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ABSTRACT 
 
This study is concerned with non-heterosexual women, who are commonly known as lalas in 
China. The conditions for non-heterosexuals in China have been improving since the 
beginning of the reform period. But despite that the life of lalas is still full of difficulties 
because how the government, family and market operate is under heavy influence of 
heterosexism. Compared with other non-heterosexuals such as gay men, the difficulties faced 
by lalas receive much less attention not only in society but also in academic communities. To 
address this important but understudied area, this research focuses on the social exclusion 
faced by lalas and the anti-exclusion strategies they prefer to use. No study has been done on 
these issues in a systematic way before. The findings of the study serve to enhance our 
understanding of lalas and develop effective anti-exclusion strategies preferred by them. 
Moreover, the discussion of the findings of this study is intended to contribute to knowledge 
advancement especially in identifying the grey areas of the studies of the welfare mix 
approaches and the adult worker models. 
 
Against this background, this research focuses on two main research questions (What are the 
patterns of social exclusion faced by lalas in China? What are the strategies preferred by lalas 
in China?) and two supplementary research questions (What are the implications of the study 
of social exclusion experience of lalas in China on the study of the welfare mix approaches? 
What are the implications of the study of the social exclusion experience of lalas in China on 
the study of adult worker models?) 
 
Thanks to the 20 lalas informants, this research project obtains their important views on 
social exclusion through in-depth interviews. Despite the unfavorable conditions for 
non-heterosexuals to share views about their life in China, the lalas informants provide 
valuable information about social exclusion (or inclusion) issues they face in their daily life 
in the past, present and future (such as discriminations in school, work and difficulties to get 
along with family members) and the ways they try to deal with these issues (such as making 
plans on contract marriage, migration and cohabitation).  This information, supplemented by 
those obtained from reviews of formal and informal document, and participant observations, 
provides insights into the examination of the anti-exclusion strategies (such as the RED, SID 
and social detachment) preferred by them, and the discussion of the importance of developing 
welfare mix approaches and the adult worker models based on non-heterosexism.   
 
Furthermore, the findings show the commonalities and differences between lalas in their 
response to social exclusion. It is important to note that there is a gap between the 
anti-exclusion strategies many lalas prefer and what they could actually use. It is equally 
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important to note that some lalas could effectively deal with most of the life difficulties and 
become an invulnerable at least in some period of life. This discovery is useful both in 
gaining recognition of the unique life experience of each lala, and exploring the possibilities 
for lalas to tackle their shared problems in joint efforts.   
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

This study is concerned with non-heterosexual women, who are commonly known as 

lalas in China. In Chinese society, homosexuality remains stigmatized due to its 

violation of the traditional gender expectations and family norms. As a result, it is not 

uncommon for lalas to have the experience of social exclusion. This study focuses on 

this experience and how lalas respond to it. It is concerned mainly with two analytical 

tasks. The first is to examine the patterns of social exclusion faced by lalas in China. 

The second is to find out their responses to social exclusion. Certainly it is important 

to note that the strategies preferred by lalas to deal with social exclusion may not 

necessarily be the strategies actually used by them due to the political, economic and 

social constraints. Hence, this study also covers these constraints especially those 

related to the mixed relationship between the private market and lalas, between the 

government and lalas, and between the family and lalas.   

 

In view of the two main analytical tasks, it is clear that this research serves to draw 

attention to the link between the studies of lalas in China and the studies of social 

exclusion. It is important to stress that this link is a ‘two-way traffic.’ On the one hand, 

the studies of social exclusion especially those in the West throw light on the 

difficulties faced by lalas in China and the ways that they prefer for reducing these 

difficulties. On the other hand, I would like to show that the studies of lalas can make 

contribution to the study of social exclusion, especially the welfare mix approaches to 

people’s multiple difficulties, and the search for the ideal adult worker models.   

 

Against this background, this research is concerned with two main research questions: 
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(What are the patterns of social exclusion faced by lalas in China? What are lalas’ 

responses to social exclusion in China?) and two supplementary research questions: 

(What are the implications of the study of social exclusion experience of lalas in 

China on the study of the welfare mix approaches? What are the implications of the 

study of the social exclusion experience of lalas in China on the study of the adult 

worker models?) 

 

In order to search for the possible answers to these questions, 20 lalas in Beijing were 

invited to attend interviews sharing their experiences of social exclusion, and the 

views on the desirability and feasibility of different strategies for dealing with social 

exclusion. Moreover, the interview findings are compared and supplemented by the 

information collected from document analysis and participant observation.  

 

In this chapter, I discuss the current definition(s) of lala and other related terms, 

provide the reasons for studying lalas, highlight my personal reflections on this 

research, and provide the plan of the other seven chapters.  

 

1.1 Terminology  

The terms such as ‘lesbian’ and ‘non-heterosexual’ are commonly found in the studies 

of people who do not conform to heterosexism1 in the West. But this is not the case 

in China. In the studies of the sexual ‘minorities’ in China, researchers quite often use 

other vocabularies such as tongxinglian, tongzhi, ku’er and lala. These terms are 

commonly recognized and adopted within the local community across the country. 

 

																																																								
1  Heterosexism refers to refer to negative attitudes, beliefs, and discrimination against 
non-heterosexuals in favor of heterosexuality. It stresses that heterosexuality is the only norm. 
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Tongxinglian is a scientific term translated from the term ‘homosexuality’ on western 

medical literatures in the 19th Century. It refers to people who are attracted to the 

same sex. However, there is a view that tongxinglian is a stigmatized term that carries 

strong pathological meaning. 

  

Tongzhi is usually translated as ‘comrade’. Originally this term referred to the 

revolutionaries who shared a comradeship (Chou, 2000). It was used by Edward Lam, 

the curator of the 1989 edition of the Hong Kong Lesbian and Gay Film Festival, to 

refer to lesbian and gay people (Kong, 2010). Since then, this term was widely 

adopted by Chinese and Taiwan non-heterosexual people to replace the term 

tongxinglian (Leung, 2009). 

 

Ku’er is a transliteration of the word 'queer'. It is a popular term adopted by activists. 

For example, the most famous film festival for same-sex relationship themed films is 

named Beijing Queer Film Festival. Ku’er is a fluid term covering all gender and 

sexual minorities who are opposed to heteronormative norms and gender stereotypes, 

and have a desire for sexual freedom and equality. It has the function of uniting 

different forces against heterosexism.  

 

Lala refers to a woman with a same-sex desire (Kam, 2013). Lala serves as an umbrella 

term, which includes not only homosexual women, but also other types of 

non-heterosexual women, such as bisexual and pansexual2 women. People tend to 

																																																								
2	 Pansexual: Based on my observation, the most common labels I have heard are T/P/H/Bi. T, P, H, Bi 
are the common categorizations adopted by dating apps to divide lalas into different kinds. However, I 
have met few lalas, who refused to label themselves by any of these four labels. Instead, they prefer to 
identify themselves with the term ‘pansexual’, because they believe sexuality and gender is fluid, and 
their romantic attraction is not limited to biological sex and gender. It is important to note that, not 
many lalas I met had have heard of or understood this term. In the local lala community, this term is 
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believe that the term lala originates from a character in a Taiwanese novel named lazi, 

as the transliteration of ‘les’ comes from the term ‘lesbian’ (Ho, 2009; Kam, 2013). 

Then it was localized in China and has become the most widely used term by women 

with a same-sex desire for self-identification.  

 

There are three reasons why I adopt the term Lala (I will not italicize this term in the 

thesis), instead of female tongzhi, ku’er, lesbian, or female non-heterosexual. Firstly, 

I intend to use informants’ language to describe and understand their experiences and 

thoughts. By doing so, it makes it easier to study social exclusion experience of lalas 

from a lalas’ perspective. As mentioned above, Tongzhi and Ku’er are also widely 

used in the non-heterosexual communities. But different from lalas, these two terms 

are often used on more formal and political occasions. Lalas are the term commonly 

used by people in their daily life. Secondly, this study is intended to collect the views 

of biological women who have a same sex desire on social exclusion. Lala is the only 

women-specific umbrella term intended to include all sexual minority women. 

Thirdly, this study is built on the literature by some writers such as Kam (2013) and 

Engebretsen (2013). These writers use the term lalas in their studies.  

 

The local lala community in China is characterized by its diversity of gender 

expressions and non-heterosexual orientations. The lalas adopt different sexual labels, 

including T, P, H, Bi, and pansexual. At present, lalas with the sexual labels, T, P, and 

H, represent the major three types of lalas in China. The most frequently asked question 

in community gatherings is ‘Are you a T or a P or a H?’ (Kam, 2014). T, which stands 

for ‘tomboy,’ refers to a lala with a masculine gender style whereas P, a short form of 

																																																																																																																																																															
seems as a trendy word.	
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the Chinese word Po meaning ‘wife,’ refers to a lala with a feminine gender style. With 

a combination of the core qualities of T and P, H serves as an in-between identity, 

which is similar to ‘versatile’ lesbians in the Western context (Engebretsen, 2005).  

 

This kind of categorization can be seen as a Chinese version of Western conception of 

lesbian genders (including Butch, Femme, and Versatile). The notion of ‘butch’ and 

‘femme’ are seen as a mirror of traditional gender divisions in heteronormative society 

(Martin, 1972). Both Chinese and Western divisions of these female gender roles 

within the non-heterosexual community stress the division between femininity and 

masculinity according to one’s appearance, behavior and sexual roles. However, some 

scholars have tried to distinguish the three different types of lalas based on current 

discourses (Engebretsen, 2005; Ho, 2009). For example, Engebretsen (2005) 

demonstrated that the division of T and P is based on ‘sexual behavior (degrees of being 

active or passive: being touched/penetrated, degree of undressing with a partner); 

appearance and body posture; personality, and being financial provider or provided 

for’.  

 

On top of a simple division between the masculine and the feminine, lala as an identity 

category is used to represent a broader range of gender and sexual identities, which 

include T, P, H, Bi (a commonly used short form of ‘bisexual’), and pansexual. It is 

important to acknowledge that the debates about the definition(s) of lala are continuing 

and have no sign to stop in the near future. In order to maximize variation in the 

sample as well as to respect the diversities among non-heterosexual women, this study 

adopts a more embracing definition of lala and includes lala-identified informants with 

the label T, P, H, Bi, and pansexual.  
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1.2 The reasons for studying lalas 

 

There are three reasons for studying lalas in China. Recently there are more studies 

about lalas than before (Engebretsen, 2009, 2013; Kam, 2013, 2014; ;Lo, 2016; Wang, 

2015). Despite that the ways of life of lalas are still understudied areas. Worst still, 

lalas receive much less attention not only from the government but also from 

researchers in China (Chen, 2009). One cause of this problem is that in financing 

research and social services, the government is more concerned about addressing the 

Aids Crisis rather than meeting the needs of non-heterosexuals, and it sees gay men as 

its main target. Another cause is that it is difficult to contact lalas due to the 

insufficient number of NGOs and private companies that serve their needs (Common 

Language, 2009). By collecting the views of lalas on social exclusion, this research is 

intended to address an important but understudied under-studied area.  

 

Secondly, research is an important way of increasing public understanding and 

visibility of lalas. In China, there is a lack of a favorable environment for lalas to 

organize the way of life they prefer (Fan, 2014; Hildebrandt & Chua, 2017). Not many 

Chinese people understand the needs of lalas due to the dominance of heterosexism. 

Moreover, many lalas are stigmatized (Sun, & Zhang, 2007; Chen, 2009; Ho, 2009). 

Worst still, many lalas’ street movements and public gatherings are spied on or 

suppressed by the government (Chen, & Chen, 2007; Common language, 2009; Teng, 

2009). In order to fight for a greater breathing space, more and more lala groups 

attempt to make them more visible in the public through participating in the social 

media and organizing the public and semi-public activities, such as making microfilms 
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and launching flash activities (Engebretsen & Schroeder, 2015; Ho, 2009; Hung, 2011; 

Kam, 2007, 2014; Moreno-Tabarez et al., 2014;). These strategies used by lalas deserve 

attention and support. Through studying lalas, I hope I could provide more 

opportunities for lalas to voice out their needs and concerns.  

 

Thirdly, this research responds to the calls for paying more heed to the heterogeneity 

between ‘members’ of the LGBT3 communities. Studies in both China and western 

countries show that there are important differences between gay men and lalas (Li, 

2009; Common language, 2009). There is a view that gay men are more sex-oriented 

and concerned more about the body shape and sexual needs in their personal and 

intimate lives (Li, 2009), whereas lalas are more willing to spend time and energy in 

communicating with intimate partners and maintaining relationships (Li, 1998; 

Gottman et al., 2003; Shieh, &Tseng, 2005; Shieh, 2009). Also, gay men tend to make 

friends in public places whereas lalas are more likely to make friends among their 

social circles (Li, 2009). Whether these observations are valid or not is subject to debate. 

However, this discussion draws attention to the possible differences between ‘members’ 

of the LGBT communities. Hence, in order to have a more in-depth understanding of 

lalas, it is necessary to respect them as an independent group.  

 

It is important to point out that many lalas face double disadvantages because of their 

female identity and non-heterosexual orientation in patriarchal society. Worst still, 

lalas do not necessarily receive support from other ‘members’ of the LGBT 

communities. According to Qiaoqiao (Common language, 2009: 30), lalas are not 

																																																								
3	 LGBT is an acronym that represents Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender, which is intended to 
refer to people who are non-heterosexual. The most updated version has expanded to LGBTQQIAAP 
(stands for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Questioning, Intersex, Asexual, Allies and 
Pansexual).	
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welcomed or even being oppressed in places such as bars which have no gender 

restrictions – this may be due to their low purchasing power. Hence, more and more 

lala organizations are interested in discussing issues pertaining to lalas in particular, 

such as the division of T/P/H identities and the roles of lalas in their contract marriage45 

with gay men with the aim of appearing to be a heterosexual family (Moreno-Tabarez, 

Chávez, Leonelli, Huang, Deklerck, & Rother, 2014). My research is also intended to 

draw attention to the heterogeneity (and homogeneity) between lalas and other 

non-heterosexuals.   

 

1.3 Reflection on my fieldwork 

 

During the four-year research process, I have gone to Beijing ten times for meeting 

LGBT people and participating in both formal and informal community activities. I 

have taken part in different lala activities such as discussing my research in a TV show 

and acting in a film with a lala theme. The participation in these activities has deepened 

my understanding of the lala community in China. On the one hand, I have witnessed 

the difficulties and limitations in attempting to display any homosexual-related 

contents on television and other social media due to the Chinese government’s 

regulation and self-censorship of the media. On the other hand, I see the value of the 

LGBT-related films and icons in increasing the visibility of LGBT people, allowing 

heterosexual people to learn about the challenges faced by LGBT people, and 

consequently, debunking stereotypes against LGBT people. The tasks of making the 

public understand and respect the LGBT communities in China are full of challenges. 

In order to increase the chance of a successful implementation of these tasks, there is 
																																																								
4	 Contract marriage refers to a form of fake heterosexual marriage between lala and gay man, which is 
translated from the Chinese term ‘Xingshi hunyin’. 	
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a need for discovering and developing more localized strategies.  

 

During the implementation of the fieldwork, I was impressed by those lalas who have 

been fully engaging themselves in the community and enthusiastic about exploring 

more survival space for the lala community. For instance, they actively participate in 

the LGBT movements inside and outside China voicing out their wishes and opinions 

on the Internet through the social media and films. Recently, more and more social 

networking mobile applications and online dating websites have been established. 

These serve to break geographical boundaries and allow more LGBT people to make 

new friends and absorb new information about the community. Moreover, the business 

sector increasingly recognizes the purchasing power of LGBT people in China. Hence, 

they make more efforts to promote products to these pink economy6 users. For 

example, some online shopping websites, taxi mobile applications, bars and restaurants 

are tailor-made for LGBT people. More and more companies in China, such as 

international banks, IT companies, PR and advertising firms, have adopted 

LGBT-friendly employment policies.   

 

However, not all lalas could benefit from the expanding pink economy and the LGBT 

employment friendly policies. These imply that not all lalas have the same experience 

of inclusion and exclusion. In order to draw attention to the problems faced by lalas in 

their daily life, and find possible ways for making use of some favorable conditions 

for dealing with these problems, I believe that it is necessary to address the 

above-mentioned research questions - What are the patterns of social exclusion faced 

																																																								
6	 Pink	 economy	 refers	 to	 an	 economy	 for	 serving	 the	 non-heterosexual	 community.	 In	 this	
community,	 many	 non-heterosexual	 people	 start	 up	 business	 to	 serve	 non-heterosexual	
customers.	Examples	of	the	businesses	in	the	pink	economy	are	gay/lala	bars,	shops,	hotels,	and	
restaurants.	
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by lalas in China? What are lalas’ responses to social exclusion?  

 

It is important to note that lalas are not the only members in society who have the 

keenness to improve their life. In fact, a number of people and governments are keen 

to find ways to promote welfare. That is why there are an expanding volume of 

studies on the welfare mix approaches and the adult worker models. However, as 

mentioned in Chapters Three and Seven, most of these studies are based on 

heterosexism. Hence, it is believed that the studies of how lalas tackle social 

exclusion can benefit the studies of how to make use of the welfare mix approaches to 

strengthen the adult worker models. For this reason, I also attempt to address the two 

above-mentioned research questions in this study - What are the implications of the 

study of social exclusion experience of lalas on the study of the welfare mix 

approaches? What are the implications of the study of the social exclusion experience 

of lalas on the study of adult worker models? 

 

1.4 Brief summary of each chapter 

 

Chapter Two provides the background information for the study of lalas in China. It 

focuses on four issues – the changing conditions for non-heterosexuals to organize 

their life when China moved into the reform period, the mixed roles played by the 

government, the market and the family in the provision of the opportunities and 

constraints for non-heterosexuals to reduce the difficulties they face in their everyday 

life, the diverse strategies used by non-heterosexuals to improve their life, and the 

homogeneity and heterogeneity issues faced by lalas. Chapter Three provides a 

literature review on the features of social exclusion issues, the strategies for dealing 
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with social exclusion, homogeneity and heterogeneity issues, the welfare mix 

approaches and the adult worker models. Chapter Four describes and explains the 

methodology of this study. It provides the reasons for using the semi-structured 

interviews supplemented by the document reviews and participant observations for 

collecting and analyzing data. Chapters Five and Six present the interview findings. 

Chapter Seven discusses the interview findings with reference to the main and 

supplementary research questions. Chapter Eight provides a conclusion of this study.  
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Chapter 2 Background Information for the Study of Lalas in China 

 

This chapter provides the background information for the study of lalas in China. It 

focuses on four issues – the changing conditions for non-heterosexuals to organize 

their life when China moved into the reform period (from 1979 to present), the mixed 

roles played by three institutions (the government, the market and the family) in the 

provision of opportunities (and constraints) for non-heterosexuals to reduce the 

difficulties they face in their everyday life, the diverse strategies used by 

non-heterosexuals to improve their life, and the homogeneity and heterogeneity issues 

faced by lalas.  

 

The discussion of these issues serves to fulfil three purposes. Firstly, it provides the 

basic information for the examination of the link between the studies of social 

exclusion and the studies of lalas. The details of this link are discussed in Chapters 

Three and Seven. Secondly, it provides the guides for setting questions for the 

semi-structured interviews on lalas. The interview findings are presented in Chapters 

Five and Six. Thirdly, it enhances our understanding of the social exclusion faced by 

non-heterosexuals in different periods of time.  

 

Before discussing these four issues, it is important to highlight two points. Firstly, to 

facilitate the analysis of these issues, it is necessary to seek information from a variety 

of sources, which include academic research, news reports, reports of the NGOs, 

personal blogs, websites and forums in the webs. There are an increasing number of 

academic studies on non-heterosexuals. However, due to the financial constraints and 

the unpredictable government’s attitude to non-heterosexuals, these academic studies 
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are far from sufficient. Moreover, as shown in Chapters Five and Six, 

non-heterosexuals do not necessarily share their views through academic studies.  

Instead they do it through writing blogs and joining discussion in the e-forums.  

While the ideas discussed in these e-channels do not gain as much recognition as 

those ideas published in academic books and journals in the academic community, 

they provide important opportunities for non-heterosexuals to express what they 

believe and increase their visibility in society. Hence, for the purpose of assisting 

non-heterosexuals to make their views on social exclusion known, the importance of 

the information sought from these e-channels together with other documents (such as 

the NGO’s reports) should not be overlooked.  

 

The second point is concerned with the term non-heterosexuals. Chan (2013) has used 

this term in her study on the issues of non-heterosexism in Hong Kong (a Special 

Administrative Zone in China). The advantage of using this term, Chan (2013) points 

out, is that all people who are not heterosexuals are included. It is important to note 

that lalas are not the only group facing social exclusion due to their different sexual 

orientations. The difficulties faced by most of people having sexual orientations 

different from heterosexism have important commonalities (such as being stigmatised 

and judged according to the criteria based on heterosexism). Certainly we should not 

overlook the differences among how they actually perceive these difficulties 

(Engebretsen & Schroeder, 2015; Ho, 2009; Kam, 2013). Neither should we neglect 

the similarities of the factors that cause their difficulties. Hence, in providing the 

background information for the study of the social exclusion faced by lalas, it is 

worth discussing the underlying political and economic conditions that influence how 

non-heterosexuals organise their life.   
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2.1 Pre-reform Period (1949-1978) and Reform Period (1979 – present) 

 

This section focuses on the changing conditions that non-heterosexuals organize their 

life when China moved from the pre-reform period to the reform period. In order to 

provide more insights into the plights of non-heterosexuals in the period 1949 to 1979, 

I start the discussion of this section by highlighting the responses of (elite-dominated) 

society to non-heterosexual activities in the dynastic China.   

 

2.1.1 Dynastic China 

Homosexual behavior has been recorded in China as early as 600 BC. Studies indicate 

that the same-sex relations especially among the ruling class were common in the 

dynastic China. Documents show that a number of emperors had homosexual 

relationships with their inferiors (Li, 2009; Shi, 2004; Zhang, 2001; Wu et al., 2004). 

In the Han Dynasty (206 BC to 220 AD) almost every emperor had male sex partners. 

In the Ming dynasty (1368-1644 AD) and the earlier phase of the Ching Dynasty 

(1644 -1912), homosexual behavior was seen as a part of elites’ way of life. 

Intellectuals like Zheng Banqiao and Yuan Mei (Schmidt, 2013) were known for their 

homosexual life. Ideas of homosexualism are not uncommon in the classic literature.  

Examples of these classic works are Duan Xiu Pi (a story about the obsession with the 

cut sleeve from the Book of Han), Long Yang Jun (Lord Long Yang’s same-sex 

romantic story from the book Strategies of the Warring States), Fen Tao Zhi Hao (a 

story about expressing love through sharing a peach between males during the 

Warring States period) and Hong lou meng (a story about having different types of 

love relations in a big family). Moreover, there are terms describing and praising male 

same-sex relations, such as Nan chong (male favorite), Nan se (male beauty) and 
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Nanfeng (male mode).  

 

However, despite the supports of elites and some royal family members, even though 

same-sex sexual acts were never seriously persecuted or criminalized in Ancient 

China (Farr, 2007; Li, 2009), non-heterosexism did not develop openly. Instead it was 

suppressed from time to time. Historical records show that non-heterosexual 

behaviors were seen as illegal and male same sex behavior was persecuted since the 

late 17th century, which male same-sex behavior was being persecuted for the first 

time in 1679, and sodomy was legitimated in Qing (1644-1912) law as ‘illicit sexual 

intercourse’ (Sommer, 2000, p.409; Furth, 1988).  

 

Moreover, even in the most liberal time for people to have the same sex acts only the 

male same sex relations received recognition.  Female same sex behaviors did exist 

in the past as there are terms describing them in the literature, such as in the Book of 

Han women’s same-sex behavior was described using the word Dui shi7 (eating 

together) in Han dynasty, Xing ke (guest) which means they eat and live together, and 

Shu qi8 (treating each other as blood sisters) which is a ceremony between two 

women to commit to never marry men which is similar to marriage (Zeng, 2005). 

However, they received much less attention than male homosexuality (Ruan & 

Bullough, 1992; Zeng, 2005). In most of the period of the dynastic China, 

Confucianism was upheld as an official ideology. The official interpretation of the 

Confucian ideas provided support to the male-bread winner models and 

																																																								
7 Duishi: Based on the descriptions in Book of Han, some wives of emperors involved in same-sex 
relationship. The Book of Han covers the Western, or former Han dynasty from the first emperor in 206 
BCE to the fall of Wang Mang in 23 CE. 
8 Shuqi: In Qing dynasty, women who have experienced the ceremony Shuqi cannot marry men, and 
their previous heterosexual marriage commitment would be invalid, but men have the right to ask them 
to compensate the bride price.	
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male-dominated society. For this reason, Confucian scholars often stressed the ideas 

of ‘The Three Obediences and Four Virtues’9 (Rosenlee, 2012).  

 

These ideas show serious gender inequality in dynastic China. Hence, unsurprisingly, 

men especially those from rich families had the rights and resources to choose their 

sex partners including the male ones. In contrast, females were required to suppress 

their sexual desires as they were expected to serve males instead of seeking pleasures 

on their own, which is proved in the Book of Han, in which a wife of emperor of Han 

sleep and eat with a female inferior and made him feel angry (Li, 2009). To a certain 

extent this explains why female same sex relationships were given little attention or 

recognition.   

  

2.1.2 Early Period of Communist Rule (1949-1978) 

Life in the earlier period of communist rule was highly politicalized (Solomon, 1972, 

p. 2). People’s behavior was under tight government’s surveillance through the family 

and production units (such as the state-owned enterprises and communes) 

(Engebretsen, 2014). Family life was seen more as a public domain than as a private 

domain. Family was regarded as a communist party’s vehicle for guiding its members 

to put the communist ideas into practice in their daily life (Engebretsen, 2009; Rofel, 

2007). Contrary to the previous period the dominant view on sex became conservative 

(Li, 2009). During the Cultural Revolution, sex and love were seen as 

counter-revolutionary ideas indebted to capitalism (Butterfield, 1983). They were 

treated as an expression of individualism, which was given no place in the socialist 
																																																								
9 The Three Obediences and Four Virtues refer to a set of moral principles for women based on the 
Book of Etiquette and Ceremonial and the Rites of Zhou. A woman should obey her father in youth, her 
husband after marriage, and her son in old age. A woman should possess four virtues of fidelity, tidings, 
propriety in speech, and commitment to domestic duties (Tang & Lai, 2007). 
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society (Rofel, 2007).    

 

Unsurprisingly, as proved in some studies, the government had a very negative 

attitude to non-heterosexism (Wan, 2001). This negative attitude was expressed 

mainly in three ways. Firstly, some government officials denied the existence of 

non-heterosexism. Li Yinhe has a clear description about the government official’s 

attitude towards homosexuality before the opening up, in 1978 Emma Bonino (an 

Italian congressperson) asked questions concerning homosexuality during her visit in 

China (Li, 2009). In response to these questions, the interpreter provided by the 

Chinese government stressed that all non-heterosexuals had disappeared since the 

beginning of the communist rule (Consoli, 1978). This incidence reflects that 

non-heterosexuality was treated as a taboo in the mass media (Ho, 2009; Sigley, 

2006).  

 

Secondly, some Chinese officials saw non-heterosexual acts as a crime (Li, 2006).  

When the constitution was drafted and enacted, there was no discussion of how 

non-heterosexuality should be treated. However, people who committed the same-sex 

acts were prosecuted as criminals (Friend, 1978). In the pre-reform period, 

non-heterosexual people were often charged with the crime of ‘hooliganism’ (Liu 

mang) and were given such punishments as re-education, routine prosecution and 

imprisonment (Chou, 2000; Cui, 2009; Wan, 2001). These punishments had no 

specific time limit; non-heterosexuals could be re-educated or imprisoned for life.  

 

Thirdly some officials saw non-heterosexual acts as an illness. They ordered male 

non-heterosexuals to receive electric shock therapies (Kristof, 1990). By doing so, 
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they wanted to convey a message that same-sex acts were unnatural and could be 

changed.  

 

Medical professionals had the potential to provide alternative views on 

non-heterosexism and to challenge the government’s ways of treating 

non-heterosexuals. However, these potentials were not realized. One reason is that 

medical professionals were highly politicalized and required to follow the order from 

the government. Another reason is that medical professionals were not quite ready to 

develop an independent view on non-heterosexism. There was a lack of consensual 

view on the nature of non-heterosexual acts. Some medical practitioners regarded 

them as a youth problem resulting from young people’s ignorance, a sense of 

uncertainty and disagreement with social norms (Consoli, 1978). Some saw them as a 

kind of mental illness. Worse still, the medical practitioners had no confidence that 

they could provide any cure to that kind of mental illness (Sing Tao News, 1981).   

 

In this period, non-heterosexuals had two different responses to the hostile 

environment and government’s unfriendly policies. The first response was based on 

an assumption that the government would not take large scale actions to arrest or 

punish them unless public security was threatened.  Hence, some non-heterosexuals 

chose to conduct their way of life in a very low profile manner in order to avoid 

arousing the government’s suspicion that their non-heterosexual acts put the social 

order at risk. The second response was to make the public understand and accept their 

sexual orientations in the hope that people of different sexual orientations can get 

along with each other (Li, 2009). It is interesting to note that there are no records 
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showing that non-heterosexuals want to challenge the heterosexual institutions 

through collective actions.  

 

2.1.3 Post-1979 

In response to the dark period of the Cultural Revolution, the new leadership in the 

late 1970s was keen to make a breakthrough in the communist rule. Under the banner 

of the Four Modernizations, the Beijing government by trial and error launched 

reforms in the fields of agriculture, industry, national defense, and science and 

technology (Ebrey & Chow, 2003). These reforms stress the importance of attracting 

foreign investments, lessening the central government’s control on policies, 

privatizing state-owned industries and encouraging private entrepreneurs to run 

businesses (Garnaut et al., 2014; Wilson, 2007). These reforms would bring long-term 

social impacts on different walks of life.  

 

The reform period bears witness to a rapid expansion of the private sector (Engardio, 

2005). The private market played an increasingly important role in creating and 

allocating wealth. Through taking part in the market activities, foreign companies 

accelerated the import of foreign ideas into China (Fu, 2000). As mentioned above, 

most of the jobs were allocated by the government through the state-owned 

enterprises and communes in the pre-reform period (Wong, 2005). After 1979, more 

and more people worked in the private sector rather than the government’s production 

units and have the freedom to migrate to other provinces to seek jobs (Chan, 2009). 

As a result, the surveillance capacity of the government on people through the 

economic control was weakened (Wu, Xu & Yeh, 2006). Moreover, those who move 

out of their homeland face less pressure to fulfill their parents’ expectations. Coupled 
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with the growing importance of the private job market, there was an expansion of 

consumption markets marked by an increasing variety of products and services 

available for sale and a huge population of consumers with rich purchasing power. 

These changes gave people (especially those with plenty of financial resources) more 

opportunities to choose their style of living. The reform period also witnessed the 

growth of the NGOs responsible for discussing and tackling social issues through 

organizing some private or semi-public activities (Engebretsen, 2013; Common 

Language, 2009). Some of the NGOs received financial support from the government; 

some received funding from international organizations.  

 

All these changes provided the opportunities for people to seek a higher degree of 

autonomy from the communist party through acting as a worker in the private labor 

market, as a consumer in the private product market and service targets of the NGOs 

especially those funded by the international organizations. As a part of society, 

non-heterosexuals also made use of the opportunities to explore more freedom to lead 

their non-heterosexual life.   

 

First, there was an expansion of the pink economy, which is marked by the growth of 

gay and lala bars, the availability of non-heterosexual commercial products (such as 

sex toys, non-heterosexual fashions and non-heterosexual entertainment icons) and 

the rapid development of e-channels (such as channels provided by the technologies) 

for non-heterosexuals to interact (Teng, 2009; Common Language, 2009). The first 

lala bar was opened by a lala in 1999, which not only provides opportunities for 

non-heterosexuals to make friends but also provides entertainments centered on the 

non-heterosexual themes (Engebretsen, 2014). Some T-style female singers such as Li 
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Yuchun and Zhou Bichang became the lalas icon for younger generations (Kam, 2014). 

The career success of these two rising stars implied that some entertainers and 

non-heterosexuals may be able to build up a mutually supportive relationship. On the 

one hand, the entertainers got the supports from a number of lalas fans, who are 

essential to a successful development of their career. On the other hand, the 

entertainers promoted a positive image of non-heterosexuals. 10  

 

The expansion of the pink economy was coupled with a wide use of the information 

and communications technologies to explore the e-space for non-heterosexuals to 

interact. Based on my observations, most of the lalas I know have downloaded at least 

one lala social networking APPs and follow news online frequently. The number 

of dating APPs and online services has ballooned and become more and more popular 

in recent years. For example, few decades ago, public parks were the only place for 

non-heterosexual people to meet. Because of the advance in the Internet technology, 

non-heterosexual people can meet, chat, and date online without geographical limits. 

Moreover, it is much easier for non-heterosexual to get the LGBT related news 

through the Internet than before. News is no longer something that can only be 

watched through the television or read from newspapers. News can now be accessed 

through the social media. Gaining access to the news from the e-channels is 

particularly important to non-heterosexuals in China because the Chinese government 

has long been imposing tight controls on the mass media (such as televisions and 

newspapers).  

 
																																																								
10 Based on my observations in Beijing, T-styled celebrities have significant influence on the way lala 
dress and perceive themselves. I have conducted casual interviews with some lalas that I met in formal 
and informal activities. They told me that they felt empowered and inspired by these icons. Some of 
them were strongly influenced by the way their icons dress and behave. This makes me understand 
why there is an emergence of T-styled commercial products/brands created by the T idols.  
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In short, through taking part in the pink economy, non-heterosexuals to a certain 

extent are able to choose their life style and develop their networks through exercising 

their consumer sovereignty.   

 

Second, there are more academic studies on non-heterosexism than in the previous 

period. Since the late 1980s few researchers started studying and publishing 

non-heterosexual issues (eg. Li & Wang, 1992; Ruan, 1991). For example, Li Yinhe 

and Zhang Xiaobo published a book entitled Their World (Li & Wang, 1992). In this 

book, they discussed the findings of a research on ten male non-heterosexuals. Ruan 

Fangfu published a book entitled Sex in China: Studies in Sexology in Chinese 

Culture. In this book, he explored the assumptions about sexual practices and ideas in 

ancient China, and examined views on homosexuality lesbianism, transvestism, 

transsexualism, and prostitution in contemporary China (Ruan, 1991). It is important 

not to over-estimate the number of publications of non-heterosexual people. As 

mentioned in the previous sections, due to the unpredictable government’s attitude to 

non-heterosexism and a lack of sufficient financial supports, the growth of research 

on non-heterosexism is not commensurate with its significance. Despite that, the 

research on non-heterosexism plays an important role in increasing the visibility of 

non-heterosexuals in society. Moreover, through collecting empirical evidence, the 

researchers serve to provide a certain degree of challenges to the government’s views 

on non-heterosexuals (especially those views emphasizing that non-heterosexuals are 

abnormal or a criminal). To a certain extent, this explains why the views on 

non-heterosexual acts are no longer as monolithic as in the pre-reform period. 

Furthermore, it is found that the studies by Li Yinhe, Zhan Beichuan and Ruan 

Fangfu provide younger academics the encouragement to devote their career to 
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studying non-heterosexuals in the fields of Sociology, Psychology and Medical 

Science.  

 

Third, a number of NGOs with the concern about the needs and rights of 

non-heterosexuals were set up. Rofel (2012) estimated that there were more than 300 

NGOs aimed at serving non-heterosexuals in 2012. The examples of these NGOs 

include the Common Language (Tong Yu), Beijing sisters group (Common Language, 

2009), Les + (the only one lala magazine publisher in China) and Da Shi Qiang 

Association (Big Wall Association). Most of the NGOs receive financial supports 

from the government. They help the government to carry out Aids campaigns. The 

tasks they implement include encouraging non-heterosexuals to go through the HIV 

tests, motivating non-heterosexuals to have regular medical check-ups and to conduct 

community health education programmes. 

 

I had a conversation with a founder of a Lala NGO. She shared with me some 

information about difficulties of organizing and raising fund for NGO (Huang, 2016). 

Some NGOs are more conscious of seeking autonomy from the government’s control 

(Hildebrandt, 2012). Hence, some accept subventions from overseas foundations 

(such as the Ford Foundation). Some actively develop international connections. For 

example, the founder of Da Shi Qiang Association Li Jianquan took part in the 

meetings held by the International Association of Lesbian Gay in New York (Wan, 

2001). Some NGOs (such as the Beijing LGBT Center) are keen to promote 

localization of finance by seeking financial supports from the community. To achieve 

this goal, it conducts revenue-generating projects such as to carry out research 

projects in collaboration with universities, and to develop job markets for 
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non-heterosexuals in collaboration with international companies (such as the 

Goldman Sachs). 

 

Fourth, the government has modified its attitude to non-heterosexuals – from zero 

tolerance to selectively accepting some of the non-heterosexual acts. In 1989, the first 

AIDS case was confirmed (Zhang & Chu, 2005). Before long, the government 

launched the Aids campaign. The key elements of this campaign included estimating 

the numbers of non-heterosexuals, regulating behavior of the non-heterosexuals and 

promoting health education. It is estimated that there are at least 30 million of gay 

men in China (Liu, 2005). The first licensed Beijing Gender Consultation Centre was 

established with the emphasis on AIDS-related intervention work in the MSM (men 

who have sex with men) community (Zhang & Chu, 2005). To reinforce the health 

messages conveyed by the AIDs campaign, a number of guidebooks were published. 

An example of these books is the Handbook of Health Education. As 

male-heterosexuals are mentioned in these books, they are officially recognized by 

the government. Whether the government is sincere in promoting the health of 

heterosexuals is subject to debate. Despite that it is quite clear that the government’s 

actions result in increasing the visibility of non-heterosexuals in the public domain. 

The words gay, lesbians and homosexuals are no longer taboos in the mass media.  

 

 

2.2 Three Institutions – Government, Private Market and Family 

 

The government, the private market and the family can be seen as double-edged 

swords to non-heterosexuals. On the one hand, they provide the opportunities and 
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resources for non-heterosexuals to improve their life. On the other hand, they create 

barriers to the participation of non-heterosexuals in society.  

 

2.2.1 Government 

There is evidence showing the government’s mixed attitude towards 

non-heterosexuals. As mentioned in previous sections, non-heterosexuals in 

pre-reform period were often charged with hooliganism. In 1997, Hooliganism was 

abolished (Jeffreys, 2007; Guo, 2007). In 2001, homosexuality was removed by the 

Chinese Psychiatric Association from the list of mental illness (Ma, 2011). In 2017, 

textbooks for sex education at primary schools address and recognize both 

heterosexual and homosexual relationships (Ye, 2017). These changes created more 

favorable conditions for convincing the public to accept that non-heterosexuals are 

neither criminals nor abnormal members of society. However, these changes do not 

necessarily mean that the government supports the development of non-heterosexism. 

Sexual discrimination is a serious barrier to the participation of non-heterosexuals in 

society.  It makes it difficult for non-heterosexuals to disclose their sexual identity in 

the public domain.  However, on the United Nations convention against sexual 

orientation discrimination, the Chinese government abstained from voting (Li, 2016). 

Moreover, from time to time it bans non-heterosexual activities.  

 

The government’s mixed attitude to non-heterosexuals is reflected in its policy 

principles on non-heterosexual acts (Hildebrandt, 2011). Concerning how to govern 

non-heterosexuals, the government upholds the ‘Three Nos’ Policy - no approval (bu 

zhi chi), no disapproval (bu fan dui), and no promotion (bu ti chan) (Mountford, 2010; 

UNDP, 2016). This ‘Three Nos’ Policy implies the existence of three policy zones – 
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the tolerated policy zone, the prohibited policy zone and the grey policy zone. As 

mentioned above, the government organizes and financially supports the Aids 

campaigns. These campaigns can be seen to be within the tolerated policy zone. It is 

not legal to have the same-sex marriage and/or to purchase the overseas services for 

having a test-tube baby. These activities can be seen to be within the prohibited policy 

zone. There are activities, which are neither in the tolerated policy zone nor in the 

prohibited policy zone. They are those activities that the government does not openly 

reject or openly approve. Examples of these activities include non-heterosexual pride 

activities, non-heterosexual film festivals and commercial activities conducted by 

non-heterosexual bars. There is evidence that the organizers openly run these 

activities without facing any government interference. There is also evidence that 

government has banned some of these activities without providing any advance 

warning to the organizers. One of the examples of this evidence is the 

non-heterosexual cultural festival held in Beijing in 2005. In the period right before 

the beginning of the festival, the official media has produced programs exploring 

different views on homosexuality. Because of the encouragement of this good sign, 

the organizers stepped up their promotion work. However, before long the 

government banned it because it felt that the social order was under threat.  This 

example shows that the government could change its views on the nature of 

non-heterosexual activities overnight. In other words, to the non-heterosexuals, it is 

just like winter weather could come anytime during the summer. A-Qiang (a LGBT 

activist) shared similar experience on his personal blog on Sina. He said that the 

government could impose the ban on the LGBT activities anytime without giving any 

hints or reason. This kind of experience makes him feel that while the government’s 

attitude to non-heterosexual activities is not as hostile as in the pre-reform period, the 
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government is far from friendly to non-heterosexuals. As a result, many 

non-heterosexual activities find themselves always somewhere between the ‘red light’ 

and the ‘green light’. In relation to this point, a LGBT NGO organizer has made this 

remark ‘having some tea (and being investigated) is inevitable11. But they treat me in 

a polite manner, and I have never been taken away by force.’ This implies that the 

government may try to use less coercion to ban non-heterosexual activities than in the 

past. However, despite that it always keeps non-heterosexual activists under watch 

and is ready to arrest them without hesitation. 

 

The government has tightened its control on LGBT-related NGOs in recent years. 

According to the Bureau of Civil Affairs, LGBT-related organizations are not allowed 

to be officially registered. Moreover, the Bureau of Civil Affairs has declared that 

homosexuality is unhealthy and uncivilized despite the fact that there is no Chinese 

law criminalizing homosexuality (Huang, 2017). Furthermore, restrictions were 

imposed on foreign investment on local NGOs (Wu & Chan, 2012). As informed by a 

founder of a LGBT-related NGO, this restriction put those NGOs relying on foreign 

investment into a very difficult position. Last but not least, the government has 

recently further tightened censorship on the Internet and banned any online contents 

concerning LGBT issues (Devlin & Ni, 2017). As the Internet has been the most 

commonly used channel for NGOs to spread information and to do networking, this 

ban has a devastating effect on the functions and even survival of the LGBT-related 

NGO in China. 

																																																								
11 Once, in an informal gathering, I met a lala who worked at a lala NGO. She shared her experience 
of being chased by authorities: “we wanted to hold an event in Beijing, but was held back，so we 
organized it in Guangzhou. Government censorship was so strict in Beijing that our cell phones were 
all under surveillance. The government may not be keen to intervene in LGBT issues. However, if the 
events concerned become politicized, it would step up its control over it.”  
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On the one hand, the ‘Three Nos’ Policy gives non-heterosexuals the reason to feel 

pessimistic about the prospects of non-heterosexual movement, as the environment is 

full of uncertainty. On the other hand, the ‘Three Nos’ Policy gives non-hererosexuals 

the incentives to explore the grey policy zone through activities intended to test the 

water.  

 

2.2.2 Private market 

As well as the government, both the consumption market and the paid labor market 

bring mixed blessings to non-heterosexuals. As mentioned above, some 

non-heterosexuals could gain the respect and freedom to organize the life they prefer 

through taking part in the pink economy. Private companies (such as Blue’d, the L, 

and lesdo) attach importance to the demands of non-heterosexual customers so much 

so that they regularly conduct marketing surveys in the cities. These surveys draw 

attention to the consumer preferences and consumer capacity demands of 

non-heterosexuals (Community Market, 2014, 2015, 2016). Moreover, as some online 

news reported they make the public more aware of the importance of the demands of 

non-heterosexuals – it is estimated the pink economy generates more than US$470 

billion per year (Campbell, 2017; Waldmeir, 2016; Shan, 2016). Behind the huge 

economic value of the market products, there is an implication that some 

non-heterosexual ways of life are elected by a huge number of people. This huge 

number of customers cast their votes through spending money.   

 

However, as a channel for facilitating non-heterosexuals to improve their life, the 

pink economy has some limitations. There is no study about the wealth gaps between 
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non-heterosexuals. But no one would deny that those who lack purchasing power find 

it difficult to take part in the consumption market as a consumer. In fact, some studies 

of ‘money boys’ indicate that some non-heterosexuals choose to become prostitutes in 

order to gain sufficient financial resources to take part in the pink economy (He et al., 

2007; Wong et al., 2008; Liu et al., 2009). These non-heterosexuals are vulnerable to 

being doubly marginalized (because of their sexual orientations and their occupation).  

 

Through working in the private companies especially those located far away from 

their homeland, non-homosexuals to a certain extent free themselves from the 

surveillance of their family (Sang, 2003). It is not uncommon for non-heterosexuals to 

leave their home to seek for better-paid jobs (Kam, 2007). They may travel between 

their work location and their hometown so as to maintain a stable relationship with 

their parents, and to establish a non-heterosexual family with their partner. However, 

it is important to note this kind of ‘double attachment’ strategy is expensive. The 

homosexuals concerned may face heavy costs of travelling, and may find it difficult 

to adjust to the new life in the new city as a migrant. It is also important to note the 

private labor market is beset by discriminations against non-heterosexuals. It is not 

uncommon for non-heterosexuals to hide their sexual orientations in order to keep the 

jobs. This point is confirmed in the discussion of the interview findings in Chapters 

Five and Six. 

 

2.2.3 Family 

Evidence shows that the relationship between non-heterosexuals and their family is 

mixed. Non-heterosexual acts are often equated with rejecting the fundamental 

cultural tradition, which stresses the importance of fulfilling filial piety (Hu & Wang, 
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2013; Liu, 2013). The traditional values such as the above-mentioned The Three 

Obedience and Four Virtues gain more influence as the charm of the communism is 

fading in China. In traditional Chinese culture, stress is on family solidarity and 

reproduction. It is commonly believed that every grown up male should have a wife 

and every female should have a husband and then raise children as a kind of pension 

for their later stage of their life (Xu & Xia, 2014). In view of this belief, it is not 

surprising that women are expected to marry with children at an appropriate age. 

Moreover, it is commonly believed that married people are more reliable and 

trustworthy. Hence, some people see marriage as a ticket to adulthood (Kam, 2007). 

In this sense, having a heterosexual marriage is a social requirement rather than a 

personal choice. Those who fail to meet this social requirement are judged negatively. 

For example, those women at the marriageable age choose not to marry are likely to 

be labeled negatively as ‘leftover ladies’ (Fincher, 2014). Furthermore, while people 

are allowed to find their mates on their own, the idea of arranged marriage still has a 

strong influence in society. Hence, parents are likely to introduce suitors to their 

children if they feel that their children are unwilling or unable to find a mate by 

themselves. A study on lalas shows that about half of the respondents feel the pressure 

to get married (Chen, 2009; Engebretsen, 2009). The results indicate that the family 

pressure makes it difficult for lalas to have a same sex partner so they hide their 

sexual identity by pretending to be single.  

 

In the reform period, few would still believe that the family is an effective Party’s 

vehicle for promoting communism. However, it is important to note that the family is 

not an independent institution. It is subject to the government’s heavy influence. A 

clear example is the one-child policy practiced in the period 1979 to 2015. This policy 
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heightens parents’ expectations on their child to have a heterosexual marriage and to 

have a baby.  

 

On the other hand, a number of studies indicate that family could provide protection 

for non-heterosexuals (Doty et al., 2010; Ryan, 2010; Ryan et al., 2010). There are 

cases that parents not only accept their children’s non-heterosexual orientations but 

also openly fight the same-sex marriage rights for them. For example, more than 100 

parents of non-heterosexual youth in China wrote an open letter to delegates of 

China’s National People’s Congress demanding marriage equality for their children 

(Li, 2013). There is a mother named Wu Youjian, who openly supports her gay son 

on the Internet and TV. She also founded a nongovernmental organization PFLAG 

(short for Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) to advocate LGBT 

rights and provide support for LGBT youth and their parents in 2008, based on 

articles and stories she posted on her personal blog. There are a lot of gay and lala 

youth who came out to their parents. Their parents gradually accept their sexual 

orientation, while some parents have a lot negative reactions and threaten to kill 

themselves. 

 

In summary, in the interaction with the family, private market, and government, the 

non-heterosexual people face a lot of difficulties in their life. 

 

 

2.3 Diverse Strategies for Dealing with Difficulties 

 

There is a lack of consensus among non-heterosexuals on the ideal strategies for 
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dealing with the difficulties in their life. Different non-heterosexuals may try different 

ways to improve their life. Three ways how non-heterosexuals attempt to reduce the 

difficulties are discussed as follows.  

 

2.3.1 Individual Efforts 

Some non-heterosexuals make individual efforts to improve their life. They may take 

part in the job market as an individual worker, participate in the product market as an 

individual customer, receive the services provided by the Aids Campaign, seek for 

some individual changes and make individual efforts to hide their sexual identity.  

 

Some NGOs in the private sector have tried to help non-heterosexuals make 

individual efforts to improve their life. As mentioned above, some NGOs assist the 

government to carry out various Aids Campaigns. Some NGOs such as (Work for 

LGBT) organize LGBT job fairs in collaboration with local and international firms 

(such as Morgan Stanely, Citibank, PwC, IBM, Ford, Nielsen, Didi, Blurfocus).  

Through taking part in these work fairs, non-heterosexuals may be able to take part in 

the job market as an individual worker.  As mentioned above, the same sex marriage 

is not legal in China.  Instead of challenging the government’s hostile attitude to the 

same sex marriage, some companies such as Taobao assist non-heterosexuals to have 

the same-sex wedding ceremonies during their short visits to western countries such 

as the USA, Canada, New Zealand and Netherlands. Some companies assist 

non-heterosexuals to migrate to other countries for good, such as (Yue, 2016). Some 

companies run IT services for non-heterosexuals. Studies indicate that 

non-heterosexuals rely increasingly on the Internet to share their opinions and inner 

feelings. In taking part in the activities of the web communities, it is not unusual for 
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non-heterosexuals to use fake names. This to a certain extent implies that they only 

want to participate in the e-channel activities as individuals instead of favoring using 

the collective actions to deal with their difficulties. Nonetheless, we should not rule 

out a possibility some people may want to use their fake name to organize collective 

actions. But the credentials of these collective actions should not be over-estimated.  

 

2.3.2 Collective Efforts 

Some non-heterosexuals are keen to launch collective actions to promote the rights of 

non-heterosexuals. One of the issues that concern them is the legalization of same sex 

marriage. While the government’s attitude towards non-heterosexual people is 

unpredictable, some of the non-heterosexuals and their supporters are keen to take 

actions to press for it since the late 1990 (Rofel, 2007, 2012). Student from 

Guangzhou has sent letters to 2,516 members of the National People’s Congress and 

the People’s Political Consultative Conference requesting the enactment of the 

same-sex marriage act (Crouch, 2014). Sociologist Li Yinhe has proposed the Chinese 

Same-sex Marriage Bill to the National People’s Congress and the Chinese Political 

Consultive Conference in 2004, 2006, 2008 and 2012 (Choi & Luo, 2016). Some gay 

and lesbian couples apply for a marriage license in Beijing despite the fact that it is 

clearly understood that their chance of getting the approval is next to zero (Yin, 2013). 

Some lesbian and gay couples hold high-profile wedding ceremony so as to make the 

public understand their needs for the public recognition of their married status (Linder, 

2016; Tungol, 2016; The Telegraph, 2009). A non-heterosexual activist filed a suit 

against the Ministry of Education for describing homosexually as a mental illness on 

academic textbooks (Thomas, 2016).  
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Some organizations and non-heterosexuals are keen to launch collective actions to 

demand for the rights of non-heterosexuals. These actions include making movies 

with non-heterosexual themes, organizing gay-pride activities and writing novels with 

the focus on the themes exploring unfair treatments faced by non-heterosexuals (Chen, 

2011; He, 2008; Li, 2001). A widely discussed example of these cultural products is 

the documentary Zhi tongzhi (Queer China) directed by Cui Zi’en. In this 

documentary, 30 notable figures in the LGBT community shared their views on 

homosexuality and the thirty years development of LGBT movements in China in 

interviews (Cui, 2009). Another example is the gay-lesbian contract marriage themed 

documentary entitled Our marriages: When Lesbians Marry with Gay Men. This 

document records the process in which four lalas look for their gay fake husband, 

negotiate with their potential gay fake husbands about the marriage rules and 

obligations, hold wedding ceremonies, and organize their daily life after getting 

married (He, 2013). The documentary presents a detailed picture of how traditional 

Chinese society perceives family, marriage and homosexuality through the lens of the 

four lalas. It is important to note that movies such as Fish and Elephants (2001) and 

East Palace West Palace (1996) were released overseas and received awards. These 

movies serve as a vehicle for seeking international supports for collective actions 

launched by non-heterosexuals. In order to further increase the influence of these 

cultural products in society, film festivals with the themes of non-heterosexism have 

been organized in Beijing and Shanghai.  

 

Furthermore, organizations try to combine actions with academic studies. An example 

is the research projects done by the Common Language (2015). In the 2000s, it 

actively studied the oral history of lalas, anti-lesbian domestic violence and China’s 
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Blood Donation Law (Common Language, 2009, 2015). The ban on women who have 

engaged in same sex sexual behavior from donating blood was lifted in 2010 (Gray, 

2012; Shan, 2009). However, at the time of conducting this study, the MSM group is 

still not allowed to serve as a blood donor. In order to end this blood ban, gay and 

lesbian organizations made joint actions such as launching online petitions, collecting 

signatures supporting the cause and collecting stories showing the harms brought by 

the ban to non-heterosexuals (Shan, 2012). The research done by the Common 

Language (2009) was seen as an important way to give support to these movements. 

Even though the effectiveness of the activities organized by the NGOs are subject to 

debate, there is a little doubt that these efforts serve to help non-heterosexuals make 

some noise in society and draw attention to the importance of fighting for sexual 

rights.  

 

To consolidate the forces challenging the dominance of the heterosexual institutions 

and practices, organizations attempt to develop a longer-term forum to share their 

resources and efforts to fight for the rights of non-heterosexuals. For example, lala 

camps are organized by the Chinese Lala Alliance (CLA). In these camps, lala 

organizers from the USA, Taiwan and Hong Kong were invited to exchange 

experience of how to organize lala activities, share views on lalas rights and set action 

agendas (Hou, 2014). A Chinese LaLa alliance was formed in Taiwan. 

Non-heterosexual organizations actively developed APPs for helping 

non-heterosexuals to strengthen their networks inside and outside China.  

 

2.3.3 A Mix of Individual and Collective Efforts 

There are actions that can be seen as a mix of individual and collective efforts. An 
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example is the attempts made by non-heterosexuals to respond to their parents’ 

expectations through organizing contract marriages. It is quite a common practice that 

non-heterosexuals marry homosexuals in order to hide their identities (Chan et al., 

2012). Li Yinhe (2002) entering heterosexual marriage used to be the only way for 

gay men in China. It is estimated that 70-80% of gay men in metropolitan areas have 

or will get married with women (Chan et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2000). Ruan and 

colleagues see this practice as a reason why the MSM pass the HIV to females at a 

quick pace across the country (Lau et al., 2008). Studies also indicate that some lalas 

marry a man in order to avoid their sexual orientation from being exposed. 

 

It is important to note that a contract marriage can be conducted in a collective way. 

There are websites and mobile applications developed for a gay-lala contract marriage. 

In order to help each other deal with the family pressure, some male non-heterosexual 

and lalas marry each other (Chen, 2009; Liu, 2013). Since this kind of marriage 

involves contract between male non-heterosexuals and lalas, it is commonly termed as 

‘contract marriage’, ‘formality marriage’ or ‘sham marriage’. I have attended an 

informal speech on contract marriage shared by a lawyer who has voluntarily helped 

some lala-gay couples draft pre-marriage agreements. Joining this event deepened my 

understanding of lala’s need for contract marriage, and made me aware that there are 

different types of contract marriage. The first can be termed as the ‘ceremonial 

marriage’, which is characterized by the couple’s decision not to live together except 

in some festivals. The purpose of making occasional gatherings is to make their 

family members believe that the two parties involved are a genuine married couple. 

The second type can be termed as the ‘extended family marriage’ because each of the 

married couple asks their own lovers to live together under the same roof. The third 
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type can be termed as the ‘banquet marriage’ because the male non-heterosexuals and 

lalas openly announce that they are couples (usually in a big banquet) without going 

through the registration. The fourth type can be termed as the ‘quick entry and quick 

exit marriage’ because male non-heterosexuals and lalas divorce soon after they 

register as a married couple. By making a high profile registration and a low profile 

divorce, the couple tries to give their relatives an impression that they are 

heterosexual. A single non-heterosexual is unlikely to decide the actual type of 

contract marriage. It is likely to be a result of the negotiations between the parties 

involved. It is common for third-party organizations to monitor the negotiations. 

There are cases where some families of the married couple also take part in the 

negotiation. While these types of contract marriage require the cooperation between 

different parties, its main purpose is to help non-heterosexuals to hide their sexual 

identify instead of challenging the establishment. Hence, most of the contract 

marriages can be seen as a kind of the mix of individual and collective efforts to 

improve the life of non-heterosexuals.  

 

 

2.4 Issues of Heterogeneity and Homogeneity 

 

So far, this chapter shows that there are conditions that adversely affect the life not 

only of lalas but also that of other non-heterosexuals. Hence, in studying these 

conditions and finding ways to respond to them, it is necessary to consider not only 

the needs of lalas but also other non-heterosexuals. However, it is important to avoid 

taking for granted that lalas and other non-heterosexuals belong to the same group.  

On the contrary, there are important differences between them. That is why in 
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providing the background information for the analysis of social exclusion faced by 

lalas and the strategies they prefer to reduce the difficulties in their life, it is important 

to highlight the homogeneity and heterogeneity issues faced by lalas.  

 

2.4.1 Differences between Lalas and other non-heterosexuals 

As mentioned in the previous parts, male non-heterosexuals receive a lot of attention 

from the government officials who work on the Aids campaign. In contrast, the needs 

of lala community are often ignored and their existence is even denied by some 

members of society. Based on an Oral History of Beijing Lala Community 

Development (2009), an American organization ‘Institute for Tongzhi Studies’ tried 

to approach and study Chinese non-heterosexual community in 2004. They found it 

much harder to contact lalas than male non-heterosexuals for interviews, while there 

were dozens of gay men organizations available for providing information but the 

organizations for providing information for lalas were much fewer than that 

(Common Language, 2009, p. 34). In a gay right movement documentary directed by 

Cui Zi’en entitled Queer China, Xu Bin (a member of the Common Language) made 

this remark: the AIDS Campaign does not look after sufficiently the interests of lalas; 

the gay and lesbian community receive different treatments even though they both 

take part in the LGBT movement (Cui, 2009). 

 

As mentioned above, the studies of non-heterosexuals are expanding but are still not 

sufficient. Worst still, lalas are under-represented in these studies. Whereas male 

non-heterosexuals’ experiences have been given attention in literature ranging from 

reviews of ancient documents about non-heterosexual behaviors (Li, 2009; Shi, 2001; 

Zhang, 2001; Wu et al., 2004) to contemporary discussions about the AIDS campaign 
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(Kaufman & Jing, 2002; Zhang & Chu, 2005), there is a scarcity of research on lalas. 

This kind of research is only occasionally found in Psychiatry and Sociology, but 

lesbian researchers have little influence in the policymaking concerning lalas (Chen & 

Chen, 2007).  

 

It is important to note that as with women, lalas face not only the cultural 

condemnation of non-heterosexuality in society but also the social pressure for 

women to marry and reproduce (Deborah & Sara, 2014). This kind of social pressure 

faced by women and lalas may not necessarily be understandable to either the male 

heterosexuals or male non-heterosexuals.  

 

Conflicts between male and female non-hetersosexuals are not unusual especially 

between those involved in the contract marriages (Wang, 2015). Since this kind of 

marriage is merely nominal and not legally protected, there is a lack of formal channel 

for resolving their conflicts (Wang, 2015). Many male and female non-heterosexuals 

try to sign agreements to bind their behaviors (Kam, 2013). However, these kind of 

agreements lacks any laws to provide the back up. Hence, when they come cross any 

conflicts, it is difficult for them to seek help from the courts. Document shows that 

lalas are likely to become the victims of the contract marriage – some are raped by 

their fake husband, some are forced by their fake husband’s mother to have a baby, 

and some are divorced by their fake husband involuntarily (Lui, 2011).   

 

Through chatting with some lalas I met, I realized that lala NGOs seldom cooperate 

with male non-heterosexuals despite the fact that both lalas and male 

non-heterosexuals face similar social disadvantages (such as not allowed to have the 
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same-sex marriage, not allowed to adopt children and do not have the same privileges 

as heterosexual married couples). One reason is that some lalas believe that gender 

does make a difference in their experiences of social exclusion. Compared to male 

non-heterosexuals, lalas are more marginalized from society because of heterosexist 

prejudice and gender inequality. Another reason is that lala and male 

non-heterosexual NGOs may have different sources of funding (such as male 

non-heterosexual NGOs have HIV prevention funding from government, lala NGOs 

used to get support from overseas’ foundations) to improve their life. More details of 

some of these observations are discussed in Chapter Five and Six.      

 

2.4.2 Differences between lalas 

It is important to avoid taking for granted that lalas are a homogeneous group. Instead 

there are important differences between them. There are a lot of attention to the 

differences between Tomboy (T) and Po (P). As mentioned in Chapter One the most 

common question newcomers would be asked in community gatherings is ‘Are you a 

T or a P?’ Both of these expressions refer to well-known lesbian gender identities in 

China across regions (Kam, 2014).  

 

Ho (2009) points out that the T/P division is on the basis of a duality of masculinity 

and femininity (Ho, 2009). Lala’ sexual identity is constructed in a patriarchal society 

(Engebretsen, 2005). As we are living in a society filled with heteronormative 

conceptions, heterosexuality is the privileged and dominant sexual identity. This 

conception leads to expected gender performance, either masculine or feminine. The 

society constructs what it means to be a man/husband and a woman/wife. In intimate 

relationship, we as individuals choose our sexual role based on our sense of gender 



41	
	

identity, which we act either feminine or masculine (Tong, 2013). In lala relationships, 

some lalas internalize such expectations through media, peers and families, and then 

resemble heterosexual men/women’s stereotypically masculine or feminine gender 

performance to fit these expectations.  

 

Based on my observation, hegemonic masculinity also has an impact on the practice 

of power relation within lala community. Masculine gender expression is often seen 

to be superior to feminine gender expression. In general, many lalas perceive 

feminine characters as an indicator of sexually insatiable and incapable of fidelity. 

Some lalas with masculine features feel insecure about femme lala, because they think 

femme lalas are attracted to men and would end up with heterosexual marriage, as the 

society expect them to be. Femme lalas are considered as ‘not queer enough’ and ‘not 

radical’ because of their gender expression. As mentioned in Chapter One, we also 

have other identity labels, such as pansexual.  

 

Lalas may distinguish themselves from the ways of developing with the intimate 

relationships with their partners. Three kinds of relationship pattern are often 

discussed by people – the TP pattern, the TT and the PP. TP pattern seems to be the 

most common and acceptable relationship pattern within Lala community. Usually, in 

a relationship, a T acts a dominant role similar to ‘husband’, and P takes a more 

passive role as ‘wife’. As the lala community is expanding, it is quite natural that 

more different kinds of relationship patterns are discovered. However compared to the 

TP pattern, the TT and PP patterns receive less attention. Certainly we should not rule 

out other possibilities given that some lalas identify themselves as H, bisexuals and/or 

pansexual.  
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As mentioned above, non-heterosexuals may use different ways to improve their life – 

the individual efforts, the collective efforts and a mix of the individual and the 

collective efforts. Hence, we should not rule out the possibility that different lalas 

may have different preferences on these ways for dealing with the difficulties in their 

life.    

 

2.4.3 Homogeneity Issues 

In addition to the heterogeneity issues, it is important to study how lalas deal with the 

homogeneity issues. As mentioned above, non-heterosexuals share many common 

problems caused by the mixed responses of the government, the market and the 

family to their different sexual orientations. Potentially they can cooperate with each 

other to fight for sexual rights such as the right to have same-sex marriages, the right 

to have sex discrimination free learning and working environments and the right to 

adopt children (Engrbretsen, 2009). As also mentioned above, lalas and heterosexual 

women share the same problems arising from various forms of sex discrimination, 

such as living under the pressure of marrying young and playing a subordinate role in 

the family. To deal with these issues, women and lalas may learn from each other 

about the desirable strategies – such as organizing contract marriages, migrating to 

other places, making films and doing research to expose the structural effects of the 

patriarchal society.   

 

 

Chapter Summery  
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This chapter has discussed some background information for the study of lala in 

China. The time frame is when China moved into the reform period, and the focus is 

on the roles played by the three institutions (the government, the market and the 

family). For non-heterosexuals the issues discussed include: 

 

1) The changing conditions to organize their life in the provision of opportunities 

(and constraints)  

2) Their difficulties in life, the strategies that may be used by to improve their life,  

3) The homogeneity and heterogeneity issues faced by lalas.  

 

The next chapter will discuss how this background information is related to the 

studies of social exclusion and the strategies for dealing with social exclusion.  
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Chapter 3 Literature Review  

 

As mentioned in Chapter One, this study is concerned with what social exclusion lalas 

face and how lalas deal with it. To achieve this two of the analytical tasks carried out 

are to examine the social exclusion faced by lalas and their responses to social 

exclusion. In order to put the study of these analytical tasks into an academic context, 

this chapter discusses five academic issues, namely the features of social exclusion 

issues, the strategies for dealing with social exclusion, homogeneity and heterogeneity 

issues, the welfare mix approaches and the adult worker models.   

 

In discussing these concepts, I would like to draw attention to the link between the 

studies of lalas in China and the studies of social exclusion. This link can be seen as a 

‘two ways’ traffic. On the one hand, the studies of social exclusion and the strategies 

for dealing with it throw the light into the difficulties faced by lalas in China, and 

inform the search of ways for reducing these difficulties. On the other hand, the study 

of lalas provides new insights into the examination of the welfare mix approaches for 

dealing with social exclusion and the adult worker models.  

 

 

3.1 Social Exclusion 

 

Social exclusion in general can be understood as a process in which an insider in 

society is treated as an outsider. This concept has widely been discussed at both 

national and international levels over the past three decades, and gradually become an 

important political discourse on tackling poverty throughout Europe and beyond 
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(Beland, 2007; Levitas et al., 2007). The idea of social exclusion was introduced by a 

French politician Rene Lenoir (1974) in his book titled Les Exclus: Un Francais Sur 

Dix, which originated in the French context and identified people who are a misfit in 

society due to the factors like disability, mental illness and poverty (Lenoir, 1974; 

Peters & Besley, 2014). Social exclusion is increasingly seen to be an important 

policy issues across regions (Jackson, 1999). During the 1990s, the third EU poverty 

programme progressively transformed its focus into social exclusion (Silver & Miller, 

2003). In 1997, the Labor government in the UK set up the Social Exclusion Unit to 

explore solutions to poverty and formulas for promoting social inclusion. These 

attempts convey a message that social exclusion is placed at the top policy agenda in 

central governments (Levitas, 1999; Giddens, 2013). With reference to the experience 

of the UK, the Hong Kong government has developed a number of employability 

measures (such as Disregarded Income measures and training services for users of 

state benefits) to ‘encourage’, by stick or carrot, socially excluded people to take part 

in the work economy (Yu, 2008). In putting forward the ideas of social investment, 

the EU emphasizes the importance of strengthening social inclusion. For example, the 

Strategy EU2020 stresses the importance of inclusive growth: developing a 

high-employment economy with the emphasis on social and territorial cohesion 

(Lundvall & Lorenz, 2012). The increasing popularity of the concept of social 

exclusion represents the keenness of academics and policy makers to find out 

solutions to multiple difficulties faced by disadvantaged groups (Fraser, 2010; 

Sheppard, 2012; Winlow & Hall, 2013). It also shows (at least some) people in the 

marginal positions in society wish to make the rest of society more aware that their 

suffering can be resulted not only from economic deprivations but also from 

involuntary non-integration in social and family networks (Welshman, 2007).  
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There are reasons to believe that the studies of social exclusion have high relevance to 

the studies of the difficulties faced by non-heterosexuals. First, evidence shows that 

non-heterosexuals easily fall into poverty, due to the difficulties in getting a decent 

job in the work economy, and due to the fact that they create a form of family that 

makes them ineligible for government’s assistance (Albelda et al., 2009; Badgett et al., 

2007; Badgett et al., 2013). For example, King and Bartlett (2006) highlight that 

people are unable to access social and health benefits (such as housing services and 

social care) conferred by marriage-like status (King & Bartlett, 2006; Lind, 2004). 

Studies show that lesbian couples have much higher poverty rates than other couples 

because they are not allowed to claim the family benefits that they deserve (Albelda et 

al., 2009; Badgett, 2006; Badgett et al., 2007). 

 

Secondly, it is commonly agreed that social exclusion represents a bigger issue than 

poverty. In relation to this view, Abrahamson (1995) has made this remark:  

 

There are people who simply lack enough money to make ends meet because of 

their position in the social structure, while others are shut out of mainstream 

society because of processes of discrimination on the grounds of ethnicity, sexual 

orientation and so on.  

 

Studies indicate that non-heterosexuals are involuntarily treated as ‘outsiders’ in 

society. Often resulting from the prejudges and stigmatization of non-heterosexuals 

(Grossman, 1992), McCormack (2013) points out that non-heterosexuals face a lot of 

sufferings such as being vulnerable to verbal and physical abuses, and difficulties to 
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receive supports from their family members or from societal institutions. Fish has 

done studies on the social exclusion faced by lesbian and proved that 

non-heterosexual women are marginalized in many aspects, especially the health-care 

system (Fish, 2006, 2009, 2010; Fish & Wilkinson, 2003). Fish (2009) pointed out 

that although the health care issues faced by non-heterosexual women are not 

necessarily same as those faced by heterosexual women, the former is 

under-represented in health care research especially before the 1990s. Studies about 

the mental health of non-heterosexual women lag significantly behind their needs. 

Many non-heterosexual women are at a higher risk of psychological distress, 

self-harm (King et al., 2008; Lea, De Wit, & Reynolds, 2014), suicidal behavior (Liu 

& Mustanski, 2012; Lytle, De Luca, & Blosnich, 2014), and generalized anxiety 

disorder (Hatzenbuehler et al., 2010) due to unfavorable living environments.  

However, the growth of the studies about these issues is not commensurate with the 

seriousness of the problems faced by them.   

 

In view of the above discussion, it is not surprising that the studies of social exclusion 

are related to the studies of lalas in China (and other countries). Analysts have 

highlighted important features of social exclusion issues (Abrahamson, 1995; Levitas, 

Pantazis et al., 2007; Miliband, 2006; Millar, 2007; Percy-Smith, 2000; Townsend, 

1997). These features are not only studied in the social exclusion literature but also 

have high relevancy to the difficulties faced by lalas that I have highlighted in Chapter 

Two. This point is illustrated as follows.  

 

3.1.1 Social Exclusion is Multi-dimensional 

Social exclusion has more than one dimension (Levitas et al., 2007; Millar, 2007; 
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Percy-Smith, 2000). There is a view that socially excluded people may suffer from 

one or more of the many social problems. These problems are unemployment, poverty, 

poor housing, lack of education opportunities, and an atmosphere where there is 

insufficient respect from other members of society. The drives of social exclusion are 

identified by Bradshaw, which include demography, labor market and social policy 

(Bradshaw et al., 2004). Percy-Smith (2000) has identified seven dimensions to social 

exclusion: economic, social, political, neighborhood, individual, spatial, and group. 

Miliband (2006) has identified three forms of social exclusion: wide, deep and 

concentrated exclusion.  

 

Chapter Two shows that the difficulties faced by non-heterosexuals in general and 

lalas in particular have multiple dimensions, includes financial, social and political. 

They are experiencing more than one dimension of inequality. Examples include: 

discrimination against lalas in the workplace; lalas lack the right to have the same-sex 

marriage, and lack of right to reproduce; some lalas are keen to leave their parents to 

form their own family but fail to do so because of a lack of financial supports. In 

addition to avoid social obligations that are indebted to the ideas of the heterosexism, 

some lalas find it necessary to move to other provinces to find jobs, and as a result 

find it difficult to adjust to new life as migrants.  

 

3.1.2 Social Exclusion is a Dynamic Process 

Social exclusion can be an evolving process, and the suffering can accumulate and/or 

changed to different forms. Hence, attention should be paid not only to the current 

experience but also to the prospects and opportunities for the future of socially 

excluded people (Millar, 2007). Following this logic, it is necessary to draw attention 
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to how people concerned start having the experience of being left out and whether and 

when they can get out of the traps of social disadvantages. For this reason, it is 

important to pay attention to people’s lived experiences especially those of constraints 

and opportunities encountered at different stages of life (for example, the job policies 

set by the public and private sectors, the expectations on marriage at a certain age).  

 

As shown in Chapter Two, a lack of opportunities for lalas to address social exclusion 

through having the same sex marriages is not an isolated issue but is associated with a 

number of events that shape their life. Same-sex marriage is not legalized for lalas to 

form a family. Thus, it is much harder to accumulate sufficient financial resources to 

leave their family of origin and/or enjoy the legal right to have a child. Without the 

chance of carrying out these ‘life’ tasks, it is not easy for them to be recognized as an 

adult. As a result, it is not unusual that they are not entrusted with important tasks in 

the workplace; this issue can be a barrier to the development of their career.  

 

3.1.3 Social Exclusion is an issue of homogeneity and heterogeneity 

Social exclusion can be suffered by both individuals and groups due to the variety and 

complexity of their personal characteristics. An individual can experience social 

exclusion but it can be shared by groups especially those who face the problems 

caused by ineffective policies and structural defects (Byrne, 2005; Welshman, 2007). 

It can be said that social exclusion is an issue of homogeneity and heterogeneity. For 

the purpose of tackling the structural causes of social exclusion effectively, it is 

necessary to stress the common experience of socially excluded people and make 

them understand the importance of making collective efforts to address social 

exclusion (Ferguson, 2008; Levitas et al., 2007). However, we should avoid assuming 
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that people have the same interpretation of social disadvantages and/or have the same 

preferences on the strategies for reducing social exclusion (Dovidio et al., 2010; 

Dwyer, 2010). It is not surprising to see that people from the same socially excluded 

‘group’ have different views on this exclusion and the appropriate responses to the 

problem.  

 

The study of deficiencies in the rights to same sex marriage in China provides insight 

into this issue. Certainly the deprivation is an experience of more than an individual.  

Moreover, non-heterosexuals feel that they have the shared experience of this problem 

so much so that they help each other through organizing contract marriages. This kind 

of cooperation can be seen as a group’s reaction to social exclusion arising from a 

lack of the right to have the form of marriage they prefer. However, it is important not 

to rule out the possibility the parties involved in the contract marriages may have 

different views on the actual form of cooperation. For example, some may prefer to 

have a ‘ceremonial marriage’ whereas others may prefer to have the ‘extended family 

marriage’ (refer to Chapter Two). In addition, tensions can be generated between 

parties due to different views on the details of the cooperation (such as whether to 

have a child, and how to provide care for the parents of both parties). 

 

3.1.4 Social Exclusion is interrelated with Social Institutions 

Socially excluded people are often compared with the rest of society. It is common 

that their behavior is judged within the context of social institutions such as family, 

job market and the state. In these institutions, social exclusion can be defined in terms 

of the availability of opportunities to take part and to shape the norms and rules 

therein (Taket et al., 2009). Thus, the causes of social exclusion are structural, so the 
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focus is not to put the blame on the individual immorality of the excluded (Byrne, 

2005; Welshman, 2007).  

 

As shown in Chapter Two, lalas have the potential of playing a number of roles in the 

social institutions such as a citizen in the state, a worker in the job market, a consumer 

in the product market and a member in the family (a daughter of their parents, a 

member of a one-person family, a wife in the faked or compulsorily arranged 

heterosexual family and a gay partner of an unconventional family) (Engebretsen & 

Schroeder, 2015; Kam, 2013). A lack of opportunities for lalas to choose the roles 

they prefer can be a cause of social exclusion. If we focus only on the failure of lalas 

to get the role they favor, it is difficult to get a comprehensive picture about how 

social exclusion is caused. Hence, attention should also be paid to the unfavorable 

conditions created by the government, the market and the family in which lalas 

organize their life. As also shown in Chapter Two, the government, the family and the 

private market can be seen as double-edged swords to lalas in China. At the same time 

as providing the opportunities for lalas to improve their life, they also set the barriers 

to lalas’ participation in society. As mentioned in Chapter Two, the pink economy 

does not respond to the needs of those lalas who cannot afford to buy goods; the 

government blocks lalas from meeting their needs with the establishment of the 

prohibited policy zone. The family gives lalas a hard time by forcing them to follow 

the traditional principles founded on heterosexism.  

 

3.1.5 Social Exclusion is a Spatial Issue 

Social exclusion can be seen as a spatial issue (Percy-Smith, 2000). It is not 

uncommon for socially excluded people to live and organize their social activities in a 
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particular area. This can be caused by both the push and the pull factors. It is possible 

that because of a lack of material resources and power, socially excluded people are 

left in some areas of decay (Percy-Smith, 2000). It is equally possible that they have 

the same preferences on a particular space that allows them to organize life 

(McDowell, 2016). Some studies indicate how the emergence of particular spaces 

(such as consumption space, cultural space, political space et al) influence the 

experience of exclusion (Engebretsen & Schroeder, 2015; Kam, 2013; Sang, 2003; 

Tang, 2011; Valentine, 2001, 2007, 2013).  

 

As shown in the last chapter, it is common for lalas to find ways to explore new space 

to organize their life. They may do so through migrating to other cities to establish a 

new identity and/or family, to run bars exclusively for lalas to meet friends, to 

establish online platforms to share information and seek support, to have a short visit 

to other countries for wedding ceremony with their partners and to migrate to a 

country with friendlier regulations for non-heterosexuals. It is quite common for lalas 

to live in two cities at once, such as travelling between their migrated city and their 

home own town so as to maintain a stable relationship with their parents, and to 

establish a non-heterosexual ‘family’ with their partners. In addition, some of them 

use their real name to take part in the activities in the ‘real’ world and use pseudonym 

to take part in the activities in the virtual world, so as to hide their sexual identity in 

the workplace and to disclose their sexual identity in the leisure time. It is important 

to note that this kind of the double-attachment strategy may not necessarily be 

effective in improving their life. The implementation of the double attachment 

strategy may create new problems such as making lalas face heavy costs of travelling 

between two cities, and the difficulties to establish trust with people in both the 
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workplace and the lala community.  

 

3.1.6 Social Exclusion is Gendered 

Social exclusion studies put emphasis on the factor of gender (Fraser, 1997; Sheppard, 

2012). Gender inequality is seen as an important cause of social inequality as females 

are over-represented in poor groups (Jackson, 1999). Moreover, it is not uncommon 

for people to be pushed into a marginal position in social institutions because they are 

women. For example, the responsibility for caring falls largely on women, and is not 

as valued as paid work (Bambra, 2004, 2007) and women are often unfairly treated in 

the wage and policies (Blau & Kahn, 2016; Cook& Glass, 2014; Cha & Weeden, 

2014).  

 

As shown in the last chapter, lalas receive less attention than the male 

non-heterosexuals in China, and there are far less resources devoted to the services 

provided for lala (Ho, 2009). Moreover, compared to male non-heterosexuals, lalas 

are unfairly treated in the job market not only because of their sexual orientation but 

also because they are women. In order to hide their sexual identity, they are required 

to claim that they are single in status. As a result, they are likely to face the 

discriminations associated with single females. At the same time as fighting for their 

own rights as lalas, they also need to make the public understand the differences 

between themselves. As mentioned in the last chapter, there is an obvious difference 

between T and P. And both T and P have their own difficulties in their daily life. Since 

T prefers to have the appearance different from the image of female constructed on 

the basis of heterosexism, they are likely to be singled out and criticized in the public 

domains. Lalas with feminine gender appearance are often criticized by other 
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members of the lalas community for being not queer enough.  

 

Obviously, the studies of social exclusion have high relevancy to the studies of lalas 

in China. The discussion of the features of social exclusion issues makes us 

understand more about the causes of difficulties faced by lalas in the daily life, and 

the various forms of social exclusion they experience. In summary, in the interaction 

with family, government, and market, non-heterosexual people face a lot of 

difficulties in their life.  

 

 

3.2 The Response to Social Exclusion  

 

There are a number of studies on the responses to social exclusion. They are 

commonly regarded as strategies even though some socially excluded people do not 

think their strategies can effectively help them deal with social exclusion. These 

studies have relevance to how non-heterosexuals deal with difficulties in their life in 

China. The following are examples. 

 

3.2.1 RED, MUD and SID Strategies  

Different people may use different strategies to tackle social exclusion. The 

desirability of these strategies is subject to debate; and the feasibility of these 

strategies could be affected by the underlying political, economic and social 

conditions. Examples of these strategies are the moral underclass strategy, the socially 

integrated strategy and the redistributionist strategy. They are respectively indebted to 

the ideas of the moral underclass discourse (MUD), the socially integrated discourse 
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(SID) and the redistributionist discourse (RED) (Levitas, 1998). A discourse refers to 

an interactive process of conveying ideas (Schmidt, 2008). Strategies adopted by 

individuals and policies formulated by the government can be seen as substantial 

contents of a discourse. 

 

The MUD is indebted to the ideas of liberalism and neo-conservatism (Levitas, 2005).  

Based on these ideas, the MUD strategy stresses that the behavioral and attitudinal 

problem of socially excluded people is the cause of social exclusion (Axfors, 2010; 

Fahmy, 2008; Minnaert et al., 2009; Watt, 2009). In order to tackle social exclusion, 

MUD proponents stress that socially excluded people’s moral attitudes and behaviors 

should be changed (Barnes & Morris, 2008; MacLeavy, 2008; Murray, 2015).  

 

If people use the MUD strategy to deal with the social exclusion faced by 

non-heterosexuals, they are likely to focus on ‘facilitating’ them to make individual 

adjustments to the ‘mainstream’ norms and practices. Examples of this strategy are 

the attempts to encourage non-heterosexuals to restrain the sexual citizenship within 

the boundaries of partial, private, part-time leisure and life-style, seek tolerance of the 

heterosexual community rather than challenging the heterosexism and organize their 

life only through participating in the product market as a consumer (Bell & Binnie, 

2000; Brown, 2009; Evans, 2013; Johnston & Longhurst, 2009; Tang, 2011).  

 

As mentioned in the last chapter, the Chinese government has launched campaigns to 

regulate the behaviors of non-heterosexual in response to the Aids crisis. While these 

campaigns to a certain extent promote the social inclusion of non-heterosexuals by 

increasing their visibility, they make more and more non-heterosexuals subject to the 
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regulation of the state and health care professionals. The health education programme 

conveys a message that male non-heterosexuals should make individual changes and 

follow the health regulation if they want to secure inclusion. The MUD to a certain 

extent shapes the relationship between lalas and their parents. Some lalas are under 

pressure to follow the traditional principles if they want to keep harmonious relations 

in their parents’ families. This implies that they are assumed to have moral defects 

and required to make individual changes by meeting the moral standards upheld by 

their parents.  

 

The RED is founded on social democracy (Levitas, 1996). It stresses the importance 

of reducing inequalities through redistribution of power and wealth in society (Lyons 

and Huegler, 2012). The RED proponents stress that the root cause of social exclusion 

is social inequality (Levitas, 2004). In order to tackle this problem, they suggest 

large-scale redistribution of power and society in society (Levitas, 2005).  

Townsend’s (1997) view on poverty is commonly seen to provide a theoretical 

foundation of the RED:  

 

Individuals, families and groups can be said to be in poverty when they lack the 

resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in the activities and have the 

living conditions and amenities which are customary, or at least are widely 

encouraged and approved, in the societies to which they belong.  

 

If the RED strategy is used to tackle the social exclusion faced by non-heterosexuals, 

it is likely to focus on tackling the socio-economic and cultural injustice confronting 

the non-heterosexuals. The RED strategy, with the emphasis on citizen rights, is in 
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line with the concepts of intimate citizenship (Plummer, 1996, 2001, 2003) and sexual 

citizenship (Bell & Binnie, 2000; Evans, 1993; Richardson, 2000; Mackie, 2017). The 

discussion of these concepts draws attention to the issue that heterosexuality is often 

taken for granted as dominate, universal, institutionalized, privileged and pervades 

everyday practices and beliefs (Bendl, 2015; Carabine, 2004; Danby, 2007; Ingraham, 

2006; Varela, 2016). In order to challenge the institutionalization of heterosexuality, it 

is important to promote sexual rights. Richardson (2000) has presents three types of 

sexual rights – conduct-based, identity-based and relationship-based. The 

conducted-based rights are concerned with seeking rights to various forms of sexual 

practices in personal relationships. This kind of rights can mainly be understood as 

the participation in sexual acts. The identity-based rights are concerned with seeking 

rights through self-definition of individual identities. Identity is centered on two 

categories. The first is about the self-identity. The second is concerned with 

self-ownership and self-determination. The relationship-based rights are concerned 

with seeking rights within social institutions (Richardson, 2000; Richardson & Monro, 

2012). This type of rights is highly related to the notions of freedom and obligation of 

citizens.  

 

Some actions taken by non-heterosexuals to improve their life are related to the RED 

strategy. As mentioned in the last chapter, non-heterosexuals present the cultural 

products (such as the films Fish and Elephants, and East Place West Place) to expose 

the defects of social systems built on non-heterosexism. There are voices advocating 

for the non-heterosexuals’ rights such as the right to have the same sex marriage and 

to donate blood. Furthermore, longer-term forums such as the lala campaigns and lala 

magazine (Les+) are set up to encourage lalas to make collective efforts to fight for 
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their rights.  

 

The ideas of the SID are shown in the European Commission (EC) White Papers on 

social and economic policy issued in 1994. The SID is founded on a vision of an ideal 

society dominated by an employment-based market (Levitas, 1996). SID proponents 

stress that employment is the key. They emphasize social exclusion as exclusion from 

paid work rather than a broader view of exclusion from social participation (Levitas, 

2005; Taylor, 2011). They thus emphasize the importance of helping socially excluded 

groups to access paid work (Manwaring, 2016). Paid works in their eyes are not only 

the most effective way to reduce economic difficulties but also to gain greater social 

networks and higher social status (Barnes & Mercer, 2010). 

 

If the SID strategy is used to assist non-heterosexuals to deal with social exclusion, it 

is likely that emphasis is made on helping non-heterosexuals to get a decent job in the 

work economy despite their sexual orientations. It is also believed that if 

non-heterosexuals can have a foothold in the work economy, they may be able to have 

a wider network and financial resources to take an active part in the consumption 

market. As mentioned in the Chapter Two, the period of market reforms bears the 

witness that non-heterosexuals have more freedom to seek financial resources through 

selling their labor power in the job market and thus rely less financially on the 

government or the family. For this reason, the NGO such as the Work for LGBT helps 

non-heterosexuals to seek jobs. Moreover, those who earn well in the job market have 

more resources to meet their needs through buying goods in the consumption market. 

However, it is important not to assume that the job market or private market is free 

from any discrimination against non-heterosexuals.  
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3.2.2 Different Types of attachment Strategies 

To make contributions to the ways of dealing with social exclusion, analysts have 

presented a set of attachment/detachment strategies: the individual attachment, the 

social attachment, the individual detachment, the social detachment, the individual 

multi-attachment and the social multi-attachment (Berman & Phillips, 2000; Chau and 

Yu, 2002). Some of these strategies are highly related to the RED, MUD and SID 

strategies; some provide alternatives to these three types of strategies.  All of them 

have relevancy to the study of how lalas in China reduce their difficulties in their 

everyday life.  

 

As with the MUD strategy, the individual attachment strategy stresses tackling social 

exclusion through making individual adjustments of socially excluded people to the 

‘mainstream society’. As with the RED strategy, the social attachment strategy 

stresses making social changes so as to meet the needs of the socially excluded groups. 

The individual detachment strategy is intended to enable socially excluded groups to 

play the role of social excluders. This can be achieved by organizing one’s life based 

on alternative principles and/or attaching one’s life to the social practices outside the 

mainstream community. An example is the attempt made by lalas to hide their sexual 

orientations through taking part in the contract marriage. The social detachment 

strategy focuses on making collective efforts to withdraw from the ‘mainstream’ 

community. An example is the services provided by Taobao to assist lalas to 

collectively migrate to non-heterosexual-friendly countries. Multi-attachment 

strategies mean making attachment to more than one space. As mentioned above, lalas 

may attach to both their hometown and the host cities for meeting different objectives.  
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If they do it by individual efforts, they are launching the individual multi-attachment 

strategy. If they intend to make changes in both locations through collective actions, 

they are launching the collective multi-attachment strategy. 

 

 

3.3 The Issues of Homogeneity and Heterogeneity: Active Agency and Structural 

Constrains 

 

In order to understand how and why lalas respond to social exclusion in different 

ways, only listing all the possible strategies is not sufficient. It is also necessary to pay 

attention to the fact that not all lalas have the same preferences for the anti-exclusion 

strategies, and the fact that some shared constrains that make it difficult to carry out 

the strategies smoothly. Hence, there is a need to discuss the issues of homogeneity 

and heterogeneity. To tackle these issues, two concepts, active agency and structural 

constrains, are discussed in the next section.   

 

3.3.1 Active Agency 

As far as the notion of active agency is concerned, analysts are keen to discuss the 

paradigm on welfare and research presented by Titterton (Blackman, 2013; Williams, 

1999;	 Wright, 2012). This paradigm has three elements (Titterton, 1992). First, it 

emphasizes the possibilities of people’s differential vulnerability to threats to their 

welfare and well being in terms of the complexity of social, material and personal 

factors. Second, it stresses the importance of examining the differential strategies that 

people use when faced with such threats and explore how these, too, are shaped by 

differential access to material, social and personal resources. Third, it emphasizes the 
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significance of expanding the study of welfare outcomes to include those people who 

survive and see through people who cannot, or do not, cope, some of whom turn to 

health and social agencies for help.   

 

This paradigm has important relevancy to the studies of how non-heterosexuals in 

general and lalas in particular deal with their difficulties. As mentioned in Chapter 

Two, different lalas may have different sufferings. For example, those who are able to 

migrate to other towns to seek work may suffer from the discrimination against 

migrants whereas those who fail to leave home may suffer from living a life under the 

tight watch by their parents. Moreover, different lalas may have different responses to 

their suffering. For example, in response to their parents’ demands for arranging them 

to marry a heterosexual husband, some insist on remaining single whereas some resort 

to contract marriages. It is also important to avoid assuming all lalas have an unhappy 

life. It is possible that some come out successfully and gain the acceptance from their 

friends and families. These kinds of success stories will be discussed in the findings 

of interviews done for this study (see Chapters Five and Six).  

 

3.3.2 Structural Constrains: Critical Social Science Paradigm 

Certainly in the search of effective strategies for responding to social exclusion faced 

by lalas, we should not rule out the possibility that lalas can be an active agent.  

However, at the same time, we should not overlook the structural constraints faced by 

lalas when they deal with social exclusion or the importance of taking actions to 

reduce these constraints. In relation to this point, it is worth highlighting the critical 

social science paradigm, which has the following four elements (Ferguson, 2008, p. 

103):  
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a. Macro-social structures shape social relations at every level of social life;  

b. The world is divided between haves and have-nots and that the interests of 

these groups are opposed and irreconcilable;  

c. The oppressed are complicit in their oppression; and 

d. Its emphasis on empowering oppressed people to act, collectively, to achieve 

social change.  

 

3.3.2.1 Causes of social exclusion faced by non-heterosexual 

The discussion of the elements of critical social science paradigm enhances our 

understanding of the causes of social exclusion faced by non-heterosexuals in general 

and lalas in particular in China. First, the institutionalization of heterosexuality and 

male privilege suggested by Richardson can be found in different levels of social life 

of non-heterosexuals (Richardson, 1998). As mentioned in the last chapter, as 

biological women, lalas are expected to dress like a female, to be prepared to marry 

and have a child within wed-lock before 30s. Second, heterosexual couples can have a 

greater chance to have more welfare from the government and the work units than the 

lalas because the couple rights of non-heterosexuals are not recognized by the 

government. Hence, to a certain extent heterosexual couples can be seen as ‘the haves’ 

and non-heterosexual couples can be seen as the ‘haves not’ as far as the provision of 

family benefits are concerned. Third, non-heterosexuals are likely to face oppression 

all the time – for example from being accused of breaking the school regulations, 

which are based on heterosexism to being excluded from the labor market in their 

work life because of discriminations against non-heterosexuals. Fourth, some 

non-heterosexuals believe that they need to make collective efforts to improve their 

disadvantaged positions. Hence, they favor the social attachment and social 
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multi-attachment approaches to social exclusion. In response to their preferences, 

there are organizations advocating for improvement in the human rights for lalas.  

 

3.3.2.2 Internal Heterogeneity and External Homogeneity 

In view of the ideas of Titterton and the critical social science paradigm, it is 

important to pay attention to different homogeneity and heterogeneity issues, which 

include the differences between lalas and the rest of society; and the differences 

between lalas and other non-heterosexuals and the homogeneity between lalas and the 

rest of society.   

 

First, it is important to recognize and respect that lalas and heterosexuals have 

different sexual orientations. The different sexual orientations can be important 

factors that make lalas and heterosexuals face different forms of social exclusion and 

have different amounts of resources available to deal with it. For example, lalas are 

much more likely than female heterosexuals to find it necessary to hide their sexual 

orientation and as a result to use the individual detachment strategy to reduce social 

exclusion. 

 

Second, as shown in Chapter Two, male non-heterosexuals receive more attention and 

services from the government than lalas to improve the life. In order to get these 

resources, they are more likely to use the individual attachment strategy to deal with 

social exclusion. In addition, there is an important difference in appearance between T 

and P. It is easier for P to adopt the individual detachment strategy to deal with social 

exclusion by hiding their sexual orientation than the T.   
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Third, similar to many heterosexuals, lalas also need to achieve independence from 

their family through seeking a foothold in the employment market, and need to plan 

for their retirement. In other words, they may need help from the government for 

providing them an environment for achieving a reasonable standard of living.   

 

Fourth, the heterosexuals and lalas may benefit from learning from each other in 

handling the social risks in their daily life. As mentioned in Chapter Two, 

heterosexual females also face the pressure of being expected to marry before they 

reach early 30s, and play the role as the main family carer. Hence, they may find it 

useful in learning the strategies used by lalas to respond to these expectations such as 

seeking more privacy by moving out of their home towns and making films to arouse 

concerns about the dark side of these expectations.  

 

In view of the discussion of the issues of homogeneity and heterogeneity, we should 

not impose the anti-exclusion strategies on lalas irrespective of their preferences. 

Neither should we overlook the possibilities that lalas could cooperate with other 

groups in dealing with social exclusion. Hence, the following issues should be 

stressed:  

a. We should not assume that it is easy for lalas to have a consensual view on the 

desirability and feasibility of the strategies for responding to their social 

exclusion, even though there is a need to take collective actions to improve their 

life given the structural defects of the society built on heterosexism. 

b. We should not assume that anti-social exclusion methods used by one group of 

lalas necessarily benefit the rest of the lala community.  

c. We should not assume that lalas do not want to cooperate with non-heterosexuals 
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in tackling social exclusion, given that people of different sexual orientations 

may suffer from a patriarchal society. 

 

 

3.4 How Research on Lalas can inform Research on Social Exclusion 

 

As mentioned in the introduction, the link between the studies of social exclusion and 

studies of lalas is a ‘two-ways’ traffic. In the following sections, I explore the 

potential of the studies of lalas in informing the studies of social exclusion. My focus 

is on the welfare mix approaches for tackling social exclusion and the adult worker 

models.  

 

3.4.1 Welfare Mix Approaches 

The basis of the welfare mix approaches is the idea of welfare mix, which stresses 

that people’s needs can be met by several providers at the same time rather than one 

provider (Powell & Barrientos, 2011). Examples of these providers are the state, 

market and the family (Esping-Andersen, 1999). The importance of these providers in 

meeting people’s needs have been discussed in studies on the relative importance of 

the models in guiding the allocation of welfare provisions and the responsibilities 

inherent within these provisions. Examples of these models are the residual welfare 

model, institutional welfare model, structural welfare model, liberal model, 

conservative model and social democratic model (Bambra, 2004, 2007; 

Esping-Andersen, 1999; Titmuss, 1950; Mishra, 1979; 1984; Room, 1979; Walker, 

1984; Lister, 1997).  
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It is important to note that the welfare mix pattern (often expressed in the division of 

responsibilities for providing welfare between sectors) is dynamic rather than static – 

that is the desirability and feasibility of this pattern can change from time to time 

(Bode, 2006; Bosnjak & Stubbs, 2007). For example, the importance of the state in 

giving retirees financial protection is increasing at the expense of the family in many 

regimes of welfare capitalism (Chau et al, 2016). The roles of the family in providing 

care is no longer as important as in the past due to the expansion of private care in 

China (Eggleston et al., 2008; Walker & Wong, 2005).    

 

Moreover, individuals use different approaches to shape this pattern. Since these 

approaches may result in changing the division of responsibilities for providing 

welfare between the government (as an executive arm of the state), family and market 

(product and labor), they are termed as ‘welfare mix approaches’ in this study. The 

examples of these approaches are the commodification/decommodification of labor, 

commercilization/decommercalization, familization/defamilization.   

 

3.4.1.1 Three examples of welfare mix approaches 

First, commodification of labor approach refers to the attempt made by individuals to 

achieve a reasonable standard of living through selling their labor in the paid 

employment market (Dean, Bonvin, Vielle, & Farvaque, 2005). The implementation 

of this approach is likely to increase the relative importance of the private sector in 

providing financial resources for individuals at the expense of other sectors such as 

the government and the family. Decommodification of labor approach refers to the 

attempt made by individuals to maintain a normal and socially acceptable standard of 

living without selling their labor power in the work economy (Bambra, 2007). This 
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can be done by relying more on the family financially and/or accessing the social 

security measures provided by the government. This implies that the implementation 

of this approach may strengthen the importance of the family and the government in 

the provision of financial support to individuals at the expense of the labor market 

(Bambra, 2005).  

 

Second, commercialization approach refers to the attempt made by individuals to 

meet their needs through the use of products brought from the market. The 

implementation of this approach is likely to increase the importance of the product 

market in meeting individuals’ needs at the expense of other sectors such as the family 

and the government as a provider of services. Decommercialization approach refers to 

the attempts made by individuals to meet their needs without relying on the products 

purchased in the market. They may do so through relying on the supports from the 

family and/or the government. Obviously the implementation of this approach can 

result in weakening the importance of the product market in meeting people’s needs.  

 

Third, people may play different roles in the family – such as a provider of financial 

supports, a receiver of financial supports, a provider of family care and a receiver of 

the family care (Lewis, 2009; Saraceno & Keck, 2010). Hence, it is necessary to 

identify different kinds of familization approaches and defamilization approaches as 

follows:  

 

 

Table 3.4.1.1 Two types of familization approaches and two types of 

defamilization approaches 
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Provider-focused 

familization 

approach 

the attempt made by individuals to provide care and/or 

financial support to their family members (Chau et al, 

2017). 

Receiver-focused 

familization 

approach 

the attempt made by individuals to rely on the family 

for meeting their financial and/or caring needs 

(Saraceno & Keck, 2010).  

Provider-focused 

defamilization 

approach 

the attempt made by individuals to avoid providing 

care and/or financial support to their family members. 

The individual may do so by seeking help from the 

government (Bambra, 2007). 

Receiver-focused 

defamilization 

approach 

the attempts made by individuals to avoid receiving 

care/and/or financial support from their family.  The 

individuals may purchase the private services and/or 

seeking help from the government (Lister, 1997) 

 

 

3.4.1.2 Welfare mix approaches and studies of women  

There are a number of studies on how women can make use of these welfare mix 

approaches to deal with social exclusion based on gender (Bambra, 2004, 2007; Daly, 

2011; Lister, 1994, 1997; Michon, 2008; 2015). Hence, I use some examples 

concerning how women allocate their roles in the division of labor to illustrate these 

approaches in table 3.4.1.2.  

 

Table 3.4.1.2  

Decommodification To rely on the family’s (or more specifically the 
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of labor approach husband’s) financial support to maintain a standard of 

living so that women do not need to sell their labor in 

the paid job market. 

Commodification of 

labor approach 

To achieve a reasonable standard of living through 

selling the labor power in the paid job market. 

Carer-focused 

familization 

approach 

The attempt made by women to play the role of full time 

family carer through relying on the carers’ allowance 

provided by the government.   

Receiver-focused 

familization 

approach 

To rely on the financial support from her husband. The 

government may create the favorable conditions for the 

implementation of this strategy through giving the 

family spouse tax allowance. 

Carer-focused 

defamilization 

approach 

To facilitate family dependents (such as very young 

child and older people) to use the caring services 

provided by the private sector so that the women 

concerned can reduce their role as a family care 

provider. 

Receiver-focused 

defamilization 

approach 

To go out to work so that women can reduce their 

financial reliance on their husband. 

Commercialization 

approach 

To meet needs through buying products in the market. 

Decommercialization 

approach 

To meet needs through non-heterosexual commercial 

means such as by relying on the support of the NGOs. 
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It is important to highlight several points here. First, the approaches may serve to 

assist women to deal with social exclusion that has a gender bias against women. As 

mentioned above, social exclusion could be caused by a lack of sufficient materials to 

maintain a reasonable standard of living or being forced to occupy a marginal position 

in an institution (Chau and Yu, 2011). By carrying out the commodification of labor 

approach (such as taking part in the labor market), women may be able to secure 

sufficient amount of money to achieve a decent life instead of relying on men. Women 

may find themselves pushed to a marginal position in the family because they 

financially rely on their husband (Nyberg, 2002; Korpi, 2010; Korpi, Ferrarini, & 

Englund, 2013). To deal with this problem, she can carry out the carer-focused 

defamilization approach (through seeking financial assistance from the government). 

By doing so, she may be able to achieve financial independence in the family and 

gain greater bargaining power in redefining the relationship with her husband.  

 

Second, the approaches may complement each other. For example, in order to achieve 

the goal of carer-focused defamilization pattern, women may carry out the 

commodification of labor approach (by selling their labor in the market).    

 

Third, the approaches can undermine each other. For example, women may not be 

able to carry out the carer-focused defamilization approach and the 

decommodification of labor approach at the same time. If she wants to live a life 

financially independent of the family, she is required to sell her labor as a commodity 

in the labor market; if she wants to have a reasonable standard of living without 

taking part in the work economy, she may need to rely on the financial support from 

her family. It is quite difficult for women to achieve financial independence in the 
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family and do not take part in the work economy in the same time unless she has the 

chance to receive generous state benefits.  

 

Fourth, the government has the potential of assisting women to carry out different 

approaches. The following are some examples: the government can help women to 

achieve a high degree of labor decommodification by providing them with generous 

state benefits. The government can help women to achieve a high degree of 

carer-focused defamilization by providing the public caring services for other 

members of the family. The government can help women to achieve a high degree of 

commercialization by subsidizing them to purchase products from the private market. 

The government can help women to achieve a high degree of decommercialization by 

financially supporting them to use state services.  

 

Fifth, different women may have different preferences for different approaches.  

Studies indicate that some women are keen to take part in the labor market and 

achieve financial independence in the family while other women want to be a full 

time carer in society (Daly, 2011; Hemerijck, 2013).  

 

Sixth, it may be true that women want to use a particular approach to organize their 

life, whether they have the opportunities to do so is uncertain due to the gender 

inequality within the male-dominated society.  

 

 

3.4.1.3 Welfare mix approaches and studies of Lala 

As with heterosexual women, lalas in China suffer from the structural defects of the 
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male-dominated society. Hence, we should not rule out the possibility that lalas prefer 

to use the above approaches to deal with the social exclusion issues or other 

difficulties in their life. However, as mentioned above, the experience of social 

exclusion between non-heterosexuals and heterosexuals is not quite the same. Hence, 

we should be aware that the contents of the welfare mix approaches used by lalas can 

be very different from those preferred by heterosexual women. Some examples of 

these differences are shown in table 3.4.1.3 and the following parts.  

 

Table 3.4.1.3 The issues concerning heterosexual women and lalas 

 Heterosexual women Lalas 

Familization Relying on family or 

government’s financial 

support to take care of 

children 

Solving the difficulties in 

forming a family, adopting 

a child, and seeking assisted 

reproductive services 

Defamilization Relying less on family 

financially and 

participating in labor 

market 

Leaving parents’ home  

Commodification Selling their labor power in 

the paid job market 

Hiding their sexual identity 

or finding a working 

environment which is more 

inclusive to deal with social 

exclusion based on gender 

and sexual identity  

Decommodification Relying on the financial Relying on the support of 
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support from her husband  the cohabitating partner 

Commercialization Taking part in the product 

market  

Bearing the risk in relation 

to participation in the black 

market, eg. service to have 

a test-tube baby 

Decommercialization Relying on the support of 

the government and family 

Relying on the support of 

LGBT-friendly NGO 

 

As discussed in the last chapter, lalas are likely to be apprehensive about the problems 

of forming a same sex family with their partner and to having children in China. 

Hence, in carrying out the provider-focused and receiver-focused familization 

strategies, they are more concerned with fighting for the legalization of same-sex 

marriage and the rights of non-heterosexuals to adopt a child. Concerning the 

implementation of the carer-focused and receiver-focused defamilization approaches, 

lalas may be more concerned about how to handle the relationships with their parents 

rather than those of their partners. Instead of fighting for a more equal share of caring 

responsibility with their partner, lalas may be more concerned about avoiding the 

scrutiny from their parents about their sexual orientations. Unsurprisingly, the 

provider-focused and user-focused defamilization approaches that lalas use may 

mainly focus on how to move away from their parents and/or organize a contract 

marriage.  

 

As with non-heterosexual women, lalas may want to gain a decent job. However, this 

is not easy to achieve. As a result, their use of commodification of labor approach 

may focus on fighting for the non-discrimination practices in the work setting and/or 
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hiding their sexual identity. As mentioned above, one of the ways to achieve a high 

degree of decommodification of labor is to rely on the welfare provided by the 

government. Thus, lalas may need to fight for lalas’ couple rights to state welfare.  

 

Some of the services for lalas such as the services for providing a test-tube baby are 

illegal. Hence, using the commercialization approach to improve life may mean to 

take part in the black economy. To practice the decommercialization approach may 

mean to rely on the supports from LGBT-friendly NGOs. However, due to the 

existence of the prohibited policy zone and grey policy zone, there is no guarantee 

that the NGOs that serve lalas could operate safely in China. Hence to carry out the 

decommercialization strategy, lalas may need to take actions to protect the NGOs 

against the government policies.  

 

3.4.1.4 The Implications of Studies of Welfare Mix Approaches based on 

Non-heterosexuals 

As shown above, the contents of the welfare mix approaches based on 

non-heterosexuals can be very different from those of welfare mix approaches based 

on heterosexism. Hence, we should not assume that those welfare mix approaches that 

are used by female heterosexuals can be used to help lalas to improve their life. 

Bearing this point in mind is useful not only in finding effective strategies for 

assisting lalas to deal with social exclusion but also in making contribution to the 

studies of welfare mix approaches.  

 

The studies of welfare mix approaches have a long tradition of identifying the needs 

of socially disadvantaged people. Their needs are overlooked by society. In the 1950s, 
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Timuss (1974) presented the residual welfare model, the industrial achievement 

model and institutional welfare model. By this means he tried to draw attention to the 

fact that not all people can earn adequately or get sufficient occupational welfare in 

the work economy. Hence, it is necessary to provide them with welfare based on 

social rights rather than their performance in the labor market. Esping-Andersen 

(1990) reinforces this argument by comparing the welfare state regimes based on their 

performance in upholding the decommodification of labor principle. According to 

Esping-Andersen, commodification refers to the degree to which individual adults can 

uphold a socially acceptable standard of living, independently of commodity 

relationships. This approach to the comparative studies of welfare conveys a message 

that society should not only look after the interests of the high earning groups in the 

work economy but should also meet the needs of those who cannot earn sufficiently 

from the work economy. To achieve this, we should give them welfare and ensure that 

they have sufficient resources and opportunities to choose whether to sell their labor 

or not.  

 

However, Esping-Andersen’s work has been criticized for lacking gender sensitivity.  

Feminist analysts point out that the studies of the decommodification of labor gives 

insufficient consideration to the difficulties faced by women in the pursuit of welfare 

(Daly, 1994; Sainsbury, 1999; Bambra, 2007). To many women it is not dependency 

on the labor market but family responsibilities that put women’s welfare at risk (Chau 

et al, 2016). Nyberg (2003) argues that independence from the labor market has been 

an important criterion for male workers’ emancipation, whereas inclusion in paid 

work has been an important criterion for women’s emancipation. In response to this 

point, a lot of attention is paid to the defamilization approach. In discussing the 
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concept of defamilization, Lister (1994, p. 37) has presented this argument:  

 

The dimension of the decommodificaiton needs also to be complemented by that 

of what we might call ‘defamilization’, if it is to provide a rounded measure of 

economic independence. Welfare regimes might then also be characterized 

according to the degree to which individual adults can uphold a socially 

acceptable standard of living, independently of family relationships, either 

through paid work or through the social security system.  

 

According to Kroger (2011), ‘individual adults’ who need to uphold ‘a socially 

acceptable standard of living independently of family relationships’ refers to women.  

This implies that by studying the defamilization/familization approaches, analysts 

have tried to make us aware that we should not only be concerned about the wellbeing 

of males but also about that of females.   

 

Following this tradition of the studies of welfare mix approach, it is thus important to 

pay attention not only to the welfare of heterosexuals but also that of 

non-heterosexuals. By doing so, we can continue to expand the scope of the research 

on the welfare mix approaches. However, there is a lack of studies on 

non-heterosexuals’ preferences on the welfare mix approaches and a lack of studies on 

how these approaches are related to the above-mentioned anti-social-exclusion 

strategies (such as RED, MUD, SID, the individual attachment, the social attachment, 

the individual detachment, the social detachment, the individual multi-attachment and 

the social multi-attachment). It is thus worth carrying out these analytical tasks with 

reference to lalas’ responses to social exclusion in China. 
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3.4.2 Adult Worker Models 

The studies of the welfare mix approaches are highly related to the studies of the adult 

worker model. To a certain extent, welfare mix approach can be regarded as an 

instrument to the idea of the adult worker model. Recently there have been a growing 

numbers of studies on the adult worker models. This is because of (Daly, 2011; Lewis, 

2001; Lewis & Giullari, 2005; Ciccia & Bleijenbergh, 2014): 

a. The ageing population; 

b. The entry into the labor market in a flexible way of different groups (women and 

middle aged people); and 

c. The increasing numbers of the new forms of family structure (these can be listed 

as/resulting from: single-parent family, unmarried mothers, cohabitation, rates of 

divorce, reduction in fertility rates.) 

 

These models stress that the new development of social policy is to treat all adults, 

including both men and women, as individual workers, who are expected to take paid 

employment and secure financial independence with the various forms of assistance 

provided by the government (Daly, 2011; Lewis, 2001). The rising interest in these 

models implies that the two widely discussed models are no longer as useful in 

guiding people to become a worker or an adult as in the past. These two models are 

the male breadwinner model and the residual welfare model.   

 

As discussed in the previous parts of this chapter and other chapters, the 

male-breadwinner model stresses that men earn money from the work economy to 

support the family whereas women stay at home to provide unpaid care work for the 



78	
	

family (Lewis, 2001; PfauEffinger, 2004). Because of this gender division of labor, 

women have little choice but are financially dependent on men. The residual welfare 

model stresses the importance of the family and the market as the mechanism for the 

allocation and provision of welfare (Mishra, 1977; Titmuss, 1974). This model 

stresses that the government should intervene as little as possible in the division of 

labor in the family (Titmuss, 1974).   

 

Different from the male breadwinner model, the adult worker model that has been 

discussed by Daly (2011) and Lewis (2001). It links the concept of adult with that of 

worker by focusing on choice instead of the biological sex of adults. Labor market 

participant is promoted as an enactment of the ‘choice’ of adults (Daly, 2011). Thus, 

both men and women are valued as individual workers (Crompton 1999; Lewis, 2001. 

As this model promotes the individualization of adults, women are no longer seen as 

dependent upon their male family members. Instead they have their independent 

status in both the family and the labor market. This change allows a more flexible 

division of labor between members in the family. In relation to this point, analysts 

have made suggestions on alternative division of labor in the family (Lewis, 2001; 

Fraser, 1997) – both men and women become full-time or part-time earners or carers; 

both men and women become full-time earners while care work is provided by the 

market or/and kin/state/voluntary sector; and women take up full-time or part-time job 

or rely on state welfare. 

 

Different from the residual welfare model, the government is expected actively to 

provide not only assistance to employment but also compensation for caregivers in 

order to encourage all adults to engage in the labor market (Lodemel & Trickey, 2000). 
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With the aim of boosting economic competition and growth, public policies in favor 

of the adult worker model facilitate both men and women to work so as to get access 

to high level of social protection and good social services available to all people. In 

relation to these changes, the provision of care for child is no longer the sole 

responsibility of the family. Instead the government is expected to take an important 

role in sharing women’s caring responsibilities (through the provision of public child 

care services) and encouraging men to take part in the provision of care (through the 

provision of parental leaves).  

 

Similar to the discussion of the development of welfare mix approaches, there is a 

lack of discussion about how the development of the adult worker model is related to 

non-heterosexls. As with heterosexual females, lalas should be given the opportunities 

to become a happy adult and a happy worker. However, there is a lack of discussion 

of how to create the favorable conditions for achieving these goals in a wide range of 

policies such as employment, family and social security. As a result, the particular 

concerns of lalas about family and work are excluded from the discussion of the ideal 

adult worker models and how to use the welfare mix approaches to provide support to 

it.  As shown above, as far as China is concerned, lalas are worried about the 

following four issues:  

a. It is difficult for lalas to form a family because the same sex marriage is not 

recognized by law.  

b. Lalas may not be able to use public childcare services because they are not 

allowed to have a test-tube baby or to adopt a child.  

c. It is difficult for lalas to make use of state-supported services to redefine the 

caring responsibilities with their partners because the married status of the 
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lalas is not recognized by the government.  

d. More government intervention does not necessarily provide the opportunities 

for lalas to become a happy adult or a happy worker. Instead lalas’ freedom 

can be reduced by public policy measures against non-heterosexuals.  

 

Hence in order to avoid excluding lalas from the discussion of the adult worker 

models and build adult worker models based on the experiences of non-heterosexuals, 

it is necessary to explore appropriate welfare mix approaches that can address the 

above four issues. Without these strategies, it is difficult for lalas to enter the work 

economy or the adulthood in the ways that they prefer.   

 

Chapter Summery  

 

This chapter has drawn attention to the link between the studies of lalas in China and 

the studies of social exclusion through discussing a number of issues (the features of 

social exclusion issues, the responses to social exclusion, the homogeneous and 

heterogeneous issues, the welfare mix approaches and the adult worker models). The 

questions for the interviews with lalas in Beijing are developed with reference to these 

concepts. These concepts will be re-visited following the interview findings outlined 

in Chapter Seven.  

 

 

 

Chapter 4 Methodology 
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This chapter is concerned with the research methods used for collecting and 

interpreting data for this study. These methods are semi-structured interviews 

supplemented by a review of formal and informal documents and literature, and 

participant observation. In order to collect information about the social exclusion 

faced by lalas and their response to social exclusion, I firstly reviewed journal articles 

from the libraries and on-line databases. As there is a limited data in these two 

sources, I searched important data from online news-reports, blogs and forums. As 

mentioned in Chapter Two, the Internet is the most popular platform for 

non-heterosexuals in share ideas in China. Moreover in order to gain a more 

comprehensive picture of lalas’ life and know more about lala culture, I have 

participated in formal and formal activities in lala community. Since some 

information about lalas’ movements in the Internet and publications has been 

removed due to censorship policies, I found it necessary to take part in local lala 

activities and asked directly lala activists to provide information about the campaigns 

they organized. Moreover, through interviewing 20 informants, some real life 

experiences of lalas as well as their views on social exclusion and anti-social 

exclusion strategies were collected.   

 

Each method has its advantages and limitations. Hence, it is necessary to examine the 

research questions from different angles and compare information gained from 

different sources. This chapter starts by the discussion of the reasons for using the 

research methods for conducting the study and this is followed by the provision of the 

details of these methods. 
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4.1 Reasons for using the qualitative method 

 

Semi-structured interviews are commonly seen as a kind of qualitative method as they 

emphasize the importance of understanding how people make sense of the experience 

that they have in the world (Merriam, 2009). There are reasons for using the 

qualitative method in this study.  

 

As mentioned in Chapter Two, there is a growth of studies on non-heterosexual 

women in the reform period. However, most of them focus more on micro issues such 

as non-heterosexual women’ self-identity, body image, and intimate relationship 

(Engebretsen, 2013; Engebretsen & Schroeder, 2015; Kam, 2013; Leung, 2002; Lo, 

Chan, & Chan, 2016; Tang, 2011).  There is a lack of a comprehensive study on the 

social exclusion faced by lalas, and how lalas respond to this kind of problems.  

Moreover, there is a need to provide the opportunities for lalas to increase their 

visibility so as to arouse concerns about the difficulties faced by them and support the 

calls for social changes. Despite the apparent need to carry out these meaningful tasks, 

there are practical difficulties in achieving their intended goals. Because of the 

unstable government’s attitude to non-heterosexuals (please see Chapter Two) and the 

discriminations against lalas in society, lalas feel threatened to organize their life 

according to their preferences, and to discuss about social exclusion as this may create 

challenges to the institutionalized establishments. Hence it is understandable that lalas 

may not feel safe to take part in the research projects on social exclusion. Moreover, 

lalas’ experience may not be easily understood by the rest of societies as most 

people’s lives are shaped by heterosexual values.  
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Against this background, it is reasonable to use the qualitative approach to conduct 

this study. Firstly, the qualitative approach makes it possible to have an in-depth 

exploration of what lalas experience and feel, and how they perceive specific issues. 

Secondly, it allows researchers to understand not only lalas’ responses to social 

exclusion but also the reasons behind their preferences for certain 

anti-social-exclusion strategies. Thirdly, it allows lalas to take part in the research 

process in the settings that they feel safe.    

 

In order to analyze lalas’ views on social exclusion in the academic context and in the 

context of China, I try to compare the findings obtained from the interviews with the 

data obtained from other sources such as the reviews of document and my 

observations conducted through interactions with members of the lalas community in 

different social settings.  

 

4.2 Semi-structured interview 

 

Semi-structured interviews are seen as a common type of qualitative research method 

(Holloway & wheeler, 2010). It is usually used in providing detailed and 

multi-layered interpretation of a social issue (Mason, 2002). Semi-structured 

interviews are often conducted in an open-ended communication process that allows 

informants to broaden and bring up new topics for discussion. By doing so, 

researchers may create favorable conditions for new concepts to emerge (Hand, 2003; 

Dearnley, 2005).  

Before the interviews, a fairly open and predetermined interview guide was prepared, 

including discussion topics and questions. The foci of the questions and topics are on 
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lalas’ life experience and feelings, interpretations and views on specific issues (such 

as the negative experiences of being in schools, workplaces and public domains; 

contract marriage; coming out; coming home 12 ; relationships between lalas; 

networking through the use of communication technologies; responses to the public 

policies on lalas and migration issues). These topics are based on the reviews of 

literature and documents on non-heterosexuals and lalas (please refer to Chapters Two 

and Three). The views of lalas on these issues provide insights into the discussion of 

social exclusion issues (such as the dimensions of social exclusion and the responses 

to social exclusion) and how the studies of lalas are related to the studies of welfare 

mix approaches and the adult worker models.  

 

The present study has used semi-structured interviews instead of focus group 

interviews for three reasons. The first reason is that the study focuses on exploring 

lalas’ individual experiences of social exclusion. The second reason is that it is 

necessary to respect informants’ privacy – this is especially important in this study as 

it involves emotional and sensitive issues. The third reason lies in the importance of 

providing a safe and free environment for informants to share their views. With these 

considerations, collecting data through the individual semi-structured interviews in 

the venue agreed by the informants is the most desirable and feasible option. This 

judgement is confirmed by the responses of the potential informants to the preparation 

work of the study.  

 

 
During the pilot studies, some informants became very emotional when talking about 

																																																								
12 Coming home refer to a strategy that non-heterosexual people take their same-sex partners home in 
order to integrate their same-sex relationships into their families of origin without verbally disclosing 
their sexual identities and relationships. 
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their experiences of social exclusion. Moreover, they reminded me several times to 

keep their names confidential as they were not openly gay and did not want others to 

know who they were and what they had experienced. Due to the fear of having their 

identity disclosed, some potential participants rejected the interviews. Those lala 

informants who were working at NGOs or engaging in the LGBT movements asked 

me not to mention the names of their organizations or describe the details of the 

events since they were very aware of the risk of challenging the government’s 

censorship policy. These experiences made me feel that it is more sensible not to 

collect information through focus group interviews despite the fact that focus group 

interviews are very useful in obtaining shared information from the informants. 

 

 

4.2.1 Pilot Study 

Pilot studies were conducted to facilitate the preparation of the interviews. There is a 

view that pilot studies are not necessary (Holloway, 1997). However, analysts argue 

that pilot studies help researchers to concentrate data collection on specific areas and 

thus make it easier to work on a clear study focus (Frankland & Bloor, 1999). 

Because of these possible advantages, I conducted four interviews as pilot. With the 

benefits of hindsight, it is found that these pilot interviews were useful in helping me 

collect primary data for modifying the research guide, and assessing whether the 

research protocol is workable and reliable. In fact, more discussion themes were 

added to the interviews based on the four pilot studies. The newly added themes are 

concerned with the lalas’ attitude to love and sex, sexual identity, relationship status, 

economic status and thoughts for the future, which are added into the interview guide. 

These themes are discussed in Chapters Five, Six and Seven. As the data from the 
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pilot study was mainly used in preparing the interviews, it was not included in the 

main results of the final study.   

 

4.2.2 Selection of Informants for Interviews 

Because of the absence of the demographic data on lalas and the difficulties to reach 

the lala communities in high profile due to unfavorable political and social conditions, 

this research project obtained purposive samples through an informal process rather 

than relying on a more randomized or representative sample (Bryman, 2003).  

 

Purposive sampling emphasizes criterion-based selection of informants (Mason, 2002; 

Patton, 2005). The sample units were chosen in this project because they have 

particular features which enable detailed exploration and understanding of the central 

themes and questions the researchers wish to study (Bryman, 2012). These include the 

social-demographic characteristics of lalas, and their specific experiences of social 

exclusion and their responses to this problem. As guided by literature (Ritchie, et al, 

2013), two principles are emphasized when conducting the purposive sampling. The 

first is to ensure that all informants have experiences that provide high relevance to 

the central focus of this study – social exclusion. The second is to ensure that there is 

a high degree of diversity between informants so that more rich data can be obtained. 

With reference to these two principles, I obtained the samples based on four criteria.  

 

The first criterion is concerned with age. Women are expected to marry between 23 

and 25 in the cities (such as Beijing) (Han, 2010). Those not yet married women aged 

over 25 and have no clear chance of getting married are commonly labeled as 

‘leftover warriors’, which means that those women concerned are assumed to be 
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desperate to find a partner in the ‘dying last minutes’ (Fincher, 2014). Those not yet 

married women aged 28 are commonly labeled as a ‘leftover woman’, meaning 

unmarriageable women (Gaetano, 2016) (please refer to Chapter Two). According to 

the information provided by the National Bureau of Statistics, approximately 25% 

women in the age ranging 25 to 29 remain unmarried (Magistad, 2013). The 

proportion falls to 7.4% among women aged between 30 and 35 (Ng, 2012). With 

reference to similar ideas, Engebretsen (2008) points out that young lalas have more 

chance to be interrupted by ‘externally imposed hetero-norms marriage’, while older 

lalas are likely to have already overcome these pressures by using a variety of 

strategies. In selecting the samples for this study, I focus on those groups of lala aged 

from 18 to 30. The lalas in the age range of 18-30 are likely to face the issues of being 

expected to seek heterosexual partners and face the risks of being given negative 

labels (such as ‘leftover warrior’ and ‘leftover women’). Finding out how they deal 

with these challenges is useful in enhancing our understanding of their ways of 

responding to social exclusion.  Moreover, when people reach 18 in China, they are 

commonly assumed to have the capacity to bear the consequences of the decisions 

they make. 

 

The second criterion is the residential status. I focus on interviewing those lalas living 

in Beijing on a temporary or permanent basis. As discussed in Chapter Two, many 

non-heterosexuals tend to migrate to cities in order to seek more resources and 

freedom to organize their way of life they prefer. One of the targets of the lalas is 

Beijing. Hence, unsurprisingly, a number of the commercial ventures and NGOs have 

been set up to provide services for lalas. As mentioned in Chapter Two, these include 

lala bars (such as Fengba), lala and bisexual women’s organization (such as Common 
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Language), the Les+ (the only lala magazine in China) and the first lala social 

networking application company (Fan, 2012). Moreover, several film festivals on 

such themes have been organized. At the same time, as the capital of China, Beijing is 

subject to more surveillance and tighter control by the government. As a result, a 

number of negotiations (though not on an equal basis) have been made between 

different organizations and the government. Because of this background, Beijing 

provides a very interesting observation ground for studying how lalas respond to 

different kinds of social exclusion in both active and passive ways. As mentioned in 

Chapter Two, it is much more difficult to contact lalas than male non-heterosexuals 

for interview in China because there are fewer NGOs that serve their interest. 

Relatively speaking it is easier to invite lalas for interviews in Beijing than in other 

locations. However, it is important to stress that the researcher has no intention of 

taking for granted that the experiences of lalas in Beijing can represent those of lalas 

in other locations.   

 

The third criterion is the sexual identity label. Different lalas in Beijing have different 

sexual identity labels, including T, P, H, Bi, and pansexual, which represent their 

different gendered appearance and behaviors as well as different preferences for 

sexual partners. Thus, the experiences of social exclusion would probably differ 

among lalas with different sexual identity labels. For instance, previous studies 

showed that lalas with masculine appearance tend to be more susceptible to stigma 

and discrimination due to their non-normative gender expressions (Kam, 2013; Lo, 

2016). Taking differences in sexual identity labels into account, this study would be 

able to cover a wide range of experiences of social exclusion faced by lalas in Beijing.  
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The fourth criterion is concerned with the relationship status. In order to maximize 

variance within the sample, those informants who were single as well as those who 

were in a relationship were invited for interviews. The recruitment strategy used in 

this study is based on the assumption that informants with different relationship status 

would have different experiences of social exclusion and responses to social 

exclusion.   

 

As mentioned above, there is no guarantee that it is safe to conduct interviews on 

issues concerning lalas in China. Hence, instead of contacting the informants formally 

or in a high profile, I approached them mainly through my personal networks that 

spread across Beijing and Hong Kong. Some of the informants were referred by Lala 

organizations in Beijing. Hence it is important to note some factors that affect the 

selection of the informants to take part in the research project, such as the informants’ 

keenness to participate in social organizations and informal networks. These factors 

are taken into consideration when conducting the analysis of the information collected 

especially from the in-depth interviews. 

 

4.2.3 Profiles of Informants 

All the 20 informants identified themselves as lalas, and were never (heterosexually) 

married at the time of interview. They were aged from 20 to 30. Eight of them had 

come out to both of their parents, and two of them had disclosed their sexual 

orientation to their mothers. Of those informants who had not come out at the time of 

interviews, five considered going for a heterosexual marriage with gay men in the 

future. Six informants had a master degree, 13 informants had finished an 

undergraduate study. One informant was studying in the university at the time of 
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interview. Six informants had a household registration in Beijing. 14 informants had 

moved from other cities to Beijing either for study or for work. The informants 

worked in a variety of fields such as design, advertisement, media/ PR industry, IT 

Company, NGOs. Two informants were in a self-employment status. Nine informants 

had the experience of living outside China for various lengths of time. The locations 

they had stayed are the US, Canada, Australia, Japan, and Hong Kong. There are also 

differences and similarities between informants in terms of gender status and 

relationship status. Some demographics of informants are shown in Table 4.2.3. 

 

Table 4.2.3 Demographics of informants  (N=20) 

Participant  

(Pseudonym) 

Age Identity 

Label 

Occupation | Hometown | Relationship Status | 

Come out or Come home  

Alice 26 H Marketer | Shenzhen | Partnered | Come out 

Ariel 30 T Entrepreneur | Shanxi | Partnered | Come home  

Bella 26 Bi Editor | Henan | Single | None 

Betty 26 T Photographer | Shenzhen | Single | Come out 

Cara 23 T Student | Heilongjiang | Single | None 

Ella 20 P Student | Jiangsu | Partnered  | None 

Fiona 26 Bi Designer | Beijing | Partnered  | Come out 

Hailey 28 H Editor | Shandong | Single | Come out 

Jo 25 Pan Editor | Beijing | Partnered | Come home 

Julia 29 Bi Entrepreneur | Beijing | Single | Come out 

Kay 28 Bi Pianist | Hebei | Partnered | None 

Lily  25 P Marketer | Beijing | Partnered | Come out 

Luke 27 Pan Founder of a Lala Magazine | Beijing | Single | 
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Come out 

Nora 24 H Psychologist | Sichuan | Single | None 

Olivia 28 P Media advertising | Hebei | Single | None 

Sara 24 Pan LGBT NGO staff | Guangxi | Single | None 

Sherry 26 Pan Youth NGO staff | Sichuan | Partnered | None 

Sophia 29 P Designer | Hebei | Single | None  

Vivian 24 H PR | Beijing | Partnered | None 

Zoe 23 T Product operator | Xinjiang | Partnered | Come 

home 

 

4.2.4 Data collection 

The informants were asked to provide basic personal information, such as their age, 

hometown, education background and occupation. They were also invited to share 

their views on issues concerning the main research questions. The length of each 

interview was about two to three hours. As mentioned, the interview process was kept 

flexible so as to let interviewees share their views freely. Some informants shared 

their views for more than three hours. The interviews were recorded and transcribed 

into verbatim.  

 

As a kind of a natural development of the research process, the semi-structured 

interviews started with general open-ended questions, and these were followed by 

further detailed questions and sensitive questions as more information emerged. The 

interview process was a conversational two-way communication, with the emphasis 

on the provision of opportunities for informants to freely express their thoughts and 

suggest new issues for discussion. Moreover, new topics were explored during 
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interviews, which are not in the interview guide. For example, some informants 

disclosed their personal sex experiences and romantic stories which are not in the 

interview guide. 

 

4.2.5 Data Analysis 

Qualitative data analysis is a range of procedures whereby we move from the 

qualitative data we collect into the same form of explanation, understanding or 

interpretation of the people we are studying. There are reasons for choosing the 

thematic analysis for this study.  

 

Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns of 

meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It is a search for themes that emerge to become the 

‘categories for analysis’ (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). This search is done 

through ‘reading and re-reading of the data’ (Rice & Ezzy, 1999, p. 258). The end 

result of a thematic analysis reveals the key constellations of meanings present in the 

dataset. Tradition of thematic analysis involves ‘discovering, interpreting and 

reporting patterns and clusters of meaning within the data’ (Ritchie, et al. 2013). 

Working systematically through texts, the researcher identifies topics that are 

progressively integrated into higher-order key themes. The degree to which these 

themes are important depends on their ability to address the overall research questions 

(Boyatzis, 1998; Braun and Clarke, 2006; Joffe, 2012). Thematic analysis is not tied 

to any particular discipline or sets of theoretical constructs (Ritchie, et al. 2013). 

Some argue that thematic analysis is not an approach in its own right but more of a 

generic method (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). 
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As stated, the purpose of adopting semi-structured interviews as a research method is 

to understand lalas’ life experiences of social exclusion, their views on the relative 

desirability and feasibility of the strategies for responding to social exclusion, and 

their perception of the underlying constraints and opportunities for them to deal with 

social exclusion (such as government attitude towards non-heterosexuals, the Internet, 

the pink economy, as well as their personal characters). In this sense, this study was 

‘data-driven’. Consequently, the inductive approach was adopted as steps were taken 

to capture new patterns and ideas emerged in the data without trying to fit them into 

the preset coding framework. Moreover, instead of identifying the rich content within 

each case, the interviews were designed in a semi-structured way in order to collect 

with a number of common themes developed across informants and compare the 

informants’ views and experiences across the whole dataset in relation to common 

themes. Because of the necessity to make a systematic overview and comparison of 

informants’ experiences and views across the whole dataset, cross-sectional analysis 

was used.  

 

To facilitate the data analysis, a six-step thematic analysis method was adopted in this 

study, which was based on the six phases involved in thematic analysis provided by 

Braun and Clarke (2006) to code the data, identify patterns and construct potential 

explanations.  

 

The first phase emphasizes getting familiar with the dataset. All the verbal data I 

conducted and audiotaped have been transcribed verbatim, and the verbatim have 

been checked against the tapes for accuracy. Then, I have read and re-read and wrote 

down the main points contained in verbatim in order to familiarize myself with the 
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whole dataset.  

 

The second phase focuses on generating initial codes. During the coding process, I 

used computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software package Maxqda to code 

my dataset, and each verbatim was given equal full attention. I have read the whole 

dataset several times and created tentative codes of new information emerged from 

the data. Instead of coding the data based on the existing theory and conceptual 

framework, I adopted open coding alongside the coding process to allow new codes to 

emerge from the data and to avoid imposing theoretical assumptions. As a result of 

this step, initial codes were generated through reading and coding the dataset carefully 

to enrich the overall picture of the lalas’ experience and perceptions.  

 

In the third phase, all codes have been sorted into potential themes, and collated 

within the themes. In this study, altogether 423 codes were identified, and then I 

reread these codes to sort them into similar themes, including ‘strategy’, ‘social 

exclusion’, ‘policy’ and ‘expectation’, etc. However, there is an extra theme created 

to collect some codes that did not belong to any themes. Then, I analyzed the 

differences of the codes and themes based on their significance. I used several tables 

to identify the relationship between different codes and between themes. 

Consequently, candidate themes and subthemes have been selected to form an initial 

thematic map.  

 

In the fourth phase, candidate themes were reviewed to ensure that they are internally 

coherent, accurate and distinctive. At the end of this phase, through the process of 

combining, refining, separating and discarding the candidate themes, the overall 
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picture of the dataset was well presented and the thematic map for data was refined in 

a systematic way.  

 

In the fifth phase, themes were defined, further refined, and named to organize them 

into a systematic order. In the last phase, I identified two main themes to present the 

overall picture of comprehensive story of the dataset, including ‘social exclusion 

experiences’ and ‘responses’ (with 423 codes), and a final thematic map was finalized 

so as to provide a clear structure and overall picture of the meaning of the whole 

dataset. Findings on ‘social exclusion experiences’ are discussed in Chapter Five, and 

findings on ‘responses’ are presented in Chapter Six.  

 

4.2.6 Ethical considerations 

Because of the unfriendly environment for non-heterosexuals, lalas can be considered 

as a special vulnerable group in China. In order to reduce the potential risk against 

them, the principles of anonymity and confidentiality are emphasized. Moreover, each 

potential informant was given a pre-interview briefing in a friendly atmosphere. The 

briefing informed the potential informants of the purpose of the study, how the 

information gained from the interviews are going to be used and stored and the main 

topics discussed in the interviews. In the session for delivering this briefing, potential 

informants were given the opportunities to share their concerns about the interviews 

and the research project. No subsequent interviews were conducted without the 

consents of the informants. The research project has sought the ethnic approval from 

the University.  

 

As mentioned in the Introduction, I have been taking an active part in the lala 
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community. My participation in lala events and gatherings in China and my 

understanding of the lala community made it easier to invite lalas to attend interviews, 

and make informants share their experience under a friendly and informal atmosphere. 

As a result, the interviews were conducted in a more natural way. 

 

 

4.3 Review of documents and literature 

 

As a supplementary method, a review of document and literature provides 

background information for setting the research questions and enhancing our 

understanding of lalas in China with reference to the experience of non-heterosexuals. 

After 1979, more information (from both formal and informal sources) can be found 

about the positive and negative experience of non-heterosexuals in their daily life, 

how non-heterosexuals respond to these experience, and the attitudes of the public to 

non-heterosexuals, the differences and similarities between people (including lalas) 

forming the non-heterosexual ‘community’ and the government’s reactions to 

collective and individual actions taken by non-heterosexuals in tackling social 

exclusion issues. However, despite this, the issues concerning social exclusion faced 

by non-heterosexuals are an understudied area in the academic community.  Hence I 

collected information from both formal and informal sources. As mentioned in 

Chapter Two, the sources of information used in this research project are newspapers, 

news reports, videos, journal articles, and blogs. While it is quite impossible to collect 

systematically the information from informal channels (such as blogs and social 

media), it is worth doing as most of these channels are developed and managed by 

non-heterosexuals themselves. As shown in Chapter Two, I have presented the 
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information from different channels with the focus on four themes:  

– the changing conditions for non-heterosexuals to organize their life when China 

moved into the reform period (from 1979 to present);  

-the mixed roles played by three institutions (the government, the private market and 

the family) in the provision of opportunities and constraints for non-heterosexuals to 

deal with the difficulties they face in their everyday life;  

- the diverse strategies used by non-heterosexuals to improve their life;  

- and the homogeneity and heterogeneity issues faced by lalas.  

 

The discussion of these issues based on a review of document and literature is useful 

in guiding me to set the discussion topics and questions for the semi-structured 

interviews as well as to organize the data for analysis.   

 

 

4.4 Participation observation 

 

To facilitate the analysis of the findings collected from the semi-structured interviews, 

I also picked up experience from observation during my participation in lalas’ daily 

activities.  

 

The degree to which researchers involve themselves in the culture can make a 

difference on the quality and amount of data collected by them (Kawulich, 2005). 

Spradley (1980) has presented a continuum concerning the participation of the 

observer, with the emphasis on the degree of emotional involvement with the 

community. The two poles of the continuum are non-participation and complete 
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participation, and active participation is somewhere between these two poles. 

Alternatively, Adler and Adler (1987) describe the positions of observers in terms of 

different forms of membership, including peripheral membership, active membership, 

and full membership.  

 

During the research, I involve myself in the role of active participation (Spradley, 

1980), or active memberships (as termed by Adler and Adler, 1994). As a researcher, 

I got involved in lalas’ activities and made friends with lalas. The examples of these 

activities were social gatherings, parties, lectures and conferences, and microfilm 

shootings (in Beijing and Guangzhou). The information I have gathered through 

participating in these activities serves to compensate for a lack of sufficient secondary 

data about lalas and to deepen my understanding of social exclusion faced by lalas 

and the strategies used by them. Pearsall (1970, p. 343) regards the friendship built 

through this type of active participation as constructive since the insiders can ‘instruct 

the investigator in the intricacies of their personal and social worlds’. In other words, 

my participation in the activities allowed me to examine the situations described in 

document and narrated by informants (during the semi-structured interviews) from a 

different angle, and to check if there were any inconsistencies between different 

sources of information. 

 

I am well aware that collecting information though participant observation has 

limitations. How and when I joined the activities had not been systematically planned 

all the time. The types of activities that I could join have been limited by my personal 

resources (such as time and connections). While I had been participating in various 

activities of lalas, I spent particularly more time on them in the second year of my study 
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for the research degree. Hence, it is difficult to ascertain to what extent those lalas 

whom I met and the ideas shared by them could reflect the whole picture of the lala 

communities. To respond to these limitations, I have tried to take part in as a wide 

variety of lalas’ activities as possible, regardless of my personal interests and ways of 

life, during the research.  Moreover, as mentioned, I tried to compare the information 

that I had observed with those from the semi-structured interviews and document 

analysis.   

 

It is equally important to note the issues of insider research raised by analysts (for 

example, Kanuha, 2000; Acker, 2000). As an insider researcher, she/he shares an 

identity, language, experiential base, and very often the membership of the population 

under study (Asselin, 2003, Kanuha, 2000). The advantage of insider researchers is 

that they are more likely to have a wider and more in-depth understanding of the 

population under study that may not be accessible to nonnative investigators. 

However, there are always questions about objectivity, reflexivity, and authenticity of 

a research project because insider researchers may know too much and/or may be too 

close to the project (Kanuha, 2000, p. 444). Hence, Asselin (2003) suggests that it is 

the best for the insider researchers to gather data with their ‘eyes open’ but assume 

that they know nothing about the phenomenon being studied. Asselin (2003) adds that 

although insider researchers might be part of the culture under study, they might not 

understand the subculture, which points to the need for bracketing assumptions. In 

conducting this research project, I bore Asselin’s suggestions in mind. In fact, my 

research experience provides support to Asselin’s suggestions. Because of the 

heterogeneity of lala communities and the new responses made by lalas to some 

ever-changing conditions, and forms of social exclusion, I find it difficult to claim 
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that I know a lot about lalas even though I identify myself as one of them.   

 

Chapter Summery  

 

So far I have provided the details of the main research method (the semi-structured 

interviews) and the supplementary methods (review of documents and participant 

observations) and the reasons for using these methods to conduct my study. As the 

last part of this chapter, I would like to highlight the ways of ensuring the quality of 

this study.   

 

Firstly, the triangulation approach is adopted. This approach is commonly seen as a 

way to maximize the validity and enhance the reliability. As mentioned above, I 

collected and analysed data in more than one ways. By collecting data 

through different ways and by comparing the findings obtained from different sources, 

more in depth understanding of the subject matters can be secured. Moreover, it 

improved the quality of this research, and the applicability of the arguments generated 

from the analysis of the data to other places can to a certain extent be increased, though 

it is understood that the differences between lalas should be appreciated and respected.   

 

Secondly, communicative validity is emphasized. I have used multiple channels to 

share my research findings with people. For example, I have discussed the research 

findings with the informants. By doing so, I got the chance to check if I made the right 

interpretation of what they said. I presented part of the research findings in three 

academic conferences during my three-year study. In sharing ideas in the lectures held 

in the Hong Kong Baptist University, I responded to critical questions such as those 
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concerning the pink economy and the participation of lalas in this economy from 

students. I shared my research findings with non-heterosexual activists and 

non-heterosexual researchers whose research interests are concerned with lalas. In 

these academic and social activities, I received challenges and advice which enriched 

my understanding of lalas. 

 

Thirdly, I am well aware of the fact that reflectivity is another factor that contributes 

to the quality of the research findings. Reflexivity emphasizes self-awareness, 

self-reflection, and self-critique on researchers’ role and their beliefs and behaviours on 

the research process. It is particularly useful when researchers share a similar identity 

and belief with the informants. During the research process, I was fully aware of my 

role as a researcher and kept reminding myself to avoid obvious bias. I ‘defamiliarized’ 

myself from culture and values that are familiar to me. It is a learning process for me to 

strive to be non-judgmental when conducting this study. 

  

I support and am well aware of Asselin’s (2003) suggestion that it is more desirable for 

insider researchers to gather data with their ‘eyes open’ but assume that they know 

nothing about the phenomenon being studied. To put these ideas into practice, I listened 

to the recordings and wrote down transcripts right after each interview, modified my 

interview questions and adjusted the way I responded and asked questions. After 

learning new things from the interviews, I also tried to minimize the risk of 

misinterpretation by getting feedbacks from informants.   
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Chapter 5 Findings on Social Exclusion faced by Lalas 

 

This chapter and the next chapter present the informants’ views on 14 issues discussed 

during the interviews. There are two reasons for focusing on the 14 issues. Firstly, lala 

informants are concerned about these issues. Secondly, the discussions of these issues 

facilitate the researcher to address the two main research questions and two 

supplementary questions discussed in Chapter One. Not all informants discussed all 

of these issues. As shown in Table 5, six issues received more attention from the 

informants than the others. This chapter discusses six issues – the informants’ 

experience of school life, their experience of work life, their experience of using the 

public and private goods, and their experience of handling the family experiences, 

financial difficulties and the trusts between lalas.  

Table 5.  

Issues Number of 

informants  

Number 

of codes 

School life experience 13 32 

Negative experiences in workplace 14 35 

Negative experiences of using the public and private 

facilities 

14 47 

Difficulties in handlings family relations 15 50 

Financial difficulties 6 7 

The basis of Trust and Distrust within Lala 

community  

13 22 
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5.1. School Life Experience 

 

Receiving education of various levels is an important part of life. Some lalas have 

discovered, confirmed and disclosed their sexual orientations at this stage. In the same 

period, they had negative experiences of how people (teachers, school administrators 

and classmates) reacted to their sexual orientations. These negative reactions ranged 

from intruding their privacy, emphasizing the abnormality of homosexual behaviors, 

seeing their sexual orientation as a kind of sin, forcing them to change their sexual 

orientation, and threating to expose their sexual orientations to their families. It is 

important to note that not all people surrounding lalas thought that what they did was 

against the interests of lalas. Some even believed that they were protecting lalas, 

though their good intentions did not necessarily pave the way to beneficial results to 

lalas.     

 

5.1.1. Institutional oppression 

One of my twenty informants is Sophia (aged 29), who was a freelance designer at the 

time of interview. Sophia was introduced by another informant. We had our 

three-hour interview in a cafe where she usually worked. During her high school life, 

she started realizing that her sexuality was different from other school mates, but she 

chose to hide her sexuality and date boys. After graduating from the high school, she 

studied design at a university in Beijing. In the University, she experienced various 

forms of negative responses from her roommates, teachers and administrators in the 

University. These experiences include being spied on and having her sexual 

orientations exposed, forced to break up with her girlfriend, advised to change the 

sexual orientation, limited the freedom about organizing life in the University and 
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asked to make self-criticisms openly. Apart from the influence of traditional Chinese 

culture and family values, Sophia brought up a religious issue in the interview.  

 

One of my previous roommates is an Islamist. She told me that 

homosexuality is not only a sin but also a crime; and homosexuals like me 

should be punished and put into jail.  

 

Since Sophia had a clear and firm stand towards sexual acts, her roommate explicitly 

opposed her relationship with her partner. She felt helpless for being criticized on her 

decisions on some fundamental issues about who was she and whom she loved. Then 

she started avoiding disclosing her private life to her roommates, and gradually 

reduced the time of going to college. The university forced her to end her relationship 

and change her sexual orientation.  

 

When I went out with my first girlfriend at college, we stayed together overnight 

in her hall room every Thursday. Every time I had sleepover at her room, I 

bought gifts to her roommates. I thought I was in good terms with her roommates. 

But not before long, I was told (by the Dean) that the university president 

received a complaint letter saying that I was a homosexual and my sleepover in 

my girlfriend’s rooms disrupted some students’ life. Worse still, even up to now, 

so many years after my graduation, I still have no idea about who wrote that 

letter as everybody in the room looked friendly and seemed to be nice. 

 

Moreover, the teachers in the University more than once suggested to Sophia that she 

needed to change her sexual orientation. A teacher revealed that she was under the 
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pressure from the University officials to talk to her about her sexual orientation. 

While that teacher stressed that homosexuality was normal, she persuaded Sophia to 

change her sexual orientation ‘back’ to ‘normal’ (heterosexual). An official in the 

Communist Youth League asked Sophia to break up with her girlfriend. Her 

roommates were also encouraged to pressurize her to change her sexual orientation. 

Despite pressures from different sources, she stressed that: ‘I love my girlfriend, and 

the love is mutual. It is impossible to break up with her.’ Later the University 

disciplined her by asking her to make self-criticisms on her sleepover in other 

student’s hall in a letter to the administration.  

 

The institutional intervention made Sophia feel depressed because this not only came 

from the peers but also from the University management. This negative experience 

was a big blow to Sophia’s University life. Her sense of insecurity was heightened by 

a lack of knowledge about who constantly spied on her and reported her personal life 

to the University. She gave up sleeping over in her girlfriend’s hall room. Moreover, 

she lived in a fear that the University officials might one day disclosed her sexual 

identity to her family.  

 

5.1.2. Unwanted attention from seniors  

Vivian (aged 24) shared her experience with her schoolmates in the middle school. 

Vivian’s appearance had a feminine look with gender-neutral dress up. She always 

wore trousers and never wore skirts. She identified herself as H. She did follow the 

public’s stereotypes of how female should look and act, and she was more 

comfortable with sport wear and trainers. In personal life, although she identified 

herself as a pure lesbian and started dating girls since the middle school, people 
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around her still assumed that she was a straight girl. Her negative experience in school 

life came from the unwanted attention towards her sexual orientation during her 

school life in Beijing. She shared an experience of text message harassment by a 

senior male schoolmate, who had chased after her before she disclosed her sexual 

orientation:  

 

After I told a male senior schoolmate about my sexual orientation, he kept 

texting me unpleasant questions: ‘How can you love girls? Where are you now? 

Are you hanging out with girls now...’ He sent me too many such messages each 

day. I felt so annoyed emotionally, and eventually found no choice but blocked 

him on my social network APP. 

 

Despite Vivian’s repeated requests to her schoolmate to stop harassing her, they 

continued to send texts about anti-LGBT ideas. Worse still, during that time, Vivian’s 

sexual orientation became the pet talk of her schoolmates. Gossips flied behind her 

back - such as ‘You know what, Vivian is a homosexual’, ‘How come she loves girls?’ 

and ‘Does her mother know that she’s a homosexual?’ At first, she did not take these 

gossips seriously. But as the rumors had no sign of dying down but increasingly posed 

as a threat to her privacy, Vivian found it annoying and frustrating. Despite the fact 

that some people around her had the awareness that homosexuality is normal, more 

people regarded gossiping about Vivian’s sex life as a kind of leisure.  

 

5.1.3. Verbal sexual assault 

Ella (aged 20) has used the term ‘sexual assault’ to describe her experience of being 

ridiculed and insulted on her non-heterosexual behavior. As the youngest informant in 
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this study, Ella was still a college student at the time of attending the interview. She 

identified herself as P, which is more feminine in terms of gender appearance, 

behavior, and self-perception. She had long hair with printed fingernails, which is 

conforming to traditional standard of femininity. Many male schoolmates around her 

believed that all stereotypical feminine lesbians wished to be with men. Even though 

Ella did not start the conversation or ask them for advice, they intentionally used 

words to shame and demean Ella’s same-sex behaviors, and told her what the right 

sexual orientation was:  

 

I had a male classmate, not a good friend of mine. He told me that ‘you are too 

pretty to be a lesbian’. Many male friends of mine have ‘straight men cancer13. 

They are unreasonably proud of their male identity. They bring issues to me like 

‘you cannot be satisfied in bed without men’. I have been asked many times by 

male classmates about what lesbians ‘do in bed’. Several male friends told me 

that they do not mind their girlfriends hanging out or having sex with girls, but 

they find it unacceptable that their girlfriends hold hands with other men. They 

are eager to convey a message that they are superior to lesbians, and lesbians 

are seen by them as ‘second class people’ so much so that lesbians are not 

respected even as a ‘rival’ to men. Moreover, they feel that as long as you had 

long hair, they could make you attracted to them.  This attitude to lesbians and 

females is the reason why I do not like those men with a ‘straight men cancer’. 

 

The verbal abuses Lily (aged 25) had experienced were not specifically targeted at her. 

While they sounded less severe, they by nature represented a lack of understanding of 

																																																								
13	 Straight men cancer: used to depict men who propel sexist double standards.	
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non-heterosexuality and homophobia. Lily provided this information:  

 

My school was relatively simple, and the atmosphere was very good. The 

learning environment was open and free, and the harassment was a rare thing. I 

was tall and had good academic achievements, so I was popular and was not 

subject to harassment. However, some people felt that homosexual behaviors 

were disgusting. Hence I believed that though they had no intention to attack me 

personally, they still thought that I was weird. A male friend of mine said to me, 

‘You're a freak!’ to me.  

 

The remark made by that male friend on her and non-heterosexual behaviours made 

Lily feel angry and sad at first. It was not only because he used the word ‘freak’, but 

also because he was not comfortable with non-heterosexuals. But then, she felt a bit 

touched that he explained that he had no intention of assaulting her. The boy told her 

that he didn't think she was abnormal, but he could not accept homosexuality. Later he 

asked her to give him more ideas about homosexuality.  

 

 

5.2 Negative Experience in Workplace 

 

Financial independence is important to many young lalas. Earning income from the 

job market might give them the chance to seek financial independence from their 

family, and the chance to make a more concrete plan with their partner for the future. 

However, it is not easy for lalas to handle the relationships in the work place. No 

matter whether they made their sexual orientations known or hide their sexual identity 
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in the workplace, they were vulnerable to unfair treatment – such as being asked to 

take up extra works, facing discrimination in promotion and receiving unwanted 

attention. As highlighted by informants, they need to work extra hard in order to 

receive the same respect as those heterosexual people.  

 

5.2.1 No clear boundary between work and personal life 

Getting a job may give lalas the resources to have a breakthrough in their life. Nora 

shared this view: ‘I may go for migration, surrogacy, and artificial insemination. 

Hence I have to work hard in order to get sufficient money to do so’. Moreover, 

informants pointed out that the life as ‘hidden lalas’ is not necessarily good because 

they may be regarded as single and as a result received other form of unfair treatments. 

Vivian has worked as a trainee in an international public relations company in Beijing 

since she graduated from a university in Canada. She said:  

 

You cannot say it is difficult for a homosexual to find a job because you are not 

required to disclose your sexual orientation. However, people in the firm are 

interested in your personal life especially about whether you are married or not. 

My boss has asked me whether I had a boyfriend over lunch several times. To 

avoid troubles, I lied to her that I have a boyfriend. Thereafter, she has been 

keeping asking me questions about my ‘boyfriend’ and making me feel unhappy. 

 

Vivian stressed that she never disclosed her sexual orientation to any colleagues lest 

her career was put at risk. Vivian added: ‘I never have any ideas about how my boss 

would treat me if I came out. She might ask me to take up rotten tasks and treat 

me poorly. You never know. It is better to hide my sexual orientation.’  
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There is no clear boundary between work life and personal life. It is not uncommon 

that employers want to know their employees’ personal lives, such as age, family 

information and relationship status etc. Though it is not fair for their bosses to 

penalize them because of their sexual orientation, there is no law effectively stopping 

them to do so. It is possible that employees are penalized because their bosses did not 

like their sexual orientation. 

 

Vivian’s view is shared by Kay (aged 28) who identified herself as a bisexual. Kay 

has engaged in same-sex relationships since high school. At the time of interview, she 

was cohabiting with a female partner. She worked in a local media company founded 

by her relatives. The company where she worked was conservative. Male colleagues 

had the hobbies of making jokes and gossips on lesbian staff. This raised Kay’s alarm 

and confirmed her determination to hide her sexual identity. Kay said: 

 

One of my colleagues is a lala, who has come out. One day my boss told me, 

‘You know what! She has a girlfriend! Did her parents know that she is 

homosexual?’ People treat her as a ‘normal’ person when conducting business, 

but gossip about her sexual identity behind her back.  

 

Since she remained unmarried in her late 20s, her boss and colleagues were concerned 

about her personal life and arranged matchmaking dates for her. To keep a good 

relationship with them and hide her sexual orientation, she had no choice but took part 

in the arranged dates. Kay said:   
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My boss is worried about my personal life, so she arranges matchmaking dates 

for me. I went to these dates several times in a perfunctory manner. All the men 

I met had a successful career. They expected me to stay home as a housewife after 

marriage. They asked me how long I preferred to date before coming up to the 

marriage decision. I told them straight that I didn’t want to be a housewife, and 

there was no definite answer to their question as it depended on whether and how 

much I loved them. 

 

Kay felt guilty and helpless because she attended some arranged dates without telling 

her partner. It was more than one time they had nasty quarrels after her partner 

discovered the ‘secret dates’. Kay claimed that the only reason she attended these 

matchmaking dates was to handle the pressure from her boss. As she wanted to keep 

the job, she had to follow her boss’s wish. Kay believed that until they (lalas) reached 

a higher social status and were powerful enough to change social norms, they had to 

follow the order of those people with power and status. Hence at the moment she 

found it necessary to focus on surviving in the workplace rather than coming out.  

 

Worse still, lalas are facing other kinds of discriminations in the workplace due to 

their unmarried status. It means that even though they hide their sexual orientation at 

work, they still cannot be treated as equal as heterosexual employees. Vivian pointed 

out that many companies do not treat married and unmarried employees equally - 

married employees are always assumed to bear family responsibility, and as a result 

unmarried employees are asked to work longer hours and carry more workloads.  

 

I have a lesbian friend, who is aged over thirty. Her boss always asks her to work 
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overtime, because she is not married and single. Since she spends too much time 

on work, she has no time dating. If we could disclose our sexual orientation at 

work without worries, we don't need to put up with this. Apparently, this is a 

sexual discrimination against us, but this problem is unavoidable. 

 

Vivian stressed that given that many lalas found it necessary to hide their sexual 

orientations and claimed to be single, they could not avoid doing extra workloads or 

working overtime, Nora pointed out that lalas are not the only group suffering in the 

workplace:  

 

Many hiring posts require applicants to be male, party member, and having 

Beijing permanent resident status. Unmarried people often find themselves in a 

disadvantaged position.  Even worse, people always have the impression that if 

you are unmarried, there must be something wrong about you. 

 

Apart from those who chose to work at LGBT-friendly companies, all informants 

attending the interviews for this study chose to hide their sexual orientation at work 

for fear of homophobia and exclusion. Learning from their social circles, the 

informants stressed that the difficulties they came across in the workplace were 

widely experienced by other lalas. 

 

5.2.2. Joking about lala identity 

Some informants came out in the workplace and found it difficult to have a kind of 

work life they preferred. Sophia shared her experience concerning her colleagues 

making over-sensitive responses to her sexual orientation, making inappropriate jokes 
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and disclosing her sexual orientation to clients without her consent. She pointed out 

that sexual minorities always experience discrimination and harassment from straight 

people. In her previous workplace, her colleagues were over-sensitive to her sexual 

orientation and said things that made her feel very uncomfortable. She is a designer 

with a variety of interests and expertise, but her colleagues always said something like 

‘Why don’t you just establish a fashion brand exclusive for Tomboy?’ She thought 

that they did not respect her as an all-rounded individual. She said, ‘True, I am a 

lesbian, but I was not born to serve Tomboy. They didn’t treat me as a person.’ She 

also shared this experience:  

 

Colleagues and I had a lunch with PR company’s team leader, who was a 

middle-aged T. Colleagues threw unpleasant jokes at me: ‘Sophia, you should 

seduce that T and asked her to use our products so that we could get a bargain.’ 

Throughout the subsequent meetings with the team leader, jokes of this kind 

never stopped. ... Why did they keep making fun of my sexual identity? I could 

only manage to make a cold response to their jokes and hoped that their 

jokemaking enthusiasm would die down gradually. 

 

They discussed with clients about my sexual orientation without my consent. 

Their attempt to do so made me feel weird especially as my sexual identity was 

disclosed in an inappropriate situation. There was a time that I assisted a naked 

female client to try on new dress; my colleague told her that I was gay. It was so 

awkward and I was also concerned about how my client felt’. 
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Sophia felt disrespected and embarrassed about the jokes. She thought that her former 

colleagues were using humors to disguise their homophobic thoughts and humiliated 

her in front of other colleagues. Worse still, she found it difficult to make complaints 

and did not know how to share her hurt because the working environment (dominated 

by heterosexism) was very unsupportive. Also, she found it hard to cooperate with 

heterosexual colleagues: 

 

Even though I have told my colleagues my sexual identity, this didn’t mean that 

I was prepared to let everybody know it. Obviously, my colleagues did not 

appreciate that.  

 

Olivia (28, P) shared her negative work experience concerning her colleagues’ biased 

views on lalas: 

 

Some men have a ‘straight men cancer’. I have a male colleague who once 

asked me in a scornful tone, ‘How could stone butch lesbians have orgasm since 

they don’t want to be touched?’ Worse still he thought that stone butch lesbians 

were psychopaths and incapable of having sex. Then I looked at him and said 

directly ‘don’t talk about this in front of me again or I would get mad.’ I felt that 

they didn’t respect stone butch lesbians and this drove me mad at him. I can 

accept different views on sexual orientations, but I cannot stand disrespectful 

attitudes to stone butch. 

 

5.2.3. Nature of the company 

Some informants pointed out that companies vary in the employment policies and 



115	
	

working environment. Hence, lalas working in different companies may have some 

different experience in workplace. Hailey (aged 28) had worked at a government 

owned enterprise for a few years before moving to a LGBT friendly company. When 

she worked at the government owned enterprises, she felt uncomfortable. She couldn't 

be honest about her sexual orientation at work because of the fear of losing promotion 

opportunities. She said that her former colleague Vicky was an ‘openly lala’. For this 

reason, Vicky’s co-workers always asked Vicky to take up more tough tasks, work 

overtime, and do manual labor such as moving furniture and packing stuff.  Vicky 

suspected that she was penalized because of her sexual orientation. Vicky’s 

experience made Hailey feel that it is not wise to come out at workplace.   

 

Similar to Hailey‘s experience, Jo and Fiona pointed out that it is more difficult for 

lalas to work in the government-owned enterprises than private companies and 

international companies.  Jo (aged 25) identified herself as a pansexual. She shared 

this view: 

 

My partner used to work in a state owned company. There was a time that she 

got an opportunity for promotion, but one of her competitors disclosed her sexual 

orientation to the superiors, and criticized that homosexuals were of low class. 

Her boss was quite conservative. After hearing the gossip fed by her competitor, 

her boss started keeping her at a distance. Shortly, my partner had no choice but 

moved to other company. I think how my partner was treated is ridiculous. Does 

homosexuality have anything to do with the working ability? Both homosexual 

and heterosexual communities have bad people. Being good or bad has nothing 

to do with sexual orientation. 
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Joe’s view on the state-owned enterprises is shared by Fiona. Fiona believed that the 

state owned companies are relatively more conservative, and less people come out. 

Private companies especially those in the cultural industry are relatively more open 

and free. Like her company, people never cared about one’s sexual orientation. Their 

eyes were mainly on making profits. Fiona added:  

 

State owned companies are riddled with nepotism; and people use their position to 

get their children and relatives a job. Hence, before people come out, they have to 

consider how the positions of their family in the companies would be affected.  

It’s a complicated matter. 

 

 

5.3. Difficulties in using Private Goods and Public Facilities in Public Space  

 

To maintain a reasonable standard of living, lalas are very often required to play not 

only the role of workers but also users of private and public goods. However, the 

context in which they perform these roles is not necessarily friendly to them. Using 

goods is an important process of expressing views on values and principles. Some 

lalas make use of the opportunity to make their gender non-conformity known. It is 

not unusual that the expression of this value receives negative reactions. Several 

informants shared the following experience. 

 

5.3.1. Being criticized on non-normative gender expression 

Some informants rejected femininity and embraced stereotypical masculine 
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appearance by eschewing things like makeup, dress, bra and high heels. They were 

always recognized as men, or gender non-conforming women. Compared to feminine 

lalas, they were more often discriminated against for not following the stereotypical 

feminine appearance – for example, they were asked if they were women or men, 

challenged for choosing not to dress themselves up like a woman, rejected for jobs 

and barred from entering female washrooms. All the four informants who identified 

themselves as T shared their experiences of being discriminated due to their gender 

neutral appearance. Betty (aged 26) shared her experience as follows:  

 

There was a time that I took taxi. The driver kept bombarding me about his 

impression of me throughout the journey: ‘I thought you were a man. You are 

making people uncomfortable. How come you dress yourself like a man? You 

are a girl! Can you find a boyfriend with this look?’ I was really pissed but kept 

silent. Meeting this kind of taxi driver is not an everyday thing but it happens 

from time to time. Judging from my past experience, the possibility is about one 

in every five rides.’ 

 

In addition to being verbally abused by the taxi driver, Betty had unpleasant 

experience in subway stations. She said,  

 

Another thing that pissed me off is people’s cold and unfriendly gaze at me. I 

experienced many times that when taking subway with my girlfriend, some 

people stared at me with intense unfriendliness.  

 

People’s unwanted attention made Betty feel embarrassed and angry. She did not 
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understand why people judged them simply because they did not fit into the 

stereotype of what a woman is supposed to look like. Similar to Betty’s experience, 

Ariel shared the experience of being gazed. She expressed her thoughts on this kind of 

negative experience:  

 

Old aged ‘uncles’ may steal a glance at me from time to time, but it is difficult 

to be sure that this kind of glance is an expression of malice. Maybe they do not 

mean to hurt me; maybe they just think that I am special; maybe the reason they 

give me a glance is no different from that they give it to a handsome boy.  

 

Zoe (aged 23) primarily displayed masculine gender expression. She wore pants and 

shirts often. She loved shopping for men’s clothes. Sometimes, because her body 

frame size is not big as men, she had to pick gender-neutral clothes from women’s 

wear. She shared some negative experience of shopping for clothes:  

 

Sometimes when I asked salesmen if they had the clothes that fitted my size, 

they gave me impolite replies such as ‘we don’t have products of your size’ and 

‘this clothes is for men.’ I usually say firmly ‘Yes, I am looking for male clothes 

for myself.’ I think I have to correct their concept of me as their manner makes 

me feel that I should not buy those clothes. Shopping for women’s wear 

sometimes makes me feel even more awkward than shopping for men’s wear. I 

need to pick gender neutral ones from all girly clothes.   

 

Zoe pointed out: ‘the salesmen sometimes felt shocked at me (trying to buy menswear 

and unisex clothes). I do not like that kind of reaction.’ She added that holding 
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menswear waiting outside women’s fitting room for trying on made her feel awkward. 

To avoid this, she often shopped clothes without trying on or searching alternatives 

such as shopping online.   

 

Clearly in order to get access to private goods, having enough purchasing power is 

necessary but not sufficient. Lalas need to have the courage to face challenges. Using 

public facilities (such as washrooms and roads) also brings unpleasant experience to 

informants. Betty shared the following experience:  

 

I have encountered problems about using ladies’ washroom. People always treat 

me as a boy who enters a wrong washroom. I try to take it easy and do not let 

this kind of thing upset me. There was a time that I entered a ladies’ room and 

the female users were shocked by the presence of me. One of the women said, 

‘This is a ladies room. The men’s room is on the other side. Get out!’ To calm 

her down I said ‘Sorry, I’m a girl.’ But she continued to watch me. Before long 

other people started looking at me. But I didn’t feel embarrassed. I explained to 

her several times that I am a female. After this incident, whenever people are 

shocked by my presence in the ladies’ room, I explain to them calmly that I am a 

biological female.  

 

5.3.2. Following heteronormative gender norms 

Cara (aged 23) said that she was too masculine to be recognized as a girl. When she 

walked on the street, people took her as ‘man’ by appearance. Cara said: ‘Nowadays, 

most people can only accept women in feminine and men in masculine, so we people 

need to find a way to deal with the discrepancy between our appearance and people’s 
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expectation’. Cara has found a way to survive, which include changing her gender 

expression to become even more masculine than men. Cara said:   

 

When I walk on the street, people usually see me as a man. When I take a girl 

with me, people perceive us as a normal heterosexual couple, and see me as a 

man of course. It was too troublesome for me to go female washroom, as I have 

started going to male washroom since studying in the university. To me, there is 

no problem to go to male washroom. Moreover, it is much faster, because there 

is no need to line up in men’s room. 

 

 

5.4. Difficulties in Handling Family Relations  

 

Most of informants had difficulties in handling family relations. The difficulties come 

from parents’ disapproval of homosexual orientations, the pressure on meeting 

traditional principles, and parents’ expectations on their appearance and marriage. The 

informants tried various ways to respond to these difficulties such as hiding their 

sexual orientations, resorting to contract marriages, trying to convince their parents to 

accept different forms of sexual orientations. It is also important to note that some 

informants understood that their parents faced pressure to maintain the heterosexual 

norms in front of their own communities and their work units.  

 

5.4.1. Shameful feeling for lala children 

Sherry (aged 26) is a self-identified pansexual lala. Although she had only dated girls, 

she thought that pan-sexuality was a politically correct way to say that sexual 
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orientation is fluid and changes over time. She stressed that she can never identify 

herself as a homosexual or a bisexual till the day she died. Growing up in a small 

town in Sichuan province, she didn't know much about homosexuality till she went to 

a big city to receive higher education. Her parents and family members knew little 

about homosexuality. She shared this view on her parents’ attitude towards 

homosexuality and her relationship with her parents:  

 

I hid my sexual orientation at home because my parents were very conservative.  

However, my parents started pressurizing me to get married since I started my 

study for a master degree. Every time I go back home celebrating the Chinese 

New Year, my parents ask about my private life. I can understand how they feel.  

They are living in a small town for their whole life and have a consistent view 

on norms. In contrast, I have moved from place to place. Parents and I have 

different life paths, and different life experiences and different worldviews. I 

think we cannot ask each other to change our value and belief.  

 

As a compromise, she considered resorting to contract marriage, which was perhaps 

the only solution to the conflicts between her and her parents. It was a hard decision 

for her, but she did not want to let them down. She thought her parents had sacrificed 

themselves and given her love and care since she was a child. Moreover, they were on 

good terms. She loved her parents and her families. They meant a lot to her. Since she 

wanted them to live a happy life, she was prepared to sacrifice herself for their 

benefits. 

 

Ariel (aged 30) was in similar situation concerning her relations with the family. At a 
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marriageable age, she faced great pressure to get married from her parents. Coming 

from a small town in Shanxi province, she told me that her parents were not as 

open-minded as people in big cities. She had been in a stable relationship with her 

partner for many years, but she had no plan to come out to her parents. Similar to the 

narratives quoted earlier, filial piety was an important reason for her decision in not 

disclosing her sexual orientation to her parents. 

 

I think my greatest pain comes from my family. My parents urge me to find a 

boyfriend. Sometimes, my mum expresses her worry in a painful and anxious 

way. In an attempt to ease her anxiety, I try to make calm responses such as 

saying: ‘No worries! Relax!’ I can feel the tension between the values I am 

upholding and hers. If I challenge her directly, the tension between mum and me 

will be intensified. Hence I try hard to make her open to different possibilities 

about marriage and sexual orientation by using subtle tactics.  For example, I 

told her that the world is changing now, and being single is a trend. I think this is 

better than’ stabbing her heart with a knife’ by coming out to her.’ 

 

Cara (23, T) shared this experience:  

 

My parents have persuaded me to find a boyfriend from time to time, but they 

seldom stressed this as an order that I must follow. No matter how old I am, I am 

a little kid in their eyes. I have told my father that I wanted to study in the US, but 

he refused. Instead, he encouraged me to find a boyfriend and stay.  

 

Cara’s parents intervened several times in her boyish gender appearance. They gave 
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Cara a harsh verdict on her appearance suggesting that she should keep hair long. 

Cara said, ‘They think girls should look girly, and have asked me not to dress up like 

a boy.’ Cara said her parents used the word ‘psychopaths’ to describe those girls who 

look like boys. Cara and her parents were living in different cities, so her parents can 

only manage to express their wish verbally but cannot take any concrete actions. 

Compared to those informants living under the same roof with their parents, it is 

easier for Cara to handle the family relationships.  

 

Different from Cara’s parents, Zoe’s parents didn’t notice that their daughter is gender 

non-conforming. She has grown up in Xinjiang province, and was working in Beijing 

at the time of interview. She went back home once or twice per year. Although she 

preferred masculine gender appearance, every time she is in her hometown, she wears 

the outfits that are not too masculine. Zoe said,  

 

I hide my sexual orientation so well that my parents do not notice that I am gay. 

Whenever my mother gives me a nightgown, I wear it. I use the pink bed sheet 

bought by my mother without a second thought. I never discuss homosexuality 

related issues with my parents in order to avoid giving them any hints about my 

sexual orientation. But I am not a good liar. There was an occasion that parents 

and I were in a car listening to Jeff Chang’s song. My mum asked, ‘Jeff Chang is 

still not married right?’ Then my father replied, ‘Yes. Is there something wrong 

with him?’ I did not dare to join their conversation from the beginning to the 

end.   

 

Jo (aged 25) identified herself as pansexual. She recalled her memory about the 
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experience of being caught and queried about her sexual orientation by her parents. 

She has grown up in a middle class family. Her father was a policeman and her 

mother was a doctor. She used the word ‘Bao shou’ (conservative) to describe her 

parents’ attitude towards homosexuality. She did not intend to tell her parents about 

her sexual orientation but her parents managed to find out themselves. Jo said:  

 

No matter what kind of girl I am, a lesbian or heterosexual girl, they expect me to 

find a boyfriend and spend my life with him. My mother from time to time is 

eager to know my sexual orientation because I have never dated boys and always 

hang out with Tomboy. When I go out with my ex-girlfriend, I usually bring her 

back home for dinner. My dad has asked me if I am in a relationship with her. I 

didn’t admit directly but hinted that I am not straight. He then got mad asking me 

to leave home for good. After a while, he told me that he had done some studies 

of homosexuality and did not see it as a sin. Despite some mild changes in his 

attitude, I dared not bring up the homosexual issue to him again thereafter. 

 

5.4.2. Parental rejection and pressure from neighborhood 

Similar to Jo, Olivia and Hailey had the experience of handling her parents’ reactions 

to her sexual orientation. Their parents were living in a residential courtyard of the 

government department officers. Olivia said:  

 

Most of the neighbors are my parents’ previous colleagues and are retirees. Every 

time I go back to my parents’ home, the neighbors ask me about my private life. 

‘Do you have a boyfriend? How much do you earn? Do you need me to introduce 

guys to you?’ Their enthusiasm on interfering in my life was horrible. Whenever 
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our neighbor gets married, my mum watches through window and says 

something like, ‘you dad is going to give them lucky money again. When will 

you earn back the money for us (by marrying)? One night, my mum discovered 

my sexual orientation after seeing a texted message from my ex-partner. She 

cried over the whole night and blamed herself for failing to rear me properly.  

She has previously threatened me that ‘if you are a homosexual, I will kill 

myself.’ She now thinks that it is shameful to have a homosexual daughter. I 

wanted to argue with her, and told her my sexual orientation is none of her 

business. However, she is so conservative that she cares a lot about what other 

people think. No sooner had I yawned or sneezed without covering my mouth 

and nose in public, she then would stop me and give me a lecture’. 

 

Olivia added:  

 

Life is hard. I need to work overtime like a dog every day. Hence I just want to 

love myself and make myself happy. I don’t care much about what other people 

think of me. I cannot understand why my mom cares so much about other 

people’s perception of me? How other people think about me is none of my 

mother’s business. I just want to be myself. 

 

However, Olivia said seeing my mother’s reaction to my sexual orientation made her 

cry immediately. Added to her pain was the fact that she just broke up with her 

partner. Olivia stressed:  

 

I can tolerate my mother’s ignorant view that homosexuality is a sin. What I 
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cannot stand is the blame that my mother put on me. This made me feel that it is 

me who makes my mother suffer.  

 

5.4.3. Parents’ reaction to the act of coming out 

Hailey (aged 28) has come out to her parents already. She recalled the process of 

coming out to her parents, and her parents’ reaction. Eight years ago, when she was in 

a relationship with her ex-partner, she put her letter to her partner on a desk. 

Subsequently, her mother found the letter and confronted her with it. After thinking 

for a while, she admitted that she was gay. She recalled: 

 

My mum cried immediately and started yelling at me and cursing me as a pervert. 

I tried to explain to her that homosexual is normal but her immediate reaction to 

me drove me mad. She kept crying all the time, even over dinner. Her tears kept 

dropping into the rice bowl. She was too emotional to reason with. Her 

emotional collapse made me feel very bad and emotionally I could not afford to 

have meals with her anymore. In addition to expressing their emotional reaction 

to my sexual orientations, my parents asked me to make a fundamental change.  

They asked me to be filial and stop committing to any ‘dirty’ behaviors. 

Moreover, they persuaded me to see more boys. Compared to my mother, my 

father was relatively more open to my sexual orientation, and I tried to make it 

clear to him that I am gay for more than one time.  

 

Hailey said her hometown is Shandong, where people’s life is shaped by ‘Ru Jia’ 

(Confucian) traditions. As mentioned in the previous chapter, Confucianism has a 

deep and long lasting influence on the way that people organize family and define 
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their roles in reproduction. Clearly it is not quite in line with homosexual behaviors.  

 

 

5.5. Financial Difficulties 

 

The informants shared their views on the paradoxical situation they were facing 

concerning the financial issues – on the one hand, they needed financial resources to 

support them to come out and handle the family relationships; and on the other hand, 

the unfavorable conditions made it difficult for them to develop their career and 

gather sufficient financial resources to improve their quality of life. 

 

Most of the informants tend to earn more than heterosexual women for maintaining 

their sexual life and relationship with their parents (in case their parents withdraw all 

their financial supports). Some informants stressed that even though they decided to 

stay inside the closet, building financial capability is still an essential thing. The 

reason is that they cannot take for granted that they would have a partner giving them 

financial support. Cara (aged 23) identified herself as a T. She shared the view that the 

economic factor is an important factor for making people respect her sexual 

orientation. She believed if she is successful in her career, she would have less trouble 

in coming out to her parents. At least she had the ability to stand on her own feet. 

 

For everyone, not only lalas, money can solve 99% of problems. You could do 

nothing without money. Homosexuals like Tim Cook (Chief Executive Officer of 

Apple) can come out to the world because they are on the top management. 

Many people assume that homosexuals are all elites or fashion icons, despite the 
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fact that there are many poor and ‘ugly’ gay people. Sadly this means that only 

those rich and powerful gay people can come out with their heads held up. We 

need to work extra hard to achieve that goal. No doubt, money and power are 

important to us.’ 

 

Zoe has moved out of her family of origin since she graduated from the university. 

She worked in an Internet company in Beijing and cohabited with her partner. She 

stressed that having financial autonomy helped her to be treated as an independent 

individual in her parents’ family. She added if she still took money from their parents, 

she needed to surrender her control over her life.  

 

It makes it easier to implement the come out plan. With sufficient amount of 

money in hand, I can manage to keep my standard of living at a reasonable 

level and provide a proof that I am a person of high ability. As I am using my 

own money in renting the apartment and meeting my daily expenses, I am 

seen as a fully developed adult worthy of acceptance and trust. If I come out to 

my parents later, there is a greater chance to win their acceptance.  

 

However, the informants shared the view that it was not easy for homosexuals to gain 

a foothold in the economy, not to say career success. Lily stated that lalas need to 

handle a lot of personal issues and thus could not focus on developing their career. 

Examples of these issues are planning to come out, avoiding the chase by male friends 

and relatives. Lily (25, P) shared this view: 

 

Sadly it is true that poor people cannot be lesbians; poor people cannot be artists; 



129	
	

and poor people cannot be themselves. Economy has not been doing well in 

recent years, but we still need to eat and live. Some young people themselves 

cannot afford to buy an apartment but their parents buy one for them. Some 

young people themselves have insufficient ability to get a good job but their 

parents use personal connections to build the career for them. However, if you 

are a homosexual, you do not have the chance to play the role of ‘good son’ or 

‘good daughter’ (at least by traditional standard) and get the support from your 

parents. Without this kind of support, you can only count on yourself. 

 

Vivian (aged 24) identified herself as a H. She thought that lalas are required to bear a 

higher cost of living than heterosexual people:  

 

If a heterosexual couple is in a stable relationship, they can choose to get married 

and gain state benefits and/or receive the protection from the security insurance 

system. Lesbian couples like us can only rely on ourselves and that is why we 

need to earn more money.  

 

Vivian stressed that money does not necessarily mean everything; love and sexual 

orientations can be valued more than money at least by some people like her.  

 

No matter you are rich or poor, you are still a lala. Your sexual orientation 

depends on whether you are sexually attracted to person of the same sex. The 

freedom to choose sexual orientation is more valuable than money.  

 

Vivian thought that to be honest to oneself is more important:  
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If you cannot afford to have a car, you can take the bus with your partner. Being 

poor does not mean that you cannot be lala. There are some lalas who are not 

financially capable of finding their girlfriends, and for this reason they choose to 

marry rich men. That’s their own choice.  

 

Vivian believed that homosexual relationship is more simple and pure, and lala 

couples were more satisfied with the relationship with their partner. 

 

 

5.6. The basis of Trust and Distrust within Lala community  

 

Given the unfavorable conditions for lalas to organize life, it is necessary for lalas to 

help each other to improve their quality of life, deal with the risks arising from 

heterosexism. Moreover, it is reasonable to expect that some lalas are eager to 

establish an intimate relationship between themselves. However, the trust between 

lalas should not be taken for granted. As shown by interview findings, lalas do not 

necessarily trust each other due to their different self-identities, the different power in 

the discussion of lala issues, the pressure of heterosexual marriage institutions and 

absence of legal protection for developing lala relationship. The informants shared 

their views on these issues.  

 

Lily (25, P) provided the reasons why the trustworthiness of P was often questioned:  

 

All lesbians I have dated belong to T type. Some are ‘Niang T’ and some are H. I 
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have no intention to gossip about couple’s affairs. P girlfriend may eventually 

marry a man, but this is none of my business. What I find it hard to accept is that 

no one mentions things like, ‘eventually a T goes to marry a man’ and the 

existence of ‘bisexual T’. It seems to me that T always dominates the 

conversation to their advantage. This is weird. 

 

I think ‘P’ has become a highly stigmatized group. In the lala community, many 

things negative are made to associate with those lalas who take on feminine 

characters. It is commonly assumed that those lesbian wearing dress and having 

long hair are not reliable. T can go to marry men without being criticized or 

judge by other lesbians.  

 

Some Ts are very famous and popular. The way they wear clothes have strong 

influence on other Ts. As a P, I think P is more revolutionary than T. If I dress up 

like a boy and get attracted to girls, then I am a kind of lalas following the 

mainstream social norms (within the lala community).  However, I am a girl 

with feminine gender expression. I meet all social expectations towards a girl 

except the sexual orientation.  I think this kind of combination (of look and 

sexual orientation) is revolutionary. Feminine characteristics have always been 

made subordinated to masculinity and men’s power. I have all feminine features 

assigned by society, but not my subordination.  

 

Other informants (Ella, Nora and Bella) also shared the view that femme lesbians 

were placed in a disadvantaged position and had difficulties in earning the trust in the 

lala community. Bella (aged 26) identified herself as a bisexual. She provided this 
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view:  

 

Many T stressed that they would never start relationships with girls who look 

like straight because this kind of girls will eventually become straight. My 

female partner would mind if I have dated a boy.   This is quite understandable. 

Most of lalas really mind if their partners have dated boys. 

 

Ella (aged 20) said she experienced both masculine and feminine gender expression. 

She had looked masculine during her study in the high school, and started keeping her 

hair long after graduation from high school. She said,  

 

When I was with a T, my partner was always worried that I would fall in love 

with men. Though I assured her a thousand times that I would never find men 

attractive, she still had that worry because of my feminine gender expression.  

 

Nora said she always saw posts like ‘my ex-girlfriend left me and married a man’ in 

the social networking APP. She said these posts did not earn her sympathy because 

people always blamed on their girlfriends and society. She stressed that people should 

be aware of what they have done wrong in the relationship. Nora thought that a P 

marries a man not mainly because she succumbs to the marriage system but mainly 

because she does not love her partner anymore. If she loved their partners, she would 

seek other solutions to the problems (being pressurized to marry a heterosexual 

husband) such as going for a contract marriage. Nora also shared some of her 

observations about T:  
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Many Ps will fall in love with men after falling out of love with a T, and then go 

back to a T after breaking up with men. It is commonly seen. Some Ts view 

themselves as men, so usually they don’t care if their girlfriends are bisexual. 

However, I have a friend, who is a self-identified T. She would be proud of her 

girlfriend if her girlfriend is a pure lesbian. 

 

Compared to the femme lesbians, the bisexuals found it even more difficult to gain 

the trusts from other lalas. Fiona (26, bisexual) and Kay (28, bisexual) shared these 

views.  Fiona said:  

 

Once I wear high heels and hang out with my lesbian friends at a lesbian bar, 

they told me ‘you dress up too straight’. They felt like I highlight the charming 

part of me from men’s point of view to attract male’s attention. They think 

bisexuals are not equally attracted to men and women, and bisexuals love men 

more than women. Since they assume that bisexuals usually have sex with men 

then go back to women, they feel dating bisexual just like ‘picking up someone 

else’s leftovers’. A friend even said explicitly to me like ‘If you think men are 

better, you should live with men. If you think having sex with men is better, you 

should find men.  

 

Kay (28, Bisexual) pointed out that lalas did not feel easy about their intimate friend 

having a history of dating males: 

 

If I have dated a girl before dating a man, my boyfriend usually doesn’t mind I 

have had lesbian relationships. However, if I have dated a boy before dating a 
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girl, usually my girlfriends are not willing to know things about my 

ex-boyfriends and what we have done before. Almost all my girlfriends do mind 

my romance history with ex-boyfriends. 

 

Kay has also made this comment on Ts:  

 

Ts are the minority of the minorities, because men and women are not equal and 

heterosexuality is always seen superior to homosexuality. Among all women and 

comparing to heterosexual women, lalas are minorities. In lala community, Ts 

are relatively more masculine and can only date feminine girls. If a T is bothered 

by her girlfriend’s ex-boyfriend, it could be seen as a sign of inferiority. 

 

Some informants (Ariel, Sherry, and Sophia) had reservation about having bisexuals 

as their partners and provided the reasons about these views. Ariel said:  

 

Rationally speaking, I don’t worry about having bisexuals as my partner. 

However, emotionally speaking, I do feel worried if my partner is a bisexual. 

This feeling is uncontrollable. She has more choices than me. This will increase 

uncertainty on our relationship. 

 

Ariel added:  

 

I know I am biased, but everyone is biased. I cannot force my brain to overcome 

this bias. Like we all know clearly that ‘handsome guy and rich guy cannot be 
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faithful’ is a stereotype, but we cannot do anything about stopping this 

stereotyping.  

 

Similar to Ariel’s point, Sherry shared her view on this issue:  

 

Bisexual is a group who can make other lalas feel anxious, especially when one 

is a homosexual and one’s partner is a bisexual. If my partner is a bisexual, I will 

feel anxious about our relationship and the future with her. I’m afraid that one 

day she will go get married with a man and leave me. If I am a straight man and 

my partner is a bisexual, I will feel worried and confused while she hangs out 

with her female friends. It is not easy for bisexuals to find a boyfriend or 

girlfriend. True, they could date both male and female, but both heterosexual 

male and homosexual female don’t want to date them. 

 

Sophia said: 

 

Seriously, I prefer not to date a bisexual, because they are attracted to boys. I’ve 

dated a bisexual before, who was married with a man. Her appearance looks like 

T. Once, we had dinner together, she told me that she was a bisexual. I got mad 

immediately, and said, ‘are you kidding me?’ Then I became very sensitive about 

all social activities she attended. I felt so worried about our relationship, and was 

mentally exhausted. I respect bisexuals’ sexual orientation and can be friends 

with them, but won’t find a bisexual as my partner anymore. 
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It is important to note that not all of the lalas have negative views on bisexuals. Zoe is 

a self-identified T, who was in a stable relationship and cohabiting with a bisexual girl 

at the time of interview. Zoe felt surprised and ridiculous that someone discriminated 

against bisexual, and regarded them as cheaters. She thought these views did not 

make sense. She stressed that as they were lalas, they should not discriminate against 

other lalas. Bella (aged 26) who identified herself as a bisexual shared this 

experience:  

 

Many Ts, believing lesbians who have ever dated boys will eventually marry 

men, have a complex about virginity. They have a misunderstanding that if one 

has ever slept with a man, one is dirty and should not be accepted as a member 

of lesbian world. I have heard this kind of biased views many times. Luckily I 

don’t have this kind of experience. If this happens to me, I will intentionally 

claim that I am a bisexual to show her that I don’t care how my partner thinks 

about me.’  

 

 

Chapter Summary 

 

So far several kinds of difficulties faced by lalas in their daily have been discussed. At 

the end of this chapter, it is worth highlighting three points here. Firstly, the interview 

findings indicate that many informants face similar problems.  

 

Secondly, some non-heterosexual people also face the difficulties experienced by the 

informants because they are women and/or poor. The examples of these difficulties 
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include being less valued in the workplace than the male employees, treated as a less 

valued person if they fail to marry young and having their privacy (especially about 

their family plan and love life) intruded. Hence, it is reasonable to have the worry that 

lalas could be vulnerable to multi-jeopardies due to society’s negative responses to 

women, poor people and non-heterosexuals. In principle lalas have some potential 

allies for fighting against the unfair distribution of resources between women and men, 

between rich and poor, and between heterosexuals and non-heterosexuals. But 

whether these potential allies can help each other is full of uncertainty.  

 

Last but not least, many lalas informants want to be independent. But it was not easy 

for them to leave their family of origin due to financial issues and the unfavorable 

condition for them to have a good job. Worse still, compared to heterosexual people, 

they might not be able to secure the support from their family to build their career. 

Furthermore, it is commonly believed that heterosexual marriage as an institution has 

the potential of enhancing people’s financial capacity. Hence, it is not difficult to 

understand that those lala informants who did not engage themselves in the 

heterosexual marriage were likely to be placed in a financially disadvantaged 

position. 
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Chapter 6 Findings on the Responses of Lala to Social Exclusion  

 

As with Chapter Five, this chapter presents the interview findings. It focuses on eight 

issues emerged from thematic analysis – coming out, contract marriage, participation 

in the LGBT movement, use of the Internet, migration, cohabitation, seeking multiple 

identity and reproduction.  

 

Table 6.  

Issues Number of 

informants  

Number 

of codes 

Coming out 18 61 

Contract marriage 20 39 

Participation in the LGBT movement 14 42 

Use of the Internet 18 33 

Migration 20 33 

Cohabitation 9 10 

Reproduction 6 12 

Seeking multiple identities 13 38 

 

 

6.1 Coming out   

 

All informants shared their coming out experiences before coming out to family in the 

interviews. Eight informants had already come out to their parents, and four were 

planning to come out to their parents. In contrast, according to a nationwide survey 
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research conducted by UNDP, only 15% of non-heterosexual people in China 

disclosed their sexual orientation, gender identity or gender expression to family 

(UNDP, 2016).  

 

6.1.1 Come out already 

Fiona disclosed her sexual orientation to her parents after she graduated from high 

school. She used the word ‘dramatic’ to describe her come out story. The reason why 

she came out to her parents is that she had been suffering from the pain of losing her 

first girlfriend after they broke up. She needed to talk to someone about it. The first 

people that popped up to her mind was her parents, so she decided to come out to 

them.  Fiona’s family was temporarily fractured after she disclosed her sexual 

orientation to her parents. 

 

At first, both of my parents didn’t accept me. It is easier for my mum to accept 

my sexual orientation, since my father is relatively more conservative. My 

father took it really hard. Actually, my father totally disowned me when he 

knew my sexual orientation. I was a student and had no income at that time, so 

I had to rely on my parents for money. However, my father cut my credit cards 

and cut off the financial support. My life was so hard at that time. I lived at my 

friends’ house and borrowed money from my friends to meet the daily 

expenses. I had been in financial difficulties for almost a year. 

 

Her mentality was ‘I told you already, and it’s none of my business about what you 

think of me.’ She experienced a tough period after coming out, and she struggled 

about whether to change her sexual orientation: 
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During that period, I had tried to change my sexual orientation, because I 

loved my father so much. Besides, a friend of mine came and persuaded me to 

change my sexual orientation. She asked me if I treated my first girlfriend as a 

man. I said yes. Then, my friend said I was not a genuine homosexual, because 

I was no-more and no-less than a straight girl which was same as her. I for a 

short time found the ideas of my friend convincing.  However, after I broke 

up with my ex-boyfriend in a bad way, I started realizing that I am just who I 

am.’ 

 

She shared how her father thought about her:   

 

My father said to me that ‘If you are a successful designer, I don’t mind 

whether you are a homosexual or heterosexual. However, you are now just a 

fresh graduate. If you cannot find a job and are excluded by the society, will 

you commit suicide? If you are a famous designer, I don’t care if you come 

out or not.’ My parents were worried about my future career and my mental 

health, because choosing to be a homosexual is not easy. The society is 

gradually open now. I can find a well-paid job and come out in workplace. My 

parents feel relieved because I can afford to live on my own.  

 

Her relationship with her parents is no longer the same as before she comes out. She 

told me it has been eight years since she came out to her parents. Her parents have 

never asked her anything about her private life and marriage. She thought they 

assumed she had a girlfriend, so they did not want to ask her. This was interpreted by 
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her as her parents’ tacit approval of her sexual orientation.  

 

She seldom discussed this issue with her father, while her mother has totally accepted 

her coming out. She had been focusing on working and studying these years and 

seldom brought up this topic to her parents. However, there was a time that her father 

went to the US to visit her and advised her to stay in the US. She asked him the 

reason for this advice. Her father said, ‘For your personal life, the policies there are 

better than China.’ 

 

Betty (aged 26) is a self-identified T. She came out to her parents seven years ago. 

She came from a middle class family. Both of her parents were doctors. She shared 

her experience of coming out to her parents.  

 

When I was in middle school, my parents had doubts about my sexual 

orientation, but they didn’t ask me directly about this. When I was in high 

school, they seriously asked me questions about my sexual orientation, but I 

denied. The reason why I denied was that I was busy preparing for the 

examinations and living with my parents. I didn’t want to deal with it at that 

time because the matter was too complicated. Honestly, I felt so tired of lying 

to my parents and brushing them off all the time. However, after I attended 

university, I left and moved to another city, so decided to come out. I felt so 

relived after I came out to them during the first year of my undergraduate 

study.  

 

When asked about her parents’ reaction on her coming out, she said that comparing to 
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other parents, her parents were very liberal and open-minded. And her relations with 

her parents have been close. She said:  

 

My parents always support me to do whatever I feel interested. One more 

thing that impresses me is that my parents do not know much about 

homosexuality, but they search information and realize that homosexuality is 

normal. Then, they have started accepting my sexual orientation and 

understanding me more.  

 

She recalled her memory of the day she disclosed her sexual orientation to her 

parents: 

 

I told my mum directly that I loved girls, and my mum’s reaction to this was 

surprisingly calm. I guessed she was shocked. She was trying her best to calm 

herself down. Before long she told my father, and they asked me a lot of 

questions, because they didn’t know much about homosexuality. They asked 

me why I didn’t like boys and how did I feel towards boys. I answered them 

clearly. After that, they took me to consult a psychologist. After I talked with a 

psychologist for a while, the psychologist asked me to do some assessments. 

Then she asked my parents to come in. She explained to my parents that I 

didn’t have any mental problem, and homosexuality was not a mental 

disorder.’ 

 

6.1.2 Planning to come out 

Both Cara (aged 23) and Vivian (aged 24) were planning to come out to their parents. 
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Cara’s parents were relatively more conservative. During the interview, she told me 

that her parents used the word ‘freak’ to describe her masculine gender appearance, 

and asked her not to cut her hair short and find a boyfriend. She could feel that her 

parents’ attitude towards homosexuality was not as open as some other parents, but 

she still planned to come out. She said,  

 

No matter how my parents think of me, I will come out to them. When I reach 

the age of 26, they will start to urge me to get married. If I hide my sexual 

orientation, things will become very complicated. 

 

Cara thought that ‘coming out’ was not only about telling them some facts but also 

used her influence to make them accept homosexuality naturally:  

 

I think ‘come out’ is not only a gesture to let them know your sexual 

orientation and ask them to accept you; it is a long-term process of persuasion. 

It is ‘normal’ that they do not accept your sexual orientation at first. You have 

to think about this issue from their perspective. If you force them to 

unconditionally accept your sexual orientation and love your choice despite 

that the fact that they have no knowledge about homosexuality, you just try to 

deprive them of the freedom to make judgment on important matters – this is a 

mindset of a robber.  

 

Similar to Cara, the reason why Vivian wanted to come out to their parents was to 

avoid the trouble of being urged to get married. She thought that she could not stay 

single forever. When she turned to thirty, it would be inevitable that someone would 
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urge her to get married. Moreover, she was close to her mum. She always wanted to 

share her happiness and worries with her mum. She felt so annoyed that she cannot 

share an important part of her personal life with her. This made her decide to come 

out to her. She said: 

 

I admire those people who have already come out to their parents. No matter 

whether your parents accept your sexual orientation or not, at least you tell 

them that and as a result no need to hide anymore. I will come out at least to 

all people who are close to me, like my parents and friends. A reason why my 

mother does not accept my sexual orientation is that she thinks homosexuality 

is not as normal as heterosexuality. Actually, I have discussed this issue with 

her and she is not very conservative about this matter. She has watched films 

like ‘Brokeback Mountain’, and said that she loved that kind of movies. I once 

took the opportunity to ask her views on homosexuality. While she said she 

accepted homosexuality in general but did not find it acceptable that I was a 

homosexual. However since I am her child, she gradually accepts my sexual 

orientation. 

 

6.1.3 Coming home 

Coming home can be as important as a way to handle family relations as coming out. 

Of the twelve young lalas who have not come out to their family, four had already 

brought their partners back home in the name of ‘friend’. Ariel (aged 32) has brought 

her partner back home during Chinese New Year. Instead of coming out directly to 

her parents, she chose to bring her partner home in the name of friend. Her partner 

and her parents had a happy time together. She shared her view on ‘come out’: 
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I think coming out to family is important, but I don’t agree that people have to 

do that. I am worried about this issue. I’m afraid that the thing I have 

experienced would make my family members feel devastated and suffer from 

an emotional breakdown. Since what they have experienced and their living 

environment is very different from mine, the ‘cultural shock’ may cause 

emotional pain and hurt in their heart. In handling this kind of matter, it is 

necessary to exercise care. I would firstly test the level of hurt that may bring 

to my parents. If things hurt them deeply, then I won’t come out to them. If the 

shock that I bring to them is acceptable, I will come out to them. I have tried to 

mention the word ‘homosexuality’ to them.  

 

Ariel thought that ‘come home’ is a test or preparation of ‘come out’. Every time her 

parents urged her to get married and told her it was against filial piety to remain 

single, she would reply to them, ‘everything is normal in nowadays society. There are 

some eighty-year-old man get married with eighteen-year-old girl; some 

forty-year-old lady get married with twenty-year-old man; some are anti-marriage; 

some girls go to marry girls and boys go to marry boys.’ She put all unexpected 

combinations together with homosexuality to make her mother aware of the variety of 

choices, and then disclose her sexual orientation.  

 

 

6.2 Contract Marriage 

 

The informants have discussed Contract Marriage. They had different views on the 
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merits and demerits of this marriage arrangement. Moreover, they had different 

expectations on the actual forms of this marriage arrangement.    

 

6.2.1 Planning to marry gay men 

Sophia (aged 29) decided to marry a gay man instead of coming out to her parents. 

Sophia will do so next year. She joined a lala-gay contract marriage group soon after 

graduating from the university, where there were mostly gays and a few lesbians. 

From this group she found her gay-man partner. Her gay man partner and she have 

already met each other’s parents. Their wedding ceremony will be arranged next year. 

They had an agreement that their marriage was just a ‘performance’ and no legal 

registration would be arranged. 

 

The reason why she chose to do so was the pressure from her parents. Initially she had 

no plan to marry a gay man. In responding to her parents’ request for finding a 

heterosexual person to marry, she had used delay tactics. However, she later found 

that these tactics did not work. Hence eventually she resorted to a contract marriage. 

She said:  

 

The relation between my parents and me is pretty awkward because my parents 

are keen to see me marry a man. Last year when I accompanied my mom to 

attend a wedding, I couldn’t feel more stressed. My relatives were enthusiastic in 

talking about their children’s marriage, work and study. It was uncommon that I 

hadn’t married or even got a boyfriend.  This made my mom lose face. I don’t 

want others to gossip about my parents.  
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Sophia provided the details of her plan of the contract marriage: 

 

The gay man and I are now living far away from each other. After marriage, we 

will meet once every month. We will pretend to be living together when our 

parents visit Beijing. It is also necessary for us to help each other make up stories 

to discourage our parents from making visits, such as saying that one of us is 

always on business trips.  

 

We have figured out the details of the wedding. Despite that, I still have worries 

about the wedding because I am not used to acting. I would never tell my gay 

partner that I am afraid of the contract marriage, as I don’t want him to see me as 

an unpredictably irresponsible person. So I try to be friendly to him and make the 

cooperation with him as enjoyable as possible. My partner is optimistic about our 

plan. He thinks that we do not need to keep this collaboration very long.  

Perhaps it will end in two or three years. If our parents push for a child, we shall 

ask a friend in the medical field to provide a certificate of sterility. If necessary, 

we shall also resort to divorce. We are firmly determined not to have a child. 

Even if I must have one, I’m going to try my own way and not to get my gay 

partner involved. 

  

Another story comes from Olivia (aged 28) who was going to marry a gay man 

partner this year. Four years ago, when Olivia first came to Beijing, she was 

introduced to a gay person who had a house and a car. She told her parents that she 

fell in love with a guy, who was introduced by my boss and would like to marry him. 

Maybe because of his background, her parents agreed.  
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Olivia shared some ideas about her plan about marrying a gay fake husband: 

 

I said to my gay husband once we reach the end of our lives, there may be just 

two of us living together without our partners and children. We have to 

accompany each other for the whole life. We would like to live together, 

though it’s only a contract marriage. We made a lot of agreements (such as 

you can date people, but can’t take them home; we should go Dutch and 

should not have children).  

 

I think I should not have any complicated plan with a fake partner such as 

having children with him. The reason is that in case we are in conflict, we 

cannot rely on the court to solve it. Our relationship is not protected by the law.  

In fact, you can’t make it clear to the judge about the deal my partner have 

with me.  

 

Hence, the ‘marriage life’ should be as simple as possible. In the Spring 

Festival, you go back to your home and I go back to mine. Actually I didn’t 

quite get it when my friends told me not to have too much to do with the gay 

partner. But when I was about to join the contract marriage, I do understand 

the endless trouble we might get into such as having a child with a fake 

husband. But on the other hand, if I buy a sperm from abroad and bear it, I 

may encounter another trouble if I don’t go for a contract marriage and have a 

marriage certificate. I would become a single mother and my child would be 

unable to get a household registration. Consequently I might not be able to get 
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the child into a proper school. Things are just like hitting the monster: after 

one is gone, another is on the way.  

 

However, Olivia gave up her previous plan of having a fake husband because her 

former girl rejected the ideas. At the time of interview, she was preparing another 

plan. She was going to find another gay man to marry first and then told her parents 

that she was a lala. This arrangement, she thought, could help her parents ease the 

pressure of having a daughter that never married and help her avoid keeping her 

parents in the dark about her sexual orientations for a long time. Having ended the 

fake wedding, she would tell her parents the following ideas:  

 

I’m a lala, and my husband is a gay. I’ve already done what I can for you. You 

don’t have to worry about others or feel ashamed for me. And don’t expect us to 

be a couple in love and don’t push us to have a child. I will eventually have a 

child, but not with this gay-man partner. I will save up money to buy a sperm 

from a sperm bank even though it costs at least $300,000RMB. And I will bear 

the child on my own.  

 

Olivia hopes that her parents would respect her and let her live the way of the life she 

wants.  

 

6.2.2 Seeing the Contract Marriage as a ‘Plan B’ 

Sherry (aged 26) identified herself as pansexual. Her parents lived in a small town and 

knew very little about homosexuality. She was afraid that if she came out to her 

parents, her parents would face a lot of pressure and find it difficult to live in that 
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town, where almost everyone knew each other. Hence, she considered marrying a gay 

as a solution.   

 

The biggest problem of the contract marriage is that you can’t live in the same 

city with your parents and meet them often. I’ve always been avoiding having 

this kind of marriage and didn’t think I would ever need it. But each time my 

mom, who gets pressure from my grandmother and other family members in their 

conversation about my marriage over the phone, I feel uneasy. So I put the 

contract marriage on the agenda in my personal plan this year. First of all, I shall 

think about finding a ‘fake boyfriend’. I would find some fake boyfriends 

randomly and send photos to my parents – may be one for a year. As my mother 

told me to date more boyfriends so that I can know the type of boys I like best, it 

is thus not convincing to tell my parents that I marry the first boyfriend. And 

finally I would marry a gay who can cooperate with me for a long time. I don’t 

want to go through any registration or to have children. We just need to hold a 

wedding ceremony as a way to please our families. After four or five years, we 

would tell our families that we don’t get along and want a divorce, which is quite 

a common phenomenon nowadays. By then, it sounds reasonable not to get 

married again, given that there is discrimination against divorced women and 

there are difficulties in finding another spouse. This means that it is easier to tell 

my parents I would not marry again. 

 

Kay (aged 28) identified herself as a bisexual. She shared the following ideas:  

 

I once considered marrying a gay. But when it came to my mind that contract 
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marriage would involve two families, I felt it was too complicated. If I have to 

marry a gay, I may choose to hold a ceremony without going through the legal 

registration. I have a lesbian friend who had been dating a gay for two years. It 

seemed that getting married was the next natural step. However, her mother 

demanded a bride price of more than a hundred thousand RMB. The gay person 

thought was too expensive for a contract marriage and so they broke up. For me, I 

will divorce one or two years after getting married, then pretend that I am deeply 

wounded by that marriage failure. I hope this would provide an excuse for not 

marrying again. This can keep the contract marriage short. I cannot image 

spending my whole life with a gay husband that I don’t love. 

 

Nora (aged 24) identified herself as H. She shares her views as follows: 

 

If I am going to marry a gay, I will marry a gay friend of mine in Nanjing. We 

have to live independently to make our marriage easier. Then I would like to save 

money for artificial insemination abroad. I don’t want to be dragged into troubles 

of having my gay partner’s child. Nor would I want to be involved in any love 

with my gay husband. Anyways, I would not marry a man just because of social 

pressure. For me, it is not late to marry at 35. I shall consider a Lala-gay Contract 

Marriage at the age about 35 to 40. 

 

6.2.3. Never consider contract marriage as an option 

Five informants who have not come out to the family said they would never consider 

marrying gay men as an option. 
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Cara (aged 20) said,  

 

I won’t consider marrying a gay or straight man, even though it is a contract 

marriage. It is quite troublesome and tiring to lie to my parents that I am dating a 

boy and involve myself in a relationship for the rest of my life. This would trigger 

many problems. If my gay husband’s parents want a child, it is difficult to just 

tell them that my gay husband and I don’t want to have one. I’ll directly let my 

parents know that I am a homosexual when the time is appropriate. My parents 

cannot force me to marry.  

 

Similar to Cara, Ella explained why she would never see contract marriage as an 

alternative:  

 

I can’t do this. Indeed a contract marriage is not a good solution – it is associated 

with frustrations. It will require me to use one lie to cover up another. This would 

become exhausting. Moreover, I don’t think I can lie for my whole life. My 

parents would find it out especially in the Spring Festival. If I engage myself in a 

contract marriage, I need to find a gay man as my husband. It is not difficult for 

people to notice that my husband is gay and that will put me in an embarrassing 

situation. Moreover, my girlfriend will feel bad too as I will be involved in a 

secret affair. I prefer to hold hand and walk on the street with my girlfriend 

openly. 

 

Vivian said,  
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I won’t choose to marry a gay. From my point of view, this is about one 

complicated thing leading to the others. For example, if you get married with a 

gay and have a child, then you have to take care of your child, and then you have 

to explain to your child that you’ve got a girlfriend as your lover. Things can turn 

out to be so complicated and never go in the way that you desire. So I don’t think 

I’ll ever do this.  

 

Jo said,  

 

I’ve thought about it, but I may possibly not do it. Marriage is never just a matter 

of two individuals. It’s a matter of two families. To conduct a contract marriage, 

you have to know the gay well as well as his family, which is quite troublesome.  

I personally don’t like it. If I’m engaged in a contract marriage, I guess I will not 

be able to take control of the situation and the possible consequences. I guess I 

won’t consider it as solution to my problem. To me, a Lala-gay Contract 

Marriage is just a trouble.  

 

 

6.3. Participation in the LGBT movement 

 

6.3.1. Engagement in LGBT activities 

Lily (25, p) worked in a LGBT center and a Lala NGO as a team leader. She was 

responsible for translating LGBT news from foreign countries and conducted research 

on lalas. She actively took part in the LGBT campus during her university life. She 

shared the reasons why she was active in the LGBT movements. These include her 
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stress on ‘active mentality’ and her views on the importance of understanding how the 

ideas in the mind of those who do not find lalas acceptable.  

 

As I am a lala, I have to do something to advocate our own right. Many people 

always leave their fate to heaven or god and think things cannot be changed, so 

they only make complaints instead of doing something to make changes. I think 

that our mentality should not be passive. Hence I always believe: ‘Do 

something about it, or shut up.’ Don’t complain you cannot get married with 

your partner; do something about it. Being stable and safe cannot bring you any 

change. We need conflict and war to make changes. However, in our culture, 

we don’t like conflict or revolution. We advocate peace and harmony, so maybe 

we can find other ways to make changes. 

 

She also followed hot LGBT news, and the effect of media upon the general public.  

For example, she was curious about how Chinese people perceived and commented 

on the legalization of same-sex marriage in the US, and the contradiction between 

anti-gay parties and LGBT parties in the US. She found these issues interesting. Her 

rationale was that she wanted to know more about her ‘enemies’. She thought that her 

‘enemies’ were people with different opinions and standpoints. Despite using the term 

enemies, she did not think they were bad guys. She said they just believed in what 

God said about homosexuality, and condemnation of homosexuals to hell. She 

stressed if she had the same religious beliefs, she might believe and act the same way 

as they did.  

 

Lily also shared the reasons why she chose the activities and organizations to support:  
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Now I only have limited time to do charity, but I maintain financial support for 

lalas activities every month. Though the amount of money that I contribute is 

limited, it at least shows my support. NGOs in China are not that established 

and reliable. I don’t know how they will spend my money. I usually donate 

money only to some individual activists I trust. You have to distinguish which 

organizations are reliable and which are not. I only spend my money on LGBT, 

women, and art education, because these are the issues I am mostly concerned 

about. For example, I know a feminist activist, who walked from Beijing to 

Guangzhou to collect signatures of citizens who suffer from sexual violence and 

wrote letters to local governments. She is my best friend’s friend, so I know she 

does what she claims. I have transferred money to her bank account, but she 

doesn’t know that the money comes from me. 

 

Similar to Lily, Vivian stressed the importance of raising people’s awareness of the 

LGBT issues. She has participated in a pride parade once, and she thought that it was 

fun. Then she got a feeling that gay parade is like a big party of LGBT people, since 

everybody there was a part of LGBT community or alliances. When asked about her 

motivation for participating in the LGBT activities, she said: 

 

As a member of the LGBT group, there’s no doubt that I must participate in the 

LGBT movements and fight for our own rights.  These movements involve a 

sense of collective honor. It is important to stress that the NGOs play an 

important role in raising people’s awareness of LGBT issues. It doesn’t matter 

whether people accept it or not. At least they make LGBT community more 
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visible. I believe that changes can be made gradually through education and 

movies. In the past, I cared nothing about NGOs. As I have seen so many NGOs 

abroad promoting activities and attracting people’s attention towards LGBT 

issues, I have changed my mind. I think NGOs are important. If someone is 

mistreated by a company just because of her sexual identity, she could seek help 

from those NGOs, which organize demonstrations and report the unfair treatment 

to the media. 

 

Ella was another informant who had a great concern about the LGBT movements.  

However, different from Vivian and Lily, she did not feel optimistic about the 

development of these movements.  

 

LGBT NGOs in China are useless. So far there hasn’t been any achievement. 

The news about the LGBT movements in the Mainland is totally suppressed, and 

there hasn’t been one presentable parade yet. Even the Color Run, prevailed for 

all these years, seems to have nothing to do with LGBT. What’s more, the 

Instagram and Facebook were being blocked and made us lost touch with the 

rainbow tornado on Facebook last year, and the international LGBT movement. 

The Chinese LGBT NGOs have organized some small activities, but it’s neither 

large scale nor influential. Maybe I’m just too impatient to wait for the change. 

The government does not meet our expectations. There is no legalization of gay 

marriage. I doubt that any substantial change would happen in ten years. Since I 

have to get married before my thirties, the only way is to get married with my 

girlfriend abroad.  I see no future here. It sounds a bit selfish. But personally, I 

shall just focus on things that matters to me the most. 
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She said she cared almost everything, including some big events, some famous 

lesbians who came out of the closet after their career success, and some lesbians who 

have done great things. She also searched the process of registering for same-sex 

marriage abroad. Since LGBT news was blocked from mainstream media, she always 

asked her friends in Taiwan to send her photos so as to keep her informed about what 

happened in LGBT communities. At the time when the homosexual act passed the 

second reading in Taiwan, she kept an eye on the development of the event. She felt 

sad as the event turned out to be a failure in the final stage.  

 

6.3.2. Government censorship on LGBT events   

Julia worked in a LGBT organization in 2012, and translated English articles for a lala 

NGO. She shared the reasons why she was keen to take part in the LGBT movements. 

These reasons include the needs of those who suffer from AIDs and the importance of 

raising the awareness of the public towards LGBT issues. Julia shared this view:   

 

I have never felt any pressure because of my sexual orientation, so I have no 

intention of advocating for any changes. However, since I became the AIDS 

ambassador in my university, I realized that people with AIDS suffered various 

kinds of discrimination, so I thought I have to do something to make changes. I 

think it is interesting to explore why cities with same GDP level had different 

degrees of openness towards homosexuality - some are more homophobic and 

some are less. We cannot ignore rural-cities, because people there receive less 

education. We should organize activities and establish grassroots NGOs to help 

them raise their awareness of the non-heterosexual issues. 
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Julia shared the difficulties of organizing the LGBT movements. Despite the 

unfavorable conditions, Julia was optimistic that there were opportunities for the 

development of the LGBT movement.  

 

Government won’t change the law just because a few people want it. It will do 

it only in response to crisis. For example, Chinese Marriage Law was 

introduced at a time when China faced the economic slump. In order to divert 

people’s attention from the conflicts between state and the public caused by the 

economic crisis to inter-family conflicts, the government introduced the Law. 

This kind of thing happens all the time. I personally think that it is possible to 

have the same-sex marriage legalized. This could happen when the country and 

the Party face a big crisis. The party may then prefer to let people discuss the 

same-sex marriage rather than let them pay attention to that big crisis. Hence, it 

is important to get prepared for this kind of unexpected opportunity. To do so, 

we need to make more people accept the LGBT communities. 

 

Julia also made suggestions on strengthening the LGBT movements. These include 

developing a database about LGBT communities and conducting community 

education in less developed locations. She thought that the idea of establishing a 

database was meaningful because it could record Chinese media’s attitude towards 

LGBT. Moreover, a database could facilitate scholars and students to do research.  

Concerning community education, Julia mentioned this point:  

 

I think it’s important to help people in third or fourth-tier cities to raise their 
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awareness on LGBT issues, instead of organizing eye-catching activities in first 

tier cities. People in the first-tier cities have already had some ideas about 

homosexuality and feminism. Having received education in college, they know 

how to think independently and rationally about LGBT issues, so eye-catching 

activities to them may just look like normal marketing events instead of 

revolutionary activities. When media report this news about the LGBT issues, 

people living in the third or the fourth-tier cities may be frightened and feel 

disgusted about it, and then think negatively towards feminists. 

 

6.3.3. Moving forward the LGBT Movement 

Ariel (aged 30) identified herself as a T. She is the founder of a lesbian social 

networking APP. She shared her experience of participating in LGBT activities. 

 

In my third year of college majoring in broadcasting and television journalism, I 

was required to make a short film, so I made a ten-minute documentary of 

lesbian activists in Beijing. In order to collect data, I went to a LGBT center in 

Beijing, where I met the founder, and took part in some LGBT activities. I 

found out that those lala activities really could make an impact. At that time, the 

founder of that NGO and some other girls were making the Beijing Queer Film 

Festival, a big event that I could still remember now. They displayed films on 

sexual minorities, and I followed the leading producers and shot them as a 

director of my documentary.  

 

Ariel shared the reasons for her keenness to support the LGBT movements. The main 

reason is that she saw a big room for improvement in the movements. Ariel made this 
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point with reference to her experience of joining the Queer Film Festivals and 

discussion in the lala QQ (a Chinese instant messaging software) chat groups. 

 

It all happened naturally. When I was shooting that documentary, I saw both 

hope and disappointment. It was full of hope that there were these people really 

doing something about lalas, and there were so many people with interesting 

stories here. This motivated me to do something for the lala communities. 

However, what disappointed me was that the LGBT movement was still in the 

early stage, and everything was just so rough. I expected a lot from the Queer 

Film Festival, but actually the films displayed varied in quality. What worsened 

things was the exhibition area because many people were smoking in there. In 

fact, a lot of the attendees did not appreciate or feel interested in the films. They 

went there just because they were lalas and wanted to witness something great 

happened. The only actions they took were just sitting and chatting in a shabby 

room. I can feel the big gap between the expectation and the reality. Many 

people there were from a high profile community – some were professors and 

some were foreigners, but the qualities of the films were not good enough. 

Obviously the development of the LGBT culture was in the early stage. You 

could see that the organizers wanted to organize a good festival, but the project 

was at a starting point and looked like working on a ‘wasteland’. It’s like, ‘I 

have seen light and electricity, but when living on a wasteland, I could only drill 

wood to make fire. 

 

I think it’s good for people to advocate the LGBT rights, but the way they do it 

was not accepted by the government at the moment. Years ago, we discussed 
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about same-sex marriage in our lala QQ group, and asked people to vote for the 

Li Yinhe’s proposal on the legalization of same-sex marriage. After that, the 

discussion on when China would finally legalize same-sex marriage, someone 

in the group said it might be better for the government to solve other problems 

first, like migrant workers’ problems. So you could see that these people were 

pretty kindhearted. While they wanted to promote their own rights, they at the 

same time were fully aware of other (perhaps more urgent) problems in the 

country. I am not in a position to judge which issue is more urgent.  However 

all I know is that we need someone who dares to hit their heads against the wall 

to fight for our rights, and we need to look up and see how high the ceiling is. 

It’s always ‘those people’ who exist like heroes, as a precious treasure for 

LGBT community. 

 

Ariel had positive comments about the LGBT movements and was optimistic about 

the development of these movements:  

 

We all share one goal, which is to find out LGBT people’s needs and improve 

their life through different ways. We can seek different ways to secure survival 

such as applying for government funds, relying on donations and earning money 

by businesses, etc. Also different participants can take part in different activities. 

Some can focus on academic research, while others can provide specific 

services for helping LGBT people to solve problems such as loneliness and 

depression. Some can promote the LGBT rights. I myself focus on tackling 

different kinds of discrimination against LGBT people. We need to insert 

positive energy into the Lala communities and help lalas to solve their daily life 



162	
	

problems. 

 

6.4 Use of the Internet 

 

It is quite common for lalas to make use of the Internet to organize their life.  

Several informants shared their views on the functions and limitations of the Internet.  

The functions include tackling loneliness, making new friends, expressing the true 

feeling about life, searching life-partners, doing the hook ups and strengthening the 

lala communities.  

 

6.4.1 Advantages of Using the Internet   

Vivian made lala friends through the online APPs. Almost all the lala friends she 

knew in Canada were made through the APPs. She stressed that the apps provided a 

channel for her to find something to discuss things about lalas. Similar to Vivian’s 

view, Hailey shared her experience of making friends in the Internet:  

 

When I just heard of the term ‘lala’ many years ago, I searched it online and 

found out a lot of QQ chatting groups. I have joined some of the QQ chatting 

groups, and I met my ex-girlfriend there. At that time, I seldom talked to 

strangers online, so I only had a few friends in that group. Since we were all 

students, we had time to maintain our relationship patiently, so our relationship 

was quite stable. 

 

Nora also shared her experience of expressing feelings in the Internet: 
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I don’t have many chances to make good lala friends in real life, so I make it 

online, where I can express myself freely with people even though we haven’t 

met before. Sometimes you would be more comfortable to share your feelings 

with someone online as there would be no direct impact on your real life. 

Sometimes I use my real identity on the Internet, but sometimes I don’t. For 

example, I usually express my negative feelings and my sense of insecurity on 

Lespark, a lesbian social networking APP. I cannot post these words on Wechat 

or Weibo, because my friends told me she could feel a kind of lust in my words 

as I was quite outspoken on sex issues, and I know some of my friends cannot 

accept it. I once expressed this view on Lespark: ‘In my opinion, doing 

psychological counseling is like ‘being a prostitute’. ‘Being a prostitute’ is a 

sale of body, while doing psychological counseling is a sale of psychological 

space.’ Through these words, I can speak out my true thoughts’. 

 

Sara (aged 24) identified herself as pansexual. She shared her experience of hookup: 

 

I hooked up once with a girl I met on a lala social networking mobile application. 

She added me and we chatted for a while. I felt quite good. I saw her profile and 

found that she was ‘in a relationship’. I think it was not bad for a person to look 

for friends for chatting despite in a steady relationship. Later on, she invited me 

to have sex and I agreed. Then, she asked me why I did not ask her for photos as 

many others did. I said there was no need for photos and our sexual relationship 

just depended on our own willingness.   

 

Sherry (aged 26) identified herself as pansexual. She shared her views on hookup: 
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I used lesbian APPs to make friends and hook up….. To hook up is to get in 

touch with different people. I could talk with various people about my true 

feelings, and then walked away the next day and never met again..... Only the 

experienced, mature and tolerant people can handle open relationship. People in 

their young age could not do it properly, as young love is so ardent. It’s hard to 

keep your head cool and avoid jealousy and anger involved in love. Perhaps it 

also has something to do with culture. I didn’t succeed, and I might try again 

later. For me, I think human body needs to be touched. Bodies are beautiful. 

How do you know that your sex partner would not reach out to your soul when 

reaching out to your body?’ 

 

Ariel (30, T) shared her view about how the lala community can be strengthened by 

the interactions through the Internet:  

 

We are determined to bring about and cultivate a lala culture. Through 

developing and sharing the lala culture, those who suffer from discrimination can 

have a shelter to reduce their sense of loneliness. To build a culture that belongs 

to lala themselves is to build a common recognition of the lala group. When 

people wonder if they are freaks or abnormal, they tell them that there are 200 

million people living in the world that are exactly the same as them. When 

people are worried about how their life should carry on or how to face risks, 

They tell them there is nothing different between them and all the others, and 

they should be proud of themselves. We make the mobile application to help 

some people to ‘get rid of something’. We not only concentrate on doing social 
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networking within the modern commercial environment. We wish to extend our 

influence beyond the lala circle. It is not only about transforming views on lala 

group, but also about transforming to the larger community. 

 

 

Similar to Ariel, Fiona shared her experience about how the online activities could 

strengthen the lala community: 

 

I have participated in some offline activities organized by a lala social 

networking mobile application when it just come out. I am among their first 

group of users. I’d love to see other lalas discuss and share their life in the 

forum, because I can get a lot of information. However, since I am not a trendy 

person and cannot understand Internet language well, I am unable to follow 

their words sometimes. I would rather attend their offline activities. I used to 

play badminton every week with my ex-girlfriend and internet friends. It was 

fun as we were all lesbians.  

 

6.4.2 Drawbacks of Using the Internet 

Informants also pointed out some of the drawbacks of using the Internet to develop 

their social networks. Hailey said:  

 

I posted an article to try to find a girlfriend on Douban (a Chinese social 

networking website), and I met a girl there. I dated that girl for two weeks but 

eventually found that she was not the right person. Then, I broke up with her. 

After that, I don’t want to find a girlfriend this way. After all, you have to go 
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through a certain process to know someone well and to find the right person 

whose personality suits you. The more natural this process is, the more genuine 

she will be. If I like a girl and want her to be my girlfriend, I may 

subconsciously over-emphasize her beautiful side. Even if we are together, 

things may go wrong when the real me is exposed. It’s impossible for us to 

present the beautified self all the time. I’m in a single status for a while, but I 

don’t intend to find a partner online now. 

 

Vivian shared this view:  

 

I find that many people use that APP mainly for one nightstand. They will 

suddenly disappear, if they realize you do not have the same desire. Moreover, 

there are some people who just say hi to you for no purpose, which is not 

sincere at all. Anyways, the APP is still useful, if you’re lucky enough. For me, 

since I am not an active lesbian and seldom participate in LGBT activities, I 

only use the APPs to meet lesbian friends. Having a lesbian APP is better than 

none. I hope the APPs could have more functions, like providing information or 

organizing offline activities.’ 

 

While Fiona took part in the Internet-related activities, she had reservation about the 

functions of the Internet:  

 

I prefer face-to-face gathering rather than online chatting. Face-to-face is more 

practical. What the social networking mobile application presents more now is 

the commercial or advertising thing, which makes me feel like ‘okay, that’s 
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your business’. I quite understand that business needs to seek survival and needs 

to expand. But they are just expanding too fast. Its purpose of making money is 

bigger than serving the LGBT community. They has few offline activities now. 

Even there are some, most are charging for fees. It’s not in the way that we buy 

entrances for parties. It’s more like watching a film that they sponsor or going 

to a trip that they organize. In this case, I would rather go with my girlfriend. I 

know that there is a huge demand for LGBT products. But I just choose not to 

use it.  

 

 

6.5 Migration  

 

14 informants are not natives of Beijing. They moved away from their family in the 

hometown and started a new life in Beijing. As shown above, seeking migration 

provides the opportunities for them to think seriously about the relative merits and 

demerits of options of ‘coming home’, ‘coming out’ and ‘leaving home’. There is a 

view that LGBT people seek to leave home after coming out to their parents. Such a 

move gives both parents and LGBT children more space to adjust their family 

relationship (Wang, 2014).  It is important to note that the LGBT may implement the 

options of coming home, coming out and leaving home in different orders. As shown 

below, in order to avoid coming out to the parents and to seek sufficient extent of 

independence to fulfil the sexual orientations, some informants left home without 

disclosing their sexual identity to their family. Moreover, it is important not to take 

for granted that leaving home is not without costs. Same as other internal and external 

migrants, lalas are required to pay a number of costs such as having difficulties in 
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getting a job as a migrant, losing the opportunity to look after their parents and 

missing the chance to fight for collective rights for lalas in their homeland. Cara (aged 

23) identified herself as T shared this information:  

 

Keeping a distance from my parents is very important. I cannot live in the 

same city as my parents, but feel ok to visit them from time to time. If I live 

near my parents, they may discover me that I am gay one day. There is a 

significant difference between developed cities and underdeveloped cities 

concerning public attitude towards homosexuality. You feel good as a lala 

living in developed cities like Beijing and Shanghai. If you move to the second 

or the third tier cities, you will find that the ‘homosexuality’ is unheard of 

there. I’m still young. I can go to a country where same-sex marriage is legal. 

It depends on how Chinese LGBT policies go. 

 

Coming from a small town, Bella (aged 26) shared a similar view on the advantages 

of living far away from parents. She told me that her parents, relatives and other 

people were very conservative. She was not sure if they would accept her sexual 

orientation. Moreover, as a bisexual, even though she was in a stable relationship with 

her female partner, she still could not foresee her future life (to be with a male or 

female). At the moment she preferred to make decisions on her own, on where she 

lived, whom she dated, and her way of life. She guessed things must get worse if she 

came out to them.  

 

There is a saying that ‘the emperor from the heaven is far away from the earth’.  

This means I can do whatever I want without fear of my parents’ interference 
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if I live far away from my hometown. I do not need to go home before 10pm. 

My parents once unexpectedly asked me if I had anything to do with 

homosexual.  Such an inroad shocked me but luckily I managed to deny 

immediately. 

 

Informants Vivian, Sara and Lily did not see migration as a solution to the problems 

faced by lalas. Moreover, they pointed out the advantages of staying in the hometown 

and disadvantages of migration. Vivian was currently living in Canada and made a 

short visit to her home, Beijing, at the time of interview. She shared this view:  

 

I don’t want to live abroad forever because my parents are in Beijing. 

Honestly speaking, I prefer the food and nightlife here in Beijing, though the 

policies (on homosexuals) in Canada are better than China. My major concern 

is my parents, so I cannot just stay in Canada and leave them alone. If I go 

back to Beijing a few years later, even though I may hurt my parents by 

coming out to them, I can give them support. Moreover, when I get old and 

retire, I want to return to my hometown, so I don’t want to give up my Chinese 

citizenship to remain as Canadian citizen. Though I can get married in Canada 

and can sign the consent form in hospital, I will not stay there only for the 

LGBT friendly policies. If all capable LGBT people leave China for enjoying 

the protection of better policies elsewhere, nobody would change this society. 

 

Sara (aged 24) shared this information:  

 

I have never thought of migrating to another country because I love my native 
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land. I become an activist because I want to make this society a better place. 

Migration is not a solution to the difficulties you face in your life. It only creates 

more difficulties. You have to face cultural conflicts and social conflicts, which 

you cannot change by individual efforts. Besides, at the same time as starting a 

new way of life, you lose your present one. 

 

Lily is a Beijing native, who has already disclosed her sexual orientation to her 

parents and got their full support. She has studied and lived abroad. She shared this 

view:  

 

I thought about migrating to some countries before, but I have no intention of 

doing so now. My sexual orientation does not bring me any actual pressure or 

cause any trouble in my life, so I care more about other issues now. I think 

people have to learn to understand themselves. Migration is not just about money; 

it’s about whether you can make use of your expertise to ensure a comfortable 

life. You may be able to get something such as same sex marriage with a sense 

of security, but at the same time you may lose other things (such as a sense of 

financial security) If you cannot move to other countries, you can still find ways 

to tackle a number of important issues. For example, if you want to have a child, 

you can find other ways to have it. In dealing with the property issues with your 

partner, you can hire a lawyer to prepare for the consent form. 

 

6.6 Cohabitation  

 

Cohabitation is seen by many informants as a ‘fruit’ of good homosexual 
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relationships. Eight were living with their partners at the time of interview. Fiona 

(aged 26) identified herself as bisexual shared her views on the importance of 

cohabitation:  

 

Cohabitation is important for all couples.  It is particularly so to lala couples. 

First of all, if you want to know someone well, you have to live with her. Even 

dating her frequently cannot help you fully understand her daily habits. Living 

together is an ultimate test to your relationship – you may find it unavoidable to 

repeatedly quarrel with your partner about how to handle dirty fishes and 

laundry. 

 

Fiona added that since it is impossible to legally get registered and get support from 

society, so the best result for lesbian relationships was living together. Vivian (24, H) 

shared her views as follows:  

 

Cohabitation is important. How can a couple don’t live together? Especially for 

lala couples, how can we in a close relationship live separately? I am now 

cohabiting with my partner. When I was a student, I used to change room with 

my hall mate in order to live with my ex-partner. There’s a popular lesbian joke 

among my foreign friends: the most important thing to bring for lesbians on your 

second date is the key to your home. In fact, one of the lesbian stereotypes is that 

lesbians live together on their second date. 

 

Same as Vivian, Bella (aged 26) identified herself as bisexual mentioned this view:  
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I have been living with partner for a year. We started moving in together after 

only dating for a few weeks. I think a couple move in together is a natural stage 

of a relationship. We had never discussed this issue. It just happened naturally. 

 

6.7 Multiple Identity 

 

As mentioned in the last chapter, some informants complained that their former 

classmates and colleagues in the workplace were over-sensitive to their sexual 

orientations. Following the same logic, it is not difficult to understand that the 

informants stressed that they had a multi-identity. This implies that they believe that 

human beings have multiple dimensions. Life can be pluralistic and their social circles 

can be expanded to different people of different background. The following quotes 

represent these views.  

 

Betty (aged 26) identified herself as a T. She shared this view,  

 

As I identify myself as a lala and a T, I am a homosexual. But also I’m an 

ordinary person, same as all other ordinary people in the world. I care about 

what others care about. Straight people care about their career and hobby, so do 

I. In fact, I’m not the kind of lalas who only hang out with lalas. I have all kinds 

of friends, like male, female, straight and gay. I am an individual and a grown 

up adult. At least, I don’t think I am special just because I’m a lala. I am an 

ordinary girl, facing the same problems as others. I know the most important 

thing for me is to become a person I want to be, so I care more about my 

achievement. For this reason, sometimes I think it is ok to hide my sexual 
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orientation in workplace if necessary. For me, I have several identities, and 

work is just one of them, though it is an important one. To hide my sexual 

identity at work doesn’t mean that I cannot be myself at all. I’m still a lala in my 

private life. 

 

Similar to Betty’s point, Bella said,  

 

When making friends, I don’t care about their sexual orientation. For me, sexual 

orientation is not a standard for making friends. Compared to sexual orientation, 

personality and character are much more important. I care more about people’s 

personality and values. I feel ok to make friends with straight girls. As long as 

she is a good person and fun, we can get along well together. In a word, I think 

people have many dimensions, and sexual orientation is just one of them. 

 

Nora (aged 24) who identified herself as H said,  

 

If you think that lalas are a special group, very different from heterosexual people, 

you are separating lalas from the rest of society. I don’t think it helps people with 

different sexual orientation to get along well with each other. In my opinion, lalas 

are same as heterosexual people, except for their sexual orientation. I like to get 

myself involved in different groups without stressing my identity as a lala. The 

world is wonderful because it is pluralistic, like we have homosexuals, 

heterosexuals, transgender and intersex. I will feel ‘suffocated’ if all people 

around me are homosexuals. Maybe I personally would like to see myself as an 

unique person so I would be a T, H, P, or whoever I want to be. 
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Fiona (aged 26) said:  

 

When I get along well with you, your private life has nothing to do with me, and 

does not affect my judgment towards you. If there are many Ts around me, I will 

feel challenged. I do not know why, but it is a fact. For example, there is a T 

sitting opposite me in my office, and that makes me feel weird. It is probably 

because I do not know her much. Maybe we'll become good friends or buddies 

after getting familiar with each other. I will not chat with unfamiliar persons, 

especially T. If a T doesn’t talk to me first, I will not start the conversation with 

her. But for boys, the case will be different. I have an appetite for conquering 

men’s hearts. For example, whenever I see a very interesting and charming man, I 

want to conquer him and feel fulfilled afterwards. 

 

 

6.8 Reproduction 

 

Since only married heterosexual couples are entitled to use assisted reproductive 

technology to have children or adopt children. Lalas who have willing to rear children 

can only use services use assisted reproductive technology provided by black market 

or overseas organizations, such as the US. Normally the services are really expensive, 

and unaffordable for many lals. When discussing this issue, informants had different 

views on reproduction. Most of informants did not want to have a child. Those who 

planned to have a child in their future had preference on different ways of getting the 

task done.  
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Sophia (aged 29) preferred to adopt child. She said, ‘If I decide to rear children, I 

won’t use the sperm of a gay partner from a contract marriage. I prefer to adopt a 

child like a ‘modern family’. I think adopting a child suits me.’ 

 

Nora (aged 24) had a strong desire to have a child of her own. She thought that life 

was boring without a child, and baby could bring a lot of excitement. She said,  

 

I don’t want to use gay partner’s sperm. I hope I can earn enough money to 

support me to have a test-tube baby with the assistance from an unknown sperm 

donor. It is hard to imagine now as I don’t even have a girlfriend. I have to find a 

girlfriend first, and then plan for the baby things. 

 

Olivia (aged 28) shared this view:  

 

I will definitely give birth to a baby. I will save money to buy a high quality 

sperm. If I have enough money, I might go abroad and have a mix-raced baby, 

like the T in the movie ‘Finding Mr. right’. I want to use my own egg and find an 

unknown sperm donor. 

 

I have discussed this issue with my ex-girlfriend before the break-up. She 

wanted to have a baby of our own, which means fertilizing her egg from a 

donated sperm from an unknown donor, and then injecting the embryo into 

my uterus. By doing so, the baby would provide a real connection between my 

partner and me. I would be the one who carries the baby in the womb.  
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She thought this was a bit weird as the whole process was like creating ‘ke xue guai 

ren’ (a science geek). Nevertheless, she regarded the whole process as the only way to 

create a baby who has the connection with both her partner and her. 

 

 

Chapter Summary 

 

In this chapter, lala informants’ different responses to social exclusion have been 

discussed. While the workplace, schools/universities, families and public domains in 

general do not provide favorable environments for lalas to organize their lives, some 

lalas informants bravely regarded these environments as arenas to live a life they 

prefer such as making friends, letting people know their identity and making more 

people understand lalas. As shown above, different lalas had different preferences on 

their responses to social exclusion. Lalas made different responses to the negative 

experiences. As shown above, some kept their sexual orientations hidden, some 

disclosed their sexual orientations to some of their family members and friends, and 

some made them known to the public. Some chose to migrate to other cities/countries 

to start a new life and some preferred to live in their hometowns. Some lalas felt that 

it is necessary to use collective means to deal with their difficulties whereas some had 

a higher expectation on individual changes (such as getting a better career and higher 

social status before disclosing the sexual orientations). Their different responses to a 

certain extent reflect that different informants had varied amount of resources (such as 

connections, family supports and economic positions) to deal with the difficulties. 

More details of the analysis of these issues will be done in the next chapter.   
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Chapter 7 Discussion of Interview Findings 

 

As mentioned in Chapter Four, the reason for using the qualitative approach to 

conduct this study is to provide the opportunities for informants to share their 

experiences of social exclusion and their ways of responding to social exclusion. As 

these experiences are part of their everyday lives, the discoveries from the interview 

data give us a more concrete understanding of the difficulties faced by lalas and their 

responses to these problems.     

 

The interview data showed that lala informants experienced different forms of social 

exclusion and had different responses to social exclusion. In particular, in the face of 

both gender and institutional constraints, lalas’ ideal ways of tackling social exclusion 

had a lot to do with the roles of the market and the family. By attending to both 

homogeneity and heterogeneity within the lala community in relation to their 

experiences of social exclusion, this study highlights that welfare mix approaches, 

which have predominantly focused on heterosexual populations, can provide a 

framework for the understanding of social exclusion faced by lalas and potential 

solutions to their problems. Furthermore, this study has implications for the 

development of the adult worker model. The model is in line with informants’ 

experiences of encountering gendered and institutional obstacles as a 

non-heterosexual woman and desiring to become a financially independent adult. The 

current findings suggest that the adult worker model should be extended based on 

non-heterosexual peoples’ needs and wants. 

 

This chapter carries out four analytical tasks. First, it shows how the discussion of the 
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results of the interviews of the difficulties faced by informants in their everyday life 

provides insights into the examination of the social exclusion faced by lalas. Second, 

the discussion shows the strategies used by the informants to reduce these difficulties 

sheds light on and enables an examination of the preferred options used by lalas. The 

third analytical task is concerned with the discussion of the homogeneity and 

heterogeneity issues. These include the relevance of the critical social science 

paradigm and the Titterton’s paradigm on welfare and research to the informants’ 

experiences, the homogeneity between the informants and heterosexual females, the 

differences between informants, and the differences between the informants and male 

non-heterosexuals. The fourth task is concerned with the contributions of the current 

findings to the discussion of the welfare mix approaches and the adult worker models.  

 

 

 

7.1 Social Exclusion  

As discussed in Chapter Three, social exclusion can be seen as a process in which 

people are treated as outsiders in society. This problem can be caused either by the 

unequal distribution of material resources or social stratification or both (Abrahamson, 

1997; Chau et al, 2011).   

 

No informants expressed that they were poor. However, because of their sexual 

orientations, most of them had worries about their economic future. For example, Lily 

pointed out that it is difficult for non-heterosexuals to play the role of a ‘good’ son or 

a ‘good’ daughter in the eyes of their parents. As a result, they might not be totally 

accepted by their parents (especially those who are under heavy influence of 
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traditional values) and thus they failed to receive their financial supports. Vivian said 

non-heterosexual couples are not allowed to marry legally and thus to gain the 

partnership right to state benefits and/or occupational welfare. This can be an 

important reason why non-heterosexual couples cannot secure a reasonable standard 

of living.  

 

Most of the informants faced difficulties in getting the social status that they deserved. 

Some of them mentioned that they were pushed to a marginal status by their peers and 

those with the authority. Sophia was seen by her classmates as a sinner because of her 

sexual orientation. Moreover, she was ordered by her school to explore the possibility 

of changing her sexual orientation and to break up with her girlfriend. Vivian was 

subject to gossips. Lily was labeled as a ‘freak’ in her study life. Those informants 

who had disclosed their sexual orientation in the workplace were always placed in an 

embarrassing position such as being a subject of practical jokes (the experience of 

Sophia) and were barred from promotion (the experience of Jo’s partner). Some T 

informants (such as Zoe and Betty) attracted unwanted attention when using public 

facilities and purchasing private goods because they attempted to express who they 

were through their dress.  The informants especially those who had come out were 

given a very low status in the family. They were seen (at least in some period of time) 

as a sinner (the experience of Jo and Oliver), an embarrassment to their parents (the 

experience of Sherry) and a threat to Chinese culture (the experience of Hailey).   

 

In response to the unfriendly environment, some lalas (such as Vivian and Kay) found 

it safer to hide their sexual orientations. However, the status of the hidden lalas was 

not necessarily high – some were seen to have problems in finding partners (the 
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experience of Cara), some were arranged involuntarily to attend blind dates (the 

experience of Kay) and some were given extra workloads because they were assumed 

to have no family or partners to look after (the experience of Nora).   

 

The difficulties faced by the informants are highly related to the features of the social 

exclusion issues discussed in Chapter Three - social exclusion is multi-dimensional, 

social exclusion is an issue of homogeneity and heterogeneity, social exclusion is 

interrelated with social institutions, social exclusion is a dynamic experience, social 

exclusion can be a spatial issue and social exclusion is gendered.  

 

On the one hand, the negative experiences shared by the informants provide concrete 

examples of the social exclusion issues. On the other hand, the discussion of the 

features of the social exclusion issues serves to confirm that many of the informants 

suffer from social exclusion   

 

7.1.1 Social exclusion is multi-dimensional 

As shown above and in the last two chapters, the informants faced a number of 

challenges in their daily life. Some found it difficult to have a peaceful study life in 

school. Some found it hard to establish a foothold in the employment market and were 

worried that they could not save sufficient money to purchase an accommodation with 

their partner. Without a place of their own to live, they felt that they could not form a 

new family. Some lacked sufficient opportunities to launch the LGBT movements 

safely and effectively because of the unfavorable political conditions (the experience 

of Bella and Ella). It is also important to note that 14 informants left their home towns 

to study and to work. A major reason to leave was to prevent their parents from 
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discovering their sexual orientations (please refer to the experience shared by Cara 

and Bella).  While having an internal migration gave them some autonomy in the 

family it also gave them new difficulties in their life such as having difficulties in 

competing with local people in the job market and missing the opportunities to look 

after the older family members in their home town (please refer to the experience 

shared by Vivian). It could be said that most of the difficulties faced by the 

informants had something to do with their non-heterosexual sexual orientation. In 

addition these difficulties have various dimensions (such as political, financial and 

social). Thus the social exclusion suffered by the informants provide examples of 

deep exclusion and wide exclusion presented by Miliband (2007).  

 

7.1.2 Social exclusion is an issue of homogeneity and heterogeneity  

The findings indicate that lalas experience different kinds of social exclusion and 

have different ways to respond to it. Most of informants pointed out the problems of 

lacking the right to have the same sex marriage, and being pressurized by their parents 

to marry a heterosexual husband. As a result, some of them had planned a contract 

marriage. In this sense, facing the marriage issue can be seen as a shared experience. 

However, different informants had different expectations on the actual forms and 

functions of the contract marriage. These different expectations are related to some 

factors such as their different parents’ expectations on their ‘fake’ family and the 

financial resources available for use. Sophia planned to hold a wedding ceremony 

with her gay friend without legal registration. She and her fake husband did not plan 

to live together after wedding ceremony because both of them wanted to have their 

own families with their same-sex partners and their parents did not live far away from 

Beijing. In contrast, Olivia planned to marry and live with her gay friend after the 
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ceremony. These examples show that how to deal with the marriage issue can vary 

from individual to individual.  

 

7.1.3 Social exclusion is interrelated with social institutions  

As mentioned in Chapter Two, whether and how social exclusion is caused can be 

related to the opportunities for lalas to participate in social institutions (such as the 

family, the market and the government). As discussed in Chapter Three, the 

informants had mixed relationships with these institutions.  

 

It has been pointed out that the Chinese government adopts a ‘Three Nos’ Policy on 

non-heterosexuals and has established three policy zones – the free, the prohibited and 

the grey. Most of the informants had the opportunities to study in school, get a job 

and purchase goods in the public place even though some of them disclosed, 

voluntarily or involuntarily, their sexual orientations. The existence of these 

opportunities can to a certain extent be seen as evidence of the existence of the free 

policy zone.   

 

However, informants (such as Ella, Olivia, and Nora) expressed that they could not 

have a way of the life they preferred because the government denied the rights of lalas 

to have same-sex marriage and to adopt children. This negative experience can be 

seen as evidence of the existence of the prohibited policy zone.  

 

Some informants (such as Julia) indicated that the government’s policy on the LGBT 

movements were inconsistent and unpredictable. On the one hand, there was a 

possibility that important policies and laws such as the Chinese Marriage Law could 
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be modified. On the other hand, informants had the experience that some routine 

LGBT activities were banned without any previous warnings. This experience made 

them feel that there is a grey policy zone.      

 

As shown above, some informants had a mixed relationship with the family. Some 

lalas (for example, Lily, Cara and Vivian) expected that they could establish a 

harmonious relationship with their parents on a reciprocal basis  - that is their 

parents financially supported them to establish a career and in return they would 

provide care and protection to their parents when their parents were getting old. 

However, the family put most of informants into a difficult position. By urging them 

to marry men, accusing them of being a sinner, blaming them for challenging the 

traditional values. For example, Olivia shared with me her story of coming out. When 

her mother discovered her sexual orientation, she cried over the whole night and 

blamed herself for failing to rear her properly. She threatened Olivia that ‘if you are 

really a homosexual, I will kill myself’ and she felt it is shameful to have a daughter 

like Olivia, which forced Olivia to marry a gay friend. Similar to Olivia’s experience, 

some informants (namely Ariel, Cara, Fiona, Jo, and Sandra) have experienced 

homophobic accusations from their parents. 

 

The relationship between the informants and the market (job and product) was equally 

mixed. Getting a job gave informants the financial resources to lead an independent 

life and to have more social connections. Moreover, informants (such as Cara, Ella, 

Nora, Vivian and Fiona) saw career success as a proof of ability.  For this reason, 

they regarded climbing in the career ladder fast as a ticket to gaining public 

acceptance of their sexual orientations. As mentioned in Chapter Five, Cara believed 
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that a successful career enabled Tim Cook (Apple CEO) to come out comfortably.  

Zoe pointed out that if she could make more money, she could have a high quality life 

through spending in the product market, and thus prove to the world that she was a 

high value person. By this means, she could refute those views that lalas are of low 

value and low taste.  

  

However, as we have shown, it is not unusual for lalas to face discriminations in the 

workplace because of their sexual orientations. Moreover there is no guarantee that 

informants had sufficient money to spend in the product market. Even if they had 

sufficient funds, they might not be able to get themselves free from other 

discriminations. Some T informants received unwanted attention when they shopped 

in the public. For example, Zoe shared her experience of being unfairly treated while 

she was shopping for clothes and fitting at women’s changing-area: she was 

challenged and warned by sale persons for entering the wrong place. Furthermore, 

informants such as Fiona thought that the commercial relationship (which is an 

essential part of the product market) might block them from getting a genuine 

friendship which is  needed.  

 

7.1.4 Social exclusion is a dynamic process  

As mentioned in Chapter Three, social exclusion can be an on-going process as the 

negative experiences of the socially excluded people can be accumulate and/or 

changed in forms. Several informants faced difficulties in handling life tasks 

including getting a partner (namely Nora and Hailey), developing a success career 

(namely Cara, Ariel, and Julia), coming out to their original family (such as Zoe, 

Vivian, and Ella), having a child (Olivia) and providing for their parents (Cara). It is 
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important to note three points here.   

 

First, there is no standard journey through life. Different informants chose different 

paths through life according to their preferences and the resources available. Cara, 

Olivia, Sophia, Ella, and Vivian wanted to have a long term relationship with their 

partner, whilst Betty, Ariel, Sara, and Sherry were not very keen to marry. Cara, Ariel, 

Nora, Sherry, and Bella preferred to leave the family of their origin for good, whilst 

Vivian planned to provide care for her parents. Sophia, Nora and Olivia preferred to 

have child(ren), whilst Lily, Bella and Julia preferred to form a childless family.   

 

Second, the ways of life (partly constituted by the accomplishment of major life-long 

tasks) preferred by the informants were not necessarily different from those by female 

heterosexuals, but informants had to work extra hard to accomplish these tasks. As 

mentioned in Chapter Five, 13 informants received unequal treatments because of 

their sexual orientation and gender identity in school, workplace, and public settings.  

As a result, they needed to make extra efforts in establishing stable (not necessarily 

friendly) relationships with people around them.  

 

Third, the difficulties in implementing one life task can provide barriers to the 

fulfillment of others. For example, because of the difficulties in achieving career 

success, some informants (such as, Cara, Zoe, and Vivian) lacked financial resources 

to come out to their parents.  Since informants did not enjoy the right to have 

same-sex marriage, they had no choice but to cohabit with their partners.   

 

7.1.5 Social exclusion is a spatial issue  
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As shown in Chapter Three, it is not uncommon for socially excluded groups to live 

and organize their social activity in a particular area. The experience of 14 informants 

confirmed this point as they moved to Beijing to start a new life. There were positive 

reasons for them to organize their life in this arena. As mentioned in Chapter Six, 

seeking migration provided the opportunities for the informants to think seriously 

about the merits and demerits of the options of ‘coming home’, ‘coming out’ and 

‘leaving home’. Moreover, relatively speaking the atmosphere to non-heterosexuals is 

more open in the developed cities than in the under-developed cities.  

 

In addition some informants (for example, Vivian, Hailey, Nora) attempted to meet 

their needs through taking part in the activities on the Internet – such as tackling 

loneliness, making new friends, sharing their feeling about life in a care-free way, 

searching life partners, doing the hook-ups and strengthening the lalas communities.   

 

However, it is important to note that the two arenas (developed cities and the Internet), 

were not totally under the control of the informants. Moreover, taking part in the 

activities held in these two arenas was not without costs. As the number of lalas using 

the Internet is growing, the government increasingly has tightened the Internet 

censorship. To avoid this kind of social control, lalas found it necessary to use new 

tactics such as avoiding using sensitive words when organizing events through the 

Internet. As mentioned above and in the previous chapters, moving to big cities give 

some informants negative experiences as internal migrants. As a result, they faced 

double exclusion – being a lala and a migrant.  

   

7.1.6 Social exclusion is gendered  
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The difficulties faced by the informants provided the examples of a close relationship 

between social exclusion and gender factor. Informants were expected to distort their 

life to fit themselves into the male-bread winner model. Eight informants (Ariel, Zoe, 

Sophia, Olivia, Bella, Kay, Sherry, Jo) confirmed that they were pressurized by their 

parents to marry a man and play a subordinate role in the family. As with many other 

female heterosexuals, they would be labelled as ‘leftover ladies’ if they did not meet 

their parents’ expectations on marraige. Even though some parents knew that the 

informants were lalas, they still wanted the informants to hold a fake wedding so as to 

make their friends and neigbors believe that the informants were loyal to traditional 

principles.  

 

Some informants received verbal sexual assaults from males (for example, Olivia and 

Ella). Examples of these assaults were gossiping on the informants (such as ‘she is a 

lesbian because she has yet found the right man’; ‘you cannot be satisfied in bed 

without men’), and being asked about their sex life. These kinds of sexual assaults 

reinforced the unequal relationship between heterosexual male and lalas.  

 

Some informants felt that the social status and power relation within the lala 

community was hierarchical in the sense that those showing feminine traits were 

likely to be made subordinate to those showing masculine traits (namely Lily, Ella, 

Fiona, Julia, and Sophia). When asking about the experiences of being socially 

excluded, Lily shared immediately about the femmephobia14, which stigmatized lalas 

with feminine gender appearance. As mentioned in Chapter Six, the informants with 

feminine characters were considered untrustworthy and unreliable and placed in a 

																																																								
14 Femmephobia refers to a range of negative attitudes and feelings towards people who are identified 
or perceived as being feminine.  
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subordinated position. In addition, the informants with masculine characteristics 

represented a kind of trustworthiness in relationship and assumed to be more powerful 

in decision-making. Lily pointed out that the trustworthiness of P was often 

questioned because of their feminine gender expression. Fiona pointed out that her 

feminine appearance made her friends wrongly believe that she had an urge for 

attracting the attention of males.  

 

7.2 Strategies for Tackling Social Exclusion 

 

The ways in which the informants responded to the above difficulties has relevancy to 

the discussion of the anti-social exclusion strategies including the Socially 

Integrationist discourse (SID), Moral Underclass discourse (MUD), Redistributionist 

discourse (RED), individual attachment, individual detachment, social attachment, 

social detachment and multi-attachment strategies 

7.2.1 SID Strategy 

As shown in Chapter Three, this strategy stresses that the main cause of social 

exclusion is the labor market exclusion and/or a lack of paid work (Pantazis, Gordon, 

& Levitas, 2006). Hence the proponents of this strategy emphasize the importance of 

work in reducing social exclusion.  

 

Money was seen by informants as an important solution to their problems. This is 

quite understandable. Most of the informants just graduated from the university. As 

young working adults, some of them could not stand on their own feet but needed to 

rely financially on their parents. As a result, it was difficult for them to organize their 

own ways of life against the wishes of their parents (this is the experience of Cara, 
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Zoe, Fiona, and Vivian). For this reason, they found that they had no choice but hide 

their sexual orientations until they could gain a high degree of financial autonomy.  

Logically they were likely to see finding a well-paid job as an important way to deal 

with their difficulties in their daily life. During the interviews, Cara and Nara clearly 

shared their belief that money could solve almost all the problems.  And this belief 

became an important factor that motivated them to work hard in the work economy. 

They saw getting a good job was the first station they must reach in their journey to 

come out, forming a lala family, and seeking medical assistance to reproduce a baby.  

 

However, in reality it is not easy to carry out the SID strategy. Informants have 

experienced different levels of workplace bulling, including being deprived of the 

opportunity for promotion, being forced to quit the job and being given unreasonably 

heavy workloads (experiences of Vivian and Hailey). Take the story shared by Hailey 

as an example. Her former colleague was given tougher tasks and ordered to work 

overtime and do manual labor (such as moving furniture and packing stuff) after 

discussing her sexual orientations. Discriminations against singletons in the work 

place are common in China.  

 

7.2.2 MUD strategy 

This strategy stresses the importance of changing the moral and cultural characters of 

the social excluded rather than tackling the structural problems of society (Lyons and 

Huegler, 2012). As discussed in Chapter Two, the proponents of the MUD strategy 

attribute social exclusion to the behavioral and attitudinal problems of the socially 

excluded (Levitas, et, 2007).  
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Based on the interview findings, no informants support a view that the social 

exclusion they were facing was caused by their behavioral and moral problems. On 

the contrary, they challenged the validity of the assumption (held by people under the 

influence of heterosexism) that the same-sex desire was morally wrong. Traditional 

Chinese values accord with heterosexism. Thus in effect society tries to enforce one 

of the MUD strategies which is to have lalas marry a heterosexual male .  

 

In response to the imposition of this strategy, lalas have taken different actions. Some 

came out and tried to explain to their parents that homosexuals were normal (the 

experience of Hailey). Some tried to reinterpret the meaning of filial piety with more 

stress on providing care for their parents rather than fulfilling their expectations on 

their marriage plan. For example, Cara stressed that forcing parents to accept her 

sexual orientation is not her ultimate goal. She cares more about cultivating her 

financial capacity to provide a better living environment for her partner (like living at 

a LGBT friendly country) and financially support her parents as well. For her, 

supporting her parents to live a happy and wealthy life is the most important filial 

obligation. However, some lala informants made compromises by organizing the 

contract marriages and/or moving away from their parents (namely Sophia and 

Olivia). 

 

It is important to note that no matter how the informants responded to the MUD 

strategy imposed by people around them, they found that their life was not easy. For 

example, some informants had made a lot of efforts to test their parents’ attitude 

towards homosexuality and nurture their parents’ readiness for accepting their coming 

out (such as, Ariel, Ella, Vivian, and Jo). Vivian had asked her mother’s attitude 
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towards homosexuality, while they were watching the movie ‘Brokeback Mountain’, 

Jo always brought her partner and lala friends home for dinner. However, despite the 

efforts they made their parents still insisted that homosexuality was an immoral act. 

Confrontations with their parents caused serious conflicts which led to long term 

damages to the family relationship (in some cases, the informants were denied any 

financial supports from their parents). To have a contract marriage, lalas had to find a 

gay partner as their fake husband. However, there is no guarantee that their gay 

partner is necessarily reliable or predictable. Moreover, having a fake husband in the 

family may arouse the jealousy of the lala’s true-partner.  

 

7.2.3 RED Strategy 

The RED strategy is concerned with reducing inequalities through redistribution of 

power and wealth in societies (Lyons and Huegler, 2012). The redistribution 

discourse strategy proponents stress that social exclusion is caused by a lack of 

resources (Levitas, 2005).   

 

Half of the total informants (namely Alice, Ariel, Ella, Jerry, Julia, Lily, Luke, Sara, 

Sherry, and Vivian) believed the importance of challenging the mainstream discourses 

of homosexuality, establishing local groups to voice out their opinions, increasing the 

visibility of lala community, and gradually having full control over their own lives. 

Eleven informants carried out this strategy through organizing or supporting the 

LGBT movements. For example, because of having unpleasant experience of 

discriminations in the workplace, Vivian found it necessary to actively promote the 

lalas’ rights. Vivian said ‘there’s no doubt that I must participate in LGBT movement 

and fight for our own rights, as they involve a sense of collective honor’. Lily 
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financially supported the LGBT activities; Julia translated English articles for lala 

NGOs, conducted community education in less developed countries and planned to 

develop a database about lalas. Ariel took part in the Queer Film Festivals.  All these 

activities convey a message that the dominance of heterosexual norms should be 

challenged.   

 

However, it is not easy to carry out the RED strategy. Due to the government’s ‘Three 

Nos’ Policy, Julia, Ariel and Luke pointed out that their lalas activities were subject to 

the government’ strict censorship and some organizers were under the government’s 

surveillance. Worse still, not all NGOs were reliable. Some were too profit-oriented 

and some had low levels of transparency.  

 

7.2.4 Individual Attachment 

Individual attachment strategy emphasizes dealing with social exclusion by making 

individual changes. In carrying out this strategy, the informants took part in the 

employment markets as individual workers (for example, Vivian and Kay) and took 

part in the product markets (especially pink markets) as individual consumers (for 

example, Zoe and Vivian) to keep connections with lala community. They might be 

able to manage to give some challenges to heterosexual norms mainly by increasing 

the visibility of lalas in the market. However, the effects of this kind of challenge 

should not be over-estimated.  The main reason is that the informants most of time 

were required to follow the rules set by the market rather than do whatever they 

wanted to do.  

 

7.2.5 Individual Detachment 
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This strategy emphasizes playing the role of excluder through individual efforts. 

Findings show that several informants (Cara, Ariel, Zoe, Sophia, Vivian, Bella, Kay, 

Tina and Jo) hid their sexual orientations and pretended to be straight at their parents’ 

home and workplace to avoid conflicts. For instance, Vivian said every time her 

colleagues asked her about her private life, she lied to them that she had a boyfriend 

so as to conceal her sexual orientation.   

 

7.2.6 Social Attachment 

The social attachment strategy is same as the RED strategy. As mentioned above, 

some of the lalas have practiced this strategy.  

 

7.2.7 Social detachment  

The social detachment strategy stresses making collective efforts to withdraw from 

the ‘mainstream’ community. Like the individual detachment strategy, this strategy is 

not aimed at either making any social changes or individual changes of the socially 

excluded. Different from the individual detachment strategy, the social detachment 

strategy is intended to make collective efforts shared by socially excluded people to 

withdraw from the rest of society.   

 

Results demonstrate that some informants have considered seeking detachment from 

the rest of society in a collective way, such as through contract marriage, smartphone 

application, and group wedding travel package. Taking contract marriage as an 

example, Sophia and Olivia planned to get married with gay men to cheat their 

parents. The success of this plan required joint efforts made by different parties. They 

found their gay partners from the online dating sites and APP (such as 
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ChinaGayLes.com and Queers).  

 

7.2.8 Multi-attachment  

As mentioned in Chapter Three, multi-attachment strategies mean making attachment 

to more than one space. If lalas do it by individual efforts, they are launching the 

individual multi-attachment strategy. If lalas intend to make changes in 

more-than-one location through collective actions, they are launching the collective 

multi-attachment strategy. 

 

Due to different purposes, instead of attaching to one world, some informants tried to 

link to two worlds. For example, they organized their life in connections with both the 

online and offline world. Kay adopted the individual multi-attachment strategy. She 

was deep in closet so that none of her colleagues knew her sexual identity. At the 

same time, she was active in attending online lala activities and engaging in activities 

that help promoting LGBT rights. This strategy enabled her to live a life with multiple 

identities and enabled her to have connections with two worlds.   

 

7.3 The issues of homogeneity and heterogeneity concerning lalas’ experiences of 

social exclusion and their responses 

 

The experiences of the informants were relevant to the three key elements of the 

paradigm on welfare and research presented by Titterton (1992) – people’s 

differential vulnerability to threats to their welfare, the importance of paying attention 

to the differential responses that people have when faced with threats to their welfare, 

and the importance of including the study of the invulnerables in the discussion of the 
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responses to threats to welfare.   

 

There are differences in the experiences of social exclusion between masculine and 

feminine lala (internal categorization that differentiate label/appearance). All the T 

informants had experienced different levels of discrimination in using public facilities, 

such as having trouble in entering female washrooms and fitting rooms, trying on men 

or women’s clothes. P informants (Olivia, Lily and Ella) had experienced verbal 

sexual abuses by colleagues on lala identity and sexual behavior due to their feminine 

gender performance. All of the eight feminine lala informants (P and bisexual) were 

questioned about their loyalty to non-heterosexual community by T.  

 

However, it is important to note that the traditional binary categorizations of lala is 

weakening, challenging the binary of masculine and feminine gender division. For 

example, some lalas used to categorize other lalas by their appearance or raise this 

question: ‘are you a T?’ Nowadays, they tend to blur the boundary. This suggests that 

lala individuals are developing their uniqueness and emphasizing the heterogeneity, 

which go beyond the labels within local lala community. For instance, some 

informants (namely Betty, Sherry, Jo, and Nora) claimed that each of them was 

different and unique and the only similarity existed among lalas was their 

non-heterosexual orientation. 

 

Informants working in different settings had different experiences of exclusion. 

Informants who worked at state-owned enterprise had more chance of being excluded 

by co-workers and seniors. For example, Hailey, who worked at a state-owned 

newspaper company, said that her colleagues were more conservative than those 
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working in the national and international private sector. Her colleagues always asked 

lalas to do tough jobs, work overtime, and do manual labor. They treated 

non-heterosexual people differently after knowing their sexual orientations. Jo and 

Fiona shared the same point that state-owned companies were relatively more 

conservative and less friendly to LGBTs.  

 

Some companies promote LGBT-friendly policies and inclusive working 

environments to attract non-heterosexual employees. Some informants (Hailey, 

Sophia and Fiona) worked in this kind of companies. It is not surprising that they 

were more satisfied with the work environments than in the past. For example, Fiona 

in the interview said that one of the criteria that she used to choose a company for 

work was a LGBT-friendly working environment. And this was the main reason why 

she was attracted by the company she was working at the time of the interview. On 

the day for the interview for the job for that company, she saw a rainbow flag at the 

main gate. This convinced her that she must come and work at that company. She said 

she enjoyed being an open lala, so she would never choose to work in the state-owned 

enterprises and LGBT-unfriendly companies. 

 

Different anti-exclusion strategies have been discussed in the previous sections – 

RED, MUD, SID, individual attachment, individual detachment, social detachment 

and multi-detachment. It has also been discussed that not all informants used the same 

set of strategies to deal with social exclusion.  

 

Some informants at least on some periods were less vulnerable. During the interviews, 

four informants said that they were satisfied with their life. For example, Lily said 
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that her parents were open-minded and educated, and they trusted that she had the 

ability to make the right decisions for herself. She stressed that the support and 

acceptance from her parents was an important factor for strengthening her well-being. 

Different from T, some informants had a more feminine appearance. They were often 

perceived as heterosexuals. On the one hand, this may undermine their chance of 

increasing the visibility of non-heterosexuals. On the other hand, it, to a certain extent, 

freed them from the homophobic abuses in public place.  

 

Macro-social structures shape social relations at every level of social life. The 

traditional Chinese culture stresses heterosexual families and reproduction. As a result, 

heterosexuality is often seen as the only natural and normal human sexuality. Against 

this background, it is not difficult to understand that heterosexual people are likely to 

be in the ‘have group’ whereas non-heterosexual people are likely to be in the 

‘have-not’ group. The have-not group is likely to suffer from the oppression in terms 

of the two key elements of social exclusion (material deprivations and low social 

status). As mentioned above, some lalas tried to use the RED and social attachment 

strategies to challenge the divide between the have group and the have not group.  

However, due to the mixed relationships between the lalas and the market, between 

the lalas and the family, and the lalas and the government, it is not easy for them to 

carry out the RED and social attachment strategies effectively. To a certain extent, it 

explains why some informants chose to use the individual and social detachment 

strategies to respond to social exclusion. Hence, while it is important to pay attention 

to the fact that different informants faced different forms of social exclusion and had 

different preferences for the responding strategies, and some informants were able to 

become less invulnerable in some period of time, we should not overlook the problem 
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that the informants were likely to be in the have-not group due to the dominance of 

the heterosexism. This shows the relevance of the critical social science paradigm to 

the examination of the social exclusion faced by the informants.  

 

In view of the fact that both the Titterton’s paradigm and the critical social science 

paradigm are relevant to the everyday experience of the informants, it is important to 

avoid overlooking the differences between lalas, the similarities between lalas and 

female heterosexuals, and the differences between lalas and male non-heterosexuals.  

These issues that have been discussed in the previous chapters are summarized in the 

following tables.  

 

 

 

Table 7.3.1 Differences between lalas 

Masculine and 

feminine appearance 

Negative experience in public sphere: Lalas with 

masculine gender appearance are more likely to 

face verbal assault based on their non-normative 

gender appearance and are often prevented from 

accessing women’s public space such as public 

washroom.   

Feminine lalas have fewer opportunities to make 

themselves visible in the public space.  

 

Negative experience in workplace: Feminine lalas 

are likely to experience verbal sexual assault by 
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male colleagues, who assume their heterosexuality 

and reject their homosexuality, because of their 

sexual orientation. Masculine lalas are often given 

extra work to do because of their masculine look.  

 

Inequalities within the lala community: Many 

feminine lalas feel that their feminine appearance 

makes their partner doubt their loyalty to the 

relationship. Some also complain that the masculine 

lalas always want to be the dominant group in the 

lala community.  

 

Age 

 

As lalas get older, they face heavier pressure to 

marry 

 

Identity Labels 

 

Some lalas prefer to participate actively in the 

LGBT movements but some prefer to deal with 

social exclusion by individual efforts. As shown in 

the findings, informants with masculine gender 

appearance are more likely to patricipate in LGBT 

movement than feminine informants. 

 

Hometown Migration: For a better life, lalas who have grown 

up in less developed towns are more inclined to 

move to the developed cities 
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It is important to note that the points summarized in the table 7.4.1 are based on some 

of the interview findings. There are exceptional cases provided by informants and 

found by me during my participation in lala activities. For example, not all lalas from 

less developed cities are facing pressure to get married from their parents. Some of 

them have disclosed their sexual orientation to their parents and got their support 

(namely Betty, Lily, Hailey, Julia, Fiona, Luke, and Sara). Some local Beijing lalas 

also face the pressure of getting married from their homophobic parents (such as 

Vivian and Jo).   

 

 

 

Table 7.3.2 Similarities between lalas and female heterosexuals 

Gender inequalities  Both lala and female heterosexuals are under pressure 

to conform to the male-bread winner model to 

become a care giver. Both lalas and female 

heterosexuals face gender inequalities in workplace 

 

Status attached to 

femininity and 

masculinity 

There are inequalities based on the feminine 

appearance Masculine privilege exists in both 

heterosexual and non-heterosexual worlds. In local 

lala community, some feminine informants are given 

a subordinate status in the lala community.  
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Table 7.3.3 Differences between lalas and male non-heterosexuals 

Visibility Male non-heterosexual community is much more visible than lala 

community 

Websites There are much more NGOs and online platforms that target male 

non-heterosexuals, compared with those for lalas. For example, Ho 

(2010) estimated that there are 400 websites in China for male 

non-heterosexuals and only 20 websites for lalas. 

Features 

of online 

platform 

Online platforms that target male non-heterosexuals are more 

sexualized and commercialized than lalas’ online platforms (Ho, 

2010). 

 

 

 

7.4 Welfare mix approaches 

As mentioned in Chapter Two and the above tables, both heterosexual women and 

lalas are likely to suffer in the male-dominated society. To help heterosexual women 

to tackle their difficulties in a systematic way, there is an expansion of studies on 

welfare mix approaches (Chau et al, 2016; Chau et al, 2017). These approaches 

include the commodification/decommodification approach, the 

commercialization/decommercialization approach and the familization/defamilization 

approach. The experience of the social exclusion between non-heterosexuals and 

heterosexuals is not quite the same. Hence, we should be aware that even though lalas 

also want to make use of the welfare mix approaches to deal with social exclusion, the 

issues they are concerned about can be different. In Chapter Two, several issues have 

been highlighted that are related to the welfare mix approaches.  
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a. Issues concerning the familization approach: forming a lala family, adopting a 

child, using the reproductive services to give birth to a baby and having a stable 

relationship with the cohabitating partner.   

b. Issues concerning the defamilization approach: relying less on parents financially, 

moving away from parents so as to avoid their surveillance and resisting arranged 

marriages.  

c. Issues concerning the commodification of labor approach: finding a more 

LGBT-friendly environment to work, hiding their sexual orientations so as to avoid 

facing discrimination. 

d. Issues concerning the decommodication of labor: fighting for lala couple’s rights 

to state benefits.  

e. Issues concerning the Commercialization: consuming illegal reproductive 

services, using the services provided by private companies to have wedding 

ceremonies overseas and migrating to other countries.  

f. Issues concerning the decommercilisation: relying on the support provided by 

the government and the family to replace the services provided by product markets 

(an example is to receive the public housing services for a lala couple if there are 

any).  

 

The interview findings show that these concerns are real and pressing to many of the 

informants. As shown in the previous parts in this chapter, some informants were able 

to meet some of their needs through the implementation of the SID strategy, 

individual detachment strategy, individual attachment strategy (such as finding a more 

LGBT-friendly environment to work, moving away from their parents and resisting 



203	
	

the arranged marriage). Some informants had ideas in mind but had not yet practiced 

such as seeking reproductive services. Some informants used the RED and social 

attachment strategies to draw attention to their concerns (such as supporting the 

LGBT movements to voice out their needs for same sex marriage and adopting a 

child).  These experiences of the informants had important implications for the 

studies of the welfare mix approaches.  

 

First, the informants showed concretely that some anti-exclusion strategies (the RED, 

MUD, individual attachment, individual detachment and social attachment) can be 

important components of the various welfare mix approaches. Hence, if the 

informants had sufficient opportunities and resources to implement the anti-exclusion 

strategies, they could carry out some of the welfare mix approaches.  

 

Second, there is an obvious gap between what the informants needed and what they 

were able to fulfill. Some informants tried to create better conditions for narrowing 

the gap such as climbing the career ladder fast and supporting the LGBT movements.  

However, the informants in general were not very optimistic that the gap could be 

narrowed in the short run. This also implies that important social institutions (the 

market, the family and the government) that regulate social inclusion were not in 

favor of non-heterosexual activities.  

 

Third, as mentioned in Chapter Two, an important reason for the growth of the studies 

of the familization/defamilization, commodification/decommodification of labor, and 

commercialization/decommercilisation approaches is that women’s needs in their 

daily life are overlooked.  As a result, there are views that women should be assisted 
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to handle the family, the market (product and labor), the government in the ways that 

they prefer. By doing so, we could create favorable conditions for women’s inclusion 

by strengthening their status as a citizen, a consumer and a worker. Moreover, we 

could assist women to have the right and power to say no to these institutions.   

 

In order to promote social equality, we should pay equal attention to the needs of lalas.  

In other words, we should find ways to help them both to participate in the family, the 

market and the government activities, and to give them sufficient support to say no to 

these institutions according to their wish.  

 

Fourth, there is a lack of studies of the familization, defamilization, commodification, 

decommodication, commercialization and decommercialization issues faced by lalas, 

and the effective ways for dealing with these issues (may be through implementing 

the various anti-exclusion strategies). The existence of this academic grey area 

implies that the welfare mix approach is still dominated by heterosexism. For this 

reason, it is not surprising to see that the needs of the heterosexual females receive 

much more attention than non-heterosexual females in the studies of welfare mix 

approaches. Ideas are important because social forces can be harnessed to achieve 

social equality. Many disadvantaged groups are not only overlooked by the dominant 

institutions (market, family and government) in the daily life but also understudied in 

social research. Being overlooked in the social research can also be seen as a kind of 

social exclusion. Following the same logic, to tackle the social exclusion faced by 

lalas in their daily life, to raise concern about the welfare mix issues that affect them, 

it is necessary to avoid excluding them from the studies of welfare mix studies.  

Hence, it is necessary to make the following suggestions:  
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-In studying the concept of familization, we should not only examine how to 

financially support women in their roles as carers in heterosexual families but should 

also examine how to help lalas to gain the rights to same-sex marriage.   

 

-In studying the concept of defamilization, we should not only examine how to reduce 

women’s caring responsibilities in a heterosexual family but also examine how to 

help lalas to say no to the arranged dating provided by their parents.  

 

-In studying the concept of commodification, we should not only examine how to 

give heterosexual women free time to get a job and free them from the financial 

control from their husband but should also examine how to help lalas to fight for a 

LGBT-friendly working environment.   

 

-In studying the concept of decommodication, we should not only examine how to 

help women to access female-friendly social security services, but also examine how 

to help lalas to fight for the couple rights.  

 

-In studying the concept of commercialization, we should not only examine how to 

subsidize women to purchase commercial goods but should also examine how to help 

lalas to fight for the legalization of some commercial services (such as having a 

test-tubed baby).  

 

In studying the concept of decommercilisation, we should not only examine how to 

help women attain welfares from the government so that they do not need to totally 
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rely on the product market to consume goods but also study how to help lalas to 

strengthen their citizen rights.  

 

7.5 Adult worker models 

 

The welfare mix approaches are important instrument for realizing the ideas of the 

adult worker models. This section discusses how the interview findings contribute to 

knowledge advancement on the adult worker models. In particular, as adult workers, 

lalas need to strike a good balance between coming out as non-heterosexual women, 

maintaining good relationships with their original families, and achieving financial 

independence. Their difficulties highlight the issues of social exclusion as well as the 

marginalized position of non-heterosexual women in the labor market, which are 

missing from the existing discussions of the adult worker models. Non-heterosexual 

women not only have to face the same gender constraints that result from being in 

intimate relationships with men (Badgett, 1995), but they also have to face more 

institutional constraints due to their non-normative sexual orientation. Compared to 

heterosexual women who tend to be stereotyped as male-dependent (‘Feminist 

Frequency,’ 2009), non-heterosexual women face more discriminations than their 

heterosexual peers (Meyer, 2003). In this section, the ideas of the adult worker 

models are revisited to highlight lalas’ experiences of social exclusion and their needs, 

which are totally overlooked due to the heterosexual assumptions of the model.  

 

7.5.1 Adult 

As shown in Chapters Three, Five and Six, whether to come out and to whom one 

comes out serve as major concerns of lalas. While the issues of coming out have been 
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widely discussed in existing literature, they are rarely addressed with reference to the 

adult worker model. In fact, for lalas’ the processes of coming out, it have a lot to do 

with self-determination as adults. It involves lalas’ own decisions and strategies to 

conceal or disclose their own sexual identity, to stay with or leave their original 

families, to deal with interpersonal relationships, and in the long run, to form their 

own families. 

 

Unfortunately, lalas often experience unfair treatment from peers and teachers when 

they reach puberty at school. As mentioned in Chapter Five, my lala informants who 

had disclosed their sexual identities to others at school experienced various forms of 

prejudice and discrimination, such as verbal assaults, advice to break up with their 

same-sex partner and change their sexual orientation, as well as questioning about 

their sexual behavior. These negative comments were made from their peers, teachers, 

and even administrators at school. In particular, Ella’s encounter of verbal sexual 

assault from her male peer demonstrated the patriarchal and heterosexist ideology that 

placed a male identity and heterosexual sexual behavior as superior to a lala identity 

and same-sex sexual behavior. In other words, given their doubly marginalized 

position as a woman and as a non-heterosexual, lalas have to overcome extra 

obstacles to become an adult, who is capable of determining their self-identity, 

validating their sense of self, and the extent to which they come out as a lala in the 

public.  

 

7.5.2 Worker 

Apart from injustices faced at school, it is important to note that lalas face gender 

inequality and other obstacles, which are probably not faced by heterosexual people, 
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when they become a worker in the labor market. Lalas may encounter discriminations 

based on not only their biological sex and gender but also their sexual orientation. As 

indicated by findings, my lala informants (such as Sophia and Olivia) encountered 

unpleasant experiences of discrimination in the workplace as their colleagues 

disrespected their sexual orientation through making jokes or asking humiliating 

questions about their sexual behavior. One of the informants Vicky also reported that 

she needed to take up extra tough tasks, work overtime, and do manual labor in order 

not to lose promotion opportunities as a lala. Her remark echoed with recent literature 

on poverty that has shown that non-heterosexual women are more likely to be 

‘working poor,’ they tend to work more hours than heterosexual women as well as to 

increase their incomes through getting more training or taking up male-dominated 

occupations (Badgett & Schneebaum, 2015). Additionally, although in principle all 

adults, regardless of biological sex, gender, marital status, and sexual orientation, are 

assumed to be workers in the labor market and get equal pay, a number of studies 

found that the poverty rates for lesbians are higher than the rates for heterosexual men 

and women and gay men (Badgett, 2009; Badgett & Schneebaum, 2015). This alerts 

us to the problems of gender inequality which contributes to an income gap between 

men and women as well as that between non-heterosexual men and women. More 

importantly, it highlights the need to build an inclusive working environment for 

non-heterosexual people especially non-heterosexual women. Being labeled as both 

female and within a sexual minority, it is harder for non-heterosexual women to gain 

equal opportunity in the workplace as heterosexual men and women. Thus, an 

inclusive labor market should not only enhance gender equality, but it should also put 

emphasis on providing support for equal job opportunity and equal pay for 

non-heterosexual women.  
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7.5.3 Adult and worker  

In Chinese society, lalas not only encounter obstacles in their process of becoming an 

adult and a worker respectively, but they also need to deal with unique concerns and 

difficulties in becoming an adult worker following a successful career. As adult 

workers, lalas need to strike a good balance between coming out as lalas, maintaining 

good relationships with their original families, and achieving financial independence. 

The narratives of the informants concerning their relationships with their families of 

origin were intertwined with financial considerations. In order to come out and be 

honest about their sexual identity in front of their original families, my lala informants 

expressed that they had to work harder to seek financial independence. This echoes 

with prior research that demonstrated that non-heterosexuals needed to be better 

prepared and work harder than men in order to live as they wished (Garner, 2014).  

 

Additionally, my interview findings showed that familial resources played a key role 

in determining the extent of success in the career of an adult worker in Chinese labor 

market. The informants shared the view that Chinese young people tended to reply on 

personal networks, especially familial networks, to attain jobs and climb the career 

ladder. For example, Fiona pointed that state-owned companies were riddled with 

nepotism, which allowed people to use their social position to get their children and 

relatives a job within the companies. Hence, lalas might risk losing the familial 

resources and consequently ruining their career path if they came out as 

non-heterosexuals and failed to be a ‘good daughter.’ In other words, lalas need 

familial resources to get a decent job and get financially independent before coming 

out. On the other hand, if lalas choose to come out to their original families, they need 
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to count on themselves and work extra hard. The position of an adult worker of a lala 

is thus a lot more different and complex compared with that of a heterosexual woman 

in Chinese society.  

 

7.5.4 Division of labor  

The division of domestic labor within families serves as a core part of the adult 

worker model. Amidst the shift from male breadwinner model to adult worker model, 

the majority of studies about the division of domestic labor focus on heterosexual 

couples. Little research has focused on the division of domestic labor in 

non-heterosexual couples. It is necessary to explore non-heterosexual ways of family 

building and how non-heterosexual couples position themselves without following the 

husband-wife role in heterosexual families. It is important to note that 

non-heterosexual couples undergo an ongoing process of forming a new household 

model rather than simply replicating the traditional heterosexual model. In other 

words, whereas the precondition of a discussion about the division of domestic labor 

is the formation of a family, the adult worker model fails to address lalas’ experiences 

and processes of family formation, let alone the division of domestic labor within lala 

families.  

 

According to my interview findings in Chapter Five, there were different ways of 

forming a lala family, including cohabitation, internal migration within China for a 

better LGBT-friendly environment, and contract marriage. Due to the lack of legal 

and social recognition for same-sex marriage in China, cohabitation was regarded as 

the best outcome for a committed lala relationship and a form of family by the 

informants. Of the ten informants who had a partner, eight were living with their 



211	
	

partners at the time of interview. Internal migration was also a widely used strategy 

among all informants. Of the 20 informants, 14 had left their hometown and started a 

new life in Beijing in order to escape the control and pressure for marriage from their 

original families and to pursue a comparatively LGBT-friendly environment in 

Beijing. Nevertheless, they also had to bear the risk of failing to find a job as a 

migrant, and to lose the opportunity to look after their parents, as well as to miss the 

chance to fight for collective rights for lalas in their hometown. Also, we should not 

overlook the cost of contract marriage, which was considered a strategy by some of 

the informants, namely Sherry and Sophia. Contract marriage would force lalas to 

constantly make up stories about their ‘heterosexual’ families in front of their original 

families.  

 

In short, the difficulties faced by lalas in the process of family building were tightly 

linked with lalas’ difficulties in dealing with relationships with their original families. 

That is also why all of my lala informants stressed the importance of attaining 

financial independence in order to be independent of their original families and to 

form their lala families as they wished. While the adult worker model takes the 

division of domestic labor within heterosexual families into account, it fails to address 

non-heterosexual women’s concerns and difficulties in forming a family. Further 

research is needed to focus on the processes lalas’ adopt to build a family, and 

consequently, their division of domestic labor after the formation of a family.  

 

7.5.5 State intervention 

While the adult worker model attempts to address unequal care responsibilities 

between men and women within heterosexual households by advocating more care 
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services provided by the state, it does not take non-heterosexual women’s situation 

into account. As suggested by the informants, they tended to escape from their 

original families in order to gain more freedom to pursue their lala lives. Also, 

although some of the informants expressed their desire for giving birth to child(ren), it 

was almost impossible for them to adopt or conceive children in China at this stage. 

Thus, child care or intergenerational care for the elderly is out of topic for lalas.  

 

Instead, state intervention in terms of the enhancement of LGBT rights was the major 

concern of my lala informants. For instance, some informants (namely Lily, Zoe, and 

Vivian) regarded the rights to same-sex marriage as important to them. They were 

generally concerned about LGBT movements to advocate their own rights and to 

enhance people’s awareness of LGBT issues. However, LGBT movements and 

relevant news tended to be suppressed by the Chinese government. That is why one of 

the informant, Ella, believed that it was impossible to witness the legalization of 

same-sex marriage in China within this a decade at least. Other informants, Nora and 

Olivia, planned to go overseas to realize their desire to give birth to their own children. 

In recent decades the Chinese government has been paying increasing attention to 

AIDS issues and turned the spotlight on the gay community, the government 

continues to adopt the ‘Three-Nos’ policy (no approval, no disapproval, and no 

promotion). Consequently, the visibility of lalas and their concerns remain low.  

 

7.5.6 Family relations 

While the adult worker model treats women as workers instead of mothers or 

caregivers within families, it does not pay attention to the role(s) of lalas within their 

same-sex families. The adult worker model suggests that more and more women are 
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no longer dependent upon their male family members as they have entered the labor 

market. However, little is known about the familization and individualization / 

defamilization processes among women within same-sex families.  

 

During my interviews, the informants touched upon their family dynamics in relation 

to the gender roles of their partners and themselves. For instance, one of the 

informants Lily expressed her dislike of the traditional divide in the roles of ‘husband’ 

and ‘wife’ or those of ‘T’ and ‘P.’ Her remark showed that her ideal division of 

domestic labor and the earning of income did not follow the logic of the male 

breadwinner model or the established ‘T’ / ‘P’ divide, where ‘T’ were supposed to 

take up the role of men and ‘P’ the role of women in a traditional sense. Nevertheless, 

another informant Cara who self-identified as a ‘T’ reported that she needed to earn 

more money in order to provide a good living for her partner. Vivian also reported 

that she had met a ‘T’-identified lala who endorsed the ‘T’ / ‘P’ divide. In other words, 

there is probably a more complex pattern of familization and individualization / 

defamilization processes among lalas, which goes beyond the adult worker model and 

is in need of further investigation.  

 

Chapter Summary  

This chapter discussed how the interview findings inform the discussion of the social 

exclusion faced by lalas, the strategies used by lalas to response to social exclusion, 

and how the overall trends contributes to the advancement of knowledge on welfare 

mix approaches and the adult worker models.  

 

First, social exclusion faced by informants was identified and categorized into several 
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issues with reference to interview findings including: a) The challenges in their life 

are multi-dimensional. b) Social exclusion can be an issue of heterogeneity and 

homogeneity. c) How social exclusion is defined can be related to the opportunities 

for lalas to take part in social institutions (such as the family, the market and the 

government). d) Social exclusion can be an ongoing process, and the suffering can 

accumulate and/or changed in different forms at different stages. e) Social exclusion 

can be seen as a spetial issue. f) Social exclusion is gendered. 

 

As mentioned above, the discussion of the features of the social exclusion issues 

serves to confirm that many of the informants have suffered negative experiences, 

which are indeed concrete examples of social exclusion. 

 

Second, a number of strategies used by informants to respond to social exclusion were 

discussed. The variety of these strategies to a certain extent reinforce the importance 

of the Titterton’s paradigm on welfare and research, and the critical social science 

paradigm.  

 

Third, with reference to the research, the welfare mix approaches and the adult worker 

model have been revisited to highlight lalas’ experiences of social exclusion and their 

responses to social exclusion, which are totally overlooked due to the heterosexual 

assumptions of the models.    
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Chapter 8 Conclusion 

 

This study is concerned with the social exclusion of lalas in China and how they 

respond to social exclusion. It focuses two main research questions (What are the 

patterns of social exclusion faced by lalas in China? What are the strategies preferred 

by lalas in China?) and two supplementary research questions (What are the 

implications of the study of social exclusion experience of lalas in China on the study 

of the welfare mix approaches? What are the implications of the study of the social 

exclusion experiences of lalas in China on the study of the adult worker models?) 

 

This chapter focuses on the contributions of this research in enhancing our 

understanding of lalas, social exclusion, the welfare mix approaches and the adult 

worker models; the limitations of the study and the suggestions for further study.  

 

 

8.1 Contributions of the research 

 

This research provides insights into the examination of social exclusion faced by lalas, 

the adult worker models and the welfare mix approaches.   

 

Firstly, the information shared by the 20 informants in semi-structured interviews is 

invaluable assets in the study of lalas. It provides concrete examples of the various 

features of social exclusion issues such as social exclusion is multi-dimensional, 

social exclusion is a dynamic process, social exclusion is intersectional, social 

exclusion is interrelated with social institutions, social exclusion issue can be a spatial 
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issue and social exclusion is gendered. Moreover, the interview findings indicate that 

lalas experience social exclusion both in their everyday life (such as taking a taxi, 

buying clothes in the private market and applying for a job) and when they make long 

term plans (such as having little choice but migrating to other cities so as to get 

themselves free from their parents, organizing a contract marriage with a fake 

husband and purchasing the services to have a test-tubed baby from the black 

economy).  

 

Secondly, despite the fact that the government, family and the private market serve as 

double-edging swords to them, lalas try to adopt a variety of strategies to deal with 

social exclusion through participating in these three sectors – these strategies include 

RED, SID, individual detachment, social detachment and 

multi-attachment/detachment strategies. The discussion of their keenness to do so in 

the previous chapters indicates that they can be ‘invulnerable’ at least in some periods 

of their life. It is important to note that lalas do not necessarily use all the strategies to 

reduce social exclusion discussed in Chapter Three. As shown in Chapter Seven, no 

lalas informants favored the MUD strategy. It is equally important to note that lalas 

may not be able to practice all the strategies they prefer to use. 

 

Thirdly, the research draws attention to the heterogeneity between the members in the 

lalas community. Lalas face different types of social exclusion due to a number of 

factors such as age, the residential status, the gender, the relationship with the parents, 

the career development and the existence of future plans. Moreover different lalas 

favor different types of anti-social exclusion strategies. As mentioned in the previous 

chapters, it is not unusual for lalas to see the gap between the strategies they prefer 
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and the strategies they could use due to a lack of resources and/or existence of 

unfavorable conditions. It is important to point out that different lalas may face 

different types of these gaps.  

 

Fourthly, the relevance of the critical social science paradigm to the studies of lalas 

indicate that the lalas informants are likely to find themselves in the have-not group in 

society because of their sexual orientation and the fact that the society is dominated 

by heterosexism.  

 

Fifthly, the study of lalas shows that insufficient attention is paid to the development 

of the worker adult models based on non-heterosexism, and the importance of the 

welfare mix approaches for realizing the worker adult models preferred by lalas. In 

order to prevent lalas from being excluded from the studies of the welfare mix 

approaches and the worker adult models, it is necessary to pay heed to a number of 

issues concerning the familization/defamilization approaches, commodification of 

labor/decommodification of labor approaches, and 

commercialization/decommercialization approaches – for example securing the 

opportunities for lalas to form a same-sex family, adopting a child, using the 

reproductive services to give birth to a baby, moving away from parents, developing 

for a more LGBT friendly environment to work, fighting for lala couple’s rights to 

state benefits, migrating to lalas-friendly countries, and relying on lalas friendly 

NGOs to meet needs.  

 

Sixthly, the lalas informants’ responses to social exclusion indicate the importance of 

the four approaches to social exclusion suggested by Chau and colleagues (2014) – 
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the Diversity Based approach (socially excluded people use different strategies to deal 

with social exclusion); the Mainstream Services Approach (socially excluded people 

fight for the same rights as enjoyed by the rest of society); the Shared Cultural 

Knowledge approach (the ways in which socially excluded people organize life are 

significantly different from that the rest of society organize life) and the Knowledge 

Transfer approach (the socially excluded people can share their ideas about how to 

tackle social exclusion with the rest of society). The previous chapters have covered 

these issues that are related to the essence of these four approaches: different lalas use 

different strategies to deal with social exclusion, some lalas want to have the same 

right to marriage as the rest of society; the importance of non-heterosexism in shaping 

lalas’ life should not be under-estimated; and some strategies used by lalas such as 

exposing the defects of the male-bread winner models through organizing film 

festivals is relevant to how heterosexual women tackle social exclusion.  

 

 

8.2 Research limitations 

 

This research project has several limitations. First, as the informants were recruited 

mainly through my personal networks, the findings cannot represent the whole lala 

population in China. However, as lalas remain a stigmatized and hidden population in 

China, it is very hard to recruit informants. During the recruitment process, some lalas 

did not want to be interviewed and rejected my invitation. Under this disadvantage 

condition, this research project, despite the relatively small sample size, offers an 

important window for making the marginalized voices of lalas heard and their 

experiences of social exclusion known. Moreover, I have maximized the diversity of 
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the samples, which consist of local and non-local residents in Beijing, lalas with 

different labels, and lalas working in LGBT-friendly and hostile workplace. In 

recruiting informants, I have also considered the factors of class and age. However, 

there is a lack of sufficient resources for me to recruit a reasonable number of 

informants based on these two factors. Certainly, when conducting more research 

projects in the future, attention should be paid to these factors if resources allow.  

 

Second, the research focused on local residents and migrants in Beijing. It did not 

cover other locations in China. Lalas who are living in other Chinese cities and rural 

areas are likely to have different experiences of social exclusion and different 

responses to social exclusion due to different cultural background and access to 

resources. It is thus worth conducting studies outside Beijing in the future.  

 

Third, the data concerning the experiences of social exclusion in relation to the 

government remains limited due to the sensitive nature of the topic. In terms of 

literature review, there is very limited academic research on the relation between the 

government and LGBT activism. Despite the emergence of more research on LGBT 

activism in Mainland China in recent years (Engebretsen, Schroeder, & Bao, 2015; 

Hildebrandt, 2012; Hildebrandt & Chua, 2017), many documents concerning the 

relationship between government control and lalas’ experiences of social exclusion 

are not publicly published but owned by LGBT-related NGOs and relevant activists. 

For this reason, I have spent a lot of time on establishing networks, and through the 

networks I have searched the unpublished materials. Despite the efforts that I have 

made, as discussions about government control remain highly sensitive and censored 

in China, the present findings about lalas’ experiences of social exclusion in relation 
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to the government are not as rich and in-depth as those concerning their interactions 

with the family and the market. 

 

 

8.3 Implications  

Social exclusion faced by lalas is an important but understudied area. The findings of 

this research have important implications at both research and social work practice 

levels.  

 

First, building on the results of the present study, it is worth further exploring how to 

make use of the government, private market, and the family more effectively in 

helping lalas to tackle social exclusion – for example, it is worth searching ways to 

tackle the government’s ‘Three Nos’ Policy,’ gathering more social forces to 

challenge the traditional family values, as well as finding ways to subsidize lalas to 

take part in the pink economy. It is also significant for future research to identify 

different types of adult worker models preferred by lalas, and to study how to make 

use of different types of welfare mix approaches to support these models.  

 

At the level of social work practice, this research provides important insights into 

lalas’ different experiences of social exclusion and their responses, to which social 

workers and mental health professionals should be sensitized to in order to design and 

implement client-oriented interventions. For instance, social workers should be aware 

that many lala couples, similar to their heterosexual counterparts, want to get married 

due to love and commitment. However, existing debates on the same-sex marriage in 

China has always been confined to the discussions about conventional social norms 
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rather than those about human rights. Lalas should have the right to protect themselves 

from discrimination by government and other institutions, and to ensure their ability to 

equally participate in civil life. On the other hand, social workers should also 

understand the internal heterogeneity within the lala community, in which lalas may 

have different views about and responses to social exclusion. Although the lala 

community may incorporate some elements from the heterosexual culture, such as the 

idea of marriage, into its culture and campaigns, lalas may have different wants and 

desires in terms of their ways of identifying themselves with different labels, their 

relationship patterns, and desire for family and marriage. It is thus important for social 

workers to attend to individual experiences of lalas in relation to their surroundings, 

including their families, the market, and the government.  
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Appendix I 

Classic Chinese stories/novels with homoerotic content (Leng, 2012; Ruan, 1991; 

Zhang, 2001) 

Period Title Origin/Author 

Spring and Autumn Period 

(771 to 476 BC) 

Fen tao (Splitting/sharing 

peach)   

 

Warring States Period 

(475 to 221 BC) 

Tongyang zhi hao: Long Yang 

(Dragon Sun)   

Zhan Guo Ce (Strategies of the 

Warring States) 

Han Dynasty 

(206 BC to 220 AD) 

Duan xiu (Cut Sleeve)   

 

Han Shu (Book of Han) 

Ming Dynasty  

(A.D. 1368-1644) 

Xiuta yeshi (Unofficial Records 

of the Embroidered Couch)  

Lu Tien-Cheng (A.D. 1580- 

1620)  

Langshi (Romantic Story)   

Bai-yuan-chuan (One Hundred 

Love Stories)  

 

Shuang-feng-chi (Two Peaks 

Records)  

 

Qing dynasty  

(1644-1911)  

 

Tao-hua-ying (The Shadow of 

the Peach Blossom)  

Xu Cheng  

 

Hong-Lou-Meng (Dream of Red 

Mansions)  

 

Cao Xueqin 

Ping-Hua Bao-Jian (Precious 

Mirror for Appreciating 

Flowers)  

Chen Zenzhu  

 

Nong-qing-kua-shi (The Happy 

Story of Intense Passion) 
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Zhu-ling Ye-shi (Unofficial 

History of the Bamboo Garden) 

 



224	
	

Appendix II 

A brief summary of the significant events of the non-heterosexual rights 

movement. 

Year Event 

1957 China’s government reasserts criminalization of homosexuality in the 

Penal Code as “hooliganism”. 

1978 An Italian congressperson Emma Bonino and a group of female 

representatives asked the translator a question about the condition of 

homosexuality in China during their visit to china. The translator was 

blushed and answered, ‘Since the founding of People’s Republic of 

China, all homosexuals have disappeared already’（Butterfield, 1980） 

1983 The Yanda (Strike-Hard) campaign was a government crackdown to 

curb rising crime rates, during which hooliganism was targeted as a 

capital crime (Leng, 2012). 

1983 The first male-to-female gender reassignment surgery was completed in 

the Plastic Surgery Department of the Third Hospital of Beijing Medical 

University (Opiyo-Omolo, 2004). 

1984 The 1st China’s Psychiatric Association’s Classification and Diagnostic 

Criteria of Mental Disorders was published and lists ‘homosexuality’ as 

a kind of sexual deviance and pathological disorder. 

1989 China’s Police Department makes the statement that the law is 

ambiguous on charges of homosexuality, and gays should not be 

convicted under ‘hooliganism.’ (Leng, 2012). 

1990 The first book that compiles case studies of non-heterosexuals in China, 
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Tamen de shijie (Their world), written by Lin Yinhe and Zang Xiaobo. 

1991 Wan Yanhai began the study of male homosexuals and AIDS education 

as well as establish ‘AIDS hoteline’ in 1992.  

 

Ruan Fangfu published ‘Sex in China: Studies in Sexology in Chinese 

Culture’. 

Research on homosexuality from the medical sciences is spearheaded by 

scholars Chen Lianzhong and Wan Yanhai. 

Cui Zien, Literature Lecturer at Beijing Film Academy, faced 

disqualification of his lectureship and reduction in salary level by the 

school due to his act of coming out as a tongzhi. He also beared sexual 

harassment charges and was forced to leave the teaching position, 

moved away from the campus, and prohibited from teaching in the next 

10 years.  

1992 The Beijing Institute of Health Education launched a cultural salon 

called “The World of Men,” which serves as a cultural center for gay 

men. Scholars including Qiu Renzong, Chen Bingzhong, Li Yinhe, and 

Wang Xiaobo and some journalists participated. China Radio 

International regarded this incident as “a groundbreaking act.” 

Afterwards, this salon was forced to be closed. 

1994: Zhang Beichuan published a book titled Tongxingai (same-sex love) in 

which he discusses popular discourse on the psychology of gay 

relationships. 

 

Beijing Aizhi Action Project was established by Wan Yanhai. "Aichi 

Bulletin" began to be published (project purpose: to promote public 



226	
	

awareness of AIDS prevention, safeguard the rights of patients with 

AIDS and sexual minorities.) 

1995 Fang Gang’s publishes a controversial book on Homosexuality in China, 

generating widespread media attention. Events described in the book 

were later used to convict and imprison Chinese homosexuals involved 

in gay activism and events. 
 

Jin Xing, China's first open transsexual, a famous dancer, had her sex 

change operation in 1995.  

1997 New Legal code removes the “hooliganism” law that had been used to 

imprison homosexuals. This is seen as a landmark move in China’s legal 

history towards homosexuality. 

 

First Tongzhi novel in Mainland China – the Pink Lips written by Cui 

Zien. 

1998 The Homosexual Subculture (written by Li Yinhe) was published in 

Beijing. It is a supplement to Their World on the basis of more case 

studies and research. The book points out that the number of Chinese 

homosexuals is 36-48 million. 

 

A large number of homosexual websites emerged. Female homosexuals 

launched gathering in Beijing.  

With the support of the Ford Foundation in the US, Zhang Beichuan 

founded Friend, a magazine for AIDS health education for 

homosexuals. 

1999 Judge Zhang Lihua residing over Beijing’s Xuan Wu District People’s 

Court, declares homosexuality “abnormal and unacceptable to Chinese 
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public.” This is a landmark decision and the first time a mainland court 

officially ruled on nature of homosexuality (Leng, 2012). 

 

A pair of female homosexual couple openly launched a folk wedding 

and gained support from their families. 

2000 In the first case of transsexual registration in China, the Ministry of 

Public Security responded to the Sichuan Provincial Public Security 

Bureau, “undergoing voluntary transsexual surgery is the individual 

rights of citizens. The local public security department is directly 

responsible for the corresponding household registration and other 

document changes. (Wu, 2012). 

 
First lala movie ‘Fish and Elephant’. First lala magazine Les+. 

2001 The third edition of China’s Psychiatric Association’s Manual for the 

Classification of Mental Diseases removes “homosexuality” from its list 

of pathological disorders, setting the precedent to indicate that 

homosexuality should not be considered a mental aberration. 

 
First Beijing queer film festival held. 

2003 Shanghai’s Fudan University introduces the first university class on gay 

health issues, focus mainly on AIDS prevention. 2000 students enrolled 

in the course within 2 years. 

 

Golden Shield Project (Great Firewall) for internet censorship 

implemented 

2004: First official government survey on China’s homosexual population puts 

gay male community at 5-10 million. 

2005: The first gay pride event, Homosexual Culture Festival, held in Beijing, 
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but eventually shut down by the government. 

2006 Li Yinhe, a famous sociologist in China, made a proposal for same-sex 

marriage to the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference. She 

tried twice to propose legislation for same-sex marriage to the National 

People’s Congress, but both attempts failed because of a lack of 

signatures. Wu Jianmin, the news spokesperson of the National 

Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, 

said that same-sex marriage in China is still too advanced. 

2007 Chinese non-heterosexual organizations actively participate in oversea 

activities.  

2008 Beijing LGBT center, PFLAG, and Tongzhi FM were established. 

2009 1st Shanghai Pride festival held. 

2010 First gay beauty contest, Mr. Gay, was organized in Beijing, but an hour 

before it start, police shut it down (Chang, 2010).  

2011 A total of 2630 users forwarded the post of the blog of Li Yinhe about 

the “legalization of same-sex marriage.”4909 users replied to Li Yinhe’s 

post. On Weibo, there were 6865 posts about the "support for same-sex 

marriage” while there were 2255 posts about "opposition against 

same-sex marriage," a total of 2255 microblogging. During this period, a 

survey about people’s views towards homosexuality and same-sex 

marriage was launched. A total of 31055 users participated in the survey. 

According to the survey results, more than 70% of people reported that 

they could accept homosexuality. (Wangyi woman, 2011) 

2012 China has lifted a 14-year ban which prohibited all female homosexual 

from donating blood. However, gay men remain prohibited from 
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donating blood.  

2013 Iceland's Prime Minister made an official visit to China with her 

same-sex partner, but their same-sex relationship was eased by state 

media (Bacchi, 2014). 

 

The United Nations held its LGBT conference for the first time in China. 

It invited more than 60 professionals and held an in-depth discussion 

about the LGBT community from the perspectives of the media, 

families, community building, health, education and the workplace. It 

aimed to promote the development of LGBT issues in China. 

More than 100 parents of non-heterosexual youth in China wrote an 

open letter to delegates of China’s National People’s Congress 

demanding marriage equality for their children (Li, 2013). 

A group of lawyers are calling for legislation to provide homosexual 

partners in China with similar legal rights to opposite-sex couples in 

Beijing (China Dily, 2013). 

2014 The first national report on LGBT issues in China was published, which 

reviewed by UNDP and USAID (UNDP, 2014). 
 

Blue’d, a Chinese dating APP for gay men, received tens of million 

investments in 2014 (Yang, 2017).  

2015 China’s first domestic violence law was passed, but not protect same-sex 

couples (Blanchard, 2015). Some lala NGOs dedicated to fight for equal 

right on protecting domestic violence.  
 

Five feminists were detained in Beijing (Tatlow, 2016). 

2016 UNDP published a national survey on public attitudes towards LGBTI 
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people in China (UNDP, 2016). 

2017 Textbooks for sex education at primary schools address and recognize 

both heterosexual and homosexual relationships (Ye, 2017). 
 

A 72-year-old man from Beijing received gender reassignment surgery 

(Zheng, 2017). 

  The information in the table (Appendix II) is compiled by the researcher. 
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Appendix III 

 

Interview Guide 

 

1. Can you briefly introduce yourself? (Age, education background, occupation, 

relationship status, hometown)  

 

2. How do you define “lala”? (who does “lala” refer to? T/P/H？Trans？Pansexual？

Bisexual？ 

 

3. According to your observation, what are the bases for the classification of T/P/H/Bi? 

Your role? What is the function of these labels to you?  

 

4. Did you have a relationship with a woman in the past? Can you describe the first 

time you liked a woman? What are the opinions of your peers and family? Have you 

ever experienced any struggles because of the fact that you like women?  

 

5. When have you realized that you are a lala? Can you describe the process?  

 

6. Did you have a relationship with a guy in the past? If yes, how do you perceive the 

pansexual／ bisexual identity? Have you ever imagined your future family 

(heterosexual or homosexual)? 

(for bisexual) Do you think that heterosexual marriage is important to you? What do 

you think about the differences between being a lala and being a heterosexual in your 

future life? Imagine, what would it be if you choose to be a heterosexual?  
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(for pansexual) How to define “pansexual” When did you first hear this term? What is 

the biggest difference between pansexual and other labels?  

 

7. What do you think about the act of coming out? Is it important? Who will you 

come out to (e.g. family, friends, or colleagues/classmates)? What is the major 

obstacle for you to come out? / How is your process of coming out? 

 

8. How do you see “contract marriage”? Will you choose to carry out “contract 

marriage”? 

 

9. Can you briefly talk about the kind of work that you are currently doing? How 

would you describe your income level? From 0-10 (dissatisfied to satisfied), how 

would you rate it?  

 

10. Do you think that money is important to you?  

 

11. Are there any relationships between money and “lala”? Some people claim that 

“You can be a lala only if you have money.” What do you think?  

 

12. If you faced no financial restrictions, would there be any differences between that 

life and your current life? (anything that you particularly want to do but you cannot 

afford the money?)   

 

13. Are there any differences in the demand for money between lalas couple and 

heterosexuals couple?   
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14. Do you prefer consuming in LGBT-specific space?  

 

15. Do you consume LGBT-related products? What do you think about these 

commercial products? What is their impact on you?  

 

16. How do you describe your relationship with family, friends, and colleagues now?  

 

17. Have you ever deliberately alienated yourself from or changed the relationship 

with family, friends, and colleagues because of your sexual orientation?  

 

18. Have you ever been pushed to get married?  

 

19. What do you think about the coverage of or comments on LGBT-related issues by 

different media (television, newspaper, Internet)?  

 

20. What exclusion (difficulties or unfair treatment) do lalas encounter in their lives 

(the lives of lalas in general)? What are the challenges of being a lala?  

 

21. Have you ever participated in tongzhi movement? If so, what are your motives? 

What do you think about the impact of current tongzhi movement on policy? Why? 

How have it affected policy? What are the goals of tongzhi movement? How would 

you describe the work of NGO or other organizations that are related to tongzhi 

movement? What strategies do they use to achieve their goals?  
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24. What are the differences between being in space that is exclusive to tongzhi and 

space that is occupied by mostly heterosexuals?  

 

25. Do you feel safer to conceal your sexual orientation? Do you demonstrate 

different identities in different environment?  

 

26. Have you ever experienced exclusion at schools, the workplace, or public space?  

 

27. Have you ever had negative experiences because of your sexual orientation (e.g. 

being excluded, discriminated or harassed)?  

 

28. Have you ever experienced any exclusion or discrimination because of your 

appearance?  

 

29. Has your mental well-being been affected due to your sexual orientation? Feel 

unhappy or depressed? Why?  

 

30. Do you do body check regularly? Gynaecological examination? Have you ever 

experienced discrimination from health professionals such as doctors or nurses?  

 

31. What are the factors that influence your decision to do body check? Economic 

reason or other reasons? Do you prefer female doctors?  

 

32. If there is space that is exclusive to lalas, will you go? What does such space mean 

to you?  
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33. Have there emerged any differences in such space in these years? What are your 

expectations to space that is exclusive to lalas?  

 

34. Do you visit LGBT-/lala-related websites? Do you download LGBT-/lala-related 

mobile applications, wechat pages, social networking websites, or others?  

 

35. Do you read tongzhi fiction, literature, or movie? Why? What is the impact on 

you?  

 

35. Can you describe your current living condition? Who do you live with?  

 

36. What is your relationship status now? What way(s) do you usually use to meet 

girlfriends? What way(s) do you usually use to seek help when encountering 

relationship problems?  

 

37. Do you follow any tongzhi celebrities? Why?  

 

39. What does the lala circle mean to you? What are the differences between the lala 

circle and other groups?  

 

40. Is sexual orientation one of the criteria when making friends with others?  

  

41. Have you ever participated in activities that are organized by lalas? If yes, can you 

share with me?  
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42. Do you consider registering a same-sex marriage overseas? Immigrate to other 

countries? Having your own children?  

 

43. Imagine when you are in your fifties or sixties, how is your life or relationship 

status?  

 

44. What are your expectations towards intimate relationships?  

 

45. How do you view marriage? Do you look forward to marrying your same-sex 

partner?  

 

46. What is your view towards sex? How do you view one-night stand?  

 

47. What way(s) do you gain knowledge about sex? Do you buy sex toys? What 

way(s) to buy? Are the available channels enough? Is there anything that you want to 

add?  
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