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Abstract  

 

The departure point for this thesis was a national online debate on Chinese sex education. In 

spring 2017, beginning with a mother complaining about the “explicit” contents in a sex 

education textbook on Sina Weibo, thousands of Chinese netizens joined in the discussion 

about the textbook – Zhen’ai Shengming and sex education for the Chinese youth in general. 

The netizens were divided into two camps. Some of them criticized the textbook being 

problematic and misleading, while others regarded Zhen’ai Shengming as the best sex 

education textbook ever in China. The heated online debate made me wonder if there was 

something at stake in sex education in present-day China. Consequently, I choose to study the 

textbook by asking, what kinds of understanding of sex and sexuality are presented in the 

textbook? What kind of different readings does it open up for? Can different readings reveal 

some of the tensions and dilemmas in sex education in China today? In order to explore these 

questions, I looked into two issues in particular: 1) the discourse of desire and pleasure, and 2) 

the sexual orientations and relations presented in the textbook. By studying the textbook, I 

aim to use it as a case for investigating the complex issues at play in the sex education in 

present-day China. For understanding the textbook, I have situated it in the contexts of the 

Chinese sex education tradition and the social transformations in China in the reform era. 

With a close reading of the debated textbook, I find that even though the textbook can be 

regarded radical in the Chinese context, there is also a marked continuation of the disciplinary 

aspects – but in a less directive way compared to the earlier sex education. Thus, the book 

may be seen as a compromise between the new sexual culture and the continuous need for 

controlling young people’s sexuality by the state. Drawing on Foucault’s understanding of 

knowledge and power (especially bio-power), I argue that the textbook can be regarded as an 

example of the modern disciplinary power that functions through producing the “official 

knowledge” for shaping everyday practices and discourses.  
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Chapter 1 Zhen’ai Shengming: the controversial Chinese sex 

education textbook 

“Is it OK for elementary school students to read such a book?” In February 2017, a mother in 

Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province posted on Sina Weibo
1 

how shocked and disappointed she was 

when she read her child’s sex education textbook. The mother believed the contents in the sex 

education textbook were too much for her daughter, who was a second-grade elementary 

school student. Her daughter brought home the textbook from school and asked her how to 

pronounce “jing” in the term “yinjing” (penis). Upon hearing her daughter’s question, the 

mother was shocked. She checked the book and then posted her complaint online. The post 

soon went viral and was covered by several news media. After that, Chinese netizens joined in 

the discussion about the sex education textbook - Zhen’ai Shengming (literally means 

“Cherish Lives”). (Feng, 2017) The Chinese netizens examined and criticized the contents of 

Zhen’ai Shengming. Plenty of them agreed with the Hangzhou mother that the textbook was 

not suitable for children, while many others appreciated the textbook and they wanted their 

children to read it. 

In China
2
, sex is a taboo topic, and sex education is largely missing for school students. There 

are no national guidelines or national curriculum for school-based sex education. Regarded as 

a part of health education, the content concerning sexuality is quite rare and seldom taught at 

school in general. (Aresu, 2009; Evans, 1997; Zarafonetis, 2017; Liu and Su, 2014) 

Meanwhile, since the economic reform and opening-up to the outside world, Chinese society 

has experienced many changes. Even though sex remains taboo, it has become more 

acceptable to discuss sex more openly and express affection in daily interactions. Furthermore, 

the sexual behaviors and attitudes towards sex have changed a lot in the younger generations. 

(Pan, 1995, 2006; Zhang, 2011; Liu and Su, 2014; Farrer, 2006) It is in such a context that 

Zhen’ai Shengming got both criticism and praise online. Starting from the online discussion, I 

will investigate the contents of Zhen’ai Shengming and explore what kind of understanding of 

sex and sexuality
3
 the textbook conveys.  

                                                      
1
 The Chinese equivalent of Twitter; one of the most popular Chinese social media platforms.  

2
 The discussion in this thesis is limited to the situation in Mainland China. 

3
 In this thesis, by using “sex”, I refer to the biological characteristics and sexual activity; by using “sexuality”, I 

refer to the broader concept including gender identity, sexual orientations, sexual relations, sexual practices, and 

so on. 
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In this chapter, I will firstly introduce the basic information contained in Zhen’ai Shengming 

and address the online discussions about the textbook. Secondly, I will explain the research 

questions of this project and the reason I chose to study Zhen’ai Shengming. Then I will 

situate myself in the research by disclosing why this research matters to me. Finally, I will 

present the outline of this study.   

1.1 Background: Zhen’ai Shengming and the online discussion 

This section offers a brief introduction of Zhen’ai Shengming and a summary of the online 

discussions about the textbook. Firstly, I will present the basic information of the textbook. 

Secondly, I will outline the key arguments about the textbook online.  

1.1.1 Introduction of Zhen’ai Shengming 

Edited by the Research Group of Sex Education for Children, Beijing Normal University 

(hereinafter called the “Research Group of Sex Education for Children”), Zhen’ai Shengming 

is a series of sex education textbooks designed for elementary school students. The project of 

designing a sex education curriculum for elementary school students started in May 2007, 

when Beijing Normal University launched a program for providing migrant children in a 

Beijing elementary school with sex education. The Research Group of Sex Education for 

Children was therefore established. With the experiences accumulated through providing sex 

education for the migrant children, the project team gradually designed a school-based sex 

education curriculum, and Zhen’ai Shengming was the result. Zhen’ai Shengming includes 

twelve volumes in total, for students from the first grade to the sixth grade (aged from six to 

twelve years old) in elementary school. The first edition of Zhen’ai Shengming was published 

in 2010 by Beijing Normal University Publishing Group. The second edition of Zhen’ai 

Shengming was published in 2014 by the same publishing group.
4
 (Liu and Su, 2014; Liu, 

2017) It should be noted that due to the censorship in China, not all publications can be 

released freely. China’s editors and publishers have always acted as gatekeepers that decide 

what can be known by the public and what cannot (MacKinnon, 2008). In other words, being 

officially published means that Zhen’ai Shengming is proved acceptable by the publisher.   

 

The composition of Zhen’ai Shengming applies both an official guideline issued in China and 

a guidance provided by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

                                                      
4
 The analysis of Zhen’ai Shengming in this thesis is based on the second edition. Largely remaining similar with 

the first edition, the second edition did small adjustments and included the twelfth volume that was not available 

in the first edition. 
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(UNESCO). In 2008, the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China issued the 

Guidelines for Health Education in Elementary School and Middle School (hereinafter called 

the “Guidelines”). The Guidelines provide concrete requirements in terms of health education, 

including content related to sex education. The contents of Zhen’ai Shengming are mainly 

based on the Guidelines. In addition to the Guidelines, the research group localizes the 

International Technical Guidance on Sexuality Education by UNESCO (hereinafter called the 

“UNESCO Guidance”) when editing Zhen’ai Shengming. According to the Research Group 

of Sex Education for Children, Zhen’ai Shengming is now used as the standard textbook in 18 

non-state elementary schools for migrant children in Beijing. In addition to these Beijing 

schools, some schools outside of Beijing have introduced Zhen’ai Shengming to students as 

an extracurricular book. Many parents have bought Zhen’ai Shengming for their children at 

home as well. (Liu, 2017) 

In the beginning of March 2017, after the mother complained about the textbook on Sina 

Weibo, the discussion about Zhen’ai Shengming went viral online. The Chinese netizens 

questioned whether the contents of Zhen’ai Shengming were suitable for elementary school 

students. Replying to the mother’s post, a representative from the Department of Education, 

Zhejiang province
5
 commented that, the sex education book was not a textbook but an 

extracurricular reading book; therefore, it required a less rigorous official inspection. In terms 

of the contents, the representative stated that even though the Department of Education could 

not comment on the contents, since the book was edited by professionals and published by a 

proper publishing press, there should be no problem with the contents of Zhen’ai Shengming. 

(Lu, 2017) However, due to the heated online discussions, the elementary school where the 

mother’s kid studied recalled their recommendation for the textbook as extracurricular reading 

material, because it had become a controversial issue. There was a period when Zhen’ai 

Shengming was unavailable in all online stores as well. On March 31, 2017, Zhen’ai 

Shengming reappeared in online stores. On June 2, 2017, the chief editor of Zhen’ai 

Shengming, Liu Wenli was interviewed by China Central Television (CCTV)
6
 as part of a 

special TV program for The International Children’s Day. The TV program affirmed the 

research on sex education for children, especially the research done by the Research Group of 

Sex Education for Children. 

                                                      
5
 Zhejiang province is one of the richest and most developed provinces in China. 

6
 The most influential state TV station in China. 
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The information provided above indicates a contradiction. On the one hand, Zhen’ai 

Shengming is an officially published textbook, which means its contents are approved by state 

authorities. Furthermore, the interview by CCTV indicates the supportive attitude towards 

Zhen’ai Shengming by the state media as well. On the other hand, the contents of Zhen’ai 

Shengming have raised fierce discussion – both criticism and praise from the public, which 

means there is something at stake with the textbook. The following section presents the online 

debate on Zhen’ai Shengming. 

1.1.2 Online discussion about Zhen’ai Shengming  

The comments about Zhen’ai Shengming online are polarized. The online condemners of 

Zhen’ai Shengming mainly focus on two key issues: 1) the straightforward description about 

the human body and issues related to sex, and 2) the introduction of sexual minorities. 

Meanwhile, there are plenty of netizens arguing against the criticizers as well. They believe 

that the contents of Zhen’ai Shengming are exactly what children today in China need. In this 

section, I will present the online debates on Weibo that started from the mother’s complaint.  

1.1.2.1 The sex education textbook talks about sex way too explicitly  

On February 28, 2017, the mother in Hangzhou posted a Sina Weibo post with three pictures, 

complaining about the textbook Zhen’ai Shengming that her daughter was reading. The first 

picture shows the cover of Zhen’ai Shengming. The other two pictures are from the textbook. 

The second picture shows the second page of the textbook (Figure 1.1). For introducing the 

conception process, there are two illustrations picturing heterosexual intercourse, including 

one close-up picture showing the sexual organs. The description under the close-up 

illustration reads as “father puts his penis into mother’s vagina”.  

 

Figure 1.1 Page of Zhen’ai Shengming posted by the mother online 
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The third picture (left frame in Figure 1.2) shows a middle-aged woman talking to a boy who 

is not included in the picture: “Xiao Jun, you have grown taller. Take off your pants and let 

Aunt Li check if your penis has grown bigger.” The picture does not show the whole 

illustration, which alters the original meaning of the illustration. The original illustration 

(right frame in Figure 1.2) describes how the boy protects himself from the woman. The boy 

tells Aunt Li, “No. I need to go home soon”. He also thinks that “I must tell father and mother 

about it when I get back home”. The short description under this illustration reads “refuse 

acquaintances to touch your private parts”. 

   

Figure 1.2 Illustration in Zhen’ai Shengming 

The mother’s post provoked heated discussion online. Many netizens agreed with the mother 

that the students were not supposed to learn about sex as they were too young – what if the 

young children were induced to engage in sexual activities? There were also comments 

questioning how a pervert like Aunt Li could be presented in the textbook. For these netizens, 

the children are innocent and pure, while all information about sex is the opposite of purity. 

As children are supposed to have nothing to do with sex, they do not need to learn about sex. 

Therefore, to teach them about sexual intercourse is too explicit, and to inform the children 

about pedophiles is perverted. The netizens rejected the content in relation to sex in the 

textbook by problematizing it or mocking it. In addition to the content about sex, quite a few 

netizens found the description about sexual minorities in the textbook questionable.  

1.1.2.2 “Should we guanshu (instill) the idea that ‘homosexuality is normal’ in children?” 

For many netizens, the description of sexual minorities in the sex education textbook is 

inappropriate as well. In the textbook for students in the first semester of sixth grade, the third 

unit in Zhen’ai Shengming introduces sexual orientation. According to the textbook, sexual 

orientation includes heterosexuality, homosexuality, and bisexuality. In terms of people’s 

rights, the textbook states that all people have equal rights to education and career 

development and all can have a fulfilling intimate relationship and become parents regardless 
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of their sexual orientation. These statements provoked some netizens to disagree. If the 

textbook tries to guanshu (instill) the idea in students that the homosexuals can be as happy as 

the heterosexuals, then how should we teach the children to deal with homosexual marriage? 

Is it ok to instill the idea that “homosexuality is normal” in children? How far can we go in 

terms of accepting homosexuality? These questions were common in the online comments.  

In general, among the online opponents, there were three main points raised to argue against 

the presentation of sexual minorities in the textbook. The first position is the most 

conservative, which believes that sexual minorities are abnormal; therefore, sexual minorities 

should not be introduced to innocent children at all. Some netizens worried that children 

might become homosexual after learning about homosexuality. The second argument focuses 

on the judicial issue in practice: in China, homosexual people do not have the same rights as 

the heterosexuals. For example, the law does not recognize homosexual marriage, adoption or 

surrogacy for homosexual couples. Therefore, it is misleading to promote the idea that 

“homosexual marriage is just as happy and fulfilling as heterosexual marriage” in the 

textbook. The third point accepts the introduction of homosexuality but points out that 

homosexual people should not have their own voice; instead, they can be commented upon as 

the “others” by heterosexuals in the textbook. People who share this idea state that most 

people hold the view that “I don’t interfere with other people’s life: as long as it has nothing 

to do with me (or my family members, especially children), I can even wish homosexual 

people a happy life”. Compared to the idea that “homosexuality is abnormal”, this position is 

already pretty radical – at least the existence of homosexual people is recognized.  

Even though the contents in terms of the presentation of sex and sexual minorities in Zhen’ai 

Shengming have aroused controversy, they are also widely supported online at the same time. 

For many netizens, Zhen’ai Shengming is “the best sex education textbook available in 

China”.  

1.1.3 The best sex education textbook in China  

The critiques of Zhen’ai Shengming focus on its explicit description of sex and the inclusive 

tone for introducing the sexual minorities, while the netizens who support Zhen’ai Shengming 

argue that this information is necessary and important in a sex education textbook. They ask, 

what should a sex education textbook include if sex cannot be included? In terms of the 

content in relation to sexual minorities, they state that one’s sexual orientation does not 

change easily, so there is no need to worry that all children will become gay after reading the 



  

7 

 

textbook. The most influential post was written by a college student in Beijing. Before the 

textbook became a heated topic online, she went to the elementary school for migrant children 

where the Research Group for Sex Education worked and audited several sex education 

classes there. Having read the online comments in relation to Zhen’ai Shengming, she wrote a 

long article on Sina Weibo in support of the textbook. This article gained more than 40 

million views and 60,000 reposts on Weibo and was reported by many news media as well. 

(Shen, 2017) 

In the article, the college student argues that Zhen’ai Shengming might be the best sex 

education textbook in China at present. She points out three main reasons in support of the 

textbook: scientific attitude towards sex, introduction about sexual orientation, and emphasis 

on gender equality. Firstly, the textbook introduces sexual knowledge with a scientific tone, 

including sexual organs, puberty development, and sexual behaviors. As most Chinese parents 

are not comfortable about telling their children the scientific names of sexual organs directly, 

they might feel shocked when they read those names in the textbook. She claims that it is 

important to refer to the sexual organs by the scientific names in the textbook so that the 

children will not get confused about how to name the sexual organs. Secondly, the textbook 

introduces the concept of sexual orientation and discrimination on the basis of sexual 

orientation, which is quite rare in Chinese sex education textbooks. The textbook also 

includes guidance for protecting oneself from sexual abuse. Finally, the textbook emphasizes 

gender equality. The students are told that both boys and girls are independent; both men and 

women have the right to express their own opinions; there should not be gender 

discrimination in career development. She states that for most parents and young people in 

China, this kind of sex education might never have been available for them. In most other sex 

education textbooks, the attitude towards sex is still quite conservative, and sexual orientation 

other than heterosexuality might have never been addressed or even acknowledged to be 

problematic
7
. (Zhou, 2017) 

Many Sina Weibo users commented on the article, sharing their own experience about never 

having had a proper sex education when they were young. Many parents commented that they 

planned to buy the textbook for their kids. In addition to the article posted by the college 

student, there were also other netizens arguing that it was important to teach sexuality in a sex 

education textbook. There were many comments on the Hangzhou mother’s post stating that 

                                                      
7
 According to Zhou (2017), in the textbook named Scientific Sex Education for High School Students published 

by Jiangxi Gaoxiao Press and 21st Century Publication in 2016, certain contents are found to be sexist, such as 

statement claiming that premarital sex is the cause of young women’s depravation.   
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sex should not be regarded as dirty and improper. Furthermore, it is not rare to read opinions 

in support of the rights of sexual minorities. The netizens argued that sexual orientation was 

not something that could be easily influenced by learning about homosexuality; on the 

contrary, including homosexuality and bisexuality in the textbook was good for the sexual 

minority students to live in a friendly environment and accept themselves being different from 

the majority. 

1.2 Research questions  

Reading the arguments from both sides, it is clear that the netizens have opposite opinions 

towards Zhen’ai Shengming. For those netizens who dislike the textbook, they claim that the 

description of sexual behaviors in the textbook is too explicit; it may provoke an early sexual 

debut among children. While for their objectors, they argue that it is important to address 

sexual knowledge directly – sex should not be a taboo topic in sex education. The children 

need sex education, so they will be more likely to protect themselves from potential danger 

(sexual abuse in particular) and less likely to have sex at an early stage. For those netizens 

who criticize the textbook, they believe that the information about sexual minorities is not 

appropriate. Since the rights of sexual minorities are not equal to the ones of straight people in 

China, the children should not be misled that non-homosexual people can be happy just like 

the so-called normal people. While for the netizens who hold the opposite idea, they argue 

that it is a great improvement for the textbook to include the concept of sexual orientation and 

present the life of homosexual and bisexual people. In addition to the netizens’ support, there 

is official recognition of Zhen’ai Shengming through the press media. Since Zhen’ai 

Shengming has provoked plenty of criticism online, then there must be something radical in 

the textbook; while the textbook is successfully published and acknowledged officially, so the 

contents of Zhen’ai Shengming are therefore proven to be moderate at least to a certain extent. 

It is the subtle balance between the radicalness and moderateness within Zhen’ai Shengming 

that leads to the following research questions: 

Regarding Zhen’ai Shengming as a compromise between the radical and moderate content, 

what kinds of understanding of sex and sexuality are presented in the textbook?  

To analyze this question, I will focus on two issues: 

a) By attending to the absent, marginal and alternative discourses, how is the issue of 

desire and pleasure dealt with in the textbook? 
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b) By attending to the absent, marginal and alternative discourses, what kind of sexual 

orientation and relations are recognized and approved in the textbook?  

By asking the questions above, I situate this project in the field of feminist research. The sex 

and sexuality issues in the textbook that I am going to investigate are key concepts in feminist 

research. Feminist researchers have redefined the way to perceive sex and sexuality. Claiming 

that the concepts in relation to sex and sexuality are socially constructed rather than natural, 

feminist researchers have challenged the previous notion of sex and sexuality. (Butler, 1990; 

Martin, 1991) Furthermore, feminist epistemology challenges the positivist, androcentric way 

of knowing. Knowledge is always situated, partial, and limited; it is crucial to investigate the 

political economy of knowledge production. (Harding, 1987; Bhavnani, 2004) Applying a 

feminist approach, the study focuses on predominant expressions and discussions, as well as 

the absent, marginal, and alternative ones in the textbook. Moreover, I pay particular attention 

to how power relations and social structures influence the production of the understandings of 

sex and sexuality in the textbook. 

1.3 Why study Zhen’ai Shengming? 

As the above overview shows, sex education in China is a topic that is still under debate. The 

online discussion about Zhen’ai Shengming provides me an opportunity to follow the current 

understandings and expectations of sex education in Chinese society, and further provokes me 

to explore what kind of knowledge in relation to sex and sexuality is presented in the textbook. 

By studying Zhen’ai Shengming, I do not regard it as a representative of all the Chinese sex 

education textbooks; rather, I see it as a case to tease out the tensions that exist in sex 

education in present-day China. I chose Zhen’ai Shengming as the research object, as it is 

probably the most well-known sex education textbook in China. Most school-based sex 

education textbooks are limited to students within a single province, while Zhen’ai 

Shengming has been widely used and discussed by the public nationally. The reflections by 

the Research Group of Sex Education for Children reveals the key features they emphasize, 

while the online discussion about the textbook and Chinese sex education examines the 

situation of the Chinese sex education from a non-academic perspective. Therefore, I can 

benefit from the published reflections by the Research Group of Sex Education for Children 

as well as the public discussions for raising my questions and evaluating the textbook. 

Furthermore, sex education in China is an under-researched topic. In Review and Prospect of 

Research on Sex Education for the Chinese Youth in the New Century, after going through 
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more than 500 Chinese academic articles published since 1982, Wang Xiying and Wang 

Yiran (2012) summarize two types of research on Chinese sex education. The first kind is the 

descriptive one that introduces the history and present day Chinese sex education, and the 

second is empirical research using quantitative methods for understanding people’s sexual 

knowledge, sexual attitudes, and sexual behaviors (p. 48). There is little research applying a 

feminist approach to study sex education in China. The discourses on sex and sexuality in 

Chinese sex education are rarely discussed. Therefore, informed by the feminist theories and 

research, this project can address the gender issue in China through a close reading of the sex 

education textbook.  

My study is to participate in the ongoing discussion about sex education in present-day China. 

By engaging in the conversation, I seek to investigate the tensions and dilemmas existing in 

China’s sex education through explaining how Zhen’ai Shengming balances its radicalness 

and moderateness. As the production, publication, and consumption of Zhen’ai Shengming 

are all happening in present-day China, it is important to take the specific Chinese social 

factors into consideration when analyzing the textbook.  

1.4 What does this research mean to me? 

Before I continue, I think it is necessary to situate myself in this research and explain why this 

research matters to me. As a Chinese woman born in the early 1990s, I never had sex 

education in any kind of form at school. I remember clearly that when I was in grade 8, we 

were supposed to learn about the human reproductive organs in the biology class. The teacher 

just asked us to read the textbook by ourselves and discuss in small groups. He also told us to 

ask questions freely. I was curious about how the sperm cell could move forward according to 

the textbook. I shared my confusion with another girl and two boys in my group; they could 

not answer me. “You may ask the teacher.” One suggests. I did not feel like asking such a 

question. “Do you feel embarrassed?” I nodded. I do not remember if anybody asked anything 

in that class. I do not know why I felt it so difficult to ask that question. Did the teacher’s 

behavior influence me or was I influenced by the surroundings even before I realized it? A 

few weeks after that class, I found a bit blood in my underwear one noon. I came to realize it 

was my menarche, but I pretended that nothing had happened and went to school. That night I 

came back home and found more blood. There was no way to pretend that nothing had 

happened, so I told my mother that there was blood in my underwear in a tone as if I had done 

something wrong. I felt uncomfortable to say “menstruation” directly; I wanted to pretend that 

I knew nothing. She brought me a menstrual pad, and asked, “It is menstruation. Didn’t you 
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learn about it from your biology class?” Assuming that the school would teach her daughter 

everything, my mother did not tell me anything other than to show me how to use the pad. I 

did read about the content in relation to menstruation from my biology class, but nothing 

more – maybe my mother believed that was enough. According to the discussion with my 

friends, I do not think my experience was any different from theirs. 

In March 2017, a novel named Fang Siqi de Chulian Leyuan (Fang Siqi’s First Love Paradise) 

was published in Taiwan and became quite popular online. The novel was written by a young 

Taiwanese writer, Lin Yihan. In this novel, the heroine Fang Siqi, a young girl is sexually 

abused by her teacher from cram school. According to Lin, the novel is based on real stories 

(her parents claimed that the story resembled Lin’s personal experience). Lin Yihan 

committed suicide shortly after publishing the novel.  

In the novel, Fang Siqi has a brief discussion with her mother after being sexually abused by 

her cram school teacher. She tries to talk about her situation indirectly: 

Fang: We have all kinds of education in our home, but not sex education. 

Fang’s Mother: Sex education is for those who have sex.  

After that, Fang Siqi decided not to mention about her experience to her parents any more. (Lin, 

2017, p. 98, translated by me) 

I was touched by this conversation, as that was exactly how I felt when I grew up. My parents 

and teachers gave me similar messages both directly and indirectly: pay attention to your 

study; you do not need sex so there is no need for sex education. However, there were 

advertisements for treating sexually transmitted diseases and impotence, painless abortions, 

and hymen restoration surgery everywhere – buses, public toilets, and utility poles. On the 

one hand, Chinese children are expected to be and regarded as pure and desexualized; on the 

other hand, the surroundings are packed with messages in respect to sex.  

Therefore, to study sex education means to study something that was unavailable for me and 

many other Chinese young people of my age. While with the heated online discussion about 

Zhen’ai Shengming and sex education, more and more people have been able to find out 

about the textbook as well as the importance of sex education. When I got to know Zhen’ai 

Shengming via Sina Weibo, I participated in the online discussion and defended it. However, 

in this thesis, my position is different from the position I took when I posted online. I will 

attend to Zhen’ai Shengming in a critical way. To be critical does not mean that I assume the 
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textbook is problematic; rather, I will situate it in the Chinese context and explain why 

Zhen’ai Shengming is what it is now.  

1.5 Outline of the study  

In this chapter, I have introduced the controversial Chinese sex education textbook Zhen’ai 

Shengming and the comments about it online. There are plenty of netizens who regard 

Zhen’ai Shengming as inappropriate for children due to its radicalness; while many others 

believe that the textbook is exactly what the Chinese students need nowadays as it can be so 

liberating. The heated online debate made me wonder if there was something at stake in sex 

education in present-day China. Therefore, I choose to investigate the understandings of sex 

and sexuality in the textbook. By analyzing Zhen’ai Shengming, I use it as a case to study the 

tensions in sex education in China today. Before analysis, I will firstly introduce the 

theoretical approach and methodological implications of this thesis work in Chapter 2. In 

Chapter 3 and Chapter 4, I will further explain the Chinese social background for 

understanding Zhen’ai Shengming. Chapter 3 introduces the tradition of Chinese sex 

education since the Republican period in the early 1910s, while Chapter 4 tends to the social 

transitions since the economic reform and opening-up. By presenting the Chinese social 

contexts, I will link them with the online discussions and my own analysis of the textbook. In 

Chapter 5, I present my own reading of the sex education textbook. Relating to the online 

discussion, I focus on two overarching issues in the sex education textbook, including the 

discourse of desire and pleasure and the presentation of different sexual orientations and 

relations. Through presenting the dominant articulations as well as the absent, marginal and 

alternative ones in the textbook, I discuss what kinds of understanding of sex and sexuality 

are produced for its target reader. In Chapter 6, I summarize my findings and suggest topics 

for further research in the future. 
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Chapter 2 Theoretical approach and methodology 

In this chapter, I introduce the theoretical approach I chose for the study and explain the 

methodological issues. I will start by introducing the Foucauldian view of power and 

knowledge production and argue for the choice of this approach as my main theoretical 

perspective. Having explained the theoretical approach, I will introduce the Critical Discourse 

Analysis as the analytical approach of this thesis work. Then I will draw on my experience of 

doing research between cultural contexts by reflecting on the process of presenting the 

Chinese knowledge to the international stage. Finally, I will look into the limitations of the 

research design. 

2.1 Power and knowledge production: a Foucauldian view  

In this thesis, I aim to investigate the understandings of sex and sexuality in a Chinese sex 

education textbook. As my focus is the knowledge production of sex and sexuality for 

educating young students, Foucault’s theories about the regulation of the individual’s body 

and sexuality and the relation of knowledge and power are useful. In this section, I draw on 

Foucault’s notions of power, especially bio-power and the power-knowledge nexus.  

Power is a key notion in Foucault’s work. Foucault (1977, 1978, 1980) argues that Western 

Europe has witnessed a rise of a modern kind of power from the 18th century. In contrary to 

the old-fashioned sovereign power that was to “take life or let live”, the modern power is to 

“foster life or disallow it to the point of death” (1978, p. 138). Human life has become the 

central object of modern power, as it began to be regarded as physical guarantors of the 

prosperity of the state. Foucault sees the power over life being exercised at two poles: the 

human body and the population. The former regards the human body as a machine. The 

emerging social institutions – such as schools, hospitals, workshops – adopt disciplinary 

techniques to discipline the body and finally produce subjugated, docile and productive 

individuals for the sake of society. Moreover, the disciplinary power induces individuals to 

engage in self-regulation through daily practices. The regulation of the population is what 

Foucault refers to as bio-power, which focuses on the collective of human life through 

scientific interventions at every stage of the biological life, such as births, mortality, and 

morbidity. Bio-power does not exclude the disciplinary power, rather, it integrates the 

disciplinary power and “embed(s) itself in existing disciplinary techniques” (Foucault, 2003, p. 

242). As sexuality connects the human body and population, it is the key target of power. 
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Through regulating sexuality, power can control both individuals and populations. (Foucault, 

1978, p. 139) It should be noted that sovereign power does not disappear with the rise of the 

modern kind of power. Rather, the two kinds of power are interrelated in modern societies. 

Foucault (2003, pp. 260-263) remarks that socialist states may apply different mechanisms 

that involve both sovereign power and bio-power intensively for regulating and promoting 

human life. The Chinese case is an example of this, but in different times and places, one kind 

of power might be more prevalent than the other. For instance, the one-child policy aims at 

controlling the population’s quantity as well quality, but the practices for carrying out this 

policy have resulted in a large number of deaths of fetuses and infants. The politics of one-

child policy involves “different mixtures of sovereignty and bio-power” in different stages 

(Greenhalgh and Winckler, 2005, pp. 322-323). 

In examining the modern kind of power, Foucault notes that power is not the violent, 

dominant strength that only belongs to a certain class or individuals and comes from top to 

bottom. Rather than being repressive and negative, power is omnipresent and productive. 

Power is dispersed throughout society in all kinds of social relations, daily practices, and 

disciplinary institutions. Being involved in our daily lives, we are all inevitably part of power. 

By the same token, power does not use forms such as prohibitions or censorship
8
, rather, it 

operates by producing pleasure, knowledge, and discourses. As Foucault (1980, p. 119) states,  

What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it doesn’t only 

weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, 

forms knowledge, produces discourses. It needs to be considered as a productive network which 

runs through the whole social body, much more than as a negative instance whose function is 

repression. 

Even though power is everywhere, power is not distributed equally. No individuals or groups 

have the ability to control the whole power-diagram, but certain individuals or groups do have 

more control over the power-diagram than the others. Under such circumstances, the 

knowledge produced by power relations is not value-free; instead, “power and knowledge 

directly imply one another…there is no power relationship without the correlative constitution 

of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the 

same time power relations” (Foucault, 1977, p. 27). Foucault emphasizes the dynamic 

                                                      
8
 The power here refers to the modern kind of power, while as I stated above, both sovereignty and bio-power 

exist in China. Sex education can be regarded as one example of the non-violent form of power, but the non-

violent form of power is not the only kind of power in China. 
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relations between knowledge and power rather than just stating that knowledge is produced by 

power. As long as the knowledge is introduced into the real world and used for regulating 

social conducts, it is associated with power relations for regulating and disciplining through 

institutional apparatus and different technologies, including but not limited to “discourses, 

institutions, architectural arrangements, regulations, laws, administrative measures, scientific 

statements, (and) philosophic propositions” (Foucault, 1980, p. 194). 

In The History of Sexuality: vol. 1, an introduction, through presenting a genealogy of 

sexuality in Western society, Foucault states that it is through the different scholarly 

disciplines (such as science, medicine, and psychiatry) and disciplinary institutions (such as 

the hospital, the school, and the army) that the particular understandings of sex and sexuality 

are constructed. These understandings of sex and sexuality imply the distinction between the 

normal and the deviant, and induces people to conform to the norms. Through showing how 

human sexuality was regulated and presented differently in different historical periods, 

Foucault claims that sex and sexuality are historical products rather than ahistorical natural 

realities. By saying so, it means that one’s understandings and practices of sex and sexuality 

are based on and limited to one’s position in time and space. Foucault emphasizes that the 

dynamics between knowledge, power, and discourse legitimate specific knowledges
9
 as truth 

while marginalizing the others. That is to say, certain notions which are regarded as “true” are 

not a result of their inherent features, but a result of certain power relations that legitimate 

them as truth. The specific way of knowing and producing knowledge is related to discourse. 

For Foucault, discourse is the process that produces knowledge through language and other 

social practices. Discourse is not only about what is said, but also what can be said, how 

something is said, when something is said, where something is said, and so on. With these 

specific ways of knowing and producing knowledge, certain subjects are defined as valid. In 

other words, “a subject’s ability to speak is ontologically bounded by the discourses through 

which his or her subjectivity is constructed” (Heller, 1996, p. 91). Even though Foucault 

states that all subjects are discursively constructed, it does not mean that subjectification is a 

homogeneous process. Within different power-relations, there are multiple historically 

specific discourses instead of one single discourse. These multiple discourses therefore 

produce different subject positions, for example, hegemonic ones and counter-hegemonic 

ones, which suggests the possibility of resistance.  

                                                      
9
 By using knowledges instead of knowledge, I mean there are different kinds of knowledge instead of just one 

single kind of knowledge. 
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Foucault points out that resistance is always correlated with power. “As soon as there is a 

power relation, there is the possibility of resistance” (Foucault, 1989, p. 153). For Foucault, 

both power and resistance refer to the capacity to enable transformation. That being said, 

resistance is just a different form of power. There is no fixed position of power or resistance – 

it just depends on the perspective for examining the power relation. In addition, the 

mechanisms of power are inherently reversible. These mechanisms do not guarantee tactical 

effects, which means that they can be used for legitimizing as well as contesting the same 

ideas, positions, and institutions. As Foucault states, discourse is one example of the 

reversible power mechanisms: 

[W]e must conceive discourse as a series of discontinuous segments whose tactical function is 

neither uniform nor stable. To be more precise, we must not imagine a world of discourse 

divided between accepted discourse and excluded discourse, or between the dominant discourse 

and the dominated one; but as a multiplicity of discursive elements that can come into play in 

various strategies… and with the shifts and reutilizations of identical formulas for contrary 

objectives that it also includes. (Foucault, 1990, p. 100) 

Furthermore, as stated above, discourses do not stay all the same, they change along with the 

social transformations. Therefore, discourses, knowledges, discursively constructed subject 

positions, and the possibility of resistance should be examined within the specific historical 

contexts.  

According to Foucault, discourse, power, and knowledge are always interrelated. The 

constitution of knowledge is always associated with power relations and knowledge always 

enforces power relations at the same time. Moreover, by pointing out that power is productive, 

Foucault shifts the focus from the grand dominant forms of power to the multiple small tactics 

and mechanism within daily discourses, such as legislation, stories, medical advice, academic 

writings, and so on. For Foucault, to study these discourses is more than to study the texts and 

representations, but to take the whole discursive formations into consideration. (Hall, 1997, 

pp. 48-51) Inspired the Foucauldian perspective, I acknowledge that rather than being natural 

and value-free, the statements about sex and sexuality in Zhen’ai Shengming are produced 

under the influence of specific power structures, which I will further elaborate on in the 

following two chapters. The legitimized knowledge in the textbook induces the students to 

conform to certain norms in their daily practices for producing the specific bodies desired by 

society. Through examining the textual materials in Zhen’ai Shengming and drawing on the 

broader social context in contemporary China, I attend to the process of discursive formation 



  

17 

 

in the producing of Zhen’ai Shengming. The following section further discusses the analytical 

approach I use for this thesis work.   

2.2 Analytical approach: Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis 

In this thesis, I set out to analyze the textual materials from the sex education textbook and 

situate them in the broader social contexts. I found Norman Fairclough’s approach to critical 

discourse analysis (CDA) the suitable method for my research. By suggesting a three-

dimensional model for CDA, Fairclough examines the text along with discursive and social 

practices in broader contexts. In this section, I will first introduce the three-dimensional model 

by Fairclough and explain how I use CDA for this project, and then I present how I selected 

the empirical material for analysis. 

2.2.1 Fairclough’s three-dimensional model for CDA 

As discussed in the previous section, Foucault points out that discourse is a series of 

knowledge production processes through language as well as other social practices. It is 

within the discourse that things become meaningful. Influenced by Foucault’s theory, 

Fairclough acknowledges that “discourse is both constitutive and constituted” (Jørgensen and 

Phillips, 2002, p. 61). Being constitutive refers to the role discourse plays in constructing and 

reconstructing the social world. Meanwhile, discourse is also constituted as it is influenced by 

the social structures and it reflects the social world. In this case, discourse is used in an 

abstract way that refers to the use of language and other semiotic practices (such as 

photography) as social practice (ibid, p. 66; Fairclough, 1995, p. 131). For Fairclough, 

discourse has two more notions. Discourse can be understood as “the kind of language used 

within a specific field”, for example, scientific discourse (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 66). 

More concretely, discourse is used as a count noun that refers to the specific way of 

representing the world (ibid; Fairclough, 2003, p. 26). Based on the understanding of the 

concept of discourse, Fairclough’s approach to CDA is different from Foucault’s analysis of 

discourse. Fairclough emphasizes the textually oriented discourse analysis while Foucault 

focuses on structures, overlooking real texts and practices. Focusing on the textually oriented 

discourse analysis does not mean that Fairclough aims at reducing discourse analysis to 

textual analysis. Rather, Fairclough comes up with a three-dimension analysis framework for 

analyzing discursive events. Firstly, the discursive event is a text; secondly, the discursive 

event is associated with the process of production and consumption, which is the discursive 

practice; finally, the discursive event should be examined along with its broader social 
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conditions and effects as a social practice. All the three dimensions should be taken into 

consideration when doing CDA. (Fairclough, 1992, p. 56; Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 68)  

 

Figure 2.1 Three-dimensional model for CDA (Fairclough, 1992, p.73) 

Figure 2.1 presents Fairclough’s three-dimensional model for CDA. The model presents that 

the analysis of discourse should combine three analytical traditions: 1) close textual analysis 

that focuses on the linguistic features of the text; 2) the microsociological tradition that 

analyzes social practice in relation to social members’ involvement in understanding as well 

as making the social world; 3) the macrosociological tradition that examines social practice 

along with grand social structures (ibid, p. 72). Through relating the language use to social 

practice, the three-dimensional model underlines that texts can only be understood and 

interpreted within specific social context. According to Fairclough, situating the discursive 

practice into broader social power relations does not suggest that social members are just 

passively controlled by the power structure. On the one hand, the social members’ practices 

are influenced by existing power relations without being aware of it; on the other hand, the 

discursive practices of social members are often “heterogeneous and contradictory”, which 

indicates the potential for producing new discourses and power structures at the same time 

(ibid). CDA pays attention to how discursive practices contribute to the production and 

reproduction of power relations, which makes it suitable for this study. This thesis employs 
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CDA to identify the discourses of sex and sexuality in the textbook and pays attention to the 

power dynamics in producing the understandings of sex and sexuality in the textbook.  

Following Jørgensen and Phillips’s reading of Fairclough, even though the three-dimensional 

model for CDA suggests analyzing discourse as text, discursive practice and social practice, it 

is not mandatory to use all the methods in one research project. The application of the 

methods varies depending on the specific research projects and research questions. (Jørgensen 

and Phillips, 2002, p. 76) For example, Fairclough (1992, p. 61) emphasizes textually-

oriented discourse analysis in his own research, as it provides concrete details of discursive 

practices for analyzing abstract concepts, such as power relations, social and cultural values. 

Meanwhile, regarding the procedure that deals with the analysis of texts as description, 

Fairclough (1992) underlines that the description cannot be detached from interpretation, 

which means interpreting the texts regarding the analysis of social practice (p. 73, pp. 198-

199). As my research question is about the understandings of sex and sexuality in Zhen’ai 

Shengming, this thesis will mainly focus on the texts in the textbook. I have drawn on the 

online discussion about Zhen’ai Shengming in Chapter 1, but I do not intend to discuss the 

consumption of the texts in the following analysis chapter. Rather, I analyze the textual 

materials concerning sex and sexuality in the textbook (description), and further investigate 

the power relations in the production of the textbook by relating the textbook with broader 

social conditions in contemporary China (interpretation). 

2.2.2 Selecting empirical material 

The empirical material for my analysis is the textual materials from Zhen’ai Shengming. 

Zhen’ai Shengming includes twelve volumes for elementary school students from the first 

grade to the sixth grade; each volume is used for one semester. I go through all twelve of 

these volumes and select the contents in relation to sex and sexuality. It should be noted that 

CDA does not aim to cover all the texts and ideas in a particular field (Sriwimon and Zilli, 

2017), and it is impractical to present all the contents of the textbook. As the two focuses of 

my research question are 1) the presentation of pleasure and desire, and 2) the presentation of 

sexuality in the textbook, I select the contents that I believe are directly associated with these 

two topics. For the presentation of pleasure and desire, I select the contents in relation to 

masturbation, attitudes towards sex, sexual arousal, teenage pregnancy and the prevention of 

teenage pregnancy. For the presentation of sexuality, I select the contents regarding marriage, 

fostering children, sexual orientation, and the introduction of genitalia. In addition, the 
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illustrations in the textbook are selected for analysis when necessary. Having read the whole 

textbook, I do not think the rest of the textbook would contradict my argument.  

By using CDA as the analytical approach in this thesis work, I will give my interpretations of 

the textual materials I select from the textbook. The process of interpretation should be 

transparent so that the readers are able to understand the original empirical material as well as 

each step of the interpretation process (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002, p. 126). In the analysis 

chapter, I will present the whole process of my interpretation by combining the translated 

textual materials and the detailed analytical statements, so that it will be possible for the 

readers to make their own judgments of the original empirical material. As the textbook is in 

Chinese, I translate all the Chinese texts into English – the issue of translation, and more 

broadly, how I present the Chinese case to the Western readers will be discussed in the 

following section. 

2.3 Doing research between cultural contexts 

As a Chinese student based in Norway researching Chinese sex education, I face a significant 

challenge in the research process, which is to present the Chinese text and context to the 

Western readers. It is important to bring local knowledge in China to the international stage so 

that it can be understood by more people. However, the procedure of making the local 

knowledge international implies the potential to change “the voices as well as the story” 

(Widerberg, 1998, p. 113). In Translating Gender, Widerberg (1998) discusses her experience 

of bringing Scandinavian research into the academic world that is recognized by the American 

standard. I would like to quote her and discuss my reflections on bringing Chinese research 

into the English-speaking academic world in this section. Widerberg argues that during the 

process of bringing local context to the global audience, certain concepts and contextual 

meanings from the original language and culture would inevitably be left out, while certain 

concepts and meanings of the English language and western culture would be added through 

the writer’s writing, translating, and the readers’ reading. How to present a “different” culture 

is a general question for foreign researchers. In this section, I will draw on three issues for 

elaborating on my attempts and challenges in doing research between cultural contexts: to 

present the Chinese text and context, to research the Chinese situation with Western theory, 

and to write up the thesis with a foreign language and within a foreign intellectual tradition.   
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2.3.1 Presenting the Chinese text and context  

Widerberg (1998) points out that the researchers who are not from the center of feminist 

studies (the US) often face the problem that they have to take the American experiences as 

their own experiences, while their own experiences are “othered”. The “othered” researchers 

are expected to generalize their local experience, in other words, to make their distinctive 

features invisible. Questioning this situation, Widerberg suggests a “clearer awareness of 

‘positionality’” (p. 135) to highlight the distinctive features and contributions from different 

cultures rather than eliminating them. In presenting the textual materials from Zhen’ai 

Shengming, I emphasize the Chinese context through the way I translate the text and include 

the illustrations from the textbook.  

When translating the texts from Zhen’ai Shengming, I try to use zhiyi (direct translation) 

instead of yiyi (free translation). Zhiyi and yiyi refer to the two ways of translation promoted 

by different translators in China (Fan, 2008). Yiyi tends to “follow only the gist or spirit of the 

source text and take the liberty to render it in expressive, full-flavored target language”, while 

zhiyi requires to “follow the source text in style, syntax, and even diction as closely as 

possible without trying to ‘naturalize’ it” (Qi, 2012). Therefore, yiyi produces more 

naturalized text in the target language, while zhiyi keeps the distinct foreign tone of the 

original text. I choose zhiyi as I tend to maintain the distinctive Chinese flavor in the 

translated text, even though sometimes these sentences would sound a bit weird in English. 

By making the translation foreign, I would like to remind the Western readers that they are 

reading an excerpt from a Chinese sex education textbook instead of a textbook from their 

culture
10

.  

In addition to keeping the Chinese tone in translating the texts from the textbook, I include 

quite many illustrations in the analysis. On the one hand, these illustrations provide more 

detailed and contextualized information for the analysis; on the other hand, I believe it is 

another way to avoid making the presentation “general” for all by including the Chinese 

illustrations. As the illustrations are presented as they are, there is no language barrier for the 

readers from any cultural background to read them. The readers may have their own reading 

of the illustration based on their diverse background and experiences. I would like to share 

one example of the different readings of the same illustration during my research. In the early 

                                                      
10

 The content itself may of course distinguish itself from the Western sex education textbooks. I would like to 

emphasize the Chinese tone both in form and content.  
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stage of my writing, I shared my draft with an Italian friend. She noticed something in one 

illustration that I had never spotted before. She pointed out that in the illustration about 

homosexual marriage, the lesbian couple was blonde. I had never noticed that the lesbian 

couple was blonde before she mentioned it. (Later I came to realize that actually, the lesbian 

couple was the only blonde couple in all the illustrations in the textbook.)  I have also shown 

the draft to a friend from Taiwan; she did not notice the hair color of the lesbian couple either. 

Growing up with Japanese cartoons, my Taiwanese friend and I are used to seeing the cartoon 

characters having hair or eyes of different colors. We have taken it for granted that the people 

in illustrations or animations may have different hair color or eye color, and the hair (or eye) 

color has nothing to do with one’s nationality or ethnicity. We just do not see it, or we 

stopped relating the hair (or eye) color to one’s identity in illustrations or animations. I need 

to acknowledge that my analysis of Zhen’ai Shengming is biased as my way of seeing is 

formed and therefore to some degree limited by my personal experiences, which I will discuss 

in the next section on the limitations of the research.  

Through translating the Chinese texts directly (zhiyi) and including the illustrations in Zhen’ai 

Shengming, I seek to present the distinctiveness of the Chinese text and context rather than 

making them invisible. However, to present the Chinese uniqueness is just the beginning – in 

the analysis, I inevitably use Western theory for interpreting China, which is another 

challenge for me. 

2.3.2 Western theory for interpreting China 

In Travelling Theory, Said (1984) points out that the original meanings and power embedded 

in the theories change when the theories are applied in new situations, which may lead to the 

misreading of the case. Transnational feminism has further challenged the knowledge 

production process that constructs the West as the subject and the East as the object since the 

1990s (Ahmad, 1992; Grewal and Kaplan, 1994). As my research mainly employs the 

Foucauldian concepts for examining the Chinese sex education textbook, I am aware that the 

Chinese context is different from the Western/European context where the theoretical 

concepts originate. To simply apply the Western-centric concepts and theories would lead to 

constructing the “stable subject-object identities, as well as ontological and epistemological 

distinctions” between the West and China (Ahmed, 1992, p. 183). Foucault (1982, p.778) 

himself claims that a theory cannot be taken for granted as a basis for analysis, as it indicates 

a prior objectification. On the other hand, the analytical work requires a continuing 
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conceptualization for proceeding. Foucault (ibid.) suggests a constant critical checking; that 

the researcher should have a “historical awareness of our present circumstance” and reflect on 

“the type of reality with which we are dealing”. For example, the concept of modern power by 

Foucault is not adequate enough to address the complexity in all the aspects of Chinese 

society. Foucault’s notion of power only suggests its ability to “make live” while it fails to 

acknowledge the sovereignty in modern society. My aim is therefore not to apply Foucault’s 

theory in an identical way. This research is inspired by Foucault, meanwhile, I acknowledge 

the possible cognitive bias in applying the Foucauldian theory and try to reduce it by situating 

my research in the Chinese context. Currently, the Foucauldian analysis of Chinese sex 

education is pretty rare in China, but there are quite a few studies employing a Foucauldian 

perspective to study how individuals are induced to become desiring and self-regulating 

subjects under the neoliberal governance (Greenhalgh and Winckler 2005; Hyde, 2007; Rofel, 

2007). In reviewing these works, Ho, et al. (2018) point out that in the Xi Jinping era, China is 

gradually turning into a more authoritarian regime, which means there is more repression and 

surveillance in addition to the neoliberal governance. Therefore, I remind the readers that my 

interpretation of the textbook is based on and limited to the present-day discussion on sex 

education in China.   

2.3.3 Writing in English as a non-native speaker 

Finally, as a non-native English speaker, I would like to discuss writing in English in 

particular. Language is not neutral. The use of language in cross-cultural communication has 

become a political and theoretical issue. Lillis et al. (2010) claim that English is not only a 

transparent medium; “its status within global evaluation systems is actually shaping what gets 

counted as knowledge” (p. 131). Therefore, to communicate their research in the international 

debate, all researchers are supposed to write in English, which is difficult for most non-native 

speakers. As English is not my first language, I am not able to use English as fluently and 

precisely as using my mother tongue. Furthermore, the academic writing style was also 

something new for me after I came to the University of Oslo. I used the service from the 

writing center for the first time when I did my exchange visit at the Australian National 

University (ANU) in 2017. As there are many Chinese students at ANU, the advisors there are 

quite familiar with the Chinese writing style. One of the advisors informed me of the 

difference between the English writing style and the Chinese style: the English style is 

organized in a way that the reader knows what to expect in the beginning, while the Chinese 

style expects the reader to follow until the end to see the whole picture. Moreover, the 
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Chinese exam-oriented educational system is featured with memorization, while the Western 

education values the individual perception, argument, and critical thinking. Therefore, writing 

in English does not only mean using a different language for writing, but also to adopt a new 

way of thinking for me.  

To conclude, conducting research between cultural borders involves three levels of challenge 

for me: to present the Chinese text and context to foreign readers, to interpret China with 

Western theory, and to explain the whole process in a foreign language and within a different 

educational tradition valuing a different way of thinking. Positioning myself as a researcher 

from the Chinese culture, I seek to emphasize the distinctive Chinese features rather than 

eliminating them. Meanwhile, my academic training experience in the West might lead to a 

biased Western perspective in interpreting China. I acknowledge the limitation in the analysis, 

and this challenge might be faced by many third world researchers. In the following section, I 

will further discuss the challenge I face and propose new directions for the research. 

2.4 Strengths and limitations of the research design 

Before concluding, I would like to reflect on the process of research design and discuss the 

strengths and limitations of this research. As I have presented, this research project mainly 

uses CDA for analyzing the textual materials from Zhen’ai Shengming. By concentrating on 

the textual materials, it enables me to offer a close reading of a present-day Chinese sex 

education textbook and provide a current case of how sex education is discussed in present-

day China from a gendered analytical perspective – which is still quite rare as explained 

above. Meanwhile, I also need to acknowledge that my interpretation of the textual materials 

is inevitably structured and to some degree limited by my cultural experience and theoretical 

perspectives.  

The objectivity of the discourse analytical approach has received general criticism. Positivism 

believes that knowledge is independent of the knowledge producer, and the knowledge 

producer is assumed to be objective. However, social constructivists and feminists claim that 

all knowledges are partial and situated within specific contexts. In terms of the analytical 

approach of CDA, Fairclough (2003, p. 14) states that it is impossible to reduce the reality the 

text contains to our partial, situated perceptions of the text. In other words, there is no 

absolute or full analysis of a given text. However, it does not mean that a text is not knowable 

– on the contrary, there are multiple ways of reading the text given different contexts. In 

addition, Fairclough points out that the choice of text in CDA is inherently selective as the 
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researcher has her own motivations to ask specific questions (ibid.). Meanwhile, Fairclough 

points out that textual analysis is only one beneficial tool for social research, which cannot 

replace other social analysis methods. The meaning of the text cannot be interpreted with a 

pre-existing framework; the description of the text should be examined along with specific 

social issues and a theoretical critique. (ibid, p. 16) In terms of this research project, I situate 

the textual materials from Zhen’ai Shengming in the Chinese social contexts. Through 

combing the text with the sex education tradition and the changing social conditions since the 

late 1970s in China, I seek to enable the readers to understand how I come to my 

interpretation and also allow them to have their own understanding of the textual materials 

from the textbook.  

In addition, as Chinese sex education is still a relatively under-researched field for feminist 

research, there are many other ways and aspects for carrying out further research on this topic. 

In this research, I mainly use textual-oriented discourse analysis for investigating the sex 

education in China. It would provide more profound and diverse insights if the research asked 

more about the experiences of the textbook readers: how they use the book, how they 

understand the book, and how they are influenced by the textbook. I hope to further explore 

this topic in the future.  

2.5 Conclusion 

This chapter elaborates on the theoretical approach and methodological issues of this thesis 

project. For understanding the perceptions of sex and sexuality in Zhen’ai Shengming, I 

employ the Foucauldian perception of power, especially bio-power, and the power-knowledge 

nexus. Foucault argues that regarding human life as the most precious national resource, the 

modern power seeks to regulate both the human body and the population. Sexuality is the key 

target of power as it relates to both the individual body and the population. In the name of 

promoting the individual and collective life, bio-power functions at the level of the population. 

The processes of human life – births ratio, fertility, reproduction rate, and death ratio of a 

population – along with related social issues have become the primary target of the bio-power 

and the primary object of knowledge. It is the power structures that produce and legitimize 

specific knowledges (while marginalizing others) for regulating human sexuality. Therefore, 

we need to be aware of the entanglement of knowledge and power in the making of 

knowledge. Based on the Foucauldian theoretical position, I will pay particular attention to 

the power relations in constructing the understandings of sex and sexuality in Zhen’ai 
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Shengming. Following the theoretical approach, I choose to use Fairclough’s approach to 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as the analytical method. By applying CDA, I examine the 

textual materials in Zhen’ai Shengming by connecting it with the broader social condition in 

contemporary China to investigate how the understandings of sex and sexuality are formed in 

the textbook. Then I address the experience of doing research between cultural borders. Being 

a foreigner presenting the Chinese text and context here in Norway for Western readers, I 

seek to make the Chinese feature in my study visible and point out two more challenges I face 

– to apply the Western theory for interpreting China, to work with a foreign language and 

within a foreign intellectual tradition. Finally, I review the strengths and limitations of the 

research design. By employing CDA as the analytical approach in this research, I am able to 

present a close reading of an up-to-date sex education textbook in present-day China from a 

gendered perspective. However, my interpretation is inescapably structured by my personal 

experience and position. For the readers to understand my interpretation and have their own 

judgments, I include all the textual materials and seek to combine the description of the text 

with Chinese contexts. I also acknowledge that shifting the focus to the consumption of the 

textbook might bring further insights of the textbook and Chinese sex education in general. 

However, as Haraway (1997, p. 90) states, each research method entails “a wonderfully 

detailed, active, partial way of organizing worlds”. Different research methods have different 

ways of constructing worlds under different conditions. In this research, I choose to work with 

both the possibilities and the limitations of the analytical approach and the textual materials I 

have chosen. In the following chapter, I will contextualize my research by introducing the sex 

education tradition in contemporary China. 
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Chapter 3 Sex education for young people in contemporary China 

In order to provide the reader a context for understanding sex education in present-day China, 

this chapter introduces the history of sex education in contemporary China starting from the 

Republican period in the late 1920s to the present. In her analysis of sex education in China 

since the late 1920s, Aresu (2009, p. 532) states that largely dominated by the state, sex 

education has been deployed as a way of disciplining and normalizing the Chinese youth, 

which aims at producing healthy and moral bodies for society. The scientific knowledge and 

discourses within the category of sex education have played a dominant role in constructing 

Chinese youth’s sexuality. In addition to the scientific knowledge about sex, the moral 

regulations for disciplining the Chinese youth’s sexual practices should also be addressed 

when Chinese sex education is examined. Based on historical literature and ethnographic 

works, this chapter explores the production of scientific knowledge in relation to sex and 

sexuality as well as the regulations governing young people’s sexuality.  

This chapter is organized into three sections. In the first section, I will briefly outline sex 

education in the Republican period before 1949. Starting from the 1920s, the reformists in 

China have been actively promoting sex education in order to improve the equality of the 

Chinese population as well as the strength of the nation. The second section introduces the 

knowledge and regulations in relation to sex and sexuality in the People’s Republic of China. 

This section includes three subsections. Firstly, I will present the development of sex 

education during the 1950s to the 1990s. Then I will focus on the scientific construction of 

young people’s sexuality. In other words, I attend to how the medical science constructs the 

“correct” understanding of sex and sexuality. In the third subsection, I will elaborate on how 

Chinese adolescents’ sexuality is regulated by different institutions. Finally, I will present the 

situation concerning sex education for young people in present-day China.  

Before introducing sex education in China, I need to clarify the meaning of “sex education” in 

this chapter. Sex education in this chapter has two notions. The first notion refers to the 

broader instructions and regulations in relation to sex and sexuality, including the scientific 

knowledge as well as moral regulations which exist in everyday discourses; the second notion 

refers to the specific sexual knowledge or school-based programs available for young people. 

In the first two sections about sex education in the Republican period and the People’s 

Republic of China, sex education refers to the broader meaning. In the third section 
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introducing the current situation about sex education for Chinese youth, sex education refers 

to the specific knowledge and programs. 

3.1 Sex education in China in the Republican period 

In the 1920s, Chinese activists and intellectuals started promoting sex education for 

strengthening the national power and realizing China’s modernization. The activists and 

intellectuals believed that through sex education, Chinese people’s sexual behaviors would be 

properly regulated, which was necessary for improving the quality of the Chinese population 

and finally realizing the resurgence of the nation. They further suggested that for realizing the 

modernization goal, the population’s health and individuals’ sexual behavior and reproduction 

should be regulated by the state. Regarding sex education as an essential element in the 

reform and modernization discourse, the intellectual elites attempted to break the sex taboos 

and popularize scientific sexual knowledge through sex education. (Dikötter, 1995; Aresu, 

2009, 2013) 

In the Republican period, sex education referred to everything related to the regulation of 

sexuality rather than a single school curriculum. As the regulation of sexuality was aimed at 

improving the population’s quality, sex education in the early Republican period was mainly 

targeted at married people and their reproduction. Marital eugenic criteria were introduced 

and promoted for producing healthy offspring. Meanwhile, moral regulation on sexuality was 

highlighted in order to promote reproduction. It was argued that sexual relations should be 

limited within monogamous marriage. Premarital sex and extramarital sex (including but not 

limited to masturbation and adultery) were regarded as deviant and should be eliminated. 

Prostitution and homosexual behaviors were forbidden as they would not lead to reproduction. 

Young people were also supposed to acquire sexual knowledge and values from their parents 

and teachers, including physiological changes in puberty, sexual morality, and relationships. 

At that time, the family was regarded as the main place for providing young people with sex 

education instead of school. Mothers were expected to be the main educators, while teachers 

at school would play a supportive role. The intellectual elites hoped sex education would 

make adolescents responsible citizens. (Aresu, 2009; Dikötter, 1995) 

In the Republican period, the promotion of sex education was suggested by the social elites 

for strengthening the nation’s power. Focusing on reproducing strong and healthy offspring, 

sex education was targeted at married couples in particular. Sex was highly associated with 

reproduction, and it was then that eugenics was introduced to China for regulating procreation. 



  

29 

 

It was also suggested that young people should acquire basic sexual knowledge both at home 

and from school. However, it should be noted that these suggestions had more to do with ideal 

discussions among social activists and intellectuals rather than practical actions enforced by 

the state. The next section introduces the sex education for young people after the 

establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. Compared to the Republican period, 

the party-state has more control over individuals’ sexuality. 

3.2 Sex and scientific education for Chinese youth in the People’s Republic 

of China  

After 1949, the regulation of sexuality remained essential in the discourse of national 

modernization. Moreover, sexuality became a domain of state control. The state’s control of 

sexuality was legitimized and supported by the scientific authority. Medical and biological 

knowledge was used to clarify the norms and moral requirements related to gender and 

sexuality. As the scientific knowledge represented a modern and rational way of 

understanding sex, it also helped to challenge the feudal superstitious attitude towards sex to 

some extent. Under the state’s direct intervention, only heterosexual monogamy was approved 

of by the marriage law. Before the economic reform and opening-up, premarital/ extramarital 

sex was considered abnormal and was strictly forbidden.
11

 (Dikötter, 1995; Evans, 1997) 

This section introduces the sex education for young people in the People’s Republic of China, 

including three parts. The first part outlines the development of sex education in the People’s 

Republic of China from a historical perspective. The second part draws on the scientific 

construction of sexuality in sex education related discourses. The final part discusses the 

regulations relating to young people’s sexuality. 

3.2.1 The development of sex education in the People’s Republic of China 

During the 1950s and the early 1960s, there was no formal sex education program for young 

people. Instead, articles on health and sexual development were published by magazines like 

Zhongguo Qingnian (The Chinese Youth) and Zhongguo Funv (The Chinese Women) 

targeting young people. These sex education materials were supposed to provide young 

people with the “correct” knowledge of sex and hygiene, and a “proper” understanding of 

relationships and family. The publication of sex-related issues challenged the social taboo of 

                                                      
11

 Homosexuality was regarded as a crime and mental disorder. In 1997 male homosexual activities were 

decriminalized, and in 2001 homosexuality was depathologized. More discussion about homosexuality will be 

addressed in the next chapter.  
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talking about sex openly; however, the publications were only available for a limited number 

of young people in the urban areas. (Evans, 1997, p. 37; Aresu, 2009)  

Researchers regard Premier Zhou Enlai as the main official figure who promoted sex 

education for young people during the Maoist period. In 1954, 1963, and 1975, Zhou Enlai 

openly emphasized the importance of sex education for adolescents. (Hu, 2001; Ruan, 1991). 

He stated that sex education should be available for young people before puberty. The 

promotion of sex education was not only for providing scientific knowledge and ensuring 

children’s healthy development, but also for eliminating the taboos surrounding sex in China. 

Nevertheless, in the 1960s, sex was still a forbidden topic in general. At that time, only a few 

middle schools launched pilot sex education projects for students. (McMillan, 2014; Evans, 

2008; Aresu, 2009, 2013) 

After the beginning of the Cultural Revolution (June 1966 to October 1976), the public 

discussion of sex was silenced. The official discourse constructed sex as bourgeois and 

pornographic. As a result, the promotion of sex education became stagnant. The publications 

about sexual health that were available in the 1950s and early 1960s were no longer published. 

(Honig, 2003; Evans, 1997; Aresu, 2009) 

It was not until the late 1970s that sex education was promoted again. After the Cultural 

Revolution, Deng Xiaoping focused on China’s economic development through implementing 

the reform and opening-up policy. A much freer social and political environment was then 

available for the discussion of sex education. The promotion of sex education was also 

stimulated by the launch of the one-child policy
12

 in the late 1970s. Schools were officially 

regarded as primary places for providing information about birth control and family planning. 

Since then, sex education has been connected with population control. In 1979, the Ministry 

of Education and the Ministry of Health co-issued The Provisional Regulation of Hygienic 

Work in Primary and Secondary Schools. In this document, the government advocated sex 

education for adolescents officially for the first time. (Hu, 2001; Aresu, 2009) In 1981, the 

Ministry of Education published the first textbook on sex education for middle school 

students, Renkou Jiaoyu (Population Education). Renkou Jiaoyu provided detailed 

information on reproduction and contraception. Eugenics was highlighted as well in the 

textbook for improving the quality of the Chinese population. (Aresu, 2009) 

                                                      
12

 The one-child policy was implemented by the Chinese government to limit population growth, allowing most 

couples to have only one child in China. More discussions about one-child policy will be addressed in the 

following chapter.  
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In the early 1980s, pilot sex education programs started to be implemented in China. 

Information on population issues was included as the main content of these pilot programs; 

sexual hygiene was mentioned as well. (Aresu, 2009) Shanghai took the initiative in 

introducing sex education into middle schools in 1980. By February 1988, sex education 

courses had been offered in 6000 Chinese middle schools, and thirteen provinces had included 

sex education as part of the middle school curriculum. (Ruan, 1991) However, the outcome of 

sex education remains questionable. Chen (1995, quoted from Aresu, 2009, p. 537) argues 

that in these schools offering sex education, students were not able to get enough detailed 

knowledge in addition to sexual hygiene and human biology. Furthermore, taking the Chinese 

population size into consideration, these sex education programs were limited experiments 

within big cities (McMillan, 2014). In August 1988, the Chinese Ministry of Education and 

the National Health and Family Planning Commissions jointly issued The Notification on the 

Development of Adolescent Education in Middle Schools. The Notification required a national 

implementation of sex education in middle schools. However, the goal remains unachieved. 

There was never a formal national curriculum for sex education; the teaching and learning 

materials failed to be distributed to middle schools nationally; there were not enough trained 

teachers, either. (Aresu, 2009)  

From the mid-1980s, moral concerns became a prominent issue in the discourse of sex 

education. As a result of the opening-up and reform policy, premarital sex, pornography, and 

prostitution became much more common in the free and open social environment. Meanwhile, 

the increase of the teenage pregnancy rate was regarded as a serious problem requiring 

intervention. Intellectuals argued that sex education should be provided to young people so 

that they could learn about sexual morality and resist the temptations of pornography and 

premarital sex. (Aresu, 2009; Evans, 1997) 

Starting from the late 1990s, the HIV/AIDS epidemic in China became another stimulus for 

sex education. Government policies included the prevention of HIV as an important part of 

sex education. After the Central People’s Government issued China’s Mid- and Long-term 

Plan for HIV Prevention and Control in 1998, the Ministry of Education published the 

Notification on Publicizing the Outline of HIV Prevention Education for Elementary and 

Middle Schools in 2003, and the Central People’s Government enacted the Regulation on the 

Prevention and Treatment of HIV in 2006. All these official documents required a more 

structured school-based education program to explain what HIV is and how to prevent it.  In 

the meantime, overseas organizations and specialists were involved in the implementation of 
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Chinese sex education by means of financial and technical support. It was then that the 

concept of comprehensive sex education (zonghe xing jiaoyu) came to the fore. In the West, 

comprehensive sex education emphasizes the rights of young people and aims at empowering 

the youth to make responsible decisions and protect themselves. However, comprehensive sex 

education in China underlines sexual morality and self-regulation. The moral requirements in 

sex education became more of a priority in the quest for combatting the HIV/AIDS epidemic. 

(Aresu, 2009) 

Following a chronological order, this subsection has introduced the development of sex 

education in the People’s Republic of China. Since 1949, the party-state has introduced more 

regulations over the individuals’ body and sexuality. The official promotion of sex education 

program for young people is highly associated with broader social and health issues, such as 

population control and prevention of HIV/AIDS. Despite the official promotion of sex 

education, specific school-based sex education programs are largely absent for Chinese 

students. The understandings of sex and sexuality are produced and presented through 

everyday discourses, for example, articles written by medical experts in the official press, the 

definitions and legislation in the Marriage Law, and school regulations on young people’s 

behaviors. The next subsection examines the scientific construction of sexuality in everyday 

discourses.  

3.2.2 The scientific construction of sexuality 

Since the 1950s, there have been arguments calling for sex education that provides “scientific” 

and “correct” knowledge for young people. It is prominently assumed that medical experts are 

responsible for producing educational texts, therefore making the scientific construction of 

sexuality a dominant narrative. In these “scientific” texts, the sexual difference between 

female and male is naturalized based on biological arguments, constituting a heteronormative 

understanding of gender and sexuality. The heteronormative assumptions recognize 

heterosexuality as the only normal sexuality and marginalize homosexuality as abnormal. In 

works published after the 1990s, the content in relation to sex and gender has become more 

fluid and diverse but is still confined to the dominant social and moral concerns that recognize 

the heterosexual reproductive marital model. Through legitimizing the fixed sexual 

differences and gender hierarchies, the “scientific” knowledge assists in constructing the 

sexual and gender identities desired by the state. This subsection mainly draws on the work of 

Harriet Evans (1997, pp. 33-55) for discussing the scientific construction of sexuality. 
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In the 1950s, the essentialist understanding of sexual and gender differences was a key feature 

in the discourse of sexuality. Sex was seen as “a collection of structures, functions and 

activities that corresponded with a biologically determined binary differentiation between 

female and male”; while sexuality was regarded as an unprocessed procedure that should be 

tamed by morality and social order (Evans, 1997, p. 41). With the assistance of science, a 

series of normative sexual and gender manners was legalized, distinguishing normal from 

abnormal, moral from immoral. Scientific knowledge and education were deployed to 

discipline sexual desires and behaviors, meeting the need of the party-state for regulating 

young people’s sexual activities.  

In the scientific view of sexuality during the 1950s to the 1970s, women’s sexuality and 

men’s sexuality were presented asymmetrically. The male desire was associated with active 

power, while the female desire was regarded as passive and reluctant. The female desire was 

presented as weaker than the male desire, which required male stimulation, indicating a 

naturalized sexual difference. Since the 1980s, the arguments have focused more on the social 

and cultural influence on sexual difference. It is recognized that the normative sexual 

behaviors are established under cultural influences rather than natural existences. However, 

even though social and cultural factors on sexual conducts are recognized, the dominant 

discourse sticks to the biological explanations of sexuality.  

Before the 1980s, sexual activity was only recognized through its reproductive function 

within marriage. The 1950 Marriage Law is an example of this notion. Women and men with 

diseases who are considered to be unsuitable for reproduction are denied the opportunity for 

marriage. Contraceptive methods were only provided for married women who already had 

children; while married women without children and unmarried women were not generally 

eligible for contraception. Even though it has been quite easy for unmarried women to gain 

access to contraception since the marketization of the economy after the 1980s, the dominant 

discourse still regards married women as the only group qualified for contraception. Moreover, 

there is hardly any mention of contraception in school-based sex education texts, as young 

people are not supposed to have premarital sex at all. The combination of sex and 

reproduction has drawn a line between the normal and abnormal sexualities. In the 1950s 

discourse, the sexualities that were not confined to the procreative heterosexual model were 

barely mentioned. Between the 1950s and 1970s, the ban on homosexuality further 

emphasized heteronormativity in Chinese society. Since the 1980s, there has been more 

tolerance towards the “abnormal” sexualities, partly due to the promotion of population 
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control. However, the heteronormative discourse remains dominant. For example, many 

homosexual people in China face the conflict between their desire for a homosexual 

relationship and the familial/social expectation for them to get married and have children. (Li 

and Wang, 1992; Kam, 2013) 

The scientific construction of sexuality in the Chinese everyday discourse emphasizes 

heteronormativity. Through naturalizing the differences between the two sexes, combining 

sex with reproduction, only the heterosexual, marital, and reproductive sex is presented as 

right and normal, while other kinds of sexual desires and behaviors are marginalized, 

discriminated, even punished. In the recent works after the 1980s, there have been more 

inclusive and fluid descriptions when it comes to sex and sexuality. However, the dominant 

discourse remains heteronormative. The “scientific”, “correct” understanding of sex and 

sexuality helps to shape young people’s sexual desires and behaviors into the single kind 

desired by the party-state. The following subsection will further elaborate on the regulations 

of the youth’s sexuality. 

3.2.3 Regulations of young people’s sexuality 

Since 1949, the party-state has regarded the adolescent development as part of its supervision. 

Adolescence is defined as a period of life with specific sexual, moral and social features 

(Evans, 1997). On the one hand, adolescence is an important stage for young people to study 

and develop themselves. On the other hand, adolescence is also seen as a potentially 

problematic period when young people start to become sexual beings. During adolescence, 

the interventions of medical experts, teachers, and other professionals are regarded necessary 

for young people’s development and well-being. Young people are advised to pay special 

attention to their health and hygiene so that they can establish a healthy foundation for their 

adult life (ideally in a married reproductive relationship). Even though the curiosity towards 

sex is recognized, Chinese youth are discouraged from engaging in sexual practices. 

Restraining from sexual activities is presented not only as a way to protect young people from 

disease, but also as an ideological and moral responsibility. In the regulations and guidance of 

adolescents’ body and sexuality, there is a tendency to educate young people according to a 

series of asymmetrical gender assumptions. (ibid.) This subsection is organized into two parts; 

the first part addresses the supervisory role of sex education, and the second part discusses the 

asymmetrical gender assumptions in sex education.  
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3.2.3.1 Sex education as moral and social supervision  

Through sex education with a focus on moral and social supervision, the party-state aims at 

deploying young people’s energy to boost social development. Young people in China are 

seen as too immature to handle emotional and sexual relationships, and the expectation is that 

they should not be distracted from educational and social matters by sexual interests. Sex 

education was not primarily used as a channel for providing scientific knowledge of sex, but 

for preventing young people from engaging in undesired sexual practices.  

According to Yao Peikuan (1992, quoted from Evans, 1997, p. 40), one of the pioneers of sex 

education in China, the major goal of sex education is to make young people “respond to the 

needs of social development and the principles of social morality” and to help them “build up 

the correct outlook on sex, friendship and love, and to make them sound and developed in 

body and mind”. In other words, it is more important for sex education to offer young people 

moral guidance instead of sexual knowledge. Sexual knowledge only functions as instruction 

for young people to establish a healthy lifestyle and prepare for their marriage and 

reproduction. Compared to Western sex education, contents related to sexual intercourse and 

contraception are rarely included in the Chinese booklets. As Wu Jieping, a settler of Chinese 

sex education suggests, one of the main differences between Chinese sex education and the 

Western one is that the former concentrates on the moral development of Chinese young 

people. Wu argues that the explicit introduction of sexual activities in the Western sex 

education leads to young people’s reckless sexual behavior. (Chu, 1994, p. 7, quoted from 

Evans, 1997, p. 40) Based on such an understanding of sex education, it is widely believed 

that Chinese young people do not need information about sexual intercourse and 

contraception, as they are not encouraged to have sexual experiences.  

In the early 1980s, there was general conservative concern over the negative consequences of 

sex education – that the introduction of sex-related topics would promote wanton behaviors 

among the youth (Honig and Hershatter, 1988, p. 53). As the conservative attitude was 

prevalent, it was difficult to support sex education openly. Meanwhile, after the opening-up in 

the 1980s, having been exposed to the western lifestyle, more and more youth welcomed a 

more open attitude towards sex and engaged in pre-marital sex. The fear of sexual liberation 

therefore provoked the support for a more efficient sex education program for young people. 

Experts argued that sex education was in great need so that young people could be protected 

from potential abuse and risky sexual activities. Girls were identified as being in greater need 
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of such protection, as the “loss of virginity and involvement in illicit relations” may result in 

their “degeneration into criminal behavior” (Yan and Li, 1989, p. 68, quoted from Evans, 

1997, p. 41). Young people’s interest in sex is recognized, but it does not mean that 

adolescents’ sexual exploration is accepted. The key issues listed in sex education for 

adolescents include physical and physiological development, reproduction, and moral topics. 

Instead of providing information about sexual intercourse or contraception, the educational 

materials inform young people of the negative consequences of premature sexual activities, 

for example, unwanted pregnancy. Furthermore, the sex education content is presented and 

taught in an objective manner with scientific terminology. Consequently, it can be difficult for 

students to relate sex knowledge to their personal experiences concerning sexual development. 

(Evans, 1997, p. 40) 

Through sex education with a moral focus, the necessity for self-regulation during 

adolescence is presented as an ideological and moral responsibility – adolescents should 

devote themselves to study and social development rather than sexual interests. Meanwhile, 

adolescents can keep themselves away from disease by not engaging in sexual practices. In 

the dominant discourse on sex education, the self-discipline of young people is presented as 

the major issue that concerns morality, social development, and personal well-being. In 

addition, sex education plays an important role in establishing the correct behaviors in terms 

of sexuality and gender among young people. 

3.2.3.2 Asymmetrical gender assumptions in sex education 

Evans (1997, p. 41) points out that Chinese sex education employs “a series of asymmetrical 

gender assumptions”. When constructing adolescence as a problematic period, girls are 

presented as more vulnerable and weaker than boys. There is also a tendency to see emotional 

and sexual matters as part of the private, feminine concerns, while the social issues are seen as 

public, masculine ones. The asymmetrical gender assumptions are prevalent both in the 

institutional regulations as well as in the medical advice.  

Since the enforcement of compulsory education in the 1980s, Chinese young people’s 

sexuality has been highly regulated by the Chinese education system with restrictive rules. 

The most peculiar emphasis of the regulation is the problem of zaolian (literally means early 

love
13

), which refers to the romantic relationship or dating among young people who are 
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 Most researchers use “premature love” as the translation for zaolian. Inspired by Shen (2015), I use “early love” 

instead. Firstly, to use early love distinguishes the problem of zaolian in China from the western concept of 



  

37 

 

younger than 18 years old (Yao and Yang, 1994). It is stated that involving in zaolian would 

result in all kinds of troubling consequences, such as decreasing one’s energy and influencing 

one’s study negatively. It is commonly believed that young girls are more likely to get 

involved in emotional and sexual involvement than boys, and they are more vulnerable to the 

negative consequences, such as the loss of virginity and unwanted pregnancy. Furthermore, 

there are assumptions that uncontrolled adolescent female sexuality might endanger the well-

being of marriage, family, and society. The problematization of zaolian is aligned with the 

dominant discourse centering on sexual morality, as it aims at preventing young people, 

especially girls, from any relationship that might lead to immoral sexual activities. (Evans, 

1997; Farrer, 2006; Shen, 2015) 

Gender asymmetry is also associated with the advice given in relation to menstruation and 

masturbation. Menstruation has been regarded as dirty and polluting for a long time in China 

(Dikötter, 1995). In the recently published professional guidelines, menstruation is less 

stigmatized, but still not presented in a positive way. During the menstrual period, girls are 

told to keep themselves away from coldness, avoid excessive exercises, and keep a stable 

mood. Failing to follow this advice might affect one’s health, even fertility. This advice on 

menstrual hygiene focuses on the dangers that could arise from a lack of attention, 

constructing menstruating girls as weak and emotionally unstable. Furthermore, girls are 

expected to be responsible for their reproductive health in particular. Young men are also 

supposed to practice self-regulation with regard to their habit of masturbation. However, for 

young women, the self-regulation is concerned with their reproductive ability, while for 

young men, the self-discipline is more concerned with their energy and strength as the basis 

of societal development. Masturbation has long been assumed to be harmful in China, as it is 

believed that the loss of semen due to masturbation in young men is a waste of energy and 

vital essence. In recent years, the liberal sexological theorists have begun to present 

masturbation as harmless and normal. However, the common medical discourse still 

emphasizes self-regulation and sexual morality, as moral sexual activity should be 

heterosexual procreative. In addition, masturbation is mainly associated with young men’s 

behavior, while female masturbation is rarely acknowledged except when referring to female 

purity and reproductive health. (Evans, 1997) 

                                                                                                                                                                      
premature courtship. Secondly, using the odd term “early love” highlights the ambiguity about zaolian that 

cannot be easily translated. (Shen, 2015, p. 87) 
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In the discussions about adolescent sexuality, girls are given particular attention. On the one 

hand, females are presented as weak and inferior; on the other hand, female sexuality is 

considered as the representative of social and familial order. Unlike boys, adolescent girls are 

expected to protect their reproductive health as well as ensure social stability through self-

regulation, while their sexual desires and agencies are less acknowledged.  

3.2.4 Conclusion 

This section has introduced the sex education in China during the 1950s and the 1990s. 

Through constructing the “scientific”, “correct” perception of sex and sexuality and 

establishing a series of regulations of sexual practices, the party-state has gained more control 

over people’s sexuality compared to the government in the Republican period. The major goal 

of sex education is to educate the population into moral beings and enable them to contribute 

to the national development. The scientific construction of sex and sexuality is notably 

heteronormative, which naturalizes the sex differences and problematizes all the sexual 

desires and practices that do not conform themselves to the heterosexual reproductive ideal. 

Young people are given special attention and advised to practice self-regulation, so that their 

energies can be deployed for social well-being rather than sexual desires. As the sex education 

in China focuses on moral education, the basic sexual knowledge is regarded less important 

and often neglected. The next section will draw on young people’s current experience 

concerning learning about sex and sexuality in their daily life. 

3.3 China’s youth and their present-day sex education  

Despite the continuous official advocacy of sex education since the late 1970s, most Chinese 

young people have limited access to sexual knowledge. For most Chinese youth, sex 

education is not available either at school or at home (Gao et al., 2001; Zhang et al., 2004). 

Based on a national survey of 22,288 young people aged between 15 – 24 years old in 2010, 

the Institute of Population Research, Peking University (2010) points out that less than 40% 

of young people have had sex education
14

. It should be noted that in this survey, adolescence 

education, lectures about sexual transmitted disease and AIDS/HIV, and lectures about 

                                                      
14

 It might seem contradictory at first sight: on the one hand, the party-state has been regulating young people’s 

sexuality in the name of science and institutional regulations; on the other hand, Chinese young people have 

limited access to sex education. As I have explained in the beginning of this chapter, in the former case, the 

moralized information about sex is not provided in a specific sex education class, but through the regulations and 

instructions in young people’s everyday life, such as the school regulations and routines, the dominant social 

values. In the latter scenario, I mean a concrete sex education class that introduces sexual knowledge to students 

at school.  
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contraception and birth control are all counted as sex education, even though lectures can 

hardly be regarded as formal school-based sex education programs. (Wang and Wang, 2012) 

In the same year, the Institute for Research on Sexuality and Gender, Renmin University of 

China conducted a national survey in relation to sex, gender and sexuality among young 

people aged between 14 – 17 years old. According to the results from 1593 Chinese teenagers, 

73.5% of young people have never had sex education at school, and 86.6% of adolescents 

have never learned about sex from their parents. 78% of young people regard masturbation as 

unhealthy behavior. Less than 25% of adolescents knew about the right contraceptive methods. 

In terms of the knowledge about contraception and protecting oneself from HIV/AIDS, girls 

knew much less than boys. (Pan and Huang, 2011)  

Based on the interviews with 43 young women in Shanghai, the research of Zarafonetis (2017) 

provides an intuitive view of sex education for Chinese young people. According to the 

informants who were born between the late 1980s and the mid-1990s, most of them did not 

have sex education classes at school. Teachers avoided talking about sex in class, and students 

were asked to read the sex education textbook by themselves. According to one informant, in 

the biology course, the teacher skipped the chapter about sex and asked students to read the 

book on their own
15

. For those few who have had sex education courses, they only learned 

about knowledge related to physiological changes during puberty and personal hygiene. 

Contents related to sexual practices and safe sex were almost never mentioned in the sex 

education course. It was not uncommon for boys and girls to be separated when sex education 

lectures were given. In addition, those lectures were often given after the physiological 

changes had already occurred among the students. Among these 43 young women, only two 

informants aged at 22 who grew up in Shanghai learned about contraception, HIV/AIDS and 

other sexually transmitted diseases at school. In their cases, girls and boys were separated 

when having sex education lessons as well. Zarafonetis suggests that the open environment in 

Shanghai and generational change have jointly made the comprehensive sex education 

courses available for these two young Shanghainese informants. However, due to the deep 

rural-urban divide in China, lectures about basic physiological and hygienic knowledge are 

still missing in most schools, especially those in rural areas. In addition to the silence on sex 

at school, it is impossible for most informants to talk about sex with their parents at home 

either. Considering sex as a taboo and extremely private topic, the informants take it for 

granted that the parents do not discuss sexual issues with their children. The parents are 
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 This was also my experience.  
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inclined to avoid mentioning sex-related issues directly; however, they would expect their 

children to know about sex after marriage automatically. (Zarafonetis, 2017; Evans, 2008) 

Even though the Chinese youth can hardly get sex education from school or their parents, they 

have been able to gather information from other resources. The female informants of 

Zarafonetis learned about sex from their boyfriends and peer groups. There is also a 

preference for using various media for sexual information among the youth, like comics, 

pornography, and the Internet. However, the quality and accuracy of the information from 

different media are questionable, especially when the censoring of sex-related content from 

media is still common in China (Steinfeld, 2015). Zarafonetis (2017) also points out that the 

heterosexual, penile-vaginal intercourse centered narratives in the media is problematic for 

the young audience, as they overlook the female desire and deny other possibilities of 

sexuality. Admittedly, compared to their parents who grew up in the Maoist-era, the young 

generation has gained much more access to sex-related information, which should be 

examined within the social context since the economic reform and opening-up in China.  

3.4 Conclusion: Sex education as regulation 

Through introducing the situation concerning sex education in contemporary China, this 

chapter explains how the dominant understanding of sex and sexuality is constructed by the 

state power and scientific knowledge. Moral consideration is a major part of Chinese sex 

education, as the goal of sex education has always been about regulating the people, 

improving population health, and finally strengthening the national power. Since the early 

1920s in the Republican period, sex education has been included in the national 

modernization discourse. The social elites proposed to have Chinese people’s sexuality 

regulated by scientific knowledge and the state power for the national resurgence. After the 

1949 revolution, sex education is regarded as an important part in the state control of people. 

Scientific knowledge of sexuality is constructed to provide young people with the guidance of 

how and what they should (not) do in daily life. Based on the scientific construction of 

sexuality, sex education discourses have drawn a clear line between right and wrong, normal 

and abnormal, moral and immoral. The heterosexual reproductive sex is both normalized and 

moralized. Chinese adolescents are disciplined to conform their interest to the normative 

perception of gendered practices and sexual activities, and prepare themselves well for 

heterosexual marriage and reproduction. As the sex education in China does not regard 



  

41 

 

providing sexual knowledge as the primary goal, young people have limited access to 

knowledge of sex and sexuality both at school and at home. 

Taking the sex education tradition in China into consideration, it offers a perspective to 

understand why there are so many netizens regarding Zhen’ai Shengming – the sex education 

textbook too radical, even immoral. If one sees sex education as moral education primarily, 

then one might stick to the idea that sex should not be “explicitly” presented as the children 

are not supposed to have sex, and the introduction of homosexuality has a negative impact on 

children. In this case, sex education is a means of controlling young people’s sexual behaviors 

instead of providing young people with sexual knowledge; it is a way of emphasizing the 

normative heterosexuality instead of accepting homosexuality. It should be noted that I do not 

intend to study why the Chinese netizens have different opinions towards Zhen’ai Shengming 

in this thesis. By demonstrating the sex education tradition in China, I situate Zhen’ai 

Shengming in the historical context, which may present a possible frame for interpreting the 

Chinese netizens’ ideas. Meanwhile, there are also a group of Chinese netizens who are in 

support of the contents of Zhen’ai Shengming. In the next chapter, I will provide another 

frame for perceiving the “radical” contents in Zhen’ai Shengming and the positive attitudes 

towards Zhen’ai Shengming, which is closely related with the social transformation since the 

late 1970s in China.  
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Chapter 4  The changing Chinese society: a broader context 

In the previous chapter, I elaborated on the tendency to emphasize moral regulation instead of 

sexual knowledge in the tradition of sex education in China. However, the sex education 

tradition only represents one perspective for reading Zhen’ai Shengming. As mentioned in the 

first chapter, since the launch of the economic reform and opening up policy in the late 1970s, 

the Chinese society has witnessed a great transition, including a change of sexual culture (Pan, 

1995, 2006; Farrer, 2002, 2006; Zhang, 2011). Due to the loosened social control over 

sexuality, the repression of sexuality in the Maoist China has shifted to a culture that 

recognizes the pursuit of individual sexual pleasure
16

 (Wang & Ho, 2011; Zarafonetis, 2017; 

Evans, 2008). The Institute for Research on Sexuality and Gender, Renmin University of 

China conducted a nationwide survey on sexual behaviors and relationships during 1999 - 

2000 in China. The result of this survey shows that Chinese sexual relationships and 

behaviors have shifted a lot: progressively separated from reproduction, sex is more 

associated with desire and less related to emotional commitment; sex is gaining a greater 

significance in marriage; Chinese women, especially the younger generations are having more 

diverse sexual experiences and open attitudes towards sex. (Pan, 2006) Accordingly, Pan 

(2006) suggests that “a sexual revolution, rather than a gradual evolution in sexual behaviors 

and relationships” is happening in China (p. 22). Therefore, to understand the process of sex 

education development and people’s attitudes towards sex education (or sex in general), it is 

also important to take the changing sexual culture into consideration.  

The changing sexual culture is a proof as well as a result of the Chinese social transitions. 

Since the late 1970s, the socialist planned economy in China has shifted to a market economy 

open to international markets. Consequently, China has been witnessing rapid urbanization, 

modernization, and globalization. With the continuing rise of private wealth, the Chinese 

society is also embracing a culture of consumerism and individualism that prioritizes personal 

freedom and pleasure over the collective goals. (Yan, 2009) In this chapter, before drawing on 

the changing sexual culture in China, I will firstly present three important issues that have 

ultimately led to the sexual revolution: the individualization process, the rising consumer 

                                                      
16

 Referring to the challenge of the repressive hypothesis by Foucault (1978), Jefferys and Yu (2015) argue that 

the role that Maoist China played in repressing sex and sexuality remains questionable. When power represses 

sex, there are always new sexual subjects produced. Even though the silence on sex related issues was prominent 

in public discourses, there were still opportunities for young people to experience sex during the Maoist period. 

Nevertheless, they acknowledge the drastic changes in Chinese sexual life since the late 1970s. Also refer to 

Honig (2003). 
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society, and the one-child policy. Then I will present the changing sexual culture. Concerning 

the contents that I will examine in Zhen’ai Shengming, I focus on two topics in relation to the 

changing sex culture in particular: how sexual desire becomes more openly addressed in 

public discourse, and the homosexuals in China. By elaborating on the social changes since 

the late 1970s, I intentionally remind readers of two controversial elements in Chinese 

society: the top-down regulating instructions from officialdom and the bottom-up agencies of 

Chinese citizens seeking freedom. It is the interaction of these two elements that has led to the 

social transitions in China. 

4.1 Individualization confronting collectivism  

Since the reform and opening-up policy was introduced in the late 1970s, it is argued that the 

Chinese society has been undergoing individualization (Yan, 2009, 2010; Hansen and 

Svarverud, 2010; Hansen, 2015). On the other hand, it is often claimed that the Chinese 

society is “collectivist” (Triandis, 1995; Guo, 2010). For the young people in present-day 

China, individual-oriented values are more favored than the collective-oriented ones (Yan, 

2009). However, despite the fact that there has been a rise of individualism since the market-

oriented economic reform, individuals in China are facing increasing risks as well as precarity 

that require them to remain connected with the collective (be it the family or the state). 

Through introducing the individualization process in China, this section also draws on the 

relation between individualization and collectivism in contemporary Chinese society.  

The theory of individualization originally referred to the shift in the relation between 

individuals and society in Europe (Giddens, 1991; Beck, 1992; Bauman, 2000). According to 

Beck (1992, p. 128), individualization is highly associated with modernization. During the 

process of individualization, individuals gradually disembed from the traditional social 

support and dominance such as family, kinship that once defined their identities and lifestyle 

(disembedding). During the process of modernization, people lose the traditional knowledge 

and norms they have obtained (de-traditionalization), and finally commit to a new social 

domain and rely on more modern institutions for public service and welfare (re-embedding). 

In addition to using Beck’s theory to examine the Chinese individualization process, the 

uniqueness of the Chinese case should be highlighted as well. In the European model, 

political liberalism, welfare state, and recognition of individuals’ autonomy are the 

prerequisite conditions for the development of individualization. However, these features are 

not available in the Chinese individualization process. Firstly, the Chinese individualization 
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process was promoted through a top-down strategy by a totalitarian political regime in pursuit 

of national strength and wealth. Secondly, individual rights and freedoms are still under the 

control of the party-state. In China, economic development is regarded as the most urgent and 

important issue; individuals are asked to sacrifice their own rights whenever necessary for the 

sake of national interests. (Yan, 2010; Hansen, 2015) Therefore, it is significant to take the 

role of the state into consideration when examining the Chinese individualization. 

The Chinese individualization started from the late 1970s, when labor and economy began to 

be privatized during the shift from a planned economy to market economy. Due to the policy 

changes as well as market demand, the mobility as well as the responsibility of Chinese 

individuals has increased. On the one hand, recourse allocations and life opportunities are no 

longer strictly controlled by the party state. In the rural areas, decollectivization has freed the 

peasants from the collective restraints and enabled them to work as individual workers. In the 

city, the state-owned enterprises (SOEs) were downsized and privatized, causing more than 

30 million workers to lose their job, pensions, and other benefits. In the early 1980s, the 

restrictions on rural-urban migration were loosened, enabling rural workers to seek 

employment in the cities. For those urban residents who had lost their jobs due to the 

restructuring of the SOEs, they had to seek new employment opportunities in the labor market, 

competing with the rural workers who were willing to accept lower wages and harder working 

conditions. On the other hand, in the 1990s, the privatization of housing, education, and 

medical care forced individuals to take on more responsibilities and become more engaged in 

market competition while the responsibilities of the state were reduced. (Yan, 2010; Ong and 

Zhang, 2008) For the party state, individualization is a developmental strategy that increases 

efficiency and compatibility; for most individuals (especially the urban residents), they had to 

accept the negative consequences resulting from individualization and work harder. Briefly 

said, the process of individualization in China is a result of the market economy and 

privatization, but which remains regulated by the party state. 

During the individualization process, the state power has loosened much of its control over 

private life, enabling individuals to have multiple choices in terms of career paths and 

lifestyles. Since the economic reform and opening-up, China has witnessed rapid economic 

growth. Along with the influence of globalization and consumerism, young people start to 

appreciate and pursue material comfort. In addition, individuals are expressing their desires 

and emotions more openly (Yan, 2003; Rofel, 2007). When compared to the social condition 

where citizens were regulated by collective morals (as I stated in Chapter 3), contemporary 
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Chinese people are now more focused on their individual desires. Rofel (2007) notes the 

diverse personal desires – sexual, material, and affective – have been brought up and 

celebrated in public spaces such as mass media, the Internet, and daily interactions. The 

opening discussions about desires ultimately have contributed to the changing sexual culture 

in China. Having elaborated on the individualization process, the next section draws on 

another significant social factor that has legitimized the Chinese sexual revolution: the rising 

consumer society in China.  

4.2 The rising consumer society  

As I mentioned above, since the economic reform and opening-up, China has witnessed rapid 

economic growth. Just before the launch of the economic reform and opening-up policy in 

1978, the Chinese GDP level was lower than half of the Asian average (Eckart, 2016), while 

China is now the second largest economy by GDP in the world (World Bank, 2018). The 

economic growth in China has enriched Chinese people. Between 1990 and 2016, the annual 

per capita disposable income of urban households in China increased from 1510.2 yuan 

(219.8 USD) to 33616.2 yuan (4892.55 USD), while for households in the rural areas, the 

annual per capita disposable income rose from 686.3 yuan (99.88 USD) to 12363.4 yuan 

(1799.36 USD) (Statista, 2018). With the steady increase in disposable income, Chinese 

citizens are actively contributing to China’s economy through consumption
17

. In 2016, 

domestic consumption contributed 64.6 % to the GDP growth (Zhu, 2017). Since 2009, the 

Chinese car market has remained the largest in the world. (De Feijter, 2016) In 2013, China 

was the World’s largest luxury market with 47% of the global luxury goods sold to Chinese 

consumers (Lyu, 2014). Furthermore, young consumers who were born in the 1990s are 

becoming one of the key groups among Chinese consumers. Compared to their parents, these 

young people are more into high-tech and influenced by Western culture; they are estimated 

to take up more than 20% of China’s consumption growth from now to 2030. (Hsu, 2017) The 

consumer society is rising in China. 

The development of consumerism has been encouraged since the economic reform in the late 

1970s to boost the economy as well as maintain social stability – both are important goals for 

the party-state to secure its political power. After Deng Xiaoping’s Southern Tour in 1992, the 

party-state affirmed to promote the consumer culture as a way for boosting economic reform. 
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 It should be noted that the rapid economic development has created a great wealth gap. The difference 

between the annual per capita disposable income of urban households and the one of rural households is 

evidence of this.  
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(Yu, 2014, p. 20) Ong and Zhang (2008) further argue that the commercialization of 

consumption in China is a result of the state’s governing strategy. According to Ong and 

Zhang, the party-state promotes entrepreneurialism as well as self-reliance through 

privatization. In the 1990s, by gradually withdrawing itself from providing public services, 

the state encouraged Chinese citizens to use their own capabilities to compete for wealth and 

self-interest instead of seeking help from the state or society. Being preoccupied with taking 

care of themselves through consumption and other privatization activities, individuals are 

directed away from political and ideological issues. (pp. 3-16)  

The increasing consumption is promoted and regulated by the state; however, the social 

consequences of the commercialization of consumption have gone beyond the control of the 

Chinese leadership. Davis (2000, p. 2) claims that “a revolution of consumption” is happening 

in China. The revolution not only refers to the improved living standard of Chinese people, 

but also implies the possibilities of growing individual desires and social networks for 

challenging the official ideology. With the emerging consumer culture, the previous collective 

political ideology calling for personal sacrifice has been replaced with an individualism that 

focuses on personal pleasure. In the Maoist period, diligence and frugality were promoted for 

economic construction. People were encouraged to work hard to increase production while 

living a plain life. The pursuit of material desire and personal pleasure was regarded 

bourgeois and officially criticized. (Yan, 2009) Since the reform, with increasing wealth and 

commercial freedoms, the Chinese citizens, especially the younger generation in urban areas, 

are actively fulfilling their own desires and wishes through consumption, including but not 

limited to fashion, luxury goods and other leisure activities. Consumption therefore has 

legitimized the pursuit of individuality, desire, and pleasure. (Zarafenotis, 2017)    

As stated above, the commercialization of consumption was originally promoted by the party-

state, while it has nevertheless freed Chinese citizens from the collective ideology and 

legitimized the pursuit of personal desire and pleasure. On the one hand, the growing market 

has fostered sexual liberation by offering commercial goods (such as feminine clothing, 

pornography) for individuals to realize and express their sexualized identity; on the other hand, 

the consumer society has justified new attitudes towards sexual desire through recognizing the 

self-centered pursuit of wishes and pleasures. (Hui, 2014; Zhang, 2011) The following section 

introduces the one-child policy, which has also led to the legitimization of sexual desire, 

though in an unexpected way.  
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4.3 One-child policy 

Along with the economic reform and opening-up policy, the one-child policy is another 

significant policy implemented in China in the late 1970s. Since 1949, the governance of 

population has always been a major concern for the party state. In the reform era, to control 

the population’s quantity and improve the population’s “quality” or “suzhi”
18

 has become one 

of the most urgent issues in China’s modernization program. (Greenhalgh and Winckler, 2005) 

With such concerns, the one-child policy started to be implemented in China. In 1982, the 

strict one-child policy was written into the constitution. Since then, one couple can only have 

one child in the urban area with exceptions for those who have a seriously disabled child. In 

rural areas, a couple can have a second child should their first kid be a girl. Ethnic minorities 

are not restricted by the policy.
19

 (Jeffrey and Yu, 2015; Smith et al., 2018)  

The primary aim of one-child policy in China was to promote modernization by reducing the 

population. Nevertheless, it has led to other unexpected social implications. In 1970, before 

the birth control policy was enacted in China, the average fertility rate in China was six births 

per woman; in 1980, after two years of implementing the policy, the average fertility rate in 

China had decreased to 2.3 births per woman. (Coale and Chen, 1987) In rural areas, a woman 

with two kids is the norm, because farmers have a stronger desire for sons as labor resources 

and old age support. In urban areas, most women have only one child. (Fong, 2002) The 

implementation of birth control policy has caused great pain and harm to women, such as 

forced abortions and sterilizations. In addition to the negative effect on women, the birth 

control policy has resulted in the egregious gender imbalance in China. On the other hand, the 

birth planning policy has also enabled the empowerment of urban daughters and disconnected 

sex from procreation. 

Even though the one-child policy has resulted in an abnormal sex ratio in China – which was 

the result of sex-selective abortions and female infanticide – it has been beneficial for urban 

daughters. In the traditional patrilineal Chinese society, only sons were able to inherit the 

family wealth and provide the parents late-life support while girls were married out. Therefore, 

parents were not motivated to support their daughters’ personal development as they tended to 
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 Suzhi, is a matter that concerns not only education and health but also moral and political standards. 

(Greenhalgh and Winckler, 2005) 
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 Since January 1, 2016, the one-child policy has changed to a universal two-child policy in China. All Chinese 

couples are allowed to have two children without any prerequisites. (theinitium.com, 2017)  Faced with an 

increasing aging population problem in China, the two-child policy aims at boosting the birth rate as well as 

improving the distorted sex ratio at birth (Zeng and Hesketh, 2016). 
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provide the sons with all available resources. However, due to the one-child policy, daughters 

from urban areas no longer need to compete with their brothers for parental support. The 

parents who need late-life support are willing to provide their only child with all the resources, 

regardless of the child’s gender. With the demographic pattern caused by the one-child policy, 

the urban daughters have gained equal access to education and employment as boys. 

Furthermore, as urban mothers only have one child, they are more likely to work outside and 

prove that they have the ability to provide financial support for their parents. Consequently, 

urban girls are expected to provide their parents with old age support just like their mothers. 

During this process, the urban girls are able to challenge the negative gender norms and 

obtain better education and development opportunities. It should be noted that in most cases, 

only urban girls are empowered thanks to the one-child policy. For most rural girls with 

brother(s), it remains difficult to get financial help and support from their parents. (Fong, 

2002) The situation is not only limited to the urban daughters. All the young people as the 

only child in the family are more likely to have more freedom to decide their own future, as 

the intra-family relationships tend to center on the needs of the only child, and the parents are 

more likely to negotiate with and accept their only child’s life choices (Feng, Poston, and 

Wang, 2014; Jeffery and Yu, 2015). 

Finally, the one-child policy promoted sexual pleasure, even in an unwitting manner. Under 

the one-child policy, the contraceptive methods were presented as beneficial instruments for 

social and economic development in the public discourse. Those who use contraception are 

constructed as being responsible citizens who assist in achieving the national goal of 

modernization. Consequently, condoms and abortions have become popular among Chinese 

people. (Evans, 1997) Through promoting contraceptive methods, the state sends a clear 

message that having sex for procreation is discouraged; meanwhile, it indicates that protected 

sex for pleasure is accepted. Therefore, abortions among women have become much common 

in contemporary China compared to the Maoist period (Pan, 2006). The increase of abortions 

not only reveals the changing practices, but also indicates shifting ideas among people. 

Abortion for unmarried women is no longer as shameful as it was in the Maoist period
20

. As 

people now have easy access to abortion and abortion is less stigmatized, the fear of 

pregnancy is reduced, providing more space for sexual pleasure outside marriage. By 

enforcing the birth control policy, the state separated sexual pleasure and reproduction, 

justifying people’s sexual desire. The role of the one-child policy played in freeing sexual 
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pleasure from reproduction also indicates the uniqueness of China’s sexual revolution - it is 

not a bottom-up movement like the one happened in Western society, but highly influenced 

by the official governance and regulations. In addition to the birth control policy, the rise of 

individualism as well as consumerism has directly promoted sexual desire and justified the 

changing sex culture in China. (Zhang, 2011) 

4.4 Changing sex culture: the sexual revolution in China 

Many researchers have acknowledged the change of sexual culture in China since the late 

1970s (Pan, 1995, 2006; Farrer, 2002, 2006; Zhang, 2011). In China’s Sexual Revolution, 

Zhang (2011, pp. 108-129) asserts that compared to thirty years ago, China is much sexier: 

young people are dressing sexier, public expressions of affection are common, the 

consumption of pornography is increasing, prostitution has re-emerged, and homosexuality is 

more accepted. “The Chinese landscape – in its material and virtual, as well as geographical 

and social dimensions – is increasingly a sexually charged space” (ibid, p. 109). In this 

section on the changing sexual culture in China, I mainly draw on two topics as follows: the 

open expression of sexual satisfaction and the sexual minorities in Chinese society.  

4.4.1 Expressions and pursuit of sexual satisfaction 

During the Maoist period, public expressions about romantic affections and discussions about 

sexual pleasures were condemned as bourgeois and hence taboo (Honig, 2003). Since the 

economic reform and opening-up, expressions and discussions in relation to sex and sexuality 

have become more accepted. (Pan, 2006) Sex for pleasure instead of reproduction is 

emphasized in present-day discourse. The expression and pursuit of sexual satisfaction in 

contemporary China are highlighted by researchers (Farrer, 2002; Zhang, 2011, 2015). In this 

section, I underline two points: firstly, sexual desires are more openly addressed, even though 

the public expressions are not always free and liberating; secondly, the developing 

individualism and consumer society have offered people more opportunities for realizing their 

sexual gratification through commercialization.   

Since the 1980s, there has been more tolerance towards the public discussion about sex, 

especially after the popularization of the Internet. In 1999, Wei Hui, a female novelist 

published her autobiographical novel, Shanghai Baby. In this semi-autobiographical novel, 

Wei Hui described a young Shanghai woman’s love story with multiple lovers in a sexually 

explicit tone. In 2003, Mu Zimei, published her web-diary Yi Qingshu (The Left behind Love 
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Letters), recording her personal sexual affairs with numerous men with a sensual tone. In their 

narratives, pre-marital sex, extra-marital sex, casual sex, and bisexuality were celebrated 

(Jeffreys and Yu, 2015). Both works have stimulated heated discussions among the Chinese 

public. Farrer (2006) uses the term “sexual citizenship” to explain the relationship between 

Chinese young people’s sexual story-telling and the claim to their own sexual rights. Through 

writing their own sexual stories, Chinese young people are actively struggling for their free 

expression, sexual desire, as well as defining the new sexual norms and identities in China 

(Pan, 2006; Farrer, 2006; Jeffreys and Yu, 2015). However, it should be noted that even 

though the discussion about sex and sexuality is less restricted and tabooed compared to the 

Maoist era, the public writings and discussions are often banned and censored by the party-

state due to their potential for corrupting people and causing instability and immorality in 

society. Shortly after the publication of Shanghai Baby, the book was banned; Yi Qingshu 

never managed to get published in print media. (Zhang, 2011) The online censorship has 

become more severe, especially after the Chinese Cyber Security Law came into effect in 

2017. Furthermore, the gendered male and female roles are still prevalent in many of the 

sexual storytelling texts, for example, men are often described as active while women are 

passive. (Zarafenotis, 2017, p. 41)  

In addition to the open expression of sexual pleasure, the pursuit of sexual pleasure is often 

associated with consumption. The commercialized sex work has reemerged since the 

economic reform and opening-up (Zheng, 2009; Choi, 2011). The sexual health industry is 

emerging in China as well. Through examining the changes in Chinese sex shops from the 

1990s to the 2000s, McMillan (2006) presents that when the sex shops were first opened in 

China, they used to provide married heterosexual couple sexual health assistance that 

indicated the binary opposition between active male and passive female. Nowadays, the goods 

in sex shops are for all kinds of sexual pleasure and exploration. Different sexual orientations 

and behaviors are recognized through the presentation of sex products in the sex shops. 

Similarly, the emergence of an impotence epidemic (nanke) in post-Mao China is a result of 

the revival of sexual desire as well as the prosperous consumerism. Rather than focusing on 

the reproductive function, the treatment for impotence in China legitimates the sexual desire 

of both men and women. (Zhang, 2011, 2015) Consumption has become a legitimate way for 

Chinese individuals’ sexual gratification. 

Along with sexual desires being recognized and celebrated, homosexuals are gaining more 

visibility in Chinese society.  
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4.4.2 The homosexuals
21

 in Chinese society  

During the 1950s to the 1970s, the mention of homosexuality in the official discourse was 

quite rare. In spite of the official silence, the general understanding was that homosexuality 

was a sexual perversion that violated the heterosexual norm. (Evans, 1997) In the 1980s, gay 

identity became visible in the public discourse (Jeffery and Yu, 2015). The national control 

over homosexuality in China has shifted since the late 1990s. In 1997, the laws of sodomy 

and hooliganism (liumang zui, a term for various social misconducts), both of which were 

applied to penalize male homosexual activities, were deleted from the Criminal Law. In 2001, 

homosexuality was removed from the Chinese Classification of Mental Disorders (third 

version) by the Chinese Psychiatry Association. These two actions are commonly considered 

as the decriminalization and depathologization of (male) homosexuality in China, which 

provides a less hostile social environment for (male) homosexual groups. This subsection 

presents the emerging homosexual communities in China since the 1990s. The homosexual 

minorities have gained more opportunities to stick to their non-traditional life choices thanks 

to the economic reform and opening-up, while they are also regulated and limited by 

homonormativity and heteronormativity.  

Starting from the mid-1990s, more and more people have declared themselves as homosexual 

in the big cities in China (Rofel, 2007). As I mentioned in the section on individualization, it 

is the increasing mobility of young people after the economic reform and opening-up that has 

enabled young people to leave their family and construct their own identities in a new place. 

In big cities such as Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, there are multiple spaces and chances 

for homosexual people to meet with each other and establish their own communities. In 

addition to commercial places like gay bars, cafes, and sports clubs, there are also cultural 

events hosted mainly by people from western societies, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. However, 

not all homosexual people have equal access to these spaces and events. The metropolitan 

way of being homosexual is also characterized by the discourse of suzhi (quality). Originally 

from the party-state’s policy for governing the population, suzhi has been internalized by 

people for self-regulation. For the homosexuals, the critique of suzhi requires a 

homonormative representation; to be more precise, it is generally believed that the socially 

accepted homosexuals should be well behaved, decent, and economically productive (Kam, 

                                                      
21

 As most current research on Chinese sexual minorities is about the homosexuals, this section mainly draws on 

the homosexuals. The situation of Chinese homosexuals can be referred to the broader LGBTQ group in China, 

though.  
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2013). Through emphasizing one’s education, class, and financial situation, the discourse of 

suzhi ensures that homosexuals with a higher education and higher income have more 

freedom. On the other hand, there are still many homosexuals who do not have access to 

equal opportunities as they are more closely connected with their own family for financial and 

moral support. (Jeffery and Yu, 2015) 

In addition to the offline sites, the Internet has provided the sexual minorities a public space 

for sharing information, finding potential partners, and establishing identities and 

communities since the late 1990s (Bao, 2011). However, the Internet is not a democratic and 

constraint-free space, either. On the one hand, not all homosexual people have easy access to 

the Internet; on the other hand, most websites for sexual minority groups do not last long due 

to official regulations, as well as lacking in financial and technical support. It is not 

uncommon for websites targeting homosexual groups to censor their own discourse in order 

to avoid the authorities’ punishment. On public social media sites, the queer is more likely to 

be censored. In April 2018, Sina Weibo published a series of rules, banning gay and violent 

content from its platform, including text posts, pictures and cartoons. According to Sina 

Weibo, this announcement was part of a three-month clean-up campaign, complying with the 

newly issued Cyber Security Law in China in 2017 to ensure a clear and harmonious society 

and environment. The announcement provoked Weibo users; the outraged netizens started 

posting posts with the hashtag #woshitongxinglian (iamgay) as a protest. Three days later 

after publishing the notice, Sina Weibo withdrew the ban in relation to gay content. 

(Shepherd, 2018; BBC, 2018) Even though Sina Weibo reversed its decision, the official 

attitude towards homosexuality tends to be gradually more conservative in recent years.  

Compared to websites, traditional media like books, magazines, TV, and movies are more 

restricted in terms of presenting homosexuality. Most media products about homosexuality 

are not allowed to circulate publicly in China. In 2016, the State Administration of Press, 

Publication, Radio, Film and Television (SARFT) in China updated the General Rules for 

Television Series Content Production, banning TV showing “abnormal sexual relations or 

sexual behaviors such as homosexuality and perversion”. (Horwitz and Huang, 2016) The 

current public discussion and academic writing about homosexuality tend to present 

homosexuals as the “other”. Due to the HIV/AIDS epidemic, the Chinese media has published 

more stories of homosexual people since the 21st century. However, these publications were 

mostly written by medical experts warning the readers of the danger of homosexuality by 

combining it with the fatal disease. In 1992, Li Yinhe and Wang Xiaobo published an 
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ethnographic study on homosexual males which was titled Tamen de Shijie (Their World). 

Even though more and more homosexual people have started to come out and tell their own 

life experiences, the stereotypical presentation of homosexuality as the other remains the 

majority. (Jeffery and Yu, 2015)  

Among ordinary Chinese citizens, researchers have pointed out that there has been an 

increasing tolerance towards homosexuality (Zhang, 2011; Jeffery and Yu, 2015). To some 

extent, it appears that the existence of homosexuals is acknowledged and accepted by the 

mass population, but the inherent violence against homosexuality resides in the silent 

tolerance. (Li and Wang, 1992; Kam, 2013) The stereotypical presentation as well as the 

silent repression of homosexuality overlook homosexual desire and wipe it out from daily 

discussion. Due to social pressure, most homosexual people still live in the closet; some of 

them are even forced into heterosexual marriages (Rofel, 2007). In Western society, marriage 

is taken as a personal choice; while in China, getting married is obligatory for almost 

everyone. The heterosexual marriage is a central institution for maintaining the hegemonic 

heterosexuality. For most homosexuals in China, the heterosexual family and marriage are the 

major concerns in their daily experience. (Engebretsen, 2009; Ning, 2017) The family 

members, especially the senior ones, often interfere and inspect the younger generations’ 

private life. Even though being the only child in the family has enabled the homosexuals to 

negotiate with their parents about their lifestyle choices, many of them still face pressure from 

their own family that expects them to get married and have children. Consequently, many 

lesbians and gays enter into heterosexual marriages. Some of them may choose to marry 

heterosexual people and hide their same-sex desire, or keep an extramarital homosexual life. 

Hezuo hunyin (cooperative marriage) is getting popular among young homosexual people as 

well, which means a marriage between a lesbian and a gay man who present themselves as a 

heterosexual couple. Even though it seems that homosexuals align themselves with the 

normative heterosexuality through hezuo hunyin, they are also employing a new way to 

interpret and construct the heteronormative marriage. Hezuo hunyin functions as an 

experimental method for homosexuals to stay away from their parents’ surveillance, keep 

their extramarital same-sex relationships, and fulfill their parents’ expectations. (Kam, 2013; 

Jeffery and Yu, 2015; Engebretsen, 2017)  
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4.5 Conclusion: freer social context and sex education  

In this chapter, I have addressed four major issues in today’s China that I believe necessary 

for examining Zhen’ai Shengming. Since the late 1970s, due to two major events – the launch 

of the economic reform and opening-up policy and the implementation of the birth planning 

policy, Chinese society has witnessed a major transition. Firstly, state policy and market 

demands have both enabled the individualization process in China, which means that Chinese 

people are gaining more control of their life rather than living a life designated by the party 

state. People focus more on their own needs and desires instead of the collective goal. 

Secondly, the development of the market economy has promoted a prosperous consumer 

society. Through consumption, Chinese people are indulged in the pursuit of pleasure. Thirdly, 

in spite of the notorious impacts of the birth planning policy, being the only child in the 

family has enabled young people, especially the urban daughters to obtain empowerment and 

much more freedom; furthermore, the promotion of contraception under the one-child policy 

has disconnected sex from reproduction – sexual pleasure is justified on its own merits. 

Finally, all these factors listed above have contributed to the Chinese sexual revolution. 

Nowadays, people are more likely to discuss sex and pursue sexual gratification in their daily 

life. Even though heteronormativity remains prominent, the sexual minorities are gaining 

more visibility in China.  

Facing the changing sexual culture in China, there are a few sex-positive educators who call 

for sex education to have a comprehensive and gendered perspective. In Taiwan, Ning 

Yingbin and He Chunrui (2000) claim that sex education is part of xing/ bie jiaoyu (sex/ 

gender education). Ning and He state that instead of just functioning as a channel for authority 

to instill morality in the students, xing/ bie jiaoyu should regard students as the subjects and 

respect diversity; instead of assuming a neutral, objective opinion towards different sexual 

practices, various ideas should be displayed and discussed in the classroom. Following Ning 

and He, sex educators in Mainland China have called for the inclusion of gender-related 

topics in sex education. Fang Gang (2007) points out that sex education mainly refers to 

education on human biology in China, while the current international practices draw on both 

sexuality and gender in sex education. According to Fang, sex education should reflect on 

power relations existing in society so that students can learn about social justice, especially 

gender justice. Huang Yingying and Pan Suiming (2013) also propose that in mainland China, 

gender-related topics should be included in sex education for young people, introducing 
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gender identity, sexual orientation, and gender expression. Huang and Pan emphasize the 

importance of regarding young people as the subjects in sex education as well.  

Based on the social transition since the late 1970s as well as the sex-positive educators’ 

arguments, the positive reviews of Zhen’ai Shengming online are comprehensible. As the 

sexual desires and pleasures are more openly celebrated and the sexual minorities are gaining 

more visibility and acceptance, it becomes natural for a sex education textbook to include 

information about sexual behaviors and homosexuality. Rather than instilling moral 

requirements in students, Zhen’ai Shengming provides an alternative way for students to learn 

about sex and sexuality. Therefore, when many people criticize Zhen’ai Shengming due to its 

“radical” contents, there are also plenty of people who appreciate the textbook. I remind the 

reader that by providing the social context, I do not intend to explain why the netizens have 

such ideas, but to offer a frame to make the online discussion coherent.  

In Chapter 3 and Chapter 4, I have elaborated on two sets of social contexts for understanding 

Zhen’ai Shengming and the online discussion about it. Following the regulating tradition of 

sex education in China, Zhen’ai Shengming may be too radical, even improper; while 

examining Zhen’ai Shengming in a freer and sexier social context, the information in relation 

to sexual behaviors and homosexuality turns to be quite relevant. In the online debate, both 

sides have noticed the contents of Zhen’ai Shengming that are different from the traditional 

discipline-centered sex education in China. However, I argue that these two readings of 

Zhen’ai Shengming might fail to see the whole picture. In the following chapter, I will apply a 

Foucauldian perspective to analyze the understandings of sex and sexuality in Zhen’ai 

Shengming. 
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Chapter 5 The understandings of sex and sexuality in Zhen’ai 

Shengming  

This chapter investigates the understandings of sex and sexuality in the Chinese sex education 

textbook, Zhen’ai Shengming. As I have explained previously, the online debate on Zhen’ai 

Shengming concentrated on the presentation of sexual behavior and the positive attitudes 

towards sexual minorities in the textbook. The netizens who disliked the textbook regarded it 

as inappropriate and misleading, while the other admired the textbook as it touched upon 

those “radical” issues. It should be noted that the liberating position of the textbook was 

highlighted by both sides of the debate, even though they had totally different attitudes 

towards it. Drawing on the Foucauldian perception that power functions through producing 

knowledges and discourses, I ask if there are different ways of viewing the textbook. In 

addition to the liberating position, does the textbook also carry on the heritage of the sex 

education tradition in China? By studying Zhen’ai Shengming, I do not use it as a 

representative of Chinese sex education textbooks as such, but regard it as a case for studying 

the tensions and dilemmas existing in sex education in present-day China. Referring back to 

the netizen’s reaction to the textbook, I choose to attend to two issues in particular: 1) the 

discourse of desire and pleasure, and 2) the sexual orientations and relations presented in the 

textbook. More concretely, I ask the questions as below to frame the analysis in this chapter: 

1) How are desire and pleasure presented in Zhen’ai Shengming? What kind of desire 

and pleasure is recognized, and what is not approved or absent?  

2) What kinds of sexual orientation(s) and relation(s) are recognized and approved in 

Zhen’ai Shengming? What or who is absent or marginal in the description?  

By looking into these two issues, I acknowledge that sex and sexuality are not natural given; 

rather, the understandings of sex and sexuality in the textbook should be examined through 

the discourse constitution in the broader social context. For answering the questions listed 

above, I divide this chapter into four sections. In the first section, I will give a brief overview 

of the contents of Zhen’ai Shengming. The second section focuses on the presentation of 

desire and pleasure in the textbook. I argue that even though the textbook suggests a positive 

attitude towards sex, it does not necessarily encourage the pursuit of sexual desire. The 

following section discusses the heteronormativity in the textbook through examining the 
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contents in relation to different social relations, sexual identities and the human biology. 

Finally, I conclude my analysis in this chapter. 

5.1 Overview of Zhen’ai Shengming 

As mentioned in the introduction chapter, the composition of Zhen’ai Shengming is mainly 

based on the Guidelines for Health Education in Elementary School and Middle School by 

China’s Ministry of Education (hereinafter called the “Guidelines”) and the International 

Technical Guidance on Sexuality Education (2009) by United Nations Educational, Scientific 

and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (hereinafter called the “UNESCO Guidance”). The 

Guidelines focus on five specific areas related to health education: healthy behavior and 

lifestyle, prevention of diseases, mental health, puberty development and health, and safety 

and emergency preparedness. Sex education is included as part of health education. The 

Guidelines provide a structured framework of age-appropriate sexual knowledge for young 

people aged 6-18 years old. The Guidelines recommend that students in the first and second 

grade (approximately 6-8 years old) should acquire knowledge in relation to the basics of life 

and human development, and “where I come from”; students in the third and fourth grade 

(approximately 8-10 years old) learn about the life cycle, the functions of main human organs, 

and how to protect themselves from potential danger; students in fifth and sixth grade 

(approximately 10-12 years old) know about the development during puberty, the secondary 

sex characteristics, menstruation and nocturnal emission, voice changes, and adolescent 

hygiene basics; students in seventh to ninth grade (approximately 12-15 years old) learn about 

valuing one’s life, psychological change during puberty, acne, hygiene issues during the 

menstrual period, choosing and wearing a bra, AIDS, and prevention of child sexual abuse; 

students in tenth to twelfth grade (approximately 15-18 years old) learn about cherishing 

one’s life, disorders of puberty development, the severe negative effect of premarital sex for 

teenagers, and why they should avoid premarital sex. (Ministry of Education, PRC, 2008) 

According to the Guidelines, the students should learn two kinds of information in relation to 

sex: human biology as well as instructions concerning attitudes and behaviors. In addition to 

learning about the human body development, they also need to know how to maintain a 

hygienic lifestyle, protect themselves from child sexual abuse, and keep themselves from 

premarital sex. Setting these instructions as part of education, the Guidelines produce certain 

attitudes and behaviors as the norm so that the individuals would desire to conform. Through 

following the guidance in their daily practices, individuals are encouraged to engage in self-

discipline. Based on the requirements of the Guidelines, the state aims to produce ideal bodies 
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for society – young, healthy bodies that refrain from “harmful” premarital sex, so that they 

can be utilized for production and reproduction (when the youth become adults in the future). 

Zhen’ai Shengming includes most of the contents listed in the Guidelines (see Table 5.1 for a 

table of contents of the book). According to the Guidelines, contents such as prevention of 

child sexual abuse, hygiene basics and psychological changes during puberty are provided in 

middle school. The Research Group of Sex Education for Children believes that these 

contents should be available for younger students. Therefore, these contents are added into 

Zhen’ai Shengming for students of fifth and sixth grades. It should be noted that the 

Guidelines are guidelines for health education, and sex education is only one part of health 

education. Therefore, in addition to referencing the Guidelines, Zhen’ai Shengming includes 

six units as its basic framework according to the six key elements provided by the UNESCO 

Guidance. The six key elements are 1) Relationships, 2) Values, attitudes, and skills, 3) 

Culture, society, and human rights, 4) Human development, 5) Sexual behaviors, and 6) 

Sexual and reproductive health. Compared to the Guidelines, the UNESCO Guidance focuses 

more on cultural- and social-based information in addition to the biological information. 

Considering the characteristics of Chinese elementary school students, the six units in Zhen’ai 

Shengming are 1) Family and friends, 2) Life and skills, 3) Gender and rights, 4) Body 

development, 5) Sexual and healthy behavior, and 6) Sexual and reproductive health. Students 

of all grades are required to study each of the six units to varying degrees depending on age. 

(Liu, 2017) 

Combining the Guidelines and UNESCO Guidance, Zhen’ai Shengming tries to provide a 

comprehensive, localized text for Chinese elementary school students to learn about sex, 

gender, and sexuality. In the unit on Family and Friend, students learn about the key 

relationships in their life – familial relationship and friendship. The contents include the 

importance of family life, methods for communicating with family members and friends, 

marriage, divorce, nurturing children, and the roles and responsibilities of family members. 

The unit Life and Skills focuses on the social skills that children should have, such as making 

decisions, communication, and seeking help. The unit Gender and Rights mainly covers 

information on gender, children’s sexual rights, and sexual orientation. The unit Body 

Development mainly covers human biology including reproduction, body development during 

puberty, hygiene issues during puberty, and reproductive health. The unit Sexual and Healthy 

Behavior addresses issues related to child sexual abuse, adolescents’ sexual desire and sexual 

behaviors. The unit Sexual and Reproductive Health teaches students to take care of their 
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body, especially the reproductive organs. Infectious disease, sexual transmitted infection 

(STI), HIV/AIDS, and teenage pregnancy are introduced in this unit as well. Compared to the 

Guidelines, Zhen’ai Shengming adopts more information in relation to society, values, and 

culture, resembling the framework of the UNESCO Guidance. According to the contents 

listed above, the scope of Zhen’ai Shengming is not limited to sex education. In addition to 

basic sex education, the contents of Zhen’ai Shengming reach to every single aspect of the 

students’ daily life. Through offering a detailed description of everyday life in a scientific 

manner, the textbook seeks to establish a norm of a healthy life to guide the potential readers’ 

ideas and behaviors in their daily practice.  

 

Table 5.1 Table of contents of Zhen’ai Shengming (2014 edition) 

5.2 The presentation of desire and pleasure in Zhen’ai Shengming: it is 

normal to masturbate, but think carefully before having sex 

In this section, I examine the presentation of desire and pleasure in Zhen’ai Shengming. By 

analyzing the contents related to masturbation, attitude towards sex, sexual decision making, 

sexual arousal, teenage pregnancy and the prevention of teenage pregnancy, I investigate how 

desire and pleasure of adolescents is presented and regulated in the textbook.  
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5.2.1 If one can study, live, and work normally, then one didn’t masturbate too 

much 

For students in the second semester of the fifth grade, there is one section about masturbation. 

The first part of this section is tilted Masturbation is A Normal Sexual Behavior: 

Masturbation is a solo sexual behavior. The frequency of masturbation varies among people. It 

is normal not to masturbate as well. Masturbation is not harmful to the body. (Section 1 

Masturbation, Unit 2 Sexual and Health Behavior, Second semester, Grade 5, pp. 21-23) 

On the first page in the section on masturbation, there is one paragraph introducing the 

techniques of masturbation:  

The most common masturbation technique for males is to use the hand(s) to hold the penis, and 

then to move the hand(s) up and down the shaft for sexual stimulation. With the increase of 

sexual tension, the feeling of pleasure will come along with ejaculation, and then sexual 

satisfaction is achieved. The most common masturbation technique for females is to use the 

finger(s) to rub and stroke the clitoris. With the increase of sexual arousal, there will be 

secretions in the vagina. When reaching orgasm, one usually feels the muscular contraction first 

and then it relaxes, that’s how one achieves sexual satisfaction. Masturbation is the sexual 

stimulation by oneself without involving others. (ibid, p. 21) 

Next to the description of masturbation techniques, there are two illustrations picturing one 

boy and one girl washing their hands (Figure 5.1), both thinking that “it felt so good to 

masturbate just now” (ibid.).  

 

Figure 5.1 Illustrations of a boy and a girl after masturbation 

In this part, Zhen’ai Shengming confirms that masturbation is a normal and natural behavior. 

Both girls’ and boys’ desire and pleasure in terms of masturbation are acknowledged. The 

introduction also recognizes variabilities: the frequency of masturbation varies among people, 

and not to masturbate is normal as well. The inclusion of masturbation techniques in this 
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section is quite special, as it is the only text offering young people instructions for their sexual 

fulfillment in Zhen’ai Shengming. It is also the first time that the phrase “sexual satisfaction” 

is mentioned in the textbook. Offering techniques of masturbation in the textbook 

acknowledges young people’s wish to know some basic mechanics about “how to do it”, and 

thus it recognizes young people’s subjectivity. In this narrative, the male and female genitalia 

are presented as the organ for sexual pleasure rather than reproduction. Last but not least, it 

should be noted that masturbation is emphasized as a solo sexual behavior twice in this part. 

In the following part, Zhen’ai Shengming further reinforces that masturbation is a private 

behavior: 

One should masturbate when one is alone. Masturbation is a private behavior. When masturbate, 

be sure that you are in a private place by yourself in case of others’ peeping.  

Do not masturbate in front of others. Do not allow others to see you when you masturbate, no 

matter who that person is. 

Do not masturbate in a public space.  

Do not ask others if they masturbate. (ibid. pp. 24-25) 

The description above clearly asserts that masturbation should only take place in a private 

place where one is alone. Therefore, mutual or group masturbation are recognized as neither 

achievable nor acceptable. Masturbation and sexual intimacy with someone else are mutually 

exclusive. On the one hand, asking children to masturbate alone instead of having a sexual 

relation with anyone else prevents the potential for child sexual abuse; on the other hand, the 

instruction represents masturbation as “a substitute for sex (but) not as a less restrictive and 

more diverse expression of sexuality” (Gill, 2012, p. 480), which may deprive young people 

of possibilities for exploring sexuality with others.  

Finally, Zhen’ai Shengming introduces certain hygienic guidelines for masturbation: 

Protect yourself from harm when you masturbate. Masturbation is normal, but do mind your 

own safety. Before masturbation, wash both hands first in order to prevent the reproductive 

organs from getting infected. During masturbation, do not put unclean or unsafe things into the 

reproductive organs so as not to hurt them. After masturbation, remember to wash the 

reproductive organs and hands. When you make your own body feel comfortable, do protect 

your body from harm. 
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Do not have any concerns due to masturbation. Masturbation is not harmful to the body. 

Masturbation can help us to reduce sex drive and relieve sexual tension. After masturbation, 

with sexual satisfaction, we will not want it again right away. Therefore, as long as we use a 

healthy and safe way to masturbate, masturbation does not do harm to the body. As long as we 

learn about masturbation and treat it scientifically, masturbation will not bring us mental stress 

either. (ibid. pp. 26-28) 

Along with the description, there are two illustrations (Figure 5.2) describing a boy and a girl 

asking questions about masturbation from their parents: 

    

Figure 5.2 A boy and a girl asking questions about masturbation from their parents 

(Left frame in Figure 5.2) The boy: father and mother, someone says that masturbating too 

much will have adverse consequences. Is that true? 

The father: This is not true. After masturbation, if one can study, live, and work normally, then 

one didn’t masturbate too much. 

The mother: Each person has a different body condition, so the frequency of masturbation varies. 

As long as one does not harm the body, masturbation is not harmful. 

(Right frame in Figure 5.2) The girl: father and mother, someone says that a girl who 

masturbates is a bad girl. Is that true? 

The mother: That is wrong. Masturbation is normal. Everyone can choose to masturbate or not. 

It is one’s personal choice. 

The father: Boys and girls are the same. It is normal to masturbate. (ibid. pp. 27-28) 

Zhen’ai Shengming uses a medicalized language to emphasize that masturbation is a normal 

behavior and provides scientific hygienic advices for young people who masturbate. 

According to the textbook, masturbation will not result in harmful consequences as long as 
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the young people know how to protect themselves from harm. The sentiments in sayings like 

“(one) masturbates too much”, “masturbation is harmful”, and “masturbation is immoral” are 

feruted in Zhen’ai Shengming (ibid. p. 23). By claiming that masturbation is normal for both 

girls and boys, the female desire is also acknowledged. A girl does not become a “bad girl” if 

she masturbates. For a long period of time in China, masturbation was a taboo subject, 

especially for females, since it does not lead to procreation (Pei and Ho, 2009). In addition, it 

was widely argued that masturbation was harmful to the body. It was not until recently that 

sex educators began to promote the idea of masturbation being normal and harmless. (Evans, 

1997) Therefore, it is an improvement to regard masturbation as normal and recognize the 

female subjectivity in the textbook. Meanwhile, the masturbation behavior is still under 

surveillance by the medicalized instructions in Zhen’ai Shengming. According to the textbook, 

as long as young people masturbate in a “healthy” and “safe” way, and know about 

masturbation “scientifically”, then masturbation is not harmful at all. As we can see, these 

scientific suggestions listed above focus on ensuring that young people stay away from 

potential harm resulted from their desire. Along with the previous reminder that masturbation 

is a private matter, the medical guidance also functions as a disciplinary tool that set 

restrictions on the individuals’ act of masturbation in the name of protection. Sexual 

satisfaction is presented as a goal in this narrative, but sexual desire and pleasure are not the 

major concern. The ultimate goal for masturbation is to “reduce the sex drive and relieve the 

sexual tension” through achieving sexual satisfaction, so that young people “would not want it 

again right away”, and can continue with their study and work as usual.  

By asserting that masturbation is normal and providing basic techniques of masturbation, the 

section on masturbation in Zhen’ai Shengming destigmatizes masturbation, and acknowledges 

the desire and subjectivity of young people. Meanwhile, the medicalized hygienic tips for 

young people serve to regulate young people’s sexuality and body. Firstly, the definition of 

masturbation is limited to solo sexual behavior. This message may be emphasized in order to 

protect students, so that they will not reveal their body to others and refuse invitations by 

adults who want to take advantage of innocent children. On the other hand, by claiming 

masturbation as a solo behavior, the textbook does not recognize the diverse possibilities of 

masturbation (for example, mutual musturbation), but regards it as an alternative to other 

sexual activities for young people to release their sexual desire. Consequently, the youth are 

not encouraged to explore more possibilities of masturbation with others other than achieving 

sexual satisfaction on their own. Secondly, through drawing on the hygiene of masturbation, 
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the “correct” and “hygienic” way of masturbation is provided for the sake of adolescents’ 

body and mind health. These tips focus on the adolescents’ health instead of their sexual 

desires. Finally, the desire of the youths is viewed as something that should be eliminated 

through masturbation so that the youths will not want sex all the time. In other words, this 

section applies a utilitarian way to view masturbation: the young people can masturbate and 

should not be ashamed of doing so, so that they will not be bothered by their desire. The 

mention of desire and pleasure in this section serves as a tool for achieving the ultimate goal: 

to make sure that young people contribute to the daily production and reproduction (in the 

future). Through relating masturbation with production and reproduction, one’s individual 

behavior is associated with a broader social well-being in the textbook. To summarize, on the 

one hand, it is liberating to mention masturbation in a positive manner in Zhen’ai Shengming 

as masturbation has been a taboo subject for a long time in China; while on the other hand, the 

content about masturbation highlights the regulation of young people’s behaviors for the sake 

of social prosperity. In this case, desire is acknowledged by telling students how to eliminate 

it so that they will not be distracted from contributing to social development. Having analyzed 

the issue in relation to desire in Zhen’ai Shengming, the following parts in this section further 

explores how sex is viewed and defined in the textbook.  

5.2.2 Sex is beautiful. So, how do we deal with sexual arousal?  

In the textbook for students in the first semester of sixth grade, Zhen’ai Shengming talks 

about attitude towards sex and sexual decision making in the section To Learn about Values. 

A positive attitude towards sex is promoted:  

Values influence people’s attitude towards sex. Some people believe that sex is obscure and 

negative, and some people believe that sex is beautiful and positive. We advocate a positive 

attitude towards sex. (Section 1 To Know about Values, Unit 2 Life and Skills, First semester, 

Grade 6. p. 25) 

In the illustration (Figure 5.3), the teacher asks how the students view sex during class: 
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Figure 5.3 Values influence attitudes towards sex 

The female student: Starting from we were born, sex accompanies us for the whole of our life. 

The male student: I think sex is beautiful. (ibid.) 

Clearly, Zhen’ai Shengming applies an affirmative attitude towards sex. By saying that “we 

advocate a positive attitude toward sex”, the textbook provides an ideal situation in the 

illustration: students talk about sex with their teacher and classmates in the classroom, and sex 

is described as beautiful. Sex is not a taboo topic when it is discussed openly and regarded as 

beautiful. But what is sex? What is recognized as sex, and what is not? In this part, sex is only 

presented as an abstract ambiguous concept without a concrete definition. Even though a 

positive attitude is promoted, sex is still “obscure”. To some extent, the advocacy encourages 

young people to view sex from a positive perspective. However, as sex is not defined in the 

description, there is still space for valuing certain kind(s) of “sex” while excluding or 

marginalizing other kind(s) of “sex”.  

In the following part, the textbook introduces sexual decision making with an illustration, 

which pictures a boy discussing sexual decision making with his parents (Figure 5.4). 

 

Figure 5.4 Values influence sexual decision making 
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Father: Different people have different values, so they act differently when they make decisions 

about sex. Your mom and I would like to know how you think of it. 

Boy: To have sexual intercourse must be a careful decision. 

Mother: Yes, think through it before you make decisions. It reflects one’s values, and you need 

to make the decision carefully. (ibid, p. 27) 

Next to the illustration, there is a brief description: 

Based on one’s own values, one chooses a specific person to establish an intimate relationship 

with, and then decides when to have intimate behaviors with the one s/he loves. We suggest 

making responsible decisions in terms of having intimate behaviors.  

People’s behaviors are influenced by their values. Diverse and open values help us to establish 

harmonious relationships, and make responsible decisions in regard to sex. (ibid.) 

For most Chinese youth, sex is a taboo topic. Talking about sex with others brings them 

embarrassing and other uncomfortable feelings, especially with their parents. (Evans, 2008; 

Zarafonetis, 2017) Therefore, in the illustration, the boy discussing sexual decision making 

with his parents does emphasize a positive attitude towards sex: sex is not a taboo subject, and 

it is possible to discuss about sex with parents. Moreover, the discussion happens in a quite 

democratic way: the parents are not instilling in the boy their ideas but asking what he thinks 

about sexual decision making. In a democratic and positive setting, the family comes to an 

agreement that one should make responsible and careful decisions for sex, based on one’s 

own values. However, the result of the discussion is still a bit dubious. What kinds of 

decisions are responsible and careful? How and why should one make decisions based on 

one’s values? What kinds of values are promoted by the textbook? By introducing the 

relationship between one’s values and sexual decision making, the connection between sex 

and morality is constructed. As the mother suggests (the potential readers) to “think it 

through”, a simple decision that leads to a sexual debut might not be the answer that the 

textbook indicates. In the textbook for students of second semester of sixth grade, a clearer 

answer is provided for the readers.  

In the section dealing with sexual arousal, students are advised to deal with sexual 

stimulations and sexual arousal correctly and rationally: 
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Human beings’ reaction to sexual stimulations is the foundation of the existence and 

development of human beings. To deal with sexual stimulation and sexual reaction correctly is a 

significant lesson during puberty. 

People can sense sexual stimulations and react to sexual stimulations. People do feel about 

sexual desire and sexual feeling, but they do not simply follow them. In general, they can 

control themselves when necessary. 

It is normal to have sexual arousal, but we need to learn to control it when we do not want it at 

some point. We can control ourselves. 

Tips for controlling ourselves: 1. Leave the place where we feel sexual stimulation. 2. Turn to 

someone who is trustworthy and willing to keep your secret for help. 3. Masturbation can 

release the sexual desire. (Section 2 Sexual Arousal and the Countermeasures, Unit 2 Sexual 

and Healthy Behaviors, Second semester, Grade 6. pp. 42-43) 

This section describes sexual arousal in a quite abstract setting. In the beginning, one’s 

reaction to sexual stimulations is presented as a grand issue that matters to the “existence and 

development” of all the human beings rather than a personal issue. In the following 

description, there is only one person in this narrative, who senses the sexual stimulations, 

feels her/his sexual desire, and is able to eliminate the desire without having sexual 

intercourse with others. Therefore, the representation of one’s sexual desire is considerably 

desexualized. The readers are told to control their sexual arousal when they “do not want it”, 

while the situation in which they might want it is neglected.  

In the following paragraph, Zhen’ai Shengming introduces the desirable sexual life, which 

requires the readers’ preparation and maturity both physically and psychologically:  

An enjoyable sexual life requires harmonious sexual relationships. In general, sexual 

relationship refers to the sexual behaviors and interaction between sexual partners. 

Sexual relationship is established between two persons who are sexually mature. Harmonious 

sexual relationships enable people to have an enjoyable sexual life. An enjoyable sexual life is 

needed for human life. 

An enjoyable sexual life and harmonious sexual relationships depend on our preparation and 

maturation both physically and psychologically. As adolescents, we need to acquire more 

knowledge, know us and others better, and know our needs better. (ibid.) 
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The information provided above has three major points. Firstly, an enjoyable sexual life is 

based on a certain kind of established relationship between two persons. The text recognizes 

the same-sex sexual life, which is a progressive improvement compared to the sex education 

textbooks that seldom address same-sex sexual activity or even regard homosexuality as 

abnormal (Zhou, 2017). At the same time, sex is limited within the imagination of a fixed 

relationship between two individuals. Secondly, sexual life is enjoyable and necessary, but it 

is only available for people who are mature, in other words, adults. Finally, as the readers are 

not mature, rather than having a sexual life, they need to avoid it. However, if they acquire 

more knowledge and prepare themselves well, they can have a desirable sexual life in the 

future. A sexual life is defined as something only for adults, despite the fact that sex is 

described as something that accompanies one for the whole of one’s life in the previous text. 

By promising that the students can have enjoyable sex in the future, the teenagers are directed 

away from pursuing sexual desire to focusing on their study. Moreover, in this narrative, the 

stable, monogamous adult relationship is the only legitimate place for sex. There is no 

explanation of what kinds of sexual behaviors are included in the monogamous adult sexual 

life, but it can be concluded that masturbation is excluded. Masturbation is only recommended 

for releasing sexual desire by oneself when one does not want to (or is not supposed to) have 

sex, which proves that once again in Zhen’ai Shengming masturbation is only regarded as a 

substitute for sex rather than one way of expressing sexuality. By the same token, it limits the 

definition of sex to intercourses.  

This subsection presents that despite Zhen’ai Shengming conveying a positive attitude 

towards sex and attempting to remove the taboo from sex, nevertheless young people are 

discouraged from engaging in any kinds of sexual activities except for solitary masturbation. 

Both heterosexual and same-sex sexual behaviors between two persons are recognized, but 

they are for adults, not for adolescents. When there is sexual desire, Zhen’ai Shengming 

encourages young people to masturbate for achieving sexual pleasure, which views 

masturbation as an alternative of other sexual experiences that require more than one person’s 

participation. It echoes what I have discussed in the previous subsection, that masturbation is 

in fact suggested as a way for eliminating desire rather than recognizing young people’s 

desire in a positive way. Instead of exploring sex, young people are encouraged to focus on 

their study and work. Why are young people discouraged from having a sexual life in addition 

to solo masturbation? What other kind(s) of sex is (are) presented in the textbook? In the 
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following subsection, these questions will be further addressed when analyzing the texts 

related to teenage pregnancy. 

5.2.3 To learn about contraception does not mean that we encourage sexual 

activity 

Following the advices to “control oneself” in case of sexual arousal, the next unit Sexual and 

Reproductive Health in Zhen’ai Shengming introduces teenage pregnancy and the prevention 

of teenage pregnancy. Having advised students to deal with their sexual arousal correctly and 

rationally, the negative consequences of not following the guidance are introduced right away.  

The section on Teenage Pregnancy introduces various negative consequences of teenage 

pregnancy: firstly, teenage pregnancy has a negative impact on the pregnant adolescents’ 

health both physically and psychologically; secondly, teenage pregnancy is not good for the 

health of the baby; finally, it brings financial burden and stress to the family members. 

(Section 1 Teenage Pregnancy, Unit 3 Sexual and Reproductive Health, Second semester, 

Grade 6. pp. 46-51). 

Before knowing how to have safe sex, young people are first taught about how their sexuality 

may lead to social problems, such as teenage pregnancy and abortion. Teenage pregnancy is 

described as problematic and troublesome for pregnant adolescents, the baby, and the 

adolescents’ family members. As Fine (1988) states in criticizing the American sex education, 

desire and pleasure are seldom mentioned in the school-based sex education, the only 

exceptions being used to remind students of the negative consequences of pursuing desire and 

pleasure. The same is true in Zhen’ai Shengming: the students are warned that by making 

wrong sexual decisions, they might bring problems not only for themselves but also the 

community. Therefore, to be responsible and moral, the youth should avoid having sexual 

intercourse so as not to cause trouble for themselves and others. 

After describing the negative effects of teenage pregnancy, contraceptive methods are 

introduced in the following section Prevention of Teenage Pregnancy. In the beginning, the 

negative impacts of teenage pregnancy are reemphasized, and the aim of teaching 

contraception is clarified as well: 

Puberty is the important period for one to learn and develop oneself. Teenage pregnancy will 

have negative impact on one’s individual development, health of the baby, as well as the family 

financial situation. To learn about contraception does not mean that we encourage sexual 
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activity; instead, we want the readers to have a better understanding of unwanted pregnancy and 

be well prepared for it. (Section 2 Prevention of Teenage Pregnancy, Unit 3 Sexual and 

Reproductive Health, Second semester, Grade 6. p. 53) 

As discussed previously, the Chinese sex educators and policymakers were reluctant to 

include information related to contraceptive methods in sex education for fear of the potential 

of encouraging young people’s to engage in sexual activities (Evans, 1998; Wang, et al. 

2005). In Zhen’ai Shengming, the position that sexual activity between teenagers is not 

encouraged is emphasized before introducing contraception. According to the text, 

contraception is introduced as a backup for the worst possibility that might happen – 

unwanted pregnancy, not for assisting the youth to explore their sexuality in a safer way. At 

the same time, sex is emphasized as penile-vaginal intercourse: 

There are many kinds of ways for having sex. The sexual behavior we are referring to is the 

penile-vaginal intercourse. (ibid.) 

Based on this prerequisite, the text continues: 

Not having sex is called abstinence. Not having sexual intercourse is the most reliable and 

effective contraceptive method. In addition to sexual intercourse, people have many other ways 

to express their love, like chat, hug, kiss, and so on. To postpone the time of sexual debut offers 

adolescents more opportunities to get to know more about each other, establish trust, and have 

more intimate behavior when the suitable time occurs. (ibid.) 

By highlighting the negative effects of teenage pregnancy and how to prevent it, Zhen’ai 

Shengming does not include any other sexual possibilities teenagers may face or wish to 

engage in. Abstinence is presented as the most reliable and responsible choice for the 

adolescents to prevent unwanted pregnancy. The target readers are told to spend more time 

getting to know their potential partners and wait for the suitable time to have sex. Several 

ways of expressing affection are offered as alternatives of having sexual intercourse: chat, 

hug, and kiss. However, the options for the adolescents to enjoy the pleasure of sex without 

resulting in pregnancy are not mentioned, like mutual masturbation and oral sex. As sex is 

disconnected from reproduction, sexual behaviors that were regarded abnormal such as 

masturbation and oral sex have become more accepted in China (Pan and Huang, 2011). The 

non-penetrative sexual experiences have become more and more popular among the Chinese 

youth, especially for those young women who want to postpone intercourse with their 
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boyfriends and keep their “virginity”
22

 (Pan, 2006; Wang and Davidson, 2006; Wang and Ho, 

2011). Therefore, to teach young people how to have safe mutual musturbation and oral sex 

should be regarded as necessary as introducing contraception in the textbook.
23

 Furthermore, 

there are plenty of Chinese young people who are interested in non-heterosexual behaviors, 

while their experiences are overlooked. According to the national survey by the Institute of 

Sexuality and Gender, Renin University of China in 2010, 10.8% of young people believe 

they are not totally straight, and 6.9% of young people want to try same-sex sexual activities. 

In terms of sexual behaviors, 9.2% of young people have kissed someone of the same sex, and 

2.5% of teenagers have had same-sex sexual practices. (Huang and Pan, 2013) However, the 

textbook only presents the penile-vaginal intercourse as the recognized way of having sex. 

This presentation might have two shortcomings. Firstly, the experiences of the teenagers who 

do not engage in the heterosexual penile-vaginal intercourse are marginalized and excluded. 

Secondly, for those teenagers who have non-penile-vaginal sexual experiences, there are no 

instructions about safe sex and how they can protect themselves.  

Having introduced abstinence as the most reliable way to prevent teenage pregnancy, Zhen’ai 

Shengming goes on to present contraceptive tools including female condom, male condom, 

contraceptive pills, and emergency contraceptive pills. The male condom is introduced as a 

beneficial method for contraception, as it can both prevent pregnancy and sexually transmitted 

diseases. There is a detailed introduction about using the male condom in a heterosexual 

setting, along with two illustrations – both in a heterosexual context. For instance, the first 

illustration (Figure 5.5) shows a heterosexual couple discussing whether they still have 

condoms.  

                                                      
22

 In the Chinese heterosexual context, young people in general regard a woman no longer a virgin after the first 

vaginal-penile intercourse (Wang and Ho, 2011). The virginity issue will be addressed later in this chapter.  
23

 I am aware that textbook always constructs certain norms, no matter what is included or excluded. The 

dilemma is that through including mutual masturbation, oral sex, or other sexual behaviors in the textbook, the 

textbook will legitimize these sexual behaviors and thus produce new norms, while marginalizing or even 

problematizing the other overlooked sexual practices.  
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Figure 5.5 A heterosexual couple discussing whether they still have condoms 

Woman: Have we run out of condoms? 

Man: I have bought some new ones and put them in the drawer. (ibid.) 

As I have argued above, considering condom as a contraceptive tool only for heterosexuals 

disregards sexual minority groups’ experiences and rejects their right to learn about safe sex. 

In addition, heterosexuals’ non-penile-vaginal sexual activities are overlooked, so that 

heterosexual teenagers do not get proper instruction for other sexual behaviors.    

In the final part, the textbook emphasizes that contraception is the responsibility of both 

women and men, reinforcing the heterosexual context: 

In the past, many people believed that contraception was a women’s responsibility. Nowadays, 

more and more people have come to realize that contraception is the responsibility of both men 

and women. Men and women should make the decision on using condoms or other 

contraceptive methods together. (ibid. p. 59) 

Under this introduction, there are two illustrations showing two heterosexual couples 

discussing their decisions on contraception, pointing out that one should not have sexual 

intercourse without contraception, and the heterosexual couple should decide the 

contraceptive methods together. In the first illustration (Figure 5.6), the heterosexual couple 

have decided not to have sexual intercourse without contraception:  
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Figure 5.6 No sexual intercourse without protection. 

Man: Dear, the decision we have made together is: under the premise that we should protect 

ourselves and prevent unwanted pregnancy, we are not going to have sexual intercourse without 

using contraceptive methods.  

Woman: This is our deal. We must abide by it. (ibid.) 

In the end, there is one paragraph summarizing this part: 

Women can protect themselves by making use of condoms. Always using condoms correctly is 

one way to share contraceptive responsibility. At the same time, it can prevent sexually 

transmitted diseases (STI) and unwanted pregnancy. (ibid.) 

In this part, Zhen’ai Shengming provides an ideal democratic model of contraceptive decision 

making for the heterosexual couple. The woman and the man care about each other and 

respect each other’s decisions. Both of them use contraception actively. However, sex is still 

associated with danger, especially for women. Even though both women and men should 

avoid unwanted pregnancy and STI, Zhen’ai Shengming emphasizes that women should 

protect themselves by using condoms, while the safety of men is not addressed. By presenting 

the negative impacts of teenage pregnancy and emphasizing the protection of women, Zhen’ai 

Shengming indicates that the heterosexual desire may get the adolescents into trouble, 

especially for young girls. Indeed, as only girls can get pregnant, they might suffer more 

without contraception due to physical as well as social reasons. In the traditional Chinese 

society, the feudalism regarded virginity as the primary virtue for women. A woman was 

expected to be a virgin before marriage. This perception remains prevalent for young people 

in China today. Premarital sex and pregnancy are regarded as immoral and therefore 

associated with social stigma and isolation. (Xu and Xia, 2014) Consequently, most 

unmarried young women choose to have a secret abortion after an unwanted pregnancy (Pan, 

2006; Wu, 2010; Yu, 2012). According to the 2001 Almanac of China’s Health, there are 
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approximately 10 million abortions performed in China each year, and 20% - 30% were for 

unmarried young women (Liu and Liu, 2001). During pregnancy, the social stigma may make 

unmarried young women feel guilty, stressed and afraid of seeking proper social and health 

service (Lo, et al., 2017). The negative consequences of teenage pregnancy mentioned in 

Zhen’ai Shengming reflect the real situation in Chinese society, but it does not help eliminate 

the stigmatization of teenage pregnancy. Rather than offering students other options to enjoy 

sex safely, the textbook suggests that the youth should stay away from sex despite the fact that 

premarital sex, even teenage pregnancy is very common among Chinese youth nowadays.  

Compared to the idea that contraception should not be provided for young people as they are 

not supposed to have sex at all, the content about contraception in Zhen’ai Shengming 

acknowledges young people’s sexual life to some extent. In the heterosexual context, Zhen’ai 

Shengming further suggests a democratic way of contraceptive decision making. Meanwhile, 

through highlighting the negative results of teenage pregnancy, limiting the definition of sex 

to heterosexual penile-vaginal intercourse, and emphasizing that sexual intercourse is not 

encouraged, Zhen’ai Shengming focuses on contraception instead of promoting safe sex. 

Furthermore, sex is presented as a moral issue. According to the textbook, the youth should be 

responsible both for themselves and the community, which means that they had better stay 

abstinent in order to avoid teenage pregnancy. The emphasis on regulating reproductive sex in 

the textbook also indicates a concern for population control. As teenage pregnancy might lead 

to uncontrolled childbirth, and since the subsequent babies tend be less healthy due to the 

teenage mother’s situation, it is likely that teenage pregnancy will violate the national birth 

control policy (Shen, 2015). Therefore, teenage sex should be strictly regulated. However, the 

sexual lives of the youth can be of great variety, including abstinence, masturbation, mutual 

masturbation, oral sex, and many other options. Moreover, the youth’s sexual activities can 

happen in a variety of situations with different partners. The heterosexual penile-vaginal 

intercourse emphasized in the textbook is just one possibility for the youth to engage in sexual 

life. By focusing on preventing teenage pregnancy, the textbook does not acknowledge the 

youth’s diverse sexual experiences, and therefore fails to present other safer alternative ways 

of having sex for the teenagers. Consequently, teenagers are more likely to engage in risky 

sexual practices when they get involved in non-penile-vaginal intercourse, for example, oral 

sex. Furthermore, whilst the heterosexual penile-vaginal intercourse might be referred to as 

the only legitimate way of having sex, the experiences of teenagers who engage in other 

sexual activities will be marginalized and invalidated (Bay-Cheng, 2003). 
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Even though solo masturbation is recognized as normal and sex is regarded as beautiful in 

Zhen’ai Shengming, the textbook presents sexual desire as something which should be 

eliminated and even dangerous when it comes to a heterosexual relation. Young people are 

discouraged from having sex, as sex only refers to heterosexual intercourse and might cause 

teenage pregnancy, which is troublesome for both the pregnant teenager as well as the 

community. By introducing masturbation and teenage pregnancy, Zhen’ai Shengming 

constructs an ideal model for the readers: a teenager who stays abstinent and focuses on 

her/his study and work; if there is sexual desire, one seeks to eliminate the desire without 

having intercourse (for example, masturbation) and continues with one’s assignment. The 

contents in relation to teenage pregnancy and prevention of teenage pregnancy also pressent 

heterosexuality as the only legitimate sexuality for young people. Through introducing 

contraceptive methods as a way for avoiding unwanted pregnancy as well as silencing 

alternative ways for having sex, the heterosexual reproductive sex is reinforced in the 

textbook.  

Referring to the sex education tradition in China, as I expounded in Chapter 3, it has long 

been known that the sex education in China focuses on moral instruction rather than providing 

sexual knowledge for young people. Adolescence has always been portrayed as a special 

period of life for the teenagers to study and develop themselves whilst they are turning into 

sexual beings. On the one hand, adolescents are regarded as having great potential for 

enhancing future social development; on the other hand, the sexualized teenagers are 

associated with trouble and chaos due to emotional and sexual relationships that might occur 

during puberty. Therefore, the aim of sex education is to provide the youth scientific and 

moral guidelines so that they can restrain themselves from problematic sexual behaviors and 

establish a promising basis for their adult life and social development. The youths are 

expected to promote social development in two ways. Firstly, the teenagers should study hard 

so that they can be productive in the workforce in the future; secondly, the teenagers are 

expected to be in a (married) heterosexual relationship and have child(ren) when they become 

adults. Compared to the sex education texts in the 20th century, Zhen’ai Shengming has 

acknowledged young people’s sexual desire and provided information about masturbation and 

contraception, meanwhile, it still discourages young people from having sex and in general 

takes the heterosexual, penetrative, and reproductive sex for granted. That is to say, on the one 

hand, the textbook recognizes and reflects a more open attitudes towards sex within Chinese 
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society by offering advices to the youth on how to seek pleasure; on the other hand, it follows 

the tradition of Chinese sex education by setting regulations and limitations for the youth to 

take a disciplined approach to sexual encounters. In the following section, how different 

sexualities are constructed in Zhen’ai Shengming will be further explored.  

5.3 Heteronormativity in Zhen’ai Shengming: “they” can be as happy as 

“us” 

In this section, through analyzing the contents related to sex, sexual relationships and 

sexualities, I argue that Zhen’ai Shengming reveals a distinctive heteronormative perspective. 

Even though there are quite a few Chinese netizens who are opposed to the content relating to 

homosexuality and bisexuality in the textbook, Zhen’ai Shengming does not aim to promote 

the non-normative lifestyle. Coined by Michael Warner (1993), the concept of 

heteronormativity refers to the view that regards gender in a binary way and naturalizes 

heterosexual relations. The institutionalized heterosexuality forms the norm of gender identity 

and sexual relations. Heterosexuality is the normalized, dominant, privileged, taken-for-

granted institution, while the non-heterosexuality (including but not limited to homosexuality, 

bisexuality, transgender, and asexuality) are abnormal, marginalized, and regulated by the 

heterosexual norm. The non-heterosexuality is always examined in relation to the 

heterosexual norm: there is no non-heterosexuality without referring to the standard of 

heteronormativity. Meanwhile, it is through recognizing and producing the non-

heterosexuality that the hegemonic status of heterosexuality is constructed. (Warner, 1993; 

Ingraham, 2002) In Zhen’ai Shengming, even though homosexuality and bisexuality are 

acknowledged, they are nevertheless marginalized and othered. The marginalization is 

common for all that does not conform to the normative heterosexuality: choices, identities, 

and behaviors. It should be noted that in addition to sexual identity, the normative 

heterosexuality also sets regulations on one’s choices and behaviors. Being heterosexual does 

not enable one to be exempt from the rules of normative heterosexuality. Heterosexuality is 

associated with extra requirements and expectations for shaping the youth’s sexual 

relationships and behaviors. Briefly speaking, according to Zhen’ai Shengming, all students 

are assumed to be heterosexual and will have a heterosexual monogamous, marital, 

penetrative-centered, reproductive sexual relationship, with the exception of those who are 

deviant from this standard. In the following part, I will first explain how the exceptions are 

presented in Zhen’ai Shengming and thus emphasize the normative heterosexuality. 
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Afterwards, I take the teaching of the genitalia as an example to describe how 

heteronormativity is presented “naturally” in the textbook.  

5.3.1 Exceptions from the norm: singles, DINKs
24

, homosexuals and bisexuals 

Zhen’ai Shengming acknowledges the existence of sexual behaviors, relationships and 

sexualities that are not heterosexual, penetrative, and procreative centered. However, the 

acknowledgement of the people who choose not to marry, the married heterosexual couples 

who decide not to have children, and the homosexual and bisexual group are just presenting 

the exceptions from the norm. The acknowledgement of the “others” is groundbreaking for a 

sex education textbook that aims to educate productive and reproductive citizens; however, 

the recognition of those exceptions reemphasizes the centered position of the heterosexual, 

penetrative, and reproductive relationships and sexualities. 

5.3.1.1 Normative heterosexual lifestyle: it is more than being heterosexual 

For students in the third grade, in the section Marriage and Divorce, marriage is described as 

a heterosexual relationship. Even though the first subtitle in this section is “marriage is the 

establishment of the intimate relationship between two persons” without specifying the gender 

of the two persons, it refers to a woman and a man implicitly. The text continues, naming the 

married couple as fuqi, which means husband and wife. A few of the regulations from China’s 

Marriage Law are introduced. All the regulations affirm and secure a heterosexual 

monogamous marital relationship. There are six illustrations (Figure 5.7) describing that it is 

one’s freedom and right to marry and pursue a happily married life. All the illustrations are of 

heterosexual couples.  

 

                                                      
24

 DINK is an acronym that stands for “Double Income No Kid”, which refers to a household in which there are 

two partners receiving income and no children.   
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Figure 5.7 It’s one’s freedom to marry 

After introducing the heterosexual marital life, the option of not to marry is mentioned: 

Not getting married can be a person’s free choice. Some people choose to live a single life. 

They believe that this kind of life is more suitable for them. They can be happy as well. We 

should respect such choices. (Section 1 Marriage and Divorce, Unit 1 Family and Friends, First 

semester, Grade 3. p. 4) 

To include the possibility of being single is progressive for a Chinese sex education textbook. 

In the Western world, marriage can be a personal choice, while in China marriage is regarded 

almost obligatory. Nowadays, marriage in general, remains universal for Chinese people in 

spite of the economic development and individualization process (Ji and Yeung, 2014; 

McMillan, 2004). According to the Chinese 2010 Population Census, less than 2% of citizens 

who are above 40 have never been married (Jeffrey and Yu, 2015, p. 15). Marriage is still 

regarded as the inevitable path to adulthood for young Chinese people (Zarafenotis, 2017; 

Kam, 2013). The unmarried young people are constantly under pressure from their family 

members’ expectations for them to get married and have children, including those who self-

identify as homosexual (Ning, 2017; Kam, 2013). Moreover, women who are not married by 

their late 20s are referred to as shengnv (leftover women) in mainstream and political 

discourses, which reveals a sexist attitude that believes the most important thing for a woman 

is to get married and have children before she gets too “old” (Ji, 2015; Fincher, 2014). The 

stigmatization also applies to single men. The notion of guanggun (bare branch) refers to the 

increasing phenomena of men being unable to find wives due to their financial and 

educational backgrounds (Jiang and Sánchez-Barricarte, 2012). When being single is not 

welcomed, even discriminated against by the public, showing the students that being single 

can be happy is radical for an officially published textbook. However, in the presentation, the 

single life is examined in relation to the married life: similar to the married ones, the people 

who choose to live a single life can be happy as well. By asking the students to respect such 

choices, it indicates that the choice to be single is made by someone else other than the 



  

79 

 

students. Through introducing the choice of not to marry, the choice of to marry is presented 

as the normalized standard.  

In the section Marriage and Divorce, Zhen’ai Shengming presents heterosexual marriage and 

offers an alternative option, that one can be single. It indicates a heterosexual prerequisite 

regardless of one’s choice in terms of marriage, as the Chinese Marriage Law only recognizes 

heterosexual marital relationship. The content in relation to homosexual marriage that caused 

a stir online are not included in this section, but in another section that focuses on sexual 

orientations. That is to say, even though homosexual relationships are introduced in Zhen’ai 

Shengming, only heterosexual marriage is discussed in the section Marriage and Divorce
25

. 

Furthermore, unless sexual orientation is mentioned in particular, the illustrations in the 

textbook always picture heterosexual couples and their kid(s) for presenting family life
26

. 

Although heterosexual families are the majority in Chinese society, presenting heterosexual 

families in most of the illustrations (except for the ones in the section Sexual Orientation) 

indicates that heterosexual marriage is taken for granted as the “default” in the textbook. In 

Marriage and Divorce, being single is presented as an option, which is a radical step forward 

as marriage is still universal in the Chinese society. However, the description depicts people 

who choose to be single as “them”, which indicates that “they” are not “us” and assumes the 

potential readers are going to get married (with a heterosexual partner) in the future.  

Similarly, when introducing fostering children, Zhen’ai Shengming presents the possibility of 

not having children. The section Fostering Children begins with the introduction as below: 

In most families, children are important family members. In a small amount of families, there 

are only the husband and the wife without children. People have the right and freedom to decide 

whether to have children or not. Being parents makes you happy. Not being parents makes you 

happy as well. (Section 2 Fostering Children, Unit 1 Family and Friends, First Semester, Grade 

6. Emphasis mine.) 

This section presents five heterosexual couples in the illustrations. In the first four 

illustrations (Figure 5.8), the heterosexual couples are planning to have a child or are enjoying 

themselves with their children.  

                                                      
25

 The section about sexual orientations will be addressed later. 
26

 For example, in my previous discussion, there are two pairs of parents discussing masturbation with their child. 
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Figure 5.8 Couples who want children or have children 

According to the introduction and illustrations, the choice of having (or not having) children 

are made by the couples. In the first illustration (upper left), the woman suggests that they 

focus on career development before having children, and her husband supports her idea. In the 

third illustration (down left), the man in the wheelchair wants a child and his wife agrees. 

Both the husband in the first illustration and the wife in the third illustration mention the word 

“quanli” (right). The textbook emphasizes that in the family, both the wife and the husband 

have the right to have children or postpone parenthood. In addition, the concept of the DINK 

(Double Income No Kid) family is introduced, emphasizing that “the decision about having 

children should be made by the husband and wife” (ibid, p.13. Emphasis mine).  

Based on the introduction and illustrations, Zhen’ai Shengming recognizes both women and 

men’s rights to have children, postpone parenthood, or not to have children. This introduction 

is radical as reproduction is still customary for most Chinese people. In traditional Chinese 

society, xiao (filial piety) is a key concept in the Chinese culture, which has three implications: 

“to support and wait upon parents, to respect parents, and to reproduce posterity to continue 

parents’ lineage” (Tang, 1995, p. 274). To have descendants is regarded as the most important 

thing for fulfilling the filial responsibility. Mencius, one of the most influential founders of 

Confucianism claims that “buxiao yousan, wuhou weida”, which means that among the three 

unfilial conducts, not having a male descendant is the worst (ibid; Attané, 2013). Practically 

speaking, the patrilineal and patrilocal system requires women to reproduce male offspring for 

their husbands’ families to provide care for the elder generation and honor the ancestor (Fei, 
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1992; Stacey, 1983). These concerns remain relevant in present-day Chinese society. While 

Chinese society is experiencing an individualization process, the changes in job market, 

public health care, and education system since the economic reform have brought new 

opportunities as well as challenges for the Chinese people. Individuals now have to take more 

responsibilities to secure their life. Under such circumstances, Chinese people need to seek 

support from as well as provide care for each other in the family. Even though the social 

transition in China has led to the emergence of diverse forms of families, such as single-

parent families, single household families and DINK families, the nuclear and traditional 

extended families are still the majority (Xu and Xia, 2014). Married women are still under the 

expectation of and pressure for them to have children – preferably a son – by the family 

members (Murphy, Tao, and Lu, 2011; Gao, 2017). Therefore, through emphasizing that the 

married couple instead of their family members have the right to decide whether to have 

children or not, and introducing the possibility of not having children in particular, Zhen’ai 

Shengming proposes a rather different perspective from the majority and normative 

understanding of reproduction within marriage. 

However, it should be noted that the discussion about fostering children in Zhen’ai 

Shengming is limited to within the homogenous heterosexual marriage. The illustration 

(Figure 5.9) below about a DINK family emphasizes the scene of a heterosexual wedding, 

highlighting that the woman and man are married to each other: 

 

 

Figure 5.9 A DINK family 

The woman: Dear, do you remember the scene when we got married 10 years ago? Thinking of 

it makes me so happy! 
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The man: Of course I remember it. Ten years have passed. Even though we decided not to have 

children, our life is so sweet and evocative. (Section 2 Fostering Children, Unit 1 Family and 

Friends, First Semester, Grade 6.) 

The other four illustrations that I have shown above in Figure 5.8 are also of heterosexual 

couples. Therefore, it is indicated that the reproductive choice can only be made by the 

married heterosexual couples. When conducting interviews with Chinese young women about 

their perception of marriage, Zarafonetis (2017, p. 121) notes that her heterosexual informants 

frequently linked marriage with reproduction, while nobody mentioned to have a child out of 

wedlock. Engebretsen (2017, p. 178) also presents that many Chinese lesbians would feel it 

morally wrong to raise children in a non-heteromarriage setting. Zarafonetis (2017) claims 

that through carrying out strict birth planning policies and denying public services for the 

children out of wedlock, the party-state manages to control the quality as well as the quantity 

of its population; at the same time, the heterosexual marriage and reproduction are closely 

connected with each other. In the textbook, even though singles and DINK families are 

introduced, the readers would see a family that includes mother, father, and child(ren) in most 

scenarios and illustrations. Therefore, the married heterosexual reproductive relationship is 

not only self-evident in the discussion about marriage and fostering children, but also in other 

contents. On the contrary, other sexualities are seldom mentioned other than in the specific 

section about sexual orientation and limited discussion about sexual behaviors. As a result, the 

textbook indicates a normative heterosexual lifestyle: for the targeted readers, a specific form 

of monogamous, marital, and reproductive centered heterosexuality is expected. 

5.3.1.2 How will you treat someone who is homosexual/bisexual?  

Homosexuality and bisexuality are introduced for the first time in the section Sexual 

Orientations in the textbook for students in the first semester of sixth grade, which means that 

for students who are in the first grade to the fifth grade, all the information about social 

relations, human body and other issues in Zhen’ai Shengming is based on a heterosexual only 

setting. In the section Sexual Orientations, only homosexuality and bisexuality are 

acknowledged: 

In general, sexual orientation is divided into three categories: heterosexual, homosexual, and 

bisexual. This way of categorizing is used by many countries, ethnicities, and cultures all over 

the world.  
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Everyone explores and confirms one’s sexual orientation through personal interaction in daily 

life constantly and finally will form a relatively stable sexual orientation. 

Most people are emotionally and sexually attracted by people of the opposite sex. A small 

number of people are emotionally and sexually attracted by people of the same sex. A small 

number of people are emotionally and sexually attracted by people of the same sex as well as 

the opposite sex. (Section 1 Sexual Orientation, Unit 3 Gender and Rights, First Semester, 

Grade 6. pp.40-41.) 

In the description above, sexual orientation is roughly divided into three kinds. In addition to 

heterosexuality, only homosexuality and bisexuality are recognized. By saying sexual 

orientation is “relatively stable”, sexuality is introduced as something that is almost invariable. 

Therefore, one cannot change one’s sexuality, sexuality represents oneself. In other words, the 

student can only have a fixed sexuality, be it heterosexual, homosexual, or bisexual. As a 

result, students with other sexual identities and living experiences are left out.  

Zhen’ai Shengming then introduces the rights of people with different sexual orientations: 

they all have the right to receive education, develop themselves in society, have fulfilling 

intimate relationships, and have children.  

To help explain that people with different sexual orientations have equal rights, four groups of 

illustrations are presented (Figure 5.10).  

 

(Group 1) 
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(Group 2) 

 

(Group 3) 

 

(Group 4) 

Figure 5.10 Equal rights for people with different sexual orientations 
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In each group of pictures, a monogamous heterosexual couple, a monogamous lesbian couple, 

and a monogamous gay couple are presented in order to show that homosexuals have the 

same rights as heterosexuals, such as education, personal development, marriage, and having 

children. As discussed above, the heterosexual reproductive marriage is obligatory for almost 

all the young Chinese people regardless of gender and sexuality. It is not uncommon for 

Chinese homosexual people to have a heterosexual marriage due to social and familial 

pressure. Some young homosexual people choose to have hezuo hunyin (cooperative marriage) 

by marrying another homosexual person of opposite sex for covering up their desires and 

same-sex relationships. Meanwhile, same-sex relationships remain largely silent and invisible. 

(Jeffery and Yu, 2015; Engebretsen, 2009, 2017; Kam, 2013) In a society where same-sex 

desires and relationships are mostly hidden, Zhen’ai Shengming is radical enough to claim 

that homosexual people can have as happy a life as heterosexuals – and maybe that is why this 

content has caused disputation online. However, in the illustrations of group 3 and group 4, 

the lesbian couples are different from other couples – they are pictured in a Western setting. 

Compared to other illustrated couples who have black hair, they are the only blonde ones. In 

group 3, the lesbian couple is having an outdoor wedding with other blonde friends 

celebrating around them, and the lesbian couple illustrated in group 4 is playing with their 

child in the garden of their house. Neither the outdoor wedding nor the house with a garden is 

typical Chinese. In the description next to the illustrations in group 3, it is written that in some 

countries same-sex marriage is legal; some same-sex couples in these countries can become 

parents through adoption; in China, same-sex marriage is not allowed yet. For the netizens 

who believe Zhen’ai Shengming too radical, they claim that the introduction of homosexuality 

might have a negative impact on the students. The netizens are afraid that young people might 

get an “incorrect” perception of homosexual life and become homosexual themselves after 

reading the textbook. In fact, even though homosexuality is presented, the textbook also 

clearly states that marriage and having children are not available for homosexual couples in 

China. Furthermore, the blonde lesbian couples in the illustrations indicate that a same-sex 

relationship is something from the western world. The lesbian couples are the others from 

abroad, not us Chinese
27

.  

                                                      
27 Questionably, the two gay couples in the illustrations have no explicit difference from other Chinese couples, 

even though male homosexuality used to be more problematized, for example, the sodomy and hooliganism in 

the Chinese Criminal Law was mainly targeted at homosexual men. Many researchers have noted that the 

regulation of female sexuality tends to be harsher than the one of male sexuality, and therefore lesbians are less 
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The equality among people of different sexual orientations is further emphasized in the 

following texts. Zhen’ai Shengming notes that in social life, people of different sexual 

orientations are supposed to have equal rights, have equal opportunities, and deserve equal 

treatment. In this part, in addition to introducing the equality among people of different sexual 

orientations, the difficulty, anxiety, and suffering of homosexual and bisexual people are 

emphasized with a detailed description:  

Some teenagers desire for interaction with people of the same sex or want to have same-sex 

sexual behaviors, however, due to social pressure and taboo, they are afraid and do not regard 

themselves as homosexual or bisexual. They are more likely to encounter problems like bullying. 

Meanwhile, prejudice and discrimination make it hard for many teenagers to accept themselves. 

Some people do not dare to disclose their homosexual or bisexual identities for fear of the 

discrimination, and thus become anxious, depressed, guilty, lonely, and unconfident. (ibid, p. 47) 

Researches of many countries have proved that instead of within family and community, 

homosexual or bisexual students are more likely to be bullied at school. This situation has a 

negative influence on their physical and mental health, even resulting in their school refusal and 

dropout, which is harmful for their opportunity and rights of receiving education. … Young 

homosexual and bisexual people are more likely to harm themselves, even commit suicide, 

because they cannot be accepted by teachers, classmates, and family members. (ibid, p. 48) 

The description of hardness suffered by homosexual and bisexual teenagers acknowledges the 

discrimination against the sexual minorities. According to Wei and Liu (2015), Chinese 

LGBT students are more likely to be bullied on campus due to their sexual orientation and 

gender identity; consequently, they report more depressive symptoms and suicidal tendencies. 

However, the description can also lead to forming a disadvantaged, othered position of 

homosexual and bisexual students. In this narrative, the heterosexual students are the assumed 

privileged readers who live a relatively safe and unbothered life due to their sexuality, and 

they are expected to accept and respect homosexuals and bisexuals. To present the difficulties 

faced by the homosexual and bisexual students is necessary, but it might also strengthen the 

oppressive heteronormativity by presuming the privileged heterosexual identity. 

After introducing the three kinds of sexual orientations, Zhen’ai Shengming suggests several 

questions as below for students to discuss: 

                                                                                                                                                                      
likely to be recognized by the masses. (Kam, 2013; Li and Wang, 1992) Maybe that is why the married gay 

couple and gay couple with child can be Chinese, while the lesbian couples are pictured as Western.  
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Many famous people have publicized their homosexual or bisexual identity. What do you think 

of this? (ibid, p. 41) 

If you know someone who is homosexual or bisexual, how will you treat him/her? If someone 

who is bullied due to his/her sexual orientation asks you for help, what should you do? (ibid, 

p.48-49) 

As described above, homosexuality and bisexuality are more likely to be associated with 

problem, trouble, and difficult situations. Such situations make the homosexual and bisexual 

identity as well as lifestyle be discussed, debated, and argued by the (supposedly) 

heterosexual group. The questions listed above provide the (supposedly) heterosexual “us” an 

opportunity to comment on the people who are homosexual or bisexual, and suggest a 

privileged position of the heterosexual “us” by default. Homosexual and bisexual people are 

implied to be different and away from “us”, who are outside the classroom. This narrative 

creates the homosexual and bisexual students as the “other” to be helped, respected, and 

tolerated; they are not part of “us”. At the same time, no questions about heterosexuality or 

heterosexual lifestyle are raised. Heterosexuality is regarded as self-evident; therefore it is not 

a topic to be discussed or problematized. Being invisible in this discussion, heterosexuality is 

produced and recognized to be the norm, while homosexuality and bisexuality are regarded as 

the marginalized others. If the questions included “what if you are homosexual or bisexual?” 

then the students would have to see themselves in the situation of homosexual and bisexual 

people, rather than imagining someone else as the homosexual/bisexual one. In this case, the 

homosexual/bisexual person will no longer be the “other”, but “I”, who is among “us”.
28

 

As discussed above, the section Sexual Orientations makes homosexuality and bisexuality 

visible in the textbook. Zhen’ai Shengming highlights that people of different sexual 

orientations deserve equality. However, the homosexual and bisexual group is constantly 

presented in relation to the heterosexuals. In the discussion, the sexual minorities are 

constructed as the “other” to be discussed and respected by the assumed heterosexual readers. 

                                                      
28

 Previous studies suggest the answer can be quite different if the questions were asked differently. In a 

relatively homosexual-friendly country, Norway, even though students might express positive attitudes towards 

homosexuality (for example, they feel OK to have a homosexual friend), they have difficulty in imagining 

themselves as homosexual in general (Røthing, 2008; Røthing and Svendsen, 2010). Røthing and Svendsen 

(2010) suggest that the education in Norwegian schools is featured with homotolerance and heteronormativity. 

On the one hand, the supposed majority are taught to tolerate homosexuals as the “other”; on the other hand, 

heterosexuality is still the norm in Norwegian society. This kind of education has resulted in Norwegian youth’s 

perception of their sexual orientations – they have never thought about having a different way of living other 

than the heterosexual norm. Even though Norway and China share quite different social and cultural 

backgrounds, the research mentioned above can be a reference to understand how the school education can 

influence the adolescents’ attitudes towards different sexual orientations. 
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Furthermore, the sexual practices of the homosexuals and bisexuals are seldom addressed, 

while the sexual practices of the heterosexuals are presented constantly in the texts in relation 

to sexuality. This is particularly explicit when sexual behavior is discussed in Zhen’ai 

Shengming. 

In the section Healthy Sexual Behaviors, sexual behaviors are introduced as below in the first 

part:  

Sexual behaviors can be divided into two kinds: one that only involves oneself, for example, 

sexual fantasy, wet dream and masturbation; the other one that requires the participation of a 

partner, like kiss, hug, caress, and sexual intercourse. Through kiss, hug, caress, and sexual 

intercourse, adults can express their love for their partner, establish an intimate relationship, and 

fulfill their sexual desire. This kind of intimate relationship happens between people of different 

sexes for most cases, and between same-sex couples in a few cases. (Section 1 Healthy Sexual 

Behaviors, Unit 2 Sexual and Healthy Behaviors, Second semester, Grade 6. p. 28) 

The introduction above acknowledges both heterosexual sex and homosexual sex. However, 

the following discussion of this section tends to have an exclusive heterosexual framework. 

The next page shows four illustrations describing sexual behaviors between couples, with two 

pieces of description next to the illustrations (Figure 5.11).  

 

Figure 5.11 Illustrations and descriptions of sexual behaviors 

The description on the left side reemphasizes that adults are free to have a sexual life 

regardless of one’s age, sex, appearance, sexual orientation, and ability. However, despite that 

the description affirms that all can enjoy sex, the heterosexual sex is especially highlighted by 

the illustrations and the description of heterosexual penetrative intercourse on the right. The 

group of four illustrations pictures four heterosexual couples kissing, hugging, caressing and 
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having sex in a missionary position. Next to these four illustrations, the brief description of 

heterosexual penetrative intercourse reads as: 

The heterosexual intercourse refers to the male penis penetrating into the female body (for 

example, vagina). There are many ways for adults to express their love and fulfill their sexual 

desire, including but not limited to sexual intercourse. (ibid. p. 29) 

The heterosexual penile-vaginal penetrative sex is highlighted – and pictured as a man-on-top 

missionary position, while there is no description or illustration for non-heterosexual, non-

penetrative sexual activities. The same-sex activity is only mentioned once in the second part 

of this section for introducing Responsible Sexual Intercourses: 

Having sexual intercourse means one needs to take responsibility for one’s health, the new life, 

and the family. (ibid. p. 30) 

To explain that one should be responsible for one’s health when having sex, an illustration of 

a gay couple is shown next to an illustration of a heterosexual couple (Figure 5.12).  

 

Figure 5.12 Be responsible for your health when having sex 

Sitting next to a bed, the gay couple is having a brief conversation: 

The man on the right: Using a condom is very important for our health. 

The man on the left: I agree. (ibid.) 

This is the only illustration describing same-sex sexual behavior in the section Healthy Sexual 

Behaviors. The illustrations picturing sex between two men only appear twice in Zhen’ai 

Shengming. In addition to the illustration above, the other illustration is shown in the section 

about prevention and deal with HIV/AIDS for students in the fifth grade.  
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Figure 5.13 Prevent sexual transmission of HIV/AIDS 

Before the concept of homosexuality is introduced, the right frame of Figure 5.13 pictures two 

men hugging with each other while sitting on the edge of a bed, one of them holding a 

condom. The condom is personified, saying, “Before having sexual intercourse, do not forget 

to use a condom”.  (Section 2, Prevention and Deal with HIV/AIDS, Unit 3 Sexual and 

Healthy Behaviors, Second semester, Grade 5. p.51) The description below Figure 5.13 reads 

“prevent sexual transmission of HIV/AIDS”. In addition to the special section on sexual 

orientation, (male) homosexuality is only highlighted when it comes to health issues. In the 

textbook, the only two illustrations about same-sex sexual behavior are both about the sex 

between two men and for promoting safe sex in case of sexually transmitted diseases (STD) 

and HIV/AIDS. There is no description or illustration of other sexual minorities’ sexual life in 

the textbook, which links the same-sex sexual behavior between two men/ gay identity
29

 with 

STD and HIV/AIDS in particular. As discussed previously, the state and social control over 

homosexuality continue to exist widely in China through the discourse of public health and 

public security (Kam, 2013). The HIV/AIDS epidemic is still highly associated with male 

homosexuality in daily practice, just as the textbook presents. Even though the two 

illustrations about sex between two men can be regarded as a special health reminder for the 

sake of gay people and men who have sex with men, there are still several questions 

remaining: Why is the sex between two men only illustrated in the context of preventing STD 

and HIV/AIDS? Why is the sex of other sexual minorities not mentioned or illustrated at all? 

Without clarifying the relation between STD, HIV/AIDS and the male same-sex sexual 

behavior, it might generate the misunderstanding that the sex between two men is more 

dangerous compared to other sexual practices, and further leads to discrimination against gay 

                                                      
29

 I acknowledge that sexual behavior does not equal to sexual orientation. However, as there is no explanation 

distinguishing sexual behavior from sexual orientation in the textbook, it is likely for the potential readers to 

regard men who have sex with men are gay.  
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people. Through highlighting heterosexuality in the introduction to sexual behaviors and 

linking the gay homosexuality
30

 with STD and HIV/AIDS, homosexuality, especially the 

male homosexuality is presented as the other and constantly associated with health problems. 

Having examined the contents related to sex, sexual relationships, and sexualities in Zhen’ai 

Shengming, I can make two concluding points. Firstly, heterosexuality is represented as the 

natural and self-evident framework in most of the contents except for the special section 

addressing sexual orientations. The general questions such as whether to get married or not, 

whether to have children or not are only discussed in a monogamous heterosexual setting. 

Despite the individualization process in contemporary China, marriage and reproduction 

(within marriage) are still universal for most Chinese people. Therefore, in the current 

Chinese context, to present not to marry and not to have children as possibilities for students 

is progressive for an officially published textbook. However, in most scenarios, Zhen’ai 

Shengming present a nuclear family (mother, father, and child(ren)) or an extended family 

(mother, father, child(ren), and grandparent(s)). The nuclear families and extended families 

are used as self-evident examples in the textbook, while being single and the DINK family are 

only introduced in the specific sections on marriage and fostering children. The presentations 

of different families and life choices in the textbook have constructed a normative 

heterosexual lifestyle, which is monogamous, marital, and reproductive centered. Secondly, 

the information about homosexuality and bisexuality is contradictory: on the one hand, the 

textbook presents the homosexuals and bisexuals in a positive manner; on the other hand, it 

marginalizes and others the homosexuals and bisexuals while privileging and normalizing the 

heterosexuals. The section Sexual Orientations acknowledges homosexuality and bisexuality 

and further promotes equality regardless of sexual orientation. Meanwhile, the homosexuals 

and bisexuals are constantly constructed as the other. By suggesting “us” to respect the sexual 

minorities, asking how should “we” treat the homosexuals and bisexuals, and illustrating the 

married lesbian couple and the lesbian couple with child as blonde, Zhen’ai Shengming draws 

a line between the sexual minorities and “us”. Furthermore, the (male) homosexuality is 

regarded more as a health issue rather than a matter of sexual practice and lifestyle. When 

sexual behavior is introduced, the heterosexual penetrative sex is presented as the norm while 

same-sex sexual behavior between two men is highlighted to warn the students of STD and 

HIV/AIDS. Therefore, even though homosexuality and bisexuality are introduced in Zhen’ai 

Shengming, they are presented as the “other” in relation to the normative heterosexuality. 

                                                      
30

 As I have noted above, the textbook does not distinguish sexual behavior from sexual orientation.   
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Consequently, in the textbook, the monogamous, marital, and reproductive heterosexual 

lifestyle is the ideal model, while the other presentations are the minor deviant examples.  

Having discussed how the heteronormativity is constructed through presenting the othered 

exceptions in Zhen’ai Shengming, the next section will further explain how heterosexuality is 

regarded as the exclusively “natural” framework in the teaching of genitalia. 

5.3.2 Genitalia as shengzhi qiguan (reproductive organs) instead of xing qiguan 

(sexual organs) 

As discussed above, except for those sections that introduce homosexuality and bisexuality, 

heterosexuality is taken for granted as the object for discussionwhen sexuality is addressed. 

This position is explicit when the genitalia are introduced in Zhen’ai Shengming. The female 

and male genitalia are presented for the first time in the section The Structures and Functions 

of Reproductive Organs for students in the fifth grade, in which the genitalia are associated 

with heteroreproductive sex. 

In the part introducing female reproductive organs, students are supposed to identify the 

uterus, fallopian tubes, ovaries and vagina as internal reproductive organs, and to recognize 

the mons pubis, labia majora, labia minora, clitoris, hymen, urinary meatus and vaginal orifice 

as the external reproductive organs with the help of two illustrated diagrams. For each 

reproductive organ, there is one brief introduction, which associates the organ with 

heterosexual reproduction repeatedly: 

Connected with the vagina, uterus is the place where the menstrual blood forms and the fetus 

grows.  

Fallopian tubes are the sites for fertilization. 

Vagina is the organ for women to have sexual intercourse; it is the channel for sperms entering 

the female body as well as the natural childbirth. (Section 1 The Structures and Functions of 

Reproductive Organs, Unit 1 Body Development, Second semester of fifth grade, p. 2) 

In addition to the description of vagina, only the description of clitoris mentions its sexual 

function with a scientific objective tone: 

Clitoris is under the front junction of the labia minora, which is sensitive to sexual stimulation. 

Containing the corpora cavernosa, the clitoris erects with sexual stimulation. (ibid. p. 3) 
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In Chinese, hymen is called chunv mo, which literally means virgin’s membrane. It is 

commonly believed that the hymen breaks and bleeds during the first penetration. Virginity is 

still regarded important for Chinese people, including the youth. If a woman does not bleed 

when she has sexual intercourse for the first time, then she might not be regarded as a virgin. 

(Wang and Ho, 2011) Under such circumstances, there is one special paragraph breaking the 

myth that connects hymen and women’s virginity: 

Myth of the hymen: 

Some believe that the hymen is a piece of membrane that covers the vaginal orifice, and it 

breaks after penetration. This is not true. The vaginal orifice is big enough for a tampon, a finger, 

even a penis to enter. Penetrating the hymen will not hurt or break any tissue. If the hymen is 

relatively tight or thick without enough extensibility, it might cause pain, tissue breaking, even 

bleeding during the first penile penetration. However, it does not apply to all girls and adult 

women. (ibid.) 

The paragraph about myth of the hymen, challenges the traditional misunderstanding of the 

female body by asserting that not every woman bleeds during the first penetrative intercourse. 

This clarification is necessary as chunv qingjie (the female virgin complex) in China is still 

prominent, which refers to the preference for female virgins in heterosexual relationships by 

both men and women (Huang, 2017; Wang and Ho, 2011). In this context, the female virgin 

means a woman who has never had penile-vaginal intercourse. The female virginity complex 

has been very powerful in controlling women’s sexuality, limiting women’s sexuality to 

reproductive function and forbidding women from pursuing sexual pleasure (Wang and Ho, 

2011). By challenging the hymen myth, the textbook disconnects the bleeding hymen from 

the female virgin identity. However, the myth of hymen is based on the prerequisite of the 

heterosexual penile-vaginal penetration. Breaking the myth by stating that not all women 

bleed during the first penetration does not challenge the dominant status of penile-vaginal 

intercourse. On the contrary, it limits the understanding of sexual behavior within the 

heterosexual penile-vaginal setting.  

In general, the female genitalia are described in relation to reproductive biology in the section 

The Structures and Functions of Reproductive Organs. The title of this section indicates that 

the genitalia are functional organs for reproduction, and should be examined and understood 

with scientific descriptions. Only vagina is described as the organ for female intercourse, 

suggesting an exclusive penetrative perspective while ignoring other ways for having sex. In 
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addition to the vagina, clitoris is the only organ that is associated with sexual function. Even 

though the explanation of the clitoris mentions its sexual function, there is no description 

about the sensations – either pleasure or pain that the clitoris might bring, but just an objective 

medical instruction – it is sensitive and can erect with sexual stimulation. Both the labia 

majora and labia minora are described as organs for protecting the other outer reproductive 

organs, while their reaction to sexual stimulation is left undefined. As the genitalia are 

regarded as reproductive organs instead of sexual organs, the role that the female genitalia 

play in non-heteroreproductive sex activities is absent in this section. The potential readers are 

guided to associate the female genitalia with the heterosexual, penetrative, and reproductive 

sexuality. 

In the conclusion paragraph, the reproductive functions of the genitalia are highlighted again, 

while the pleasurable sexual functions of the genitalia are only mentioned in a vague way: 

Nature has endowed the female reproductive organs with delicate structures and incomparable 

functions, so that they can nurture life. In addition, women can experience joy and happiness 

with them. (Section 1 The Structure and Function of Reproductive Organs, Unit 1 Body 

Development, Second semester of Grade 5, p. 3) 

Rather than mentioning sexual pleasure directly, the sexual sensations are presented like a 

metaphor: “joy and happiness”. Even though in the following unit, techniques of masturbation 

as well as sexual satisfaction are both presented in the section on masturbation; it seems that 

the textbook does not aim to mention sexual pleasure beforehand in the section on the 

reproductive organs. The tone of the section about reproductive organs is rather scientific and 

reserved, and all the feelings and emotions related to the genitalia are predominantly invalid 

in this narrative. The readers can only view their body through a scientific perspective instead 

of a personal and embodied way. 

It is the same case for the introduction of the male genitalia. The structures and functions of 

the male genitalia are introduced in a scientific tone. The readers are supposed to annotate the 

seminal vesicle, prostate, ejaculatory tube, urethral glands, epididymis, vas deferens, testicle, 

penis, and scrotum with two illustrated diagrams. According to the descriptions of the 

different organs, the readers are able to understand the structures of the reproductive organs as 

well as the process of sperm production. Similarly, there is no mention of sexual pleasure in 

the explanation of the male genitalia at all. Only in the end, having highlighted the 
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reproductive function of the male genitalia, the sensual sexual functions of the male genitalia 

are mentioned in the same ambiguous way as the female genitalia: 

Nature has endowed the male reproductive organs with delicate structures and incomparable 

functions as well, which makes the birth of life possible. Men can enjoy happiness with them 

too. (ibid. p. 5) 

For students in the sixth grade, in the section about hygiene issues, the importance of the 

genitalia as conceptive organs is underlined in the part about caring for the reproductive 

organs: 

Reproductive organs are important organs of the human body. The health of the reproductive 

organs is not only related to our generation’s health, but also the health of the next generation, 

even the fate of our nation. To care for the reproductive organs is to care for our lives. (Section 

1 Hygiene and Healthcare, Unit 1 Body Development, Second semester of Grade 6, p. 10) 

This paragraph also views the genitalia as important organs for reproduction. Moreover, the 

health of the genitalia is associated with the wellbeing of the nation’s population and fate, 

which reveals the ultimate goal of sex education – to produce healthy population for the sake 

of the nation. One is supposed to care for her/his genitalia not only for her/himself, but also 

for the country. In this narrative, reproduction is no longer a personal issue, but a concern that 

matters to the fortune of the whole nation.  

In this section, after emphasizing the vital connection between the genitalia and the nation, the 

textbook introduces how to care for the reproductive organs. There is information on cleaning 

the vulva, vaginal discharge, and phimosis, instructions for cleaning the penis, and advices on 

choosing underwear. In addition, further information about the penis, testicle, and scrotum is 

introduced. In the introduction of the penis, the male sexual pleasure is mentioned in one 

sentence: 

The penis is sensitive; one feels comfortable when one’s penis is touched. If one’s penis is 

touched by someone under unprovoked circumstances, it is one kind of child sexual abuse. One 

should report it to the parents and the teacher immediately.  (ibid. p. 11) 

This is the only sentence acknowledging male sensual pleasure in Zhen’ai Shengming in 

addition to the section Masturbation. There is no similar description about female sexual 

pleasure. The female readers are only told to observe their vaginal discharge so that they can 

visit the hospital if there is anything wrong. Viewed by the medicalized narrative, the female 
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body is either healthy (reproductive) or sick (non-reproductive). Male sexual pleasure is 

recognized but connected with potential harm and danger. Through emphasizing the 

protection of young boys, the textbook overlooks other possibilities for sexual exploration.  

The conclusion of this part writes as below, highlighting the importance of caring for the 

genitalia: 

There are differences between the male and female genitalia, but they are both important organs 

for reproduction. It is our duty to care for our genitalia, and keep them clean, hygienic and 

healthy. (ibid. p. 12) 

To care for the genitalia is described to the potential readers’ duty, indicating that the health of 

genitalia is not a personal issue. The readers are expected to contribute to improving the 

quality of the population and ultimately to the prosperity of the nation through reproduction 

when they grow up. Through combining the human genitals with a grand narrative of the 

national fate, the genitalia’s reproductive function is highlighted while the sexual function is 

disregarded. This perception can be directly perceived through how the female and male 

genitals are referred to in the textbook – they are all named as shengzhi qiguan (reproductive 

organs) instead of xing qiguan (sexual organs). In the textbook, the information about 

genitalia is featured with scientific and medical construction, providing the young readers 

with information and advice for them to learn about their reproductive organs and protect 

them well. In addition to the “hands-on” tips in the section Masturbation, both girls and boys 

are not well informed about the relation between genitalia and sexual pleasure. 

By making the comments above, I do not deny that it is necessary for students to learn about 

the reproductive functions of human genitals. However, knowledge is not value-neutral. 

Students are not only learning the scientific “facts” but also a series of cultural beliefs and 

practices behind the “facts”. Therefore, what information is taught, how the information is 

taught are questions that should be taken into consideration. Through naming the genitals as 

shengzhi qiguan (reproductive organs), highlighting the heteroreproductive function in 

introducing the genitals, and reminding the youth of their duty to protect their genitals, the 

potential readers are guided to see their body in a reproductive only perspective and 

contribute to the nation’s prosperity through reproducing high quality offspring. With the 

detailed information concerning heterosexual reproduction, there is limited acknowledgement 

of pleasure exploration and non-heterosexual penetrative practices in the introduction on 

genitalia. As the textbook says, the students are too young to engage in reproductive activities. 
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Meanwhile, they are, or are about to participate in diverse sexual explorations. Huang (2012) 

states that in 2010, approximately 12.6% - 15.4% of young boys and 8.3% - 11.9% of young 

girls aged from 14-17 reported themselves having had sexual intercourse
31

. In addition, there 

are plenty of Chinese young people who are interested in non-heterosexual behaviors. 

Therefore, to offer advice concerning young people’s immediate desires and experiences are 

as important as teaching them about heterosexual penetrative reproductive sex. Genitalia are 

not only shengzhi qiguan (reproductive organs), but also xing qiguan (sexual organs). 

However, as we can see, Zhen’ai Shengming mainly teaches the young people to view their 

body from a reproductive perspective and see their genitalia as heterosexualized body parts 

for reproduction. Consequently, the target readers will either miss the opportunity to get 

proper instruction for having safe sex
32

 or be stopped from understanding their sexualities and 

bodies in ways other than heterosexual reproductive sexuality.  

 

Through examining the contents in relation to sex and sexuality in Zhen’ai Shengming, I 

argue that even though lifestyles and sexual orientations that do not confine themselves to the 

normative heterosexuality are introduced in the textbook, they are presented as the othered 

exceptions, which further strengthens the hegemonic status of the heterosexual reproductive 

sexuality. In present-day China, marriage and reproduction are universal obligations for 

almost all young people – most of them would see their future life in line with the social 

expectations (Zarafenotis, 2017; Engebretsen, 2017). In this case, to propose the possibilities 

of not to marry and not to have children is progressive. However, these possibilities are only 

presented in a heterosexual only framework, which further constructs the monogamous, 

marital, reproductive heterosexual lifestyle as the norm. In most of the contents of Zhen’ai 

Shengming, heterosexuality is regarded as the self-evident context, such as marriage, having 

children, and sexual behaviors, while homosexuality and bisexuality are almost only 

discussed in the special section about sexual orientations. The only exception is when it 

comes to health issues, the male same-sex sexual behavior is highlighted for promoting safe 

sex against STD and HIV/AIDS. The emphasis on male homosexuality in health issues and 

missing presentation of other sexual minorities in general, links male homosexuality with 

STD and HIV/AIDS in particular, which might result in stereotyping and discrimination 

                                                      
31

 According to Huang (2012), in the questionnaire, the question of whether the interviewee has had sexual 

intercourse were asked twice. Therefore the result is an interval rather than a fixed number.  
32

 Here by using sex, I mean all kinds of sexual activities, not only the heterosexual penetrative sex.  
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against gay people and other sexual minorities. Finally, the presentation on human genitals 

emphasizes the heterosexual reproductive sexuality while overlooking other possibilities of 

exploring sex, and links the individuals’ reproductive body with the nation’s fate. By doing so, 

the textbook creates an ideal model for its potential readers to conform to: an abstinent 

heterosexual citizen who takes good care of her/himself (especially her/his genitalia) and 

focuses on self-development; when s/he grows up, s/he will contribute to society through 

productive work and producing healthy offspring.  

5.4 Conclusion: sexual knowledge under modern regimes of power in China 

In the online discussion about Zhen’ai Shengming, both sides of the debate focus on the 

“radical” contents in the textbook, such as the “explicit” description of sexual behaviors and 

the positive attitudes towards sexual minorities. As most of the netizens have never had 

proper sex education either at school or at home, these contents might appear new and 

different from their perception of the traditional sex education, which is characterized of 

regulating one’s sexuality. However, through examining the contents in relation to desire and 

pleasure, and different sexual orientations and relations in Zhen’ai Shengming, I argue that 

even though the textbook has included contents regarded as “radical” by the netizens, it still 

stays within the frames of normative sexuality. The inclusion of the “radical” contents in 

Zhen’ai Shengming represents the changing social situations in contemporary China; 

however, the textbook is still in line with the Chinese sex education tradition that regulates 

young people’s sexuality and educates the youth to contribute to national development.  

As I have elaborated, the textbook enables autonomy to some extent while reinforces the 

regulation at the same time. “Autonomy” is achieved by providing the youth with tips of 

masturbation, by offering the youth freedom to make sexual decisions on their own, by 

presenting the possibilities of being single, having a DINK family, and being homosexual and 

bisexual. These contents are quite radical and liberating in the current Chinese social setting –

masturbation is commonly seen as harmful and heterosexual reproductive marriage is 

believed to be a must for most people. While the textbook incorporates such liberating 

contents, it is also characterized by techniques of regulation. Through normalizing 

masturbation, the textbook depicts masturbation as an alternative way of sexual intercourse 

for achieving sexual satisfaction; when making sexual decisions, the youth are guided to make 

“careful” sexual decisions based on their values; by presenting the single, non-productive, 

non-heterosexual alternatives, the textbook emphasizes the marital, reproductive, heterosexual 
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norm. Furthermore, in the sections on teenage pregnancy and contraception, sexual conduct is 

highly moralized; in introducing the human genitals, the readers are educated to view their 

body in a reproductive manner and protect their reproductive organs for themselves, the next 

generation, as well as the nation. In other words, even though the textbook suggests a positive 

attitude towards sex and introduces different kinds of sexual identities and lifestyles, it 

discourages premarital sex and highlights heteronormativity. Situating the textbook in the 

contexts of the social transformations – especially the sexual revolution – since the late 1970s 

and the Chinese sex education tradition, the textbook can be understood as a compromise 

between the new sexual cultures in present-day China and the state’s need for keeping young 

people’s sexuality in control. 

Drawing on Foucault’s notion of power and knowledge, Zhen’ai Shengming can be regarded 

as an example of bio-power – different from the old-fashioned coercive sovereign power, the 

modern form of power functions through producing knowledge and discourses for regulating 

human life. As a form of bio-power, the textbook serves to produce “docile bodies by 

increasing the body’s productive capacities while constraining its potential to be unruly” 

(Foucault, 1977, pp. 25-26). Instead of using prohibition, the textbook produces a scientific 

discourse that legitimizes the normative heterosexuality and marginalizes the behaviors and 

practices that are deviant from the norm. The textbook constructs an ideal model for the 

students to conform to: a girl/boy who focuses on her/his study and work rather than pursuing 

sexual desire; when s/he grows up, s/he would have a marital, heterosexual and reproductive 

relationship so as to contribute to the national prosperity. Consequently, the students are 

“free” to make responsible sexual decisions and concentrate on academic pursuits, which 

reduces the so-called negative effects of teenage sex (for example, teenage pregnancy) and 

ensures that the youth’s energy is utilized for social development. In other words, the 

textbook produces the young docile bodies through preventing them from becoming the social 

burden of the state (for example, teenage pregnancy violates the population control policy) 

while inducing them to become productive and reproductive citizens desired by society. 

However, as Foucault notes, power is neither repressive nor a possession; resistance is 

internal to power relations. Therefore, it should be noted that the textbook does not guarantee 

tactical effects. 
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Chapter 6 Conclusion: the disciplinary and liberating sides of sex 

education – Zhen’ai Shengming as a case 

The departure point for this thesis was a national online debate on Chinese sex education. In 

spring 2017, beginning with a mother complaining on Sina Weibo about the “explicit” 

contents in a sex education textbook, thousands of Chinese netizens joined in the discussion 

about the textbook – Zhen’ai Shengming and sex education for the Chinese youth in general. 

The netizens were divided into two camps. Some of them criticized the textbook being 

problematic and misleading, while others regarded Zhen’ai Shengming as the best sex 

education textbook ever in China. The heated online debate made me wonder if there was 

something at stake in sex education in present-day China. Consequently, I chose to study the 

textbook by asking, what kinds of understanding of sex and sexuality are presented in the 

textbook? What kind of different readings does it open up for? Can different readings reveal 

some of the tensions and dilemmas in sex education in China today? Thus, the use of this 

particular textbook is not meant to be representative of all the Chinese sex education 

textbooks. Rather, I aim to use it as a case for investigating the complex issues at play in the 

sex education in present-day China. With the emerging alternative understandings of sex and 

sexuality facing the dominant traditional Chinese sexual knowledge systems and conventional 

norms, I regard Zhen’ai Shengming as a compromise between the two trends. In order to 

explore the questions listed above, I looked into two issues in particular: 1) the discourse of 

desire and pleasure, and 2) the sexual orientations and relations presented in the textbook. 

I have applied a Foucauldian perspective for my analysis of the sex education textbook. As 

Foucault (1978) states, starting from the 18th century, Western Europe has witnessed the rise 

of a modern kind of power. Different from the old-fashioned sovereign power, the modern 

power regards the human life as an important resource for the state. For controlling human 

life, the modern power functions at two poles – the individual body and the population. 

Sexuality has therefore become a central target of the modern power, as it connects the 

individual body and the population. In the name of improving the individual and collective 

health and welfare, bio-power refers to power over the population. Rather than using cohesive 

methods, the modern power functions through producing knowledge and discourses. 

Regarding sexuality as an important field for social control, Foucault (1978) claims that the 

understandings of sex and sexuality are always historically situated and constituted by power 

relations. While certain knowledges of bodies, sexuality and desire are legitimized as 
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“knowable” and “official” for shaping everyday discourses and practices, others are 

marginalized and silenced. The Foucauldian perspective of knowledge production emphasizes 

“the constructedness of knowledge” and targets at the mechanisms that produce and manage 

knowledge in relation to sex, gender, and sexuality (Burns, 2013, p. 89). Adopting the 

Foucauldian perspective, the governance of sexuality not only takes place in the state level but 

also embeds in daily regulations and practices. In terms of the sex education textbook, 

through normalizing and naturalizing certain types of knowledge – instead of the others, the 

young readers are induced to conform to the existing norms of sex, gender, and sexuality. 

For understanding the power relations that produce and manage the understandings of sex and 

sexuality in Zhen’ai Shengming, I situate the textbook in the contexts of the Chinese sex 

education and the social transformation in the country since the late 1970s. Starting from the 

Republican period in the 1910s, the population has become a central target of the political 

management for realizing national modernization. It was from then that sex education in 

China was regarded as an apparatus for regulating the individual body as well as the 

population for improving national prosperity. After the founding of the PRC, there has been a 

series of scientific instructions and institutional regulations for controlling young people’s 

sexuality. In addition, starting from the late 1970s, the Chinese government has introduced the 

one-child policy to control the population growth, which is a strong example of bio-power. 
33

 

In spite of the aim for controlling population, the one-child policy has promoted sexual 

pleasure in an unwitting manner – when the citizens are encouraged to use contraception, 

sexual pleasure is recognized on its own merits. Under the one-child policy, sex is to a high 

degree separated from its reproductive function. Another perspective on this is that from the 

late 1970s, the Chinese government introduced the economic reform and opening-up policy, 

which has resulted in social transformations that even go beyond the Chinese leadership’s 

control, such as individualization, commercialization, and globalization. Along with these 

social changes, sexual culture in Chinese society has undergone great changes. The open 

expression and pursuit of sexual desire have become more socially accepted, and the sexual 

minorities are getting more visibility in Chinese society. The change in Chinese sexual culture 

is often referred to as the “sexual revolution” in China (Pan, 2006). Therefore a controversy 
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 It should be noted that the population control policy is a combination of the modern kind bio-power and the 

sovereignty, as it involved brutal sterilizations and abortions and caused a large number of deaths of fetuses and 

infants.  
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emerges – the state power that seeks to regulate its people through controlling their sexuality 

and the individuals’ growing inclination for exploring their sexuality freely. 

It is within such social and cultural contexts that Zhen’ai Shengming was published. My close 

reading of the text indicates that the textbook simultaneously represents the disciplinary sex 

education tradition and attempts to suggest alternative ways of being a sexual subject for its 

young readers. As an officially published sex education textbook, its contents were approved 

by the state’s censorship system. To a large extent, it continues with the Chinese sex 

education tradition by setting certain norms for young readers to adapt to. Regarding the 

youth as the future of the state, the textbook advises them to take care of their own body and 

discourages them to engage in (hetero)sexual practices. Meanwhile, heterosexuality is 

constructed as the normative sexual identity, and all other sexualities are positioned as 

“othered” and marginalized. An ideal model is presented for the young readers: a healthy 

responsible young person who remains abstinent and focuses on her/his study and work; when 

s/he is mature enough, s/he will enter a heterosexual reproductive marital relationship. On the 

other hand, Zhen’ai Shengming also includes liberating contents that caused a massive stir 

online. The “radical” contents that have provoked the netizens’ criticism, such as “explicit” 

contents in relation to heterosexual behavior, positive representation of homosexuality and 

bisexuality, along with the positive attitudes towards masturbation and sex have showcased 

the influence of the changing sex culture: sex should not be a taboo topic – especially in a sex 

education textbook, sexual minorities are gaining social recognition, and young people’s 

desire is recognized (as long as it does not violate the state’s population control policy). As 

my analyses indicate, the textbook comprises and tries to harmonize the two conflicting 

attitudes to sex. Another example is that the textbook does not simply repeat the Guidelines’ 

requirement that young people should avoid premarital sex, but employs a tactful way to 

suggest the youth to make careful decisions for their own sake. It appears to be a case of what 

Foucault describes as the exercise of the modern power: instead of by prohibition and control, 

it establishes a discourse about sexuality that forms the readers’ understanding of themselves. 

These tensions and compromises are what I seek to tease out in this thesis. Zhen’ai 

Shengming showcases the struggles between a disciplinary tradition and a freer social reality 

in the production of sexual knowledge in present-day China; meanwhile, it engages in the 

constitution of power relations – through being read, being discussed, and many other 

practices in daily life.  
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It should be noted that even though my analysis focuses on the textual materials, I do not aim 

to deny the agency of the subject. The multiple practices in daily life have diverse impacts on 

constituting power relations. As Foucault notes, power and resistance are always correlated. 

Resistance is internal to power relations. In certain contexts, the multiple discursive elements 

can “come into play in various strategies” (Foucault, 1990, p. 100). There is no concrete 

division between the dominant, accepted discourse and the subordinated, excluded discourse. 

Thus, the contents of Zhen’ai Shengming do not guarantee tactical effects. While Zhen’ai 

Shengming is produced for legitimizing the regulation of young people’s sexuality, it may 

also be used to contest the ideas it tries to validate. By asking the young people to make 

responsible sexual decisions, the textbook may assist to reduce sexual activity among 

teenagers, but it can also allow the young people to make their own decisions that lead to 

sexual debut. The presentation of the non-heteronormative lifestyles and choices (such as 

being single, having a DINK family, and being homosexual/ bisexual) underlines 

heteronormativity in the textbook, but it may also encourage the young people to have their 

own way of living and being sexual subjects. As this thesis only offers a critical reading of the 

textual materials from Zhen’ai Shengming, my research could not refer to the multiple daily 

practices to further explore how the textbook participates in influencing its readers’ real life. 

Therefore, to study how young readers understand the textbook and make choices in their 

daily practices would be a promising topic to study in the future. 
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