 

mode of thinking about media and politics, and reveals “how older and newer media logics in 

the fields of media and politics blend, overlap, intermesh, and coevolve” (Chadwick, 2013: 4). 

Media logic, was first introduced by sociologists David Altheide and Robert Snow (1979) to 

identify the assumptions, norms, and visible artifacts of media. Discussing media logic in the 

hybrid media system can help to understand “the processes of sense making that emerge in the 

daily practices of those in the fields of media and politics”; the direction in the construction of 

mediated political discourse (Chadwick, 2013: 20).  

 

The media field can be described based on the understanding of hybrid media ideologies and 

hybrid media systems. Bourdieu (1998: 40-41) describes a field as a “structured social space” 

where “the various actors struggle for the transformation or preservation of the field”. The 

journalistic field is much more dependent on external forces than the other of cultural 

production (Bourdieu, 1998). “All fields of cultural production today are subject to structural 

pressure from the journalistic field, and not from any one journalist or network executive, who 

are themselves subject to control by the field” (Bourdieu, 1998: 56). The journalistic field is a 

very heteronomous field, it is very strongly subordinated to “great pressure from the economic 

field via audience ratings” (Bourdieu, 1998: 54), and also a powerful impact from political field 

because “in a certain way, the journalistic field is part of the political field” (Bourdieu, 1998: 

76). However, a particular institutional steering cannot be simply assumed as a social field 

(Lindell et al., 2020). The exploration of the specific media field must be acknowledged within 

the other fields of power (Bolin, 2004).  
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4.2. Gender, media and digital media 

In the 1970s, following the global “second-wave feminist” movement, the intersection between 

gender and media was established. Since then, many researches have explored how the gender 

roles were portrayed and how media (systems and specific media forms), both systems and 

specific forms, contributed to the construction of different forms of masculinity and femininity 

(Mendes and Carter, 2008). The intersection of media and gender identities is explored based 

on the foundation of these researches. Gendered identities are constructed by and in the media. 

After women achieved new authority, a debate on the crisis of masculinity was triggered due 

to both women and men’s individual behaviours having shifted (Ross, 2009). However, the 

media creates a lie that feminism has made it into the mainstream. Feminism and femininity 

are mendaciously portrayed to be synonymous with empowerment by the joining of sexual 

confidence with femininity and feminism (Ross, 2009).  

 

Media creates a social norm for gendered roles and representation in different ways because of 

its circulation of idea(l)s about what people should be, how people should perform their gender 

roles and how to live as “ordinary” (Bessenoff, 2006; Durkin et al., 2007). Although society 

and technology have developed over the past few decades, gender representation still shows 

stereotypical renditions of femininity and masculinity, of women and men in media (Gill, 2009). 

For instance, six-pack men and zero-size women still prevail in advertisements, and gender 

stereotypes have been determined by the media discourse on what women and men should look 

like (Ross, 2009). The representation in advertisements also shows gender hegemony. Men are 

usually taller and look down, literally, on any women who appear in the ad; women often look 

bashful toward the male figure or are positioned lying down or wrapped within a male embrace, 

or looking away from the audience (Ross, 2009).  

 

Media representation delivers this hegemonic worldview of male dominance to the public 

about women’s places, women’s roles, and women’s lives (Ross, 2009). This view influences 

the operation of media systems. Newsroom, a typical symbol of media operation, masquerades 

as a neutral and professional agency to produce content. It is actually organised around a man-

as-norm and woman-as-interloper structure, these structures are remarkably similar and stable 

over temporal and geographical dimensions, as ample empirical and anecdotal evidence shows 

(Ross, 2009). The newsrooms reproduce the hegemonic journalistic output through a routinized 

male-ordered perspective (Freeman, 2007; Rodgers and Thorson, 2003). Female journalists 

should follow the male-ordered practices in the newsrooms. Although more women than men 
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register in journalism courses and get into the media industry, there is an increasing presence 

of women as senior staff in newsrooms, ironically, the reality people see, read, and hear is 

mostly news about men (Ross, 2009).  

 

With the arrival of the mediatization era, the rapid expansion of digital media triggers potential 

gender exploration and freedom to spaces where identity, including gender, is more tightly 

regulated and policed (Kanai and Dobson, 2016). Women’s agency becomes more visible with 

the help of social movements. Women using their voices through social movements could 

contribute to them gaining awareness and achieving their rights (Gómez and Gobin, 2020; 

Johansson et al., 2018). Scholars debate information and communication technology as an 

empowerment tool for marginalised women in the Global South (Ahmed et al., 2006). New 

technologies offer much more emancipation to women. However, access to the digital world 

challenges gendered practices in the use of information technology (Ross, 2009). Women have 

historically been positioned as consumers of media rather than producers. The sharp growth of 

digital media technologies makes many girls’ and women’s empowerment possible through 

producing and distributing media themselves more easily (Kanai and Dobson, 2016). However, 

gender as an embodied experience can be meaningfully overcame or changed through digital 

communication, but the normative forms between men and women are still reproduced as 

decades ago (Herring and Stoerger, 2014). 

 

4.3. Gender, gender roles and celebrity culture in media 

Celebrity can be defined through discourse because historically and culturally specific 

configurations of meanings make certain ways of thinking and being possible and others 

impossible (Foucault et al., 1972). Celebrity discourses have invaded all kinds of sites of 

today’s life, from the commercial contest in shopping malls to the management of major 

political campaigns (Turner, 2013). Celebrity discourses also show how to enact broader 

practices of social distinction and the working-class are positioned as “other” within these 

discourses (Allen and Mendick, 2013). Graeme Turner (2013) highlights celebrity as a media 

process coordinated by an industry and as a commodity or text purchased by audiences and 

fans. Accordingly, Sofia Johansson (2015) claims that celebrity culture is “fame as a 

constitutive feature of contemporary media and cultural consumption and widespread practices 

in modern life”.  
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Celebrity and media have an inherent connection, especially the production and consumption 

of celebrity plays an important role in the relation between media, society and culture in the 

last twenty years (Turner, 2013). On the one hand, celebrity culture contributes in the process 

of mediatization because it serves as a discursive to connect the media and everyday life of 

“ordinary people” (Couldry, 2003). On the other hand, how the media responds to this 

reconfiguration of celebrities’ role by consolidating their market power (Turner, 2013). 

Celebrity is the centrality of entertainment-based media content and becomes a central 

structural component of the contemporary political economy of the media (ibid.). Thus, the 

current television’s centrality increases celebrity culture through the rise of reality TV and 

converges with other media platforms (ibid.).  

 

However, celebrities in the media are also gendered in several ways. Andrea McDonnell (2014: 

137) concludes the celebrity in gossip magazines “serve as a discursive space in which the 

deeply contradictory nature of femininity and female life is acknowledged, valued, and made 

available for public discussion”. Tim Edwards (2013) summarises due to the different 

mechanisms on consuming celebrity between men and women, the male and female celebrities 

will have an active-passive distinction which means men become championed for being good 

at things and women are revered more for how they look. Gaze, as a process within strongly 

racialised, sexualised ridden with other divisions, is very transparent of gendered subjectivity 

(Edwards, 2013). Because what celebrities look like is not only gendered in terms of idealised 

notions of masculinity and femininity, manhood or womanhood, rather the engagement itself 

is mediated through gender (ibid.). Therefore, female fame often intertwines with style, 

appearance and relationship, but male fame exists through men engaging with or watching 

other men do things that they admire, want to do themselves, or do better – play guitars, kick 

footballs, drive cars (ibid.). 

 

4.4. Gender and digital labour 

Digital labour is a crucial foundation for the discussions in the political economy of 

communication, especially in the realm of the internet industry (Burston et al., 2010; Scholz, 

2012). The discussions on digital labour mainly focus on understanding the value creation 

mechanisms on social media companies, for instance, Facebook, Youtube, and Twitter (Fuchs, 

2017). The main researches focus on the usefulness of Karl Marx’s labour theory of value 

(Arvidsson and Colleoni, 2012; Fuchs, 2020); the alienated concept uses in the context of 

digital labour (Andrejevic, 2012; Fisher, 2012); and how to use Dallas Smythe’s notion of 
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audience labour to understand digital labour (Fuchs, 2018). The definition of digital labour can 

be traced to the discussions between Vincent Mosco and David Hesmondhalgh on whether the 

boundary of cultural and communication work should be narrow or broad (Fuchs and Sandoval, 

2014). Vincent Mosco and Catherine McKercher claim a broader concept of communication 

work, including “anyone in the chain of producing and distributing knowledge products” 

(Mosco and McKercher, 2009: 25). Hesmondhalgh is against this broad notion because “such 

a broad conception risks eliminating the specific importance of culture, of mediated 

communication, and the content of communication products” (Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2013: 

60). Fuchs and Sandoval (2014) agree with the broad definition because it avoids ‘cultural 

idealism’ that neglects the materiality of culture, it can consider the connectedness of 

technology and content, and recognize the importance of the global division of labour, break 

the Western-centric parochialism of cultural idealism through the labour exploration in 

developing countries. Digital labour is a specific form of cultural labour that has to do with the 

production and productive consumption of digital media (Fuchs and Sandoval, 2014). 

Therefore, Fuchs (2014: 352) defines digital work as “all activities that create use-values that 

are objectified in digital media technologies, contents and products generated by applying 

digital media”. Clients, bosses, workers, and users of the end-products of work can all be 

considered digital labour involving digital work (Graham et al., 2017). 

 

Time and space are two crucial foundations to understand labour issues because globalisation 

has been theorised as time-space-compression (Harvey, 1990), timeless time and spaceless 

space (Castells, 1996) and as time-space distanciation (Giddens, 2013). Labour needs to 

produce a certain commodity in many interconnected spaces that are diffused around the globe 

so that capital can minimise the investment for costs and maximise profits (Fuchs, 2014). 

Labour time, a keyword for capitalism because labour-power is treated as a commodity and 

costing money for each second. This is why capital prefers to offer less wage but make 

employees work as long as possible. Digital labour become slaves due to the military 

management of labour time and forcefully control their decision-power in Foxconn’s factory, 

a Taiwanese company that processes and sells electronic devices (Qiu, 2017). Digital labour 

experience multiple suppressions from precariousness, labour power and the international 

division of labour. The new media industry creates its image as “cool, non-hierarchical, diverse 

and egalitarian” because the work is seen as creative and autonomous in working environments 

and relationships (Gill, 2002) and helps women to get rid of “feudal chains” (Banks and 

Milestone, 2011). The old-fashioned patterns of gender inequality relating to education, access 
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to work and pay are still entrenched, the new media industry also emerges a number of new 

forms of sexism through its informality, autonomy and flexibility, the male-dominated 

mechanism is reproducing in the industry (Gill, 2002).  

 

4.5. Summary of theoretical framework 

This section aims to explain in detail how the theoretical framework will be constructed in the 

following chapters and how the framework will answer the research questions based on the 

theoretical concepts described above.   

 

Media and society subsection (4.1) constructs a multilevel framework to understand Chinese 

media products and the Chinese media field. This helps explore the reality and actuality of the 

reality show, the Chinese media field, and the heteronomy of social fields. The hybridity of the 

media system and invisibility and visibility on ideologies offer a lens through which to observe 

the Chinese media field.  

 

Gender, media and digital media subsection (4.2) focuses on the intersection between gender 

and media. The following perspective helps to understand the gender (women) oriented reality 

show Sisters Who Make Waves as well as the different media representations dealing with 

gender issues in this study.  

 

Gender, gender roles and celebrity culture in media subsection (4.3) discusses the interactive 

relationship between gender, celebrity and media. As a result of these relationships, this study 

will learn more about the female participants in this reality show. Also, the three subsections 

combine to consider the “top-down” discourse that runs throughout this study.  

 

Gender and digital labour subsection (4.4) explores the relationship between gender and digital 

labour. It is crucial to understand the female employees of the Chinese internet industry and 

conduct a more in-depth analysis of their discourse to grasp their experiences and reactions to 

this reality show. The in-depth explorations of these female employees should be understood 

based on their experiences and the internet industry behind them. Therefore, in the present 

study, digital labour provides the macro- and micro-level perspectives for reconsidering female 

employees as women in the real world. In addition, this contributes to exploring “bottom-up” 

discourse, which examines the synergies and discrepancies between “top-down” and “bottom-

up” discourse. 
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In sum, this multi-layer theoretical framework will explain how the Chinese women were 

discursively constructed in the reality show Sisters Who Make Waves and recontextualised in 

other discourses in the following chapters.  
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5. Methodology 

This methodology chapter is organised in four parts: methodology, analytical procedures, 

empirical data and ethics. The first part introduces Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and the 

specific Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA), which provides a set of analytical procedures 

for this study. Then, I move to present the analytical procedures through describing the key 

concepts in CDA and DHA. The last two parts sketch out a detailed account of the empirical 

data, as well as undertaking a consideration on the ethics in conducting this research. 

 

5.1. CDA as methodology 

5.1.1. Critical Discourse Analysis 

CDA, also frequently known as Critical Discourse Studies (CDS) (see Van Dijk, 2009),  sees 

discourse as a social practice and implies a dialectic relationship between a certain discursive 

event and the situation, institution and the framed social structure (Fairclough and Wodak, 

1997). CDA has manifold roots in rhetoric, text linguistics, anthropology, philosophy, socio-

psychology, cognitive science, literary studies and sociolinguistics, and applied linguistics and 

pragmatics (Wodak and Meyer, 2009). Given CDA developed from different schools and 

different traditions, “CDA does not constitute any homogenous research trend but is seen rather 

as a group of research traditions” (Krzyżanowski, 2010: 69). CDA is a multidisciplinary and 

multi-methodical approach to critically study complex social phenomena (Wodak and Meyer, 

2009). It is characterised by the common interests in “de-mystifying ideologies and power 

through the systematic and retroductable investigation of semiotic data” (Wodak and Meyer, 

2009: 3). On the one hand, CDA shows the particular language users establish the attitudes and 

practices by recurrently and selectively asserting specific attributes (i.e. social roles, 

behavioural characteristics, physical appearance, etc.) of social groups (Chilton, 2005). On the 

other hand, CDA deals with how language users express attitudes through categorising 

behaviour, actions and attributes (ibid.). Because discourse analysis provides a general 

framework for problem-oriented social research (Wodak, 2008), this study applies CDA as 

methodology.   

 

CDA has five main trends: the Discourse-Historical Approach; the socio-cognitive approach; 

the “British” systemic-functional trend; the psychologically-oriented trend and the German 

trend (Krzyżanowski, 2010). These trends often share a critical stance on the role of discourse 

in society and similar philosophical background as the foundation, common foundations 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZS5NZp
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?9wH8OF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?9wH8OF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?nYdfwV
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EkJ79I
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?rbiZ3c
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?rbiZ3c
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?mdh0sn
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?mdh0sn
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?47R5xZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?VQxJeR
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vgBDrr
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include Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School, ideas on ideology of society from Karl Marx 

and Louis Althusser, and Foucauldian concepts of discourse as shaping and constituting 

knowledge and reality (ibid.). This study applies a particular trend of Discourse-Historical 

Approach (DHA) in the methodology developed in CDA.   

 

DHA has developed as a central version of CDA in the past three decades, it now stands as one 

of the most significant critical approaches to the study of discourse (Reisigl, 2018). DHA has 

its main distinct virtue in CDA, which is “the analysis of historical and political topics and 

texts” (Wodak, 1997: 7). DHA focuses on linguistic and discursive elements, and the 

specifically linguistic “character of social practices and their through in-depth examination 

using linguistic and related analyses” (Krzyżanowski, 2010: 72). DHA is the adequate method 

for this research as it combines theory, methods, methodology and research practices and 

concrete social applications (Reisigl, 2018). 

 

5.1.2. Key concepts in CDA: discourse, context and recontextualisation 

5.1.2.1. Discourse 

Discourse is seen as a socially constituted and constitutive semiotic practice (Reisigl, 2018). 

As a key notion for each approach of CDA, this study follows the DHA approach to understand 

discourse as:  

 

a complex bundle of simultaneous and sequential interrelated linguistic acts, which 

manifest themselves within and across the social fields of action as thematically 

interrelated semiotic, oral or written tokens, very often as “texts”, that belong to specific 

semiotic types, that is genres (Wodak, 2001: 66). 

 

In this definition of discourse, texts can be seen as representations of discourse (Krzyżanowski, 

2010). Without texts, discourses cannot be understood because “texts comprise a presentation 

of discourse in a particular context and situation” (Krzyżanowski, 2010: 76). Therefore, 

discourses are open and hybrid, as well as linked to each other in different topics or sub-topics 

(Wodak, 2001). The intertextual and interdiscursive relationships of these topics are listed 

below (Figure 3). 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EBNFnE
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2ezqoR
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2Nu4kQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?UAY2iP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8cKEOa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?zil3SE
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?gccHvP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?gccHvP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?46Bf2V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8Ng9yp
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Figure 3. Interdiscursive and intertextual relationships between discourses, discourse topics, 

genres and texts  (Source: Wodak, 2001: 69). 

 

5.1.2.2. Context 

Context is another key concept in CDA and it can be perceived in two ways in DHA. On the 

one hand, context is a broader notion to present the dynamic relation between “physical setting 

and discursively-funded (social) actions undertaken therein by different individual and 

collective actors” (Krzyżanowski, 2010: 78). But context also consists of “(inter)subjective 

constructs designed and ongoingly updated in interaction by participants as members of groups 

and communities” (Van Dijk, 2008: x). Thus, participants can apply context models to adapt 

discourse in a communicative/discursive action while “provides social actors with an array of 

possibilities on how to relate one’s perceptions of self and others to particular setting” 

(Krzyżanowski, 2010: 79). On the other hand, context is also an analytical notion to process 

the discourse in a multi-level analysis within DHA (Krzyżanowski, 2010). Texts and discourses 

must be considered in relation to how they are socially produced (site of production of 

discourses), as well as how they are consumed (sites of reception of discourses) in DHA (ibid.). 

Therefore, a multi-level differentiation of context in DHA based on the triangulatory approach 

can employ (Figure 4) (Wodak, 2001: 67): 

 

● the immediate, language or text internal co-text; 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TNxCBC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?x8QRSu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aScMJC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TBxzYL
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qEBT5O
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Bp83ZY
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● the intertextual and interdiscursive relationship between utterances, texts, genres and 

discourses; 

● the extralinguistic social/sociological variables and institutional frames of a specific 

“context of situation” (middle range theories); 

● the broader sociopolitical and historical contexts, which the discursive practices are 

embedded in and related to (“grand” theories). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Levels of theories and linguistic analysis (Source: Wodak, 2001: 69). 

 

5.1.2.3. Recontextualisation 

Recontextualisation as originally developed and applied from Bernstein explored educational 

discourse. It is a process that not only “entails the movement of certain discourse parts/strands 

(arguments, ideas, concepts) but also as “a strategic process of establishing a certain hierarchy 

of discourses” (Krzyżanowski, 2016). Therefore, recontextualisation is a process of “discourses’ 

spatio-temporal diffusion” and “creating horizontal discourse orderings” (ibid.). Bernstein 

(1990) outlines three fundamental contexts: the primary context (production of discourse); the 

secondary context (reproduction of discourse); the recontextualising context (relocation of 

discourse). In the primary context stage, a text is usually developed and positioned as primary 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?53os4L
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?QEOeV0
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?eSeghN
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contextualisation, new ideas are created, adjusted, and changed selectively, specialised 

discourses are developed, adjusted, or changed (Bernstein, 1990). In the secondary context 

stage, discourse refers to selective reproduction (ibid.). Recontextualising context “structures 

a field or subset of fields, whose positions, agents, and practices are concerned with the 

movements of texts/practices” from the previous two contexts, and “the function of the 

positions, agents, and practices within this field and its sub-sets is to regulate the circulation of 

texts” (Bernstein, 1990: 183). Text usually needs to be regulated by decontextualising before 

recontextualising, this process follows the delocation to relocation (Bernstein, 1990). In sum, 

Krzyżanowski (2016) states that recontextualisation of discourses is in-depth and reflexive 

concept-oriented to examine and deconstruct the diffusion of ideologies in different social 

fields. 

 

5.2. Analytical procedures 

This study follows a multilevel pattern of DHA, which consists of entry-level (thematic, 

content oriented) and in-depth (strategy oriented, especially argumentative) analysis 

(Krzyżanowski, 2018). This section argues the levels and categories of analysis in DHA and 

further adoption in this study. 

 

5.2.1. Entry-level analysis 

The entry-level analysis highlights the contents of the analysed texts and ascribes them in 

relation to a particular discourse (Krzyżanowski, 2010). Discourse topics are the key analytical 

categories of entry-level analysis (ibid.). Van Dijk (1991: 113) emphasises discourse topics 

summarise the text and can be described as “semantic macro-propositions” with the 

hierarchical set. Topics are also defined through inductive analysis, which is a way of decoding 

the meaning of text messages and ordering topics into lists of key themes and sub-themes 

(Krzyżanowski, 2010). There are two main types of basic analytical categories: primary and 

secondary topics (Krzyzanowski, 2008). The primary topics are the general topics in the 

process of thematically semi-structuring (or framing) discussions and interviews. The 

secondary topics are the topics developed by the participants during the discussions and 

“brought into discourse in a manner which transcended the primary, structuring topics” 

(Krzyzanowski, 2008: 170). There are three steps to explore the thematic analysis. Firstly, the 

primary discourse topics were selected as the general frames of the discussions and introduced 

by different general and particular questions posed to the participants (ibid.). Secondly, the 

secondary discourse topics are devising the list of topics discussing matters framed by the 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?OGHy3R
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?d04PKr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?IQb84Y
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?og8wFT
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?IYzDKK
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qKXVpZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?q4XBoh
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Gu7EuF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tXLy71
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?JnBSod
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primary topics and put forth by participants themselves (ibid.). Thirdly, the analysis needs to 

connect the thematic links between primary and secondary topics and “locate varying contexts 

and areas in which different issues become prominent and different experiences are gathered 

(at the ‘real-life’ level)” (Krzyzanowski, 2008: 175). According to the different types of texts 

analysed as empirical material, the entry-level analysis can apply topics and thematic analysis 

approaches differently.    

 

5.2.2. In-depth analysis 

After defining the key discourse topics or themes, in-depth analysis can provide a deeper 

examination of the strategies behind the texts (Krzyżanowski, 2010). In-depth analysis is 

primarily argumentation-oriented, to explore how authors or speakers use texts to endow 

different discourse elements with pragmatic meaning and follow the strategic aims to place 

different arguments (Krzyżanowski, 2010). Because of the argumentative character, the key 

concept of in-depth analysis is topos (plural topoi) (ibid.). Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 

(1969: 83) claim that topoi are “headings under which arguments can be classified”. Topoi are 

also widely used from the pragma-dialectical approach to argumentation theory, and can be 

viewed as “certain headings of arguments” to provide “a necessary skeleton” by respective 

discourse contents (Krzyżanowski, 2010: 85).   

 

5.2.3. Strategies of self- and other-presentation 

Strategies of self- and other-presentation in discourse are additional elements followed by 

analytical categories of in-depth analysis. Strategy is an intentional plan of practices (including 

discursive practices) to attain a specific social, political, psychological or linguistic aim 

(Reisigl and Wodak, 2001). Reisigl and Wodak (2001) ask five questions to establish five types 

of discursive strategies: 

 

How are persons named and referred to linguistically? What traits, characteristics, 

qualities and features are attributed to them? By means of what arguments and 

argumentation schemes do specific persons or social groups try to justify and legitimise 

the exclusion, discrimination, suppression and exploitation of others? From what 

perspective or point of view are these namings, attributions and arguments expressed? 

Are the respective discriminating utterances articulated overtly, are they even 

intensified or are they mitigated? (Reisigl and Wodak, 2001: 44) 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?poJWAr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?SG3GQp
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qjYf0F
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NYiXE3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?QPUUdW
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?A3ooQY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?FG41qc
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Ah3Zmh
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According to these five questions, five discursive strategies - all of which are involved in the 

positive self- and negative other-presentation - can be established. There are five discursive 

strategies (Figure 5): referential strategies or nomination strategies (the process of constructing 

and representing social actors); predicational strategies (labelling social actors more or less 

positively or negatively, deprecatorily or appreciatively); argumentation strategies (a fund of 

topoi through which positive and negative attributions are justified); perspectivation, framing 

or discourse representation (showing speakers’ in discourse); intensifying strategies and 

mitigation strategies (help speakers to intensify or mitigate their means of verbal and textual 

expression) (Krzyżanowski, 2010; Reisigl and Wodak, 2001). 

 

 

Figure 5. Discursive strategies (Source: Wodak, 2001: 73). 

 

5.2.4. Representation of social actors 

In order to further examine how social actors are represented in discourse, this study also 

applies a sociosemiotic inventory of analytical categories in relation to the representation of 

social actors in discourse from van Leeuwen (2008). Social actors can be included or excluded 

through intentional representations to target readers (Van Leeuwen, 2008). There are two ways 

of exclusion: suppression and backgrounding. Suppression means there is “no reference to the 

social actor(s) in question anywhere in the text” (Van Leeuwen, 2008: 29). Backgrounding 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?67GZL1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yDJiIP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?RboZwX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Gh858P
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?zOPxGu
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means the excluded social actors are not mentioned about the action but mentioned elsewhere 

in the text (ibid.). 

 

Social actors can be represented in generic or concrete terms through identifying them as 

classes, specific, or identifiable individuals (Van Leeuwen, 2008). Van Leeuwen (2008) 

provides examples in different class-oriented newspapers to establish that social actors can be 

represented by different press sectors. Officials and experts apt to be referred to specifically 

and “ordinary people” are referred to generically in middle-class-oriented newspapers, while 

in working-class-oriented newspapers, “ordinary people” are frequently referred to specifically 

(ibid.).  

 

Social actors can be referred to as individuals or groups, which forms as individualization or 

assimilation. Individualization represents when social actors are referred to as individuals 

(Sahragard and Davatgarzadeh, 2010). Assimilation can occur through collectivization when 

groups of people are realized by plurality, by a mass noun or a noun intending to a group of 

people, or through aggregation to quantify groups of participants as statistics (Van Leeuwen, 

2008). 

 

Overdetermination occurs when social actors are referred to as participating in over one social 

practice simultaneously. There are four key categories of overdetermination: inversion, 

symbolization, connotation, and distillation (Van Leeuwen, 2008). Inversion occurs when 

social actors connect two practices that are somehow opposite (ibid.). Symbolization occurs 

“when a ‘fictional’ social actor or group of social actors stands for actors or groups in 

nonfictional social practices”, and the fictional actor “often belongs to a mythical, distant past” 

(Van Leeuwen, 2008: 48). When a one and only determination (which can be a nomination or 

physical identification) stands for a classification or functionalization, then connotation occurs 

(Van Leeuwen, 2008). The last category is distillation, which creates connections between 

social actors and social practices by “abstracting the same feature from the social actors 

involved in these several practices” (Van Leeuwen, 2008: 50).  

 

5.3. Empirical data 

5.3.1. Two-phase data collection 

According to the research questions, the research applied Sisters Who Make Waves as the 

primary object of research. Then, media perceptions from news reports and social media posts 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XnSfXg
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?RTWDQv
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lFUpaZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lFUpaZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XlbEg2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sQpMr0
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?UyshYw
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Kt4MDk


46 

on this show as secondary research objects. Lastly, self-perception from female employees who 

work in the Chinese internet industry as another secondary research object to support this 

research. Based on this strategy, the research was designed into two phases (Figure 6). The first 

phase involved the pilot study of collecting sample data from the reality show, social media, 

news websites and interviews. Based on the sample data, the second phase started to collect 

formal empirical data.  

 

Figure 6. Two-phase data collection. 

 

5.3.1.1. The first research phase: pilot study 

In order to explore the feasibility of this study, the pilot study started on 18 January. It 

continued for two weeks to guide this thesis in a preliminary way. Following my initial ideas, 

two directions were explored during the pilot study: the reality show and female employees in 

the Chinese internet industry. Firstly, I screened a preliminary analysis of 13 episodes of this 

reality show and conducted coding of the findings. Then, I collected 12 media reports related 

to Sisters Who Make Waves and women in the internet industry on Chinese English-language 

media. Thirdly, I searched the social media posts related to this reality show and women in the 

internet industry on Weibo, one of the most significant Chinese social media platforms (Cortese, 

2020). Twelve related posts were compiled and translated into English. 

 

Lastly, based on these data, I conducted pilot interviews with six female informants who work 

in the Chinese internet industry as the representatives of the digital labour category. The 

interviews were conducted as voice call via Wechat (a Chinese instant communication 

application), as an alternative to face-to-face interview. Each interview lasted approximately 

25 minutes. Initially, I designed two parts of interview guides (See Appendix I) for involving 

informants’ reflection on the show and their work experience. The pilot study helped me 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ONojYJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ONojYJ
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identify the problems of the earlier research design and made a preliminary foundation for the 

next phase. 

 

5.3.1.2. The second research phase: empirical data collection 

The research design was reconstructed and divided into three sections after the pilot study: the 

reality show, the media perceptions, and the self-perception. The reality show Sisters Who 

Make Waves selected as the primary object of this study. News reports focused on this show 

from different media outlets and social media posts related to the reality show also supplied 

discursive construction of Chinese women. Meanwhile, self-perception still concentrated on 

female employees but conducted a strong connection with the reality show. 

 

5.3.2. Empirical data and collection 

5.3.2.1. Reality show 

Sisters Who Make Waves, a reality show at the centre of this study, was first released on 

Chinese Mango TV20 on June 12, 2020, with a slogan “Thirty dark horses, return to youth” (三

十而骊, 青春归位, San Shi Er Li, Qing Chun Gui Wei). It followed the general formula of idol 

group reality shows like Produce 10121 and Mix Nine22 but with the rather unconventional 

participants who were already well-known celebrities aged 30 and above, with an average of 

35. This Chinese TV show has crushed other popular idol-producing shows which are mainly 

teens and 20s. This show currently has two seasons23, the first season included 13 episodes 

with 3.7 billion views on Mango TV in total. The second season also consisted of 13 episodes 

and received 3.57 billion views.  

 

The representativeness was a crucial consideration in selecting the best possible episodes in the 

two seasons. Because this show concentrated on idol producing, mostly every two episodes 

combined as a practice-performance process. Therefore, this study chose three episodes from 

two seasons, including two first episodes in two seasons and one last episode from season 1 

(Table 1). These three episodes have fewer group competitions but much more self-

performance and reactions. In each first episode, 30 contestants introduced themselves, 

 
20 Mango TV is a Chinese Internet enterprise owned by Mgtv.com, a subsidiary of Mango Excellent Media. Mango 

TV was launched by Hunan Satellite TV. 
21 Girl group survival reality show in South Korea, see details: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Produce_101_(season_1) 
22 Idol group survival reality show in South Korea, see details: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mix_Nine 
23 Data from the official website of Mango TV on May 11, 2021, see website: https://w.mgtv.com/ 
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communicated with each other, showed their reasons to attend this show, shared their 

expectations of this show and performed their performances. Due to the fruitful content and 

long duration, the first episode was divided into two parts each season. The last episode in the 

first season was named Championship Group Formation Night to reveal the sisters who debuted 

as a 7-member group.  

 

Number Episode Date 
Duration 

(minute) 

View 

Mango TV YouTube 

1 Season1 Episode 1-1 June 12, 2020 100:11 310 million 2.5 million 

2 Season1 Episode 1-2 June 12, 2020 133:33 230 million 2.1 million 

3 Season1 Episode 13 September 4, 2020 198:41 260 million 0.9 million 

4 Season2 Episode 1-1 January 22, 2021 120:29 250 million 1.5 million 

5 Season1 Episode 1-2 January 22, 2021 140:07 250 million 1.1 million 

 

Table 1. Information of three selected episodes (Data on May 11, 2021). 

 

5.3.2.2. News reports 

The news reports included both Chinese-language and English-language reports by Chinese 

media outlets. Because of the specificity of Chinese media industry (see 2.3), I selected news 

reports from Party-state media and marketized media. Therefore, each type of media collected 

seven reports about the reality show Sisters Who Make Waves (Table 2).  

 

 Category Media Time Title Language 

1 

Party-Sate 

media 

China Daily24 
August 19, 

2020 

Two TV shows highlight 

multiple roles of 

independent women 

English 

2 
Global 

Times25 

September 

7, 2020 

Hit Chinese reality show 

‘Sisters Who Make 

Waves’ fails to live up to 

English 

 
24 China Daily is an English-language daily newspaper owned by the Publicity Department of the Chinese 

Communist Party. See website: http://global.chinadaily.com.cn/ 
25 Global Times is a daily tabloid published under the auspices of the Chinese Communist Party’s People'’ 

Daily, commenting on international issues in a nationalistic manner. See website: https://www.globaltimes.cn/ 
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feminist goals 

3 CGTN26 
June 27, 

2020 

Hit Chinese variety show 

highlights charm of 

women above 30 

English 

4 China Daily 
June 24, 

2020 

Televised reality show 

break the mold 
English 

5 
Global Times 

Online27 

August 24, 

2020 

‘Sisters Who Make 

Waves’: Seeing the light 

of female power 

Chinese 

6 

People’s 

Daily 

(Overseas)28 

August 3, 

2020 

From ‘Sisters Who Make 

Waves’ to see the 

original variety show 

going out 

Chinese 

7 

People’s 

Daily 

Online29 

July 3, 2020 
Why these sisters can 

make waves 
Chinese 

8 

marketized  

media 

Shine30 
July 17, 

2020 

Middle-aged sisters make 

waves in new reality TV 

show 

English 

9 Sixth Tone31 
June 26, 

2020 

‘Sisters’ Act: The Hollow 

Feminism of China’s 

Hottest New Show 

English 

10 Sixth Tone 
June 17, 

2020 

‘Middle-Aged’ Celebs Are 

Vying to Become China’s 

Next Girl Group 

English 

11 Sixth Tone 
August 29, 

2020 

How China’s Reality 

Show Roses Lost Their 

Thorns 

English 

12 The Paper32 
January 28, 

2021 

What kind of sister can 

‘make waves’? 
Chinese 

 
26 CGTN (China Global Television Network) is the international division of the state-owned media organization 

China Central Television. See website: https://www.cgtn.com/ 
27 The simplified Chinese version of the Global Times, see website: https://www.huanqiu.com/  
28 The People’s Daily is the largest newspaper group in China. The paper is the official newspaper of the Central 

Committee of the Chinese Communist Party. 
29 Website editions of People’s Daily, see website: http://www.people.cn/ 
30 New media edition of Shanghai Daily, see website: https://www.shine.cn/ 
31 Sixth Tone is an online magazine owned by the Shanghai United Media Group, a state media company 

controlled by the Shanghai committee of the Chinese Communist Party. It is published in English by a Chinese 

media outlet with a target audience of Western readers. See website: http://www.sixthtone.com/ 
32 The Paper is a Chinese digital newspaper run by the Shanghai United Media Group, see website: 

https://www.thepaper.cn/ 
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13 The Paper 
June 14, 

2020 

Only beautiful and rich 

middle-aged women can 

‘make waves’? 

Chinese 

14 
The Beijing 

News33 

September 

4, 2020 

‘Sisters Who Make 

Waves’: We look 

forward to this female 

dialogue for too long 

Chinese 

 

Table 2. News reports from Party-State media and marketized media. 

 

5.3.2.3. Social media posts 

In order to visualise the recontextualisation on media perceptions, I also observed and collected 

posts from hashtags #Sisters Who Make Waves#34 on Weibo (Figure 7). It was viewed 54 

billion times within 29.1 million discussions (May 11, 2021). Due to the undisclosed API, 

Weibo offered a time search regime to show a limited 50 pages of posts. Following the date of 

three episodes above, I set the time start from each episode released to 24 hours after it was 

updated. After filtered the advertisements, reposts, and irrelevant content, I collected 20 

original posts of each episode.  

 

 

Figure 7. Hashtag #Sisters Who Make Waves# (May 11, 2021). 

 

 
33 The Beijing News is a Chinese Communist Party-owned newspaper from Beijing. See website: 

http://www.bjnews.com.cn/ 
34 Hashtag details: 

https://s.weibo.com/weibo?q=%23%E4%B9%98%E9%A3%8E%E7%A0%B4%E6%B5%AA%E7%9A%84%E

5%A7%90%E5%A7%90%23&from=default 
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5.3.2.4. Interviews    

The interviews were collected under very specific constraints due to the ongoing COVID-19 

pandemic. The interview questions developed and related to the reality show and primarily 

adopted a semi-structured form (See Appendix II). The Internet industry in Beijing was selected 

in this study, which has the largest number of internet companies in China. With the help of 

my previous work experience, I recruited participants from my previous colleagues and my 

WeChat account (See Appendix III). Twelve female interviewees participated in the interview 

from 16 February to 19 February, and each interview continued for about 40 minutes. Including 

the pilot interview, 18 female interviewees with age ranging from 23 to 32 years old 

participated in this thesis (See Appendix IV). 

 

The interview time was mainly based on the participants’ choices. All interviews conducted 

via video call or voice call on WeChat depended on the participants’ preferences. Before each 

interview, each interviewee made sure to receive an electronic copy of the consent form (See 

Appendix V), clarified their rights to withdraw their responses during or after the interviews. 

Because of the sensitive nature of women-related issues, each interviewee was anonymised and 

received a number to protect the informants and respect their wishes. 

 

5.4. Ethics 

According to the Swedish Research Council (2017), the researcher needs to consider the ethics 

codes in three stages: before the research (information and consent), in the research (avoidance 

of risks and design issues) and after research (publication and retention and archiving of 

material). Therefore, the research should achieve a balance between conducting “qualitatively 

good research with an important purpose” and protecting individuals taking part in the research 

(ibid.). During this study, the data from the reality show, media reports and social media posts 

were legally collected from the platform, with all data freely accessible.  

 

However, two sensitive considerations needed to be listed in this research. On the one hand, 

the informants assured anonymity during the interviews. The researcher did not note their real 

names during the entire research process and uses numbers to replace their names. On the other 

hand, the consent on audio recording and data use was noticed and negotiated with each 

interviewee before the interview. The electronic consent form (See Appendix V) was sent to 

informants.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?RtE4A0
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6. Analysis 

The analysis below aims to illustrate the ways of representing women in the reality show, in 

different media perceptions and in interviews with female employees in the Chinese internet 

industry. Based on the research design and the explorations of theoretical and methodological 

discussions before, the analysis follows a multilevel model (Krzyżanowski, 2010), which can 

help to understand the discursive construction of women in different contexts. 

 

6.1. Analysis of the primary context: reality show 

The analysis on the reality show Sisters Who Make Waves first explores the entry-level analysis 

results by analysing the key discourse topics and sub-topics. Then moves on to the in-depth 

analysis by following a classic topoi style within the argumentation theories that underlie the 

DHA to answer the Sub-RQ1. 

 

6.1.1. Entry-level analysis 

The entry-level analysis of the reality show focuses on four key topics: (1) women’s beauty in 

the show; (2) definition of women; (3) female participants’ age attitudes; (4) women’s 

motherhood. These four key discourse topics have several subtopics, I outlined these key topics 

and sub-topics to establish a map of discourse topics of the reality show (Table 3). 

 

1. Women’s beauty in 

the show 

2. Definition of 

women 

3. Female 

participants’ age 

attitudes 

4. Women’s 

motherhood 

1.1. Beauty pressure 

● Sisters are much 

more beautiful than 

brothers 

● Beautiful is the most 

important 

● Do not only focus on 

my beauty but my 

talent 

● High heels are not 

easy to wear 

● Body pressures from 

the husband 

1.2. Beauty standard 

● Powerful woman is 

not welcomed 

2.1. Women’s life 

attitude  

● Professionality is 

much more 

important than 

popularity 

● Women are 

modern and  

professional 

● Women have 

social 

responsibilities 

● Life is not the 

only way to 

achieve success 

2.2. Female values 

3.1. Age is just age 

● Age is just a number 

● Youth does not 

mean win everything 

● You can always do 

better than your age 

3.2. Getting old 

● Getting old is 

satisfying yourself 

● Getting old is not 

good for staying up 

late 

● Old women can also 

have dreams 

● Women need a 

health mind to face 

4.1. Pregnancy 

attitudes 

● Motherhood as a 

choice 

● Women need to 

get pregnant 

earlier 

4.2. Mother is not 

only mother 

● Mother needs 

self-value 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HPfRwx
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● Fat can be judged 

● Lipsticks as women’s 

symbol 

● White as beauty 

● Skinny leg is beauty 

criteria 

● Skinny as beauty 

● Looks like teen is 

beauty 

1.3. Women’s 

experience as beauty 

● Women are confident 

● Women are brave 

and mature 

● Women are 

independent  

● Women are diverse 

● Women are 

hardworking 

● Who is defining 

women’s value 

● Woman needs be 

herself 

● Women’s 

friendship 

● Women can 

empathise women 

● Female power is 

women stand 

together 

● Women have 

self-value 

2.3. Struggles of 

women  

● How to balance 

work and family 

the age 

● Age is an inspiration 

● Getting old offers 

your ability to 

express yourself 

differently 

3.3. 30 years of age as 

criteria 

● Age thirty helps life 

do subtraction 

● Age thirty as the 

standard to divide 

female audiences 

● Thirty years of age 

and older are best 

ages with 

responsibilities 

● Age thirty means 

independent  

3.4. Age pressure 

● Compromise to age 

● Judge doubts the 

business value of 

middle-aged women 

● Women’s age 

pressure during the 

life 

 

Table 3. List of topics and sub-topics in the reality show. 

 

6.1.2. In-depth analysis 

The reality show presented Chinese female participants mainly through two topoi, the topos of 

age and the topos of beauty. This section aims to analyse how the reality show discursively 

constructed female women by these two topoi.   

 

6.1.2.1. Topos of age 

Women over thirty were the key ingredient of this reality show. Age was the starting point of 

this show, especially the main conversations between female participants and the screen. The 

extensive use of the topos of age was deployed in the show. The show started with an argument 

on women’s age to release the entire season.  
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Example 135 

“While every woman, in her hardworking life, is always facing the questions about 

gender and age, life and herself.” (S1E1-1 00:07) 

 

The show used thirty years of age and older as the criteria to recruit female participants and 

divide audiences into different groups. The show portrayed the differences between before and 

after age thirty by the background content and stressed this show would let these female 

participants back to the youth. 

 

Example 2 

“After 30, the people in my life are fewer in number, but I can witness my life; after 

30, all the possibilities are fading away, but I can still step over time and myself. In the 

challenges of time, we are updating the abilities to ask about life in front of the world; 

we recognize ourselves from other people’s minds. Dark and handsome horses are 

flying over clouds and seas. We care about success as much as failure, what we care 

more is the mountains in front of everyone. We care about beauty and passion, we care 

even more about the refreshing future. We work hard to climb over mountains. We 

don’t give up and we believe. We cry and laugh as much as we want, putting the youth 

back where it is. Everything in the past is only a prologue. Let’s have a look at who are 

the sisters that come to the show Sisters Who Make Waves.” (S1E1-1 01:08) 

 

The official promotion challenged the age stereotypes but still used “back to the youth” as a 

highlight. This show also reinforced the age number during the particular competitions. 

However, female participants had different views on the age. A female participant noted during 

the interview:    

 

Example 3 

“I think my best age is now (39 years old) because I know myself better now. I think I 

am now wiser than before. I know what I want more than ever. I am more responsible 

than before to take care of my family and all the people I love around me.”(Yumiko 

Cheng36 S1E1-2 01:25:58) 

 
35 The examples from Sisters Who Make Waves were primarily based on the official English subtitles by Mango 

TV. But there are some revisions by the researcher to understand better.  
36 Yumiko Cheng (born 1981) is a Hong Kong Cantopop singer.  
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While the show and participants had different minds on age, female participants perceived in 

their thirties are the best age to understand and find themselves. During the show, participants’ 

diverse age attitudes have hit audiences. Many conservations and interviews in the show talked 

about age and ageing. The show tried to imply a clear signal to the public: age is just a number 

and never late to chase your dream or restart your life. There are women in their 30s, 40s, and 

50s in this show. As the oldest female participant in Season 1, Annie Yi, a 52 years old 

Taiwanese participant, claimed:   

 

Example 4 

“Many people at my age are ready to retire but I choose to start over for more 

possibilities. On this stage, there are failures and learnings but the more I’ve got is the 

courage to step out of the comfort zone. This is not the end. My youth of pursuing 

dreams has just started.” (Annie Yi S1E13 2:15:47) 

 

Ageing has its benefits for women. It can make women understand themselves and become an 

inspiration for their lives. However, the girlish preference still dominates the Chinese 

entertainment industry, female participants doubted the preference. As stressed by two sisters 

in the show: 

 

Example 5 

“A woman in every age phase has her own charming points. Why should I deny myself? 

I am now in my golden times.”(Qian Wan37 S1E1-1 01:00) 

 

“Ageing is what you cannot fight against fate. Each wrinkle is a story. You still have 

endless possibilities even in 50.” (Jing Hu38 S2E1-1 2:53) 

 

Besides, a participant offered a perspective to face age. Because ageing is a natural process for 

everyone. Individual minds on age are important during the ageing process, according to a 

participant:  

 

 

 
37 Qian Wan (born 1982) is a Chinese actress and singer.  
38 Jing Hu (born 1978) is a Chinese actress. 
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Example 6 

“I am expecting different challenges in different phases and ages of my life. I can 

have a more healthy mind to face the world.” (Cindy Yen39 S1E1-1 1:11:47) 

 

Age is still a source of stress, although female participants claimed age was acceptable and 

ageing helped them identify themselves. In the beginning, a female judge in this show 

questioned the show by using words such as “crazy”, “over the thirties”, “different ages”, and 

“doubt the business value” (S1E1-1 1:04:30). The judge commented from a business 

perspective because the current Chinese entertainment market has tried to abandon middle-

aged women. In addition, ageing haunted female participants in their lives. 

 

On the one hand, some female participants disliked saying their age number during the show. 

For instance, Yuying Yang40 negotiated with the director to conceal her age, seldom mentioned 

her age and her age-related experiences during the show. As she said, “I do not like that (say 

her age) very much” (S2E1-1 17:04). On the other hand, some participants found a halfway 

compromise to their age. A participant explained:   

 

Example 7 

“They call me an old lady. It’s better for me to call myself an auntie first. I can’t accept 

(be called) an old lady but I can accept (be called) an auntie.” (Sha Jin41 S1E1-1 1:30:20) 

 

6.1.2.2. Topos of beauty 

This show tried to strengthen women’s beauty for female participants. Each sister needed to 

use lipstick and left a lip print on a blank card as a ticket to get in this show. This lipstick 

section started the topos of beauty during the show. Most participants found suitable lipsticks 

to show their beauty or fit their makeup during the lipstick section (Figure 8). However, some 

participants would also love to choose lipstick to “make their skin look white” (S1E1-1 11:56).  

 

 
39 Cindy Yen (born 1986) is a Taiwanese-American singer, songwriter, actress, composer and producer. 
40 Yuying Yang (born 1971) is a Chinese singer. 
41 Sha Jin (born 1981) is a Chinese singer and actress. 
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Figure 8. Lipstick check in (S1E1-1 12:30). 

 

In the first episode of the show, these participants began to talk about each other’s physical 

appearance. As a conversation showed below: 

 

Example 8 

“Hanyun Zhang42: Long time no see, but you still look so thin. 

Yumiko Cheng: Bingbing, you’ve lost so much weight. 

Chen Jin43: Show me your legs. 

Kewei Yu44: Not thinner than yours.” (S1E1-1 33:08) 

 

The slim body led the conversation, participants compared their legs and bodies to show skinny. 

Participants had strict self-discipline to keep their slim bodies. For instance, some participants 

used the scale to weigh each bite of food during dinner, or refused a late-night dinner provided 

by the director team due to the potential risk of weight gain.  

 

The topos of age has intertwined with the topos of beauty. Although female participants 

claimed age and ageing are acceptable for them, they can accept their age. During the show, 

they chased the young or looked young. They asked the cosmetician to give them makeup to 

 
42 Hanyun Zhang (born 1989) is a Chinese singer and actress. 
43 Chen Jin (born 1990) is a Chinese actress. 
44 Kewei Yu (born 1983) is a Chinese singer. 



58 

look like “18 years old” before the performance (S2E1-1 44:12) or stressed they were girlish. 

As Yumiko Cheng stated: 

 

Example 9 

“I am 39 years old this year. Thank you for liking this married teen girl who is not 

perfect yet with many disadvantages and always smiles in front of challenges.” (S1E13 

2:16:47) 

 

What is beauty? Different women in the show claimed diverse definitions of beauty. A 

participant said beauty was “pretty face”, “perfect figure”, “hot body”, and “white and bright 

skin” (S1E1-1 21:39). Most women also defined and agreed with this definition of beauty. 

However, beauty is diverse. Junyi Jike45, because of her Yi ethnic46 identity, has bronze-

coloured skin but ignored the conventional “white and bright skin” standard by calling herself 

“a beautiful and hot sister”. When the director asked her whether age was her concern, she 

answered: 

 

Example 10 

“Of course. That concerns me very much. I am more beautiful than I was twenty.” 

(S2E1-2 1:10:29) 

 

Youth is not the only standard for beauty because age can give women different views on 

beauty. Because they had more experience and feelings about life, these experiences could 

nourish women over thirty to show “the charm of being mature, sexy, and cool” (S2E1-1 47:34). 

Different age could trigger different levels of women’s beauty, as Yuying Yang concluded in 

the show: 

 

Example 11 

“Women in their twenties are fresh, gentle and pure; women in their thirties are 

passionate, attractive, charming; women in their forties are steadfast, gentle and 

beautiful.” (S2E1-1 1:49:01) 

 

 
45 Junyi Jike (born 1988) a Chinese singer. 
46 Yi is an ethnic group in China, Vietnam and Thailand. Numbering nine million people, they are the seventh 

largest of the 55 ethnic minority groups officially recognised by the People’s Republic of China.  
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During the show, the topos of beauty also focused on the current Chinese beauty standard. The 

current Chinese beauty standard is white, young and slim, however, this standard needs to be 

redefined according to a discussion in the show. Luxia Jiang47 mentioned her label from the 

public because she is an action film actress and good at kung-fu. She had the conversation with 

the director: 

 

Example 12 

“Luxia Jiang: I come here to take off my established labels. 

Director: What label do you fear most when you come to participate in the show? 

Luxia Jiang: The powerful woman.” (S2E1-2 1:31:58) 

 

The powerful woman is an “unwelcome” type woman in the Chinese context, but there is 

another label called “overwelcome” type woman. A duo48, a famous Chinese singer for ethnic 

music, because her previous public figure focused on her physical appearance and was always 

called “sexy singer”. As the female cover of FHM49 magazine, she created the biggest sales 

record in China. But physical appearance became her problem. 

 

Example 13 

“But they didn’t know that I wrote my own songs in the past. People paid more 

attention to the outer (physical appearance) and superficial things. That made me 

miserable.” (S1E1-2 46:42) 

 

6.2. Analysis of the recontextualising context: media perceptions 

The analysis on the different media perceptions is to explore the discursive strategies to react 

and spread the reality show. Firstly, the exploration focuses on key discourse topics among the 

different media in the entry-level analysis. Then moves on to the in-depth analysis, the analysis 

explores how social actors are discursively represented in different media texts to answer the 

Sub-RQ2. 

 

 
47 Luxia Jiang (born 1986) a Chinese actress.  
48 A duo (born 1978) a Chinese singer. 
49 FHM (For Him Magazine) is a British multinational men’s lifestyle magazine that was published in several 

countries. 
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6.2.1. Entry-level analysis 

In order to analyse the key discourse topics of news reports and social media posts, I combined 

both Chinese Party-state media reports, marketized media reports and social media posts as 

media perceptions. The key topics included: (1) sisters are beautiful; (2) the show lost its 

motivation; (3) society is still strict to women; (4) this show is against the women’s stereotypes; 

(5) age is a number but challenging women. Same as the context above, these five key topics 

are supported by different subtopics, therefore, this table (Table 4) shows the key discourse 

topics of different media perceptions. 

 

1. Sisters are 

beautiful 

2. The show 

lost its 

motivation 

3. Society is 

still strict to 

women 

4. This show is 

against the 

women’s 

stereotypes 

5. Age is a 

number but 

challenging 

women  

● Sisters were 

confident 

● Sisters as 

models to less 

afraid old 

● Age gave 

sisters 

experience 

● Sisters showed 

the attractive 

mature figures 

● Sisters were 

self-disciplined 

than brothers 

● Show was 

catering to 

mainstream 

norms 

● Show was 

strengthening 

the traditional 

disciplines 

● Show was far 

away from the 

reality 

● Show silenced 

on progressive 

gender politics 

● Show 

promoted the 

gender cliches 

● Male guests 

were not 

necessary in 

the final 

episode 

● A healthy 

society don’t 

only into 

girlyness 

● Women’s 

success is 

marriage and 

pregnancy  

● Where is 

sisters’ self-

value 

● Society does 

not like 

ambitious 

women 

● Society is 

accepting 

various women 

● Bring sisters to 

the public 

● Visualise 

women’s real 

stories 

● Showing 

Chinese 

women’s 

power 

● Show is 

delivering 

sisters’ 

personalities 

● Show gives me 

another 

possibility in 

life 

● Unmarried 

women are 

devalued 

● Society is 

ignoring 

middle-aged 

women 

● Media 

industry 

ignores 

middle-aged 

women 

● Never late to 

restart 

 

Table 4. List of topics and sub-topics in different media perceptions. 

 

6.2.2. In-depth analysis 

Moving on to the in-depth analysis, this section focuses on the representation of social actors 

through different media reports and social media posts.   
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6.2.2.1. Backgrounding 

Sisters Who Make Waves was excluded from other regular Chinese reality shows by media 

reports. Shine reported this show against traditional Chinese family values by backgrounding 

more information. 

 

Example 1450 

Contestants in “Sisters Who Make Waves” include many who go against traditional 

Chinese family values, including single mothers, married women without children and 

remarried divorcees. (Article 8) 

 

Many media reports repeated the backgrounding. The examples below showed the exclusion 

of this show and the traditional fewer middle-aged women figures in the Chinese media 

industry.  

 

Example 15 

“There is no movie that features middle-aged women and women’s power of maturity, 

independence and sex appeal,” she said. “I’ve called every producer and director I know, 

and they all replied no.” (Article 8) 

 

Given the industry’s rigid superficial standards, many actresses who age out of their 

20s say they’re getting fewer opportunities than their male counterparts. Some of 

China’s leading ladies of the silver screen have repeatedly called out ageist practices in 

recent years, only to remain largely unheard. (Article 10) 

 

6.2.2.2. Differentiation  

On the one hand, the reports differentiated these sisters and other girlish groups to establish the 

popularity of this show. Example 16 showed the differences between “girl group” and “sisters”.  

 

Example 16 

Post text (translation): #Sisters Who Make Waves#I think Hua Du and other producers 

have really lowered the level of this show. I thought I would see a reality show that 

 
50 This section directly quotes examples from Chinese English-language media. The examples from Chinese 

language media and social media posts were translated by the researcher. 
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presents the charm of mature women. The result is Hua Du needs a uniformed girl 

group. Please, if I want to see this kind of girl group I will not choose “Sisters Who 

Make Waves”, and Mango TV doesn’t need to invest so much money to invite these 

sisters. There are too many such girl groups. [...] 

 

Figure 9. Weibo post (June 13, 2020). 

 

On the other hand, the reports revealed that female participants are sometimes represented by 

means of “not all”, producing a differentiation between the sisters and the other Chinese women 

groups. These social actors were irrelevant to the media who, by differentiating them, gave 

only two different perspectives of the social reality.  

 

Example 17 

Yet for all the praise “Sisters” has received for its premise, the show’s primary conflict 

isn’t between women of a certain age and the stereotypes holding them back, but 

between two very different subgroups of female celebrities. The 30 women in “Sisters” 

may all be of roughly similar ages, but they come from extremely disparate 

backgrounds. (Article 9) 

 

Not all middle-aged women are like sisters on the screen, radiant and beautiful as 

yesterday. More importantly, the “dominant” sister is too far away from her daily life. 

It's hard to imagine that ordinary middle-aged people who are busy in the workplace 

will be busy to show dominance all day. (Article 13) 
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6.2.2.3. Genericization and specification 

When the media reports claimed the reaction of the reality show, audiences were represented 

as classes such as “netizens”, “the audience”, and “viewers” in the media reports. 

 

Example 18 

In the reality show “Sister”, the audience was surprised to find that “sisters” stepped 

out of the passiveness that was previously defined and began to redefine their identity 

and life. (Article 5) 

 

Unfortunately, much of the conversation seems to be negative as netizens are 

complaining that the show did not live up to the audience expectations when it comes 

to tackling women's issues. (Article 2) 

 

“The show is designed to cater to viewers’ demands and emotions,”...“It’s about 

women’s self-awareness … an alternative to the existing talent shows. It appeals to 

viewers who are tired of today’s undiversified, youthful appearance-driven talent show 

models. (Article 10) 

 

When the voices of celebrities and experts, who were formally nominated and functionalized 

by the positions held, referred to them as the aim of their actions or as regards the origins and 

nature of reactions.  

 

Example 19 

“Middle-aged female performers are eager for a stage, and at the same time, middle-

aged female audiences are badly in need of a show that gives them something they can 

share and get involved in,” said Shen Yifei, associate professor of sociology at Fudan 

University. “If we cast our eyes on our neighbor South Korea’s showbiz, they have 

already produced romantic films and TV dramas featuring middle-aged relationships. 

The market is huge.” (Article 8) 

 

“From my point of view, the show hides its ugly values under a fancy robe,” said Wang 

Dawei, an influential blogger with 100,000 fans on Weibo. “It’s trying to tell Chinese 

women that if you are old, you need to prove in every way you’re still attractive. You 
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have to look, sing, dance and live like a young girl. You’ll be nothing if you are no 

longer young or look young.” (Article 8) 

 

Ma Shicong, a senior analyst researching new media at Analysys, said shows like 

“Sisters” are coming at a time when viewers are looking for more diversity in their 

preferred programming — and the uptick in demand could work in the show’s favor. 

(Article 10) 

 

6.2.2.4. Individualization 

The discourse analysis of the feature reports showed a tendency to individualize audiences, 

they were often nominated semiformally first, identified by their names and surnames, and later 

in the text referred to by their surname, given name or pronoun.  

 

Example 20 

“I do not oppose the singing and dancing on the show. What I really dislike is that they 

are singing and dancing like little girls, which hides the real allure that age has brought 

to these female celebrities,” Xu Lu, a Beijing viewer, told the Global Times on 

Monday. Xu added that she has grown tired of seeing programs that just turn into 

popularity contests, which causes them to lose features that make them stand apart. 

(Article 2) 

 

Molly Tang, another fan of the show, who is approaching 30, said: “The women are 

very cool, fashionable and attractive. They have their own styles, rather than following 

a trend. I really admire their courage in breaking conventional stage or screen 

stereotypes.” She added that after watching the show, she is no longer afraid of 

becoming older. (Article 4) 

 

6.2.2.5. Assimilation 

Female participants in the show were represented as groups in the media reports. Middle-aged 

female participants were referred to through collectivization by means of “sisters”, which 

denoted female participants within an age group.  
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Example 21 

Post text (translation): #Sisters Who Make Waves#Sisters are so cute. It’s hard to not 

love them! If there is a vote process for audiences, I will pick Yuqi Zhang and Hanyun 

Zhang.  

 

Figure 10. Weibo Post (June 13, 2020). 

 

Audiences were mainly represented as groups by different types of media through assimilation 

employing mass nouns such as “viewers”. Besides, the professional women in the real world 

were aggregated by numbers.  

 

Example 22 

Many viewers said that what they want to see is not the performance, but the personality, 

breakthrough and growth of their sisters. Through the dense barrage, audiences from 

all over the world sighed that women over 30 can not only be good mothers and good 

wives, but also boldly pursue the realization of self-worth, and ultimately grow and 

succeed. (Article 6) 

 

In a recent news poll of 1,000 randomly chosen professional women, 40 percent said 

they have been in a bad, anxious mental state for a long time due to lack of confidence, 
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low salaries, bad relationships, limited upward mobility and pressure from younger 

generations. (Article 8) 

 

6.2.2.6. Overdetermination 

When the show first released, the show was named “dramatic aunties who make troubles” on 

social media through the deviation of the “sisters who make waves”. 

 

Example 23 

Post text (translation):#Sisters Who Make Waves#How dramatic of these female 

celebrities. After adding this inner OS is so funny hahahaha! ! ! The show should be 

renamed as “Dramatic Aunties Who Make Troubles”. 

 

Figure 11. Weibo post (June 13, 2020). 

 

Media tried to analyse the popularity behind this show from the unusual public figure and 

visualise a particular group of women who were absent on the screen for a long time. Global 

Times connoted a piece of essential information from the title, which was sister’s definitions 

in the Chinese culture. 
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Example 24 

The key word in the show is “sister”, which can not help but affect the audience’s new 

round of cognition and thinking about “sister culture”. In the traditional culture of 

advocating “eldest brother as father”, the element of “mother” is integrated into the 

identity of “sister”, which makes the positioning of “sister” not only gentle, but also 

contains indispensable responsibility and sacrifice . (Article 5) 

 

The audience also symbolized these sisters as “independent and outstanding women” to be the 

role models.  

 

Example 25 

Post text (translation):#Sisters Who Make Waves#The performances of the sisters are 

so beautiful to watch. I think the final result of the group is no longer important. I watch 

them shine on the stage, I see another possibility in life. I hope that I will become an 

independent and outstanding woman and continue to study.  

 

Figure 12. Weibo post (September 5, 2020). 

 

6.3. Analysis of the secondary context: interviews 

The analysis of the secondary context is exploring the synergy and discrepancy between “top-

down” and “bottom-up” discourse on Chinese women. The thematic analysis is devoted to the 

mapping of contents and developing the thematic areas during the interviews. The in-depth 

analysis, in particular, explores female employees in the internet industry as the representative 

of female digital labour to answer the Sub-RQ3. The key categories of this in-depth analysis 

are argumentation, nomination, and predication as proposed within the DHA’s strategies of 

self- and other-presentation in discourse. 
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6.3.1. Thematic analysis 

The thematic analysis was applied to outline the key thematic areas during the interviews. Its 

key thematic areas included: (1) reflections on this reality show; (2) comparisons on career 

women and women in the show; (3) social impact of this show. Based on these three key 

thematic topics, the several sub-themes were mapped as Table 5 below.  

 

1. Reflections on this reality 

show 

2. Comparisons on career 

women and women in the 

show 

3. Social impact of this 

show 

1.1. Show as empowerment 

1.1.1. Show has contributions 

1.1.2. A new perspective to 

show women 

1.1.3. Show is against the 

conventional stereotypes 

1.2. Show is far away from 

reality 

1.2.1. Its motivation has 

changed  

1.2.2. Show as a media 

product 

1.2.3. Show reproduced 

traditional ideologies 

1.2.4. Differences with reality 

2.1. Career women in the 

internet industry 

2.1.1. Industry reality on 

women 

2.1.2. Career women’s work 

attitudes 

2.1.3. Beauty in workplace 

2.1.4. Marriage and 

pregnancy as troubles for 

career women 

2.1.5. Career women’s age 

attitudes 

2.2. Self-perception as 

Chinese women 

2.2.1. Media representation 

of Chinese women  

2.2.2. Women’s life attitudes 

2.2.3. Women’s troubles in 

the society 

3.1. Impact on the Chinese 

feminism 

3.2. Impact on the society 

3.3. Impact on the women 

selves 

3.4. Impact on the Chinese 

media field 

 

Table 5. Thematic areas and sub-thematic topics of interviews. 

 

As Table 5 shows, the first key theme dealt with the different reflections on the reality show 

(topics 1.1 to 1.2). On the one hand, the interviewees focused on the positive reflections on the 

reality show (1.1). The show was seen as empowerment for Chinese women by showing diverse 

women have their choices (1.1.1), by expressing middle-aged women’s voices (1.1.2), and by 

challenging the conventional Chinese reality shows and gender stereotypes (1.1.3). On the 

other hand, this show was far away from reality (1.2). According to these interviewees’ minds, 

participants were not diverse but fit into the single criteria in two seasons of Sisters Who Make 

Waves. Interviewees treated this reality show as a media product that only chased entertaining 

and commercial profits (1.2.2). During the two seasons, the show lost its original motivations 
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(1.2.1) and was full of male gaze by materializing women (1.2.3). More importantly, this show 

and these participants failed to portray the real social issues in Chinese society (1.2.4).  

 

The second key theme dealt with comparing career women and women in the show (topics 2.1 

to 2.2). Interviewees claimed the internet industry could tolerate women because most 

employees are well educated (2.1.1). Career women had clear minds on their work values and 

understood how to achieve self-value (2.1.2). Women’s beauty was not essential in the 

workplace (2.1.3), but their marriage, pregnancy (2.1.4) and age (2.1.5) were significant issues. 

Interviewees also claimed themselves as ordinary Chinese women (2.2). In their minds, the 

current Chinese media industry was not friendly to Chinese women (2.2.1). Chinese women 

had diverse life attitudes (2.2.2) on age, self-value and understanding of the world. However, 

the current Chinese society still has many strict criteria for Chinese women to take care of 

family, get pregnant, and struggle with age (2.2.3).      

    

The third and last group of topics dealt with the social impact and change of this reality show 

(topics 3.1-3.4). Topic 3.1 referred to how this reality show Sisters Who Make Waves 

influenced Chinese feminism. This show caused many discussions on awakening feminism in 

daily life. Topic 3.2 was about how this show contributes to Chinese society. This show let 

society reconsider the women in Chinese society. Topic 3.3 dealt with how the reality show 

impacts Chinese women. This show offered participants as role models to Chinese women but 

created a new stereotype of middle-aged women. Topic 3.4 addressed how this show influenced 

the Chinese media field on gender and women topics. 

  

6.3.2. In-depth analysis 

In this section, the exploration focuses on how the interviewees discursively construct 

themselves and female participants in the show through different discursive strategies to 

present “self” and relate their self-perception to those of other women.   

 

6.3.2.1. Argumentation strategies 

During the interviews, interviewees firstly focused on the topos of age just like in the show. 

Because the show recruited middle-aged female participants, this was not common in the 

Chinese media industry. Therefore, it became the reason why they watched this show. As an 

interviewee stated: 
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Example 2651 

“I looked forward to the show when it started, and I was super excited after watching 

the first episode. Sisters were so real, each sister had her personality. Because they were 

older than the young (in the entertainment industry), they were not cautious. When I 

watched that, I felt this is an excellent show.” (Interviewee 9) 

 

An interviewee highlighted the topos of age from the social level, the urgent trend in Chinese 

society triggered this show appeared and became popular. She noted:  

 

Example 27 

“I felt this show caught the point in this society, especially for the women in their 

thirties. Because in China, most women at this age have already married, have 

children, or become housewives at home. This show attracted this group of women, 

and it is different from those in the entertainment industry.” (Interviewee 10) 

 

An interviewee also noted the topos of age is the most significant value in this show:  

 

Example 28 

“Don’t worry about the social restrictions on your gender and age. People have 

unlimited possibilities. You don’t need to be stuck with these, just do what you want to 

do. We are modern females!” (Interviewee 14) 

 

However, the discussions on topos of age were not only positive. The interviewee also claimed 

age as a struggle for the people who work in the internet industry: 

 

Example 29 

“If you are not a leader before the age of 35 or are still working at the primary level. 

Your only choice is to change to another industry because the industry is very 

competitive. Also, the entire industry is young, and it requires young people to work 

wholeheartedly. There are fewer old (over 35) people working in the industry. This 

group of people may either leave, or quit, or do other things.” (Interviewee 16) 

 

 
51 All translations of original interview examples from Chinese are mine. 
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More radically, an interviewee claimed age was the chain for her colleague because age issues 

were closely related to marriage, pregnancy. It became a “Pandora’s box” for career women.  

 

Example 30 

“When I was an intern, I met a 28 year old female colleague. She had an 8 years 

relationship with her boyfriend but she was afraid to get married. Because women of 

her age are discriminated against in the job market. In fact, the company will worry 

about your pregnancy, you need to ask for maternity leave. That is a very large cost loss 

for the company.” (Interviewee 8)  

 

Interviewees focused on the topos of beauty as the similar portrayal in the show. An interviewee 

considered this was a beauty reproduction and triggered her to give up this show. She argued:  

 

Example 31 

“But I think this show was very awful after I watched several episodes, because I feel 

it is back to the normal show again. Everyone must put on very young makeup and be 

like a young girl group, and then dance some vigorous songs and dances. Then in the 

end, everyone needed to be younger. Everyone needed to be white, thin, and look 

young. I felt quite disappointed because the show went back to the traditional aesthetic.” 

(Interview 17) 

 

Besides, the topos of age and the topos of beauty were intertwined as a new argument during 

the interview, an interviewee remarked this to challenge the “reality” of the show: 

 

Example 32 

“It is impossible for women I know over 30 but have such good skin, glamorous like 

sisters, very energetic to do these things, and their family can be very supportive. This 

is just a show, let this group be seen under the spotlight. It is not directly related to 

working hard no matter your age. The show is separated from actual real life.” 

(Interviewee 11) 
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6.3.2.2. Nomination strategies 

During the interview, interviewees presented themselves through the use of inclusive “we”, 

“us”, “I” to create in-groups and distinguished female participants through the use of exclusive 

“they”, “them”, “sisters” to create out-groups. Interviewees stated: 

 

Example 33 

“I think it might be only 1% similarity. My working status is, it can’t be said to be 996 

but already 98552. There is no time to talk about feelings with sisters through singing, 

dancing, laughing, and joking. There is no such opportunity to let you achieve your 

dream through studying. Because for my generation, our daily work is just output, and 

there is very little that you can learn from work. At least they can learn some skills such 

as singing or dancing by participating in this show, but there is no such opportunity for 

us.”  (Interviewee 9) 

 

“There may be around 1% similarity and 99% difference. The similarity is just because 

we all have a career that belongs to us. I can win this career, and I can rely on this 

career to make myself independent. But I do not have a high salary like them and 

enough opportunities like them.” (Interviewee 17) 

 

Interviewees who criticized the show repeated the miserable narrative and sisters’ friendships 

as the main storylines during the production. It returned to the normal reality show to create a 

miserable atmosphere which made audiences feel bored. The interviewee explained it through 

extensive use of “they”, “them”, and “their”: 

 

Example 34 

“I feel the show is very fake, especially the sistership among them. They practised 

dances together, then said they were so hardworking, hugged each other and cried. 

Their living environment was already excellent, they lived in a villa, ate good food and 

were served by professional staff. They were not satisfied, many people are working so 

hard every day and really have miserable lives in the real world.” (Interviewee 9) 

 

 
52 985 Schedule, 9am to 8pm per day, 5 days a week. 
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When interviewees moved to a broader discussion scope, interviewees nominated “ordinary 

women” as in-groups and “celebrities” as out-groups. For instance, when an interviewee 

explained women have fewer possibilities and without any privilege in the real world through 

the example of marriage:   

 

Example 35 

“The apparent differences are I have a lower income and fewer opportunities to be seen. 

Everyone is just finishing his/her job. Ordinary women are facing much more criticism 

than celebrities. For example, if a famous actress is single or unmarried or infertile, 

everyone may understand them because they are actresses and can earn more money. 

But for ordinary women, everyone will tell you that you are different from celebrities. 

You need to get married and have children. The social pressure is still quite enormous 

for us.” (Interviewee 17) 

 

In addition, the male was also nominated by interviewees to claim the different work conditions 

between males and females in the Chinese internet industry. An interviewee who in charge of 

her company stated this male preference and her dilemma between woman and co-founder:  

 

Example 36 

“This is very realistic. As a Chinese father, he can put very little energy from 

pregnancy to childbirth and work normally. He doesn’t need to take maternity leave, 

breastfeed, and parental leave.” (Interviewee 16) 

 

6.3.2.3. Predication strategies 

During the interview, interviewees firstly predicated the sisters in the show based on sisters’ 

performances and personalities with a comparison between two seasons. 

 

Example 37 

“I felt sisters are outgoing in their personality and talents in the first season, they are 

more brave to express their opinions. But the second season is quite conservative 

and introverted. Probably the show team has its judgment and standard.” (Interviewee 

7) 
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Interviewees also labelled this show as a mediatized product. Then the sisters’ personalities 

and performances were also mediatized. Two interviewees who work related to the video-

editing profession stated:  

 

Example 38 

“They are still female celebrities, so everyone continues to work hard on the show, 

and everyone is full of enthusiasm. But I think they may or may not be such people.” 

(Interviewee 15) 

 

“I found the show has a very clear script to follow, especially during the later stages 

of the competition process. Because I worked for an online video company and 

concentrated on the entertainment industry for a long time, there are a lot of scenes 

that were edited purposely for achieving attention. I felt this was boring.” 

(Interviewee 9) 

 

An interviewee who majored in media studies explained further on the mediatized product. 

Because it is a reality show, a media product for earning money, she noted: 

 

Example 39 

“I think this is just a show. I don’t believe it is necessary to take it seriously and say it 

exerts social values. A group of women compete in dancing and having some disputes, 

these may be arranged or edited. I think the show is not real. It must be processed, 

and its expression is based on commercial needs and program effects, not intended to 

convey any value.” (Interviewee 11) 

 

Besides, when we talked about the female employees in the industry. Interviewees also labelled 

their colleagues to nominate another group. An interviewee emphasised her female colleagues 

as independent but stuck with independent label:  

 

Example 40 

“I feel the women who work in the internet industry are actually being subjected to the 

independent label or constrained by independence. They need to put this label to prove 

themselves. So they choose this super high-pressure industry and terrible working 
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atmosphere. They probably want to show without depending on anyone but can live 

well.” (Interviewee 8)  

 

The same predication also happened in the example below, one interviewee stated her female 

leader has high work ability but lack style an example:      

 

Example 41 

“Her work efficiency is very high. She has a strong emergency response-ability and 

good management ability. But she lacks ‘품격’53 in Korean language, it means a style 

of work. It is not only physical appearance but your attitude to separate your casual life 

and professional work. I feel this style is lacking in the current Chinese workplace, but 

it should be stressed. This is an expression of your professionalism.” (Interviewee 12) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
53 품격, literal translation is dignity in English.  
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7. Conclusion 

This chapter presents the conclusions of the present study and attempt at answering the main 

research question: How were Chinese women discursively constructed in the reality show 

“Sisters Who Make Waves” and recontextualised in other discourses to gain gender roles’ 

visibility in China? The first section provides a summary of the research findings regarding the 

analysis of the three contexts in this thesis. The second section emphasises the discussions on 

the complexity of the Chinese media field, the discrepancy between “top-down” and “bottom-

up” discourse, the discursive shifts and their relevance to the discourse on Chinese women. 

The third section highlights the contributions of this thesis to theory, methodology and 

empirical studies in the field of media and communication studies. The fourth section reflects 

the limitations of this thesis. Lastly, there are several potential research studies that can be 

explored in the future based on this thesis.  

 

7.1. Summary of findings 

This section summarises the research findings on the three contexts that have been elaborated 

on in the thesis. First, this study has used a multi-layer theoretical framework situated in media 

and society, gender and media representation, celebrity culture and digital labour to explore the 

discursive construction of Chinese women. By investigating the mediated discourse and self-

discourse in this study, the analytical procedures of the Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) 

were employed, particularly the multilevel analysis, to understand and interpret the arguments 

and discursive strategies in the primary, recontextualising and secondary contexts. Accordingly, 

the following summary will discuss the research findings in general that are used to answer the 

three Sub-RQs respectively .  

 

This study first has explored the reality show as the elementary empirical data and primary 

context because it has decided how the discourse has been introduced to the public. The 

analysis has focused on a classic topoi style within the argumentation theories in the DHA to 

answer Sub-RQ1: How does the reality show “Sisters Who Make Waves” represent Chinese 

female celebrities? The reality show has represented Chinese female celebrities through two 

main topoi, the topos of age and the topos of beauty. 

 

In the topos of age, the reality show has represented age in two aspects. On the one hand, the 

show has treated 30 years of age as the key ingredient of this reality show to recruit participants 
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and audiences. On the other hand, the show has depicted the different attitudes of female 

celebrities towards ageing and age numbers. Most participants were open-minded to accept 

their ageing and face their age numbers. However, some female celebrities were afraid and 

disliked saying their age numbers during the show. In the topos of beauty, the show has 

maximised strengthening the beauty portrayal of these female celebrities. Firstly, the show set 

lip print as a ticket to get in the show. Then, celebrities concentrated on discussing skinny 

bodies and losing weight during the conversations. Also, age was intertwined with beauty 

because female celebrities seek to look young. Although some celebrities were against the 

conventional age and beauty standards in the show, the main topoi have shown this show had 

been reproduced as a regular reality show. 

 

Then, as this study has explored the different media perceptions of Sisters Who Make Waves, 

including the news reports from party-state media and marketized media and social media posts 

on Weibo. The aim was to explore how the media perceptions react and spread the reality show, 

then answer the Sub-RQ2: What are the different media representations (news reports and 

social media posts) on the show in the Chinese hybrid media system, and in what ways do these 

representations construct the image of women in China? The analysis has focused on the 

representation of social actors in different media materials. 

 

The focal reality shows. Perceptions expressed across online and traditional media clearly 

distinguished this show from other regular shows. At the same time, perceptions also 

distinguished female participants in this show as female celebrities from normal middle-aged 

figures in Chinese media industry. These exclusions by backgrounding more information to 

imply its meaning. These female celebrities were differentiated from other girlish groups and 

other middle-aged women in the real world but also assimilated through collectivization using 

“sisters”. When media reports explored audiences’ reflections on the show, ordinary audiences 

were genericized as “viewers” and “netizens” and assimilated employing mass nouns or 

aggregated by numbers. With the voices from experts and celebrities, these people were 

nominated in the specification. Some reports also tried to individualize audiences through 

semiformal nomination. At the same time, the show was overdetermined through deviation the 

name of “dramatic aunties who make troubles” on social media, connoted the sister culture in 

Chinese historical culture, and symbolized these female celebrities as independent and 

outstanding women. 
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Lastly, this study has conducted interviews with female employees in the Chinese internet 

industry as the representatives of female digital labour for the empirical comparison as “reality 

check” to answer the Sub-RQ3: What are the synergies and the discrepancies between “top-

down” (reality show, news reports, social media posts) discourse and “bottom-up” (women in 

the internet industry) discourse on women’s gender representation in China? The analysis has 

focused on the discursive strategies of self- and other-presentation. 

 

The female digital labour have constructed three discursive strategies to present self and relate 

their self-perception to those of other women. Further, these discursive strategies have 

employed the discrepancy as “bottom-up” discourse. Firstly, the interviewees have focused on 

the argumentation strategies through the topos of age and the topos of beauty, they considered 

the show empowered them from the traditional social restrictions on age and beauty but also 

created a new stereotype on “old but still beautiful”. Secondly, the nomination strategies have 

applied when interviewees presented themselves as inclusive “us”, “we” to create in-groups, 

and distinguished exclusive use of “they”, “sisters” to create out-groups. Thirdly, the female 

digital labour have applied predication strategies by labelling this show and female celebrities 

as a mediatized product and inner-labelling career women in the digital labour community. 

 

7.2. Discussion 

According to the summary remarks above, the following discussion specifically reflects the 

findings and further discusses the discursive shifts in this study. 

 

7.2.1. Discursive construction of Chinese women in Chinese media field 

Celebrity as a media ritual constructed everyday life and helped people access a common reality 

(Couldry, 2012). As the primary context in this study, Sisters Who Make Waves was against 

the women’s stereotypes in Chinese society by focusing on the topos of age and topos of beauty. 

The topoi in the primary context have shown the actuality of reality shows but also placed them 

far away from reality. Different social actors were represented in news reports and social media 

posts. These media representations admitted the empowerment for middle-aged Chinese 

women but differentiated female celebrities and ordinary women. The reality show and 

multiple media perceptions thereof as media products reproduced the Chinese traditional 

gender and media ideologies to construct the Chinese women discursively in the Chinese 

hybrid media system. 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?twQ17Z
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On the one hand, Sisters Who Make Waves and media perceptions have reproduced Chinese 

gender ideology and catered to neoliberal feminism in this study. Media has emerged as 

creating a social norm for women through representation in different ways to perform what 

women should live as women (Bessenoff, 2006). The hegemonic gender ideology does not 

often manifest as domination, the dominance is achieved by discursive means, particularly the 

continuing re-enacted and circulated through discourse to commonsensicalize and naturalize 

the ideological assumptions (Lazar, 2007). The reality show and media perceptions have 

discursively constructed Chinese women through two main topoi in the reality show and 

recontextualised in other discourses in the public sphere. Therefore, these discourses have 

reproduced this hegemonic gender ideology in China, a country with long term patriarchal 

traditions and less visible for women in different social fields (see 2.1).  

 

While Sisters Who Make Waves certainly offered temporary visibility for Chinese women, the 

show did that in a rather mixed fashion. It showed that middle-aged women could be 

experienced, mature get still beautiful. Age caused female celebrities to have in-depth self-

identification and clarify their value system on life and ageing. However, female celebrities 

treated age as a struggle sometimes, and they tried to compromise between themselves and age 

issues as an ongoing pressure. They were harshly self-disciplined to keep a beautiful physical 

appearance, they had white skin, young looks and slim bodies even when they were getting 

old. They noticed their beauty is not only from physical conditions but also from their 

experiences. Besides, some of them challenged the traditional Chinese beauty standard by 

showing themselves and getting rid of labels and stereotypes. However, the show was still a 

social reproduction to fit into traditional Chinese gendered beauty. Age and physical 

appearance intertwined as a reproduced standard for women. The current Chinese female 

beauty standard has been called “white, slim and young” (白瘦幼, Bai Shou You). These age 

and beauty clichés showed men have witnessed women’s self-consciousness as bodily beings 

and women turn into self-policing subjects in an endless self-surveillance (Oksala, 2011). 

During the reality show, the judge, audiences and performance competitions continued to obey 

this standard and stress this surveillance. The show failed to achieve its motivation to 

emancipate women. In contrast, it reinforced the stereotypes and offered strict criteria for 

middle-aged women that they still need to sustain slim bodies and to look white even as they 

grow older. China has a strict age burden for women to force them to be as young as possible 

(Hong Fincher, 2014) and always intertwined with family, marriage and children issues as 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?FO7gEt
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?L8PjAe
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?QjC8iL
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Zsn7Q1
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critical tasks in their life (To, 2013). The reality show attempted to fit in the neoliberal subject 

of feminism, which treated women’s slim bodies, and young and white appearances as 

investments that they want (Oksala, 2011). As the first reality show which had all-female 

participants above the age of thirty years, it reproduced gender clichés on middle-aged 

women’s age and beauty. Middle-aged women still needed to fit into the Chinese beauty 

standard, be slim, white skin and look young. The gender reproduction also applied in Chinese 

media perceptions. Media representation delivers the hegemonic worldview of male dominance 

to the public (Ross, 2009). News reports and social media posts tried to claim this show as 

empowerment by backgrounding extra information. However, media perceptions differentiated 

these female celebrities and ordinary women and appreciated “old but looks beautiful” as an 

award for middle-aged Chinese women.  

 

On the other hand, Sisters Who Make Waves and media perceptions have reproduced the 

Chinese media ideology. The show’s portrayal focused on participants’ age, physical 

appearance and performances, however, it never touched the everyday challenges of women. 

As the social news showed in the background chapter, these real issues were less mentioned 

during the show. Sisters Who Make Waves was an entertainment show first released on the 

video website, which belonged to a province-level television station. The Chinese hybrid media 

system still controls its production. Entertainment shows focused on cultural predicaments 

were a politically safe way to produce because political issues like women rights, feminism 

and gender equality are still sensitive topics in China (Miao, 2011). The real issues were not 

touched in the show as an intelligent strategy to decrease any potential risks. This strategy was 

much clearer in media perceptions. Compare with relatively free discussions of social media 

posts on sisters’ personalities, beauty, conversations, and images during the show. The news 

reports had polarised reflections on Sisters Who Make Waves: the most appreciations were from 

party-state media and most criticisms were from marketized media. Most reports from Party-

state media claimed a large number of positive comments on the show. Reports considered this 

was a successful show with global impact and empowering women, helped society progress on 

Chinese gender topics. Yet, the criticisms were harmless in the reports. For instance, some 

reports claimed this show had “limited influence” (Article 3) or “same as others (reality shows)” 

(Article 2). However, marketized media had opposite reflections compared with party-state 

media. Reports admitted the positive side of the show by visualising middle-aged women 

against some stereotypes and portrayal of diverse women on the screen. Some reports 

concentrated on the negative side, the show reproduced the traditional age preferences and 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?hVpMex
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EAWwma
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?K9aQCj
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?cqMK1R
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physical appearances swamps. These actual predicaments and progressive gender politics were 

receding from the stage. More importantly, it created a new burden for middle-aged women to 

the public, old but still beautiful. 

 

The Chinese hybrid media system is reflexively connected to the politics field (Chadwick, 

2013). The hybridity can be located in different dimensions, for instance, social institution, 

cultural product and technologies, each dimension influencing the media practices and “impact 

on the level and distribution of informational uncertainty in hybrid regimes” (Voltmer et al., 

2021). In this study, the Chinese hybrid media system can be developed in three dimensions: 

media ideology, media product and media types of older/newer media.  

 

Two ideologies have been at play over invisibility and visibility of media production in the 

Chinese hybrid media system. The party-state ideology is geared towards making oneself 

invisible, positioning oneself as quintessentially de-ideological. Neoliberal commercialisation 

requires its constitutive outsides to struggle for invisibility so as to be able to make oneself 

visible. Party-state control has positioned invisibility in specific media production but played 

the dominant role behind the visibility of neoliberal commercialisation. Chinese female issues 

could be discussed through a neoliberal approach in the media but must be absent in any 

political aspects to question the party or state. This ideology option triggered the media 

products need to divide into different spaces. There are three spaces in the Chinese media field: 

the forbidden zone, the permitted and encouraged zone, and the negotiating zone (Wang, 2012). 

Besides the forbidden zone, two zones have served two ideologies but can choose the specific 

zone to gratify a visible ideology and not harm another invisible ideology. This study has 

recognised that the Party-state media represented the content in the permitted and encouraged 

zone with largely positive comments and slightly harmless criticisms. The marketized media 

followed the neoliberal commercialisation ideology to produce praise and criticise reports in 

the negotiating zone to gratify both officials and readers. Social media posts had fruitful 

discussions in two zones but rarely in the forbidden zone because Chinese social media 

platforms are experiencing strict censorship to filter and delete prohibited content (Harwit, 

2017). Lastly, this study has older media, newer media and transitional media. Because the 

reality show Sisters Who Make Waves was aired on a Chinese video website Mango TV which 

is part of the Hunan Broadcasting System charged by the local government. Therefore, as 

discussed above, through the different media ideologies, products and practices, the Chinese 

media field in this study was a multi-layer field (Figure 13).  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Y49siU
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Y49siU
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fSlR45
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fSlR45
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3QDOuV
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?zVEaWg
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?zVEaWg
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Figure 13. Chinese media field. 

 

7.2.2. Discrepancy between “top-down” and “bottom-up” discourse 

Female celebrities are a media process coordinated by the media industry and a commodity 

purchased by audiences (Turner, 2013). Media has represented how people perform their 

gender and roles and how to live as “ordinary” (Bessenoff, 2006). The reality show Sisters Who 

Make Waves and media perceptions have reproduced the show as empowerment in different 

discourses. As the representatives of female digital labour, the female employees in the Chinese 

internet industry have different discursive strategies through argumentation, nomination, and 

predication to construct self and relate their self-perception to those of other women. During 

the interviews, the female digital labour community has constructed a double-self: as ordinary 

women to distinguish with female celebrities, as female digital labour to distinguish with other 

Chinese women groups and female celebrities (Figure 14). 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?X1P1Sd
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vdsjdY
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Figure 14. Double-self presentation by female digital labour. 

 

On the one hand, female digital labour have constructed a positive self as ordinary Chinese 

women and female celebrities as negative others. Media has created female celebrities as 

gendered roles to present ideal women and how to live as ordinary middle-aged women (Durkin 

et al., 2007). As a media ritual, celebrities have acted, constructed and marked off middle-aged 

women (Couldry, 2012). The female digital labour community had clear awareness to notice 

“this is just a show”. During the interviews, they claimed the hard work of female celebrities, 

the friendly personalities, the sisterhood, the miserable storylines represented in the show were 

all mediated. This show as a media product shared 1% similarities between ordinary Chinese 

women and female celebrities. These celebrities were not close to the real world because they 

had fame, wealth and enjoyed the benefits from the media industry. A vital issue is those female 

celebrities were women who already shared privileges from their fame. Their fame have been 

constructed by the media and has widespread practices, consumption in daily life (Johansson, 

2015). However, women had fewer possibilities and without any privilege in the real world. 

Thus, female digital labour considered these criticisms as the reasons they gave up watching 

the show. More importantly, the female celebrities who kept away from the real women at the 

age of thirty years. 

 

On the other hand, female digital labour also have constructed a negative self and related their 

self-perception to those of other Chinese women. Although, the internet industry has created a 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?r0FinX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?r0FinX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?IzV4sD
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8AFmQa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8AFmQa


84 

“cool, non-hierarchical, diverse and egalitarian” image to the public (Gill, 2002). The truth is 

that female digital labour struggles with time and space compressions to maximise profits with 

minimising salary (Fuchs, 2014). Compressions have intersected with gender became a new 

challenge for this community. Female digital labour experienced timeless time during the work, 

they could seldom control their bodies due to the overtime work. Their work schedules were 

similar as the 22-year-old female employee in the background chapter, who worked until 1:30 

am and suddenly died. However, the current Chinese labour law ruled, “The State shall practise 

a working hour system wherein labourers shall work for no more than eight hours a day and no 

more than 44 hours a week on the average” (State Council, 1994). Simultaneously, female 

physiology as the Sword of Damocles challenged female digital labour. Age, marriage and 

pregnancy were three main troubles for them. Young (female) employees’ preferences are still 

conventions in Chinese internet industry. Therefore, the female digital labour community 

considered they were a much more miserable community than female celebrities and other 

Chinese women groups.  

 

7.2.3. Discursive shifts in discourses on Chinese women 

In this research, three contexts have been analysed to explore how Chinese women are 

discursively constructed in Sisters Who Make Waves and how these discourse is then also 

recontextualised - and debated - across other spaces and genres including in the public sphere 

and semi-private opinions. In the primary context, the reality show focused on the two main 

topoi, the topos of age and the topos of beauty, to introduce middle-aged female celebrities to 

represent Chinese women. Media reports from both Party-state media and marketized media, 

as well as social media posts from Weibo, were employed as media perceptions to diffuse the 

discourses from the reality show in the recontextualising context. Media perceptions have 

presented different social actors to reflect the show, the female celebrities and ordinary women 

in China. Discourses from the reality show and media perceptions have intertwined as “top-

down” discourse to influence the women in the real world during the secondary context. Female 

employees who work in the Chinese internet industry as representatives of female digital labour 

offered the empirical comparison as “bottom-up” discourse to examine the discrepancy with 

“top-down” discourse and further explored the discursive strategies of self- and other-

presentation in the secondary context.  

 

The development of these three contexts has implied the discursive shifts, a concept to explore 

how social actors make visible and profit from the gradual change of the process of 
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normalisation within public discourse (Ekman and Krzyżanowski, 2021). On the one hand, this 

study has shown a vertical relationship of discursive shifts. It means the Chinese hybrid media 

ideologies on the macro-level, how to produce and accommodate different media products in 

the Chinese media field on the meso and micro levels. On the other hand, this study has shown 

a horizontal order of discursive shifts. It has recognised three stages/contexts of how discourses 

were gradually introduced by two main topoi in the reality show, spread and diffused in 

different media perceptions through the representation of different social actors, and 

sedimented within women in the real world through discursive strategies. These two 

relationships have employed a multi-step model of discursive shifts (Figure 15) from Michał 

Krzyżanowski (2020). Based on this model, the discursive shifts in the discourse on Chinese 

women in this study can be applied (Figure 16).  

 

 

Figure 15. Key Stages of Discursive Shifts (Source: Krzyżanowski, 2020). 
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Figure 16. Discursive shifts in wider discourse of and about Chinese women. 

 

7.3. Contributions 

This study has contributed to the field of theory in Media and Communication studies by 

applying Krzyżanowski’s (2010) multilevel analysis model on the Discourse-Historical 

Approach (DHA) can be applied to understand the discursive shifts and their relevance to the 

discourse on women within the Chinese hybrid media system. Theoretically, the contribution 

of this thesis was to use the invisibility and visibility (Cammaerts, 2015) of media ideologies 

between party-state control and neoliberal commercialisation. Also, another theoretical 

contribution was applied to hybridity (Chadwick, 2013) to explain the Chinese hybrid system 

and understand the complex media ideologies and media products in the context of China.  

 

At the methodological level, this study has applied a multilevel model to explore three contexts 

related to the reality show Sisters Who Make Waves. Through the analysis of different contexts, 

this study has shown the discursive construction of Chinese women in three contexts and 

developed the multilevel model as an analytical toolkit to explore different types of data. 

Because the contexts in this study from the TV show, news reports, social media posts and 

interviews. At the same time, this study has evidenced the multi-step model of discursive shifts 

(Krzyżanowski, 2020).  
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At the empirical level, this study has conducted a Discourse-Historical Approach to the 

mediated discourse on Chinese women. In media studies, existing research largely relied on 

the study of media materials. However, this thesis not only studied the media representation in 

the reality show and different media perceptions but also conducted interviews with female 

employees in the Chinese internet industry as a “reality check” to better understand the 

discursive construction of Chinese women. 

 

On the one hand, this study has argued how “top-down” discourse has been represented in the 

reality show, in two types of news reports, and in social media under the Chinese hybrid media 

system. The concentration on age and beauty from a cultural perspective still showed that 

hegemony plays a very powerful role in dominating the construction of discourses in China 

(Chen, 2020). On the other hand, this study has investigated the “bottom-up” discourse through 

exploring the female digital labour community. It showed the discrepancy has existed in the 

real world, especially in the internet industry with elite public figures. Also, labour time- and 

space-oppression have intersected with gender and have become new challenges for Chinese 

women in the “non-hierarchical” internet industry. 

 

In addition to the contributions above, this study has successfully brought together a western 

paradigm of study to a Chinese case study while also brought (a part of) Chinese media, women 

and discourse studies into English language academia.  

  

7.4. Limitations 

There are two limitations in this study. The first limitation I need to point out is the hierarchical 

power relation during the interviews and this study. As a cis-man conducted a research which 

related to Chinese women, an inherent power relationship existed and hardly conquered. 

Therefore, I have claimed my role as an outsider researcher to explore different contexts and 

offered more additional information to maximise objectivity and transparency. Also, the 

ongoing pandemic has impacted the interviews that can only be conducted online through 

WeChat, which resulted in the second limitation. As all Chinese communication technologies 

have faced the fact of monitoring and censorship by the government, WeChat is also facing 

this challenge as the dominant messaging app in China (Harwit, 2017). There are fewer 

sensitive topics mentioned during the interviews, for instance, feminist, social movements and 

human rights. This has influenced the expressions of female employees, however, it was a 

valuable strategy to conduct the interviews successfully. 
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7.5. Future research 

This study has focused on how Chinese women were discursively constructed by Sisters Who 

Make Waves and recontextualised in other discourses to gain gender roles’ visibility in China. 

However, the exploration of discursive construction on mediated discourse can also extend to 

the identity of Chinese women in the future. Secondly, the study can further examine the 

discourses in a broader historical context to look at the discursive shifts in different periods. 

For instance, the discourses of Chinese women after the PRC was established. Moreover, future 

research can also have a longer observation of public discourses on Chinese women after the 

Sisters Who Make Waves. Due to the popularity of the show, many similar reality shows have 

aired and focused on middle-aged female celebrities in China. For instance, Mango TV released 

a talk show named Listen to me on March 28, 2021, the show invited 18 female celebrities to 

express their opinions on social news by standup comedy performances. Besides, this study 

currently has focused on the contexts of mainland China. It could also conduct a comparative 

study on discursive constructions among Chinese-speaking regions. Overall, deploying a 

discourse perspective to explore the discursive construction of Chinese women in this study is 

one option; it can also investigate in different theoretical, methodological and analytical 

approaches. 
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Appendix I Interview guide for pilot interviews  

A. Reality show 

1. Have you ever watched the reality show “Sisters Who Make Waves”? 

2. What is your opinion on this show? 

3. What is the most impressive women value for you in this show? 

4. What is your opinion on these values? 

 

B. Female employees 

Education and work 

1. What is your educational background? 

2. What is your current job? 

3. How does your education contribute to your professional work?  

4. How do you perceive your professional work?  

Age 

1. Do you have age anxiety? 

2. What does age mean to your current job? 

Gender 

1. Do you feel any differences with male colleagues? 

2. Have you ever been asked questions like do you have a boyfriend, your marital status, 

how to balance family and work? 

Overtime work 

1. Have you ever had overtime work experience before? How often? And what does 

overtime work mean to you? 

2. Have you noticed the Pinduoduo incident recently? What is your opinion? 

3. What is your opinion of 996? 

Ask for leave 

1. Is it easy to ask for leave in your company, especially during the menstrual period? 

Career plan 

1. What is your current bottleneck or struggles in work? 

2. What is your future plan?  
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Appendix II Interview guide  

These were the general questions that were asked to the informants during the interviews. 

Specific follow up questions were added based on the responses provided by informants. 

  

Personal background 

1. Demographic information: age, nationality, education background, occupation/current 

position, work experience (number of years). 

  

Reality Show 

1. What are your general reflections on the reality show “Sisters Who Make Waves” 

(broadcast on Mango TV)? 

2. What, in your opinion, are the 2-3 central women-related values expressed through the 

show above? 

3. Do you think the values above are important – and, if so, why? 

4. Do you think the show above represents well what women think about themselves or is 

it more representative of a male perspective. Please explain. 

  

Self-perception 

1. What, in your opinion, is the degree of similarity/difference between real women – like 

yourself and colleagues - and women represented in the show? 

1. How do you self-describe women in your workplace? 

2. Do you consider this show as empowerment for you? Describe in what ways. 

3. Would you say the show contributes to your daily life? 

  

Social change 

1. What is the impact (if any) of this show in the Chinese society in your opinion? Can 

you think about or give some examples (including such that you have witnessed)? 

2. Do you think this show brings and/or signals any wider social change in terms of 

representation and visibility of women in China? 
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Appendix III Correspondence with interviewees  

Invitation to Interview via private messages and moment posts on WeChat. 

 

Original invitation (in Chinese) 

我是瑞典乌普萨拉大学信息与媒体系研究生刘力铭，目前正在进行关于中国女性媒介

话语的毕业论文研究。最近我正在寻找在北京互联网公司工作的女性从业人员进行访

谈。 

 

本研究采取深度访谈方法。由于时期特殊，我会在经您准许后以线上语音方式进行访

谈并录音。每场访谈约 40分钟，访谈录音的内容仅供研究分析使用，资料全部保密。

本访谈是自愿性质，您有选择退出或中止的权利。 

 

我很期待通过了解您的故事，让更多的人了解互联网女性从业者这一群体。如果您愿

意加入我的访谈，或对本研究有任何疑问，都可以通过以下方式与我取得联系： 

 

邮箱：Liming.Liu.7683@student.uu.se 

微信：ming844705573 

 

English translation version 

I am Liu Liming, the second year postgraduate student in the Department of Informatics and 

Media at Uppsala University in Sweden. I am currently conducting my master thesis research 

on mediated discourse on Chinese women. Therefore, I am looking for females who work in 

the Internet companies in Beijing to conduct interviews. 

 

This research adopts the in-depth interview method. Due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, 

the interview will be conducted online through WeChat and will be recorded with your 

permission. Each interview will take about 40 minutes. The content of the interview recording 

is for research and analysis only, and all the information is confidential. This interview is 

voluntary and you have the right to quit or suspend. 
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I look forward to learning about your story to let more people know about the group of female 

employees in the Chinese Internet industries. If you are willing to join my interview or have 

any questions about this research, you can contact me in the following ways: 

 

Email: Liming.Liu.7683@student.uu.se 

WeChat: ming844705573 
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Appendix IV List of interviewees 

The below list of interviewees is the collection of empirical data for this study, including pilot 

interviews and formal interviews.  

 

Name Age 
Education 

background 

Occupation/ 

current position 

Work 

experience 

(number of 

years) 

Interview time 

(CET) 

Interviewee 1 28 Bachelor 
Development 

Engineer 
5 

January 27, 2021 

via voice call 

Interviewee 2 28 Master Operator 2 
January 27, 2021 

via voice call 

Interviewee 3 28 Bachelor 
Product 

Manager 
6 

January 29, 2021 

via voice call 

Interviewee 4 26 Bachelor 
Product 

Manager 
4 

January 30, 2021 

via voice call 

Interviewee 5 29 Master User Marketing 3.5 
January 31, 2021 

via voice call 

Interviewee 6 31 Bachelor 
Product 

Manager 
9 

January 31, 2021 

via voice call 

Interviewee 7 26 Bachelor 
Content 

Operator 
3 

February 16, 

2021 via voice 

call 

Interviewee 8 23 Master Management 1 

February 16, 

2021 via voice 

call 

Interviewee 9 26 Bachelor 
Business 

Manager 
4.5 

February 16, 

2021 via video 

call 

Interviewee 10 32 Master 
Senior Product 

Manager 
6 

February 16, 

2021 via voice 

call 

Interviewee 11 29 Master User Operator 3 

February 16, 

2021 via voice 

call 

Interviewee 12 27 Master 
Service 

Operator 
2.5 

February 17, 

2021 via video 
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call 

Interviewee 13 26 Bachelor 

Corporate 

Culture 

Executive 

3 

February 17, 

2021 via voice 

call 

Interviewee 14 27 Master 

Overseas 

Copyright 

Executive 

2.5 

February 17, 

2021 via voice 

call 

Interviewee 15 28 Bachelor 
Online Variety 

Show Director 
6 

February 17, 

2021 via voice 

call 

Interviewee 16 29 Bachelor 

Co-founder/ 

Product 

Director 

8 

February 17, 

2021 via voice 

call 

Interviewee 17 27 Master 

Live Streaming 

Community 

Operator 

2 

February 18, 

2021 via voice 

call 

Interviewee 18 25 Master 
Product 

Manager 
0.5 

February 20, 

2021 via voice 

call 
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Appendix V Interview consent form  

 

Project Title: Discursive Construction of Chinese Women: 

Exploring the Multi-perception Discourses of Reality Show 

Sisters Who Make Waves 

 

Researcher: 

Liming Liu (Uppsala University) 

Master Thesis Student, Department of Informatics and Media 

Ekonomikum (floor 3), Kyrkogårdsgatan 10 

751 20 Uppsala, Sweden 

Email: Liming.Liu.7683@student.uu.se 

Phone: +46 720069341 
 

 

General Information: Thank you for agreeing to participate in the study and being 

interviewed for the research project. By signing this consent form, you agree to the conditions 

of your participation as listed below. Therefore, please read the following information carefully 

and feel free to ask any questions before signing. 

 

Purpose of the Study: This present study seeks to explore the discursive construction of 

Chinese women in a Chinese reality show Sisters Who Make Waves, and discursive shifts and 

their relevance to the discourse of Chinese women. This study recruits the female employees 

in the internet industry to explore their perceptions and reflections on different Chinese media 

discourses through qualitative methods.   

 

Request for Participation: You have been asked to participate in this study due to your current 

work experience in the Internet industry in Beijing, China. 

 

Interview Duration: If you agree to participate in this study, your interview will take 

approximately 30-45 minutes.  

 

During the interview: 

• Informed consent forms for research participation are required to be signed by all 

participants. 

• In order to keep a record of this document, you will be provided with a copy. 

• The researcher will conduct an audio recording of the interview. Information about the 

storing of audio recordings can be found in the next section. 

• Please feel free to skip any questions that you would prefer not to answer and you have 

the option to stop participating at any point.  

mailto:Liming.Liu.7683@student.uu.se
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The interview questions are about your reflections and personal experiences of Chinese women 

in the media. During the interview, the researcher will ask you a series of questions designed 

to help you relate your perspectives; however, additional clarification questions may be asked 

at any time. 

 

Audio Recording: The interview will record the audio of your participation. The audio 

recording will be used to transcribe the interview. Access to the transcript will be limited to the 

above researcher and eventual fellow-colleagues with whom collaborations might ensure as 

part of the research process.  

 

I give you permission to make audio recordings of me during the interview: 

[     ] Yes      [     ] No 

 

Publication: Eventual publications related to the research mentioned above project can include 

direct quotations from the interview. 

 

Anonymity: The participants will be entirely anonymized, includes the eventual quotations in 

published material and recording stored.  

 

Identifiable Data: The demographic information mentioning in audio recordings will not be 

made public and will be safely stored in offline environments, or deleted upon request from the 

participant.  

 

Risks: Due to the confidentiality measures in place, there are no foreseeable physical, legal, 

financial, or psychological risks to participating in this study. 

 

Costs: You will not incur any costs for participating in this study. 

 

Benefits: There is no benefit or payment for participation. 

 

Financial Interests: The researcher has no financial interest in this study. 
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Further Questions: The participants are free to ask any questions regarding the research 

before, during, and after the interview. In case of any questions regarding the research study 

itself, please contact the researcher Liming Liu. 

  

When you need information regarding your rights as a research subject, regarding research-

related injury, or to speak to someone other than the researcher, please contact the Department 

of Informatics and Media at Uppsala University. 

  

The Interview Consent Form is not a contract. This document explains what you can expect 

during a research study if you choose to take part. 

  

Your signature on this interview consent form will not restrict your legal rights. Your signature 

indicates that this research study has been explained to you, and your questions have been 

answered, and you agree to participate in this study. You will receive a copy of this form. 

 

 

 

_________________________________           ____________________________________ 

Participant Signature                                            Date 

 

_________________________________           ____________________________________ 

Researcher Signature                                            Date 
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Appendix VI Resources of media materials in analysis chapter  

New reports 

China Daily (2020) Televised reality show break the mold. Available at: 

https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202006/24/WS5ef2ae3ea3108348172550c9.html 

Global Times (2020) Hit Chinese reality show ‘Sisters Who Make Waves’ fails to live up to 

feminist goals. Available at: https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202009/1200147.shtml 

Global Times Online (2020) ‘Sisters Who Make Waves’: Seeing the light of female power 

Available at: https://scroll.huanqiu.com/article/3zb8MhoPpVa. [In Chinese] 

People’s Daily (Overseas) (2020) From ‘Sisters Who Make Waves’ to see the original variety 

show going out. Available at: http://paper.people.com.cn/rmrbhwb/html/2020-

08/03/content_2001081.htm. [In Chinese] 

Shine (2020) Middle-aged sisters make waves in new reality TV show. Available at: 

https://www.shine.cn/feature/entertainment/2007172378/ 

Sixth Tone (2020a) ‘Middle-Aged’ Celebs Are Vying to Become China’s Next Girl Group. 

Available at: http://www.sixthtone.com/news/1005808/middle-aged-celebs-are-vying-

to-become-chinas-next-girl-group 

Sixth Tone (2020b) ‘Sisters’ Act: The Hollow Feminism of China’s Hottest New Show. 

Available at: http://www.sixthtone.com/news/1005852/sisters-act-the-hollow-

feminism-of-chinas-hottest-new-show 

The Paper (2020) Only beautiful and rich middle-aged women can ‘make waves’?. Available 

at: https://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_7843344. [In Chinese] 

 

Weibo post 

Diao Zai Ren Jian De Da Bai Miao (2020) #Sisters Who Make Waves#. [Weibo] 13 June. 

Available at: 

https://weibo.com/2218005743/J6qFqpWae?refer_flag=1001030103_&type=commen

t#_rnd1613989708138. [In Chinese] 

Na Jiu Zhi Zhi Tao Tao Ba (2020) #Sisters Who Make Waves#. [Weibo] 5 September. 

Available at: 

https://weibo.com/7329218678/JjfsYgxQQ?refer_flag=1001030103_&type=comment

. [In Chinese] 

https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202006/24/WS5ef2ae3ea3108348172550c9.html
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202009/1200147.shtml
https://scroll.huanqiu.com/article/3zb8MhoPpVa
http://paper.people.com.cn/rmrbhwb/html/2020-08/03/content_2001081.htm
http://paper.people.com.cn/rmrbhwb/html/2020-08/03/content_2001081.htm
https://www.shine.cn/feature/entertainment/2007172378/
http://www.sixthtone.com/news/1005808/middle-aged-celebs-are-vying-to-become-chinas-next-girl-group
http://www.sixthtone.com/news/1005808/middle-aged-celebs-are-vying-to-become-chinas-next-girl-group
http://www.sixthtone.com/news/1005852/sisters-act-the-hollow-feminism-of-chinas-hottest-new-show
http://www.sixthtone.com/news/1005852/sisters-act-the-hollow-feminism-of-chinas-hottest-new-show
https://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_7843344
https://weibo.com/2218005743/J6qFqpWae?refer_flag=1001030103_&type=comment#_rnd1613989708138
https://weibo.com/2218005743/J6qFqpWae?refer_flag=1001030103_&type=comment#_rnd1613989708138
https://weibo.com/7329218678/JjfsYgxQQ?refer_flag=1001030103_&type=comment
https://weibo.com/7329218678/JjfsYgxQQ?refer_flag=1001030103_&type=comment
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Shi Qi Qi Bu Shi 88 (2020) #Sisters Who Make Waves#. [Weibo] 13 June. Available at: 

https://weibo.com/5024915012/J6qFkztJ0?refer_flag=1001030103_&type=comment

&sudaref=www.google.com&reason=&retcode=. [In Chinese] 

Si Da Shen (2020) #Sisters Who Make Waves#. [Weibo] 13 June. Available at: 

https://weibo.com/7322558041/J6qFvbT7i?refer_flag=1001030103_. [In Chinese] 
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