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Belongingness and Resistance in Platformed Play: Feminist

Agency among Female Gamers in China

Weijie Huang, Payal Arora and Mara Yerkes

Abstract

This study investigates how Chinese female gamers navigate persistent gendered
inequalities within a deeply mediatized digital environment shaped by platform
governance, algorithmic and local patriarchal structures. Addressing the Western-
centric focus of existing scholarship, it integrates belongingness theory with feminist
perspectives to conceptualize belongingness as a cultural-political practice under
constraints. Using qualitative netnography, the study analyses 343 multimodal posts
from Chinese platforms Douban, Xiaohongshu and Bilibili. Findings show that female
gamers mobilize adaptive feminist agency by employing strategies, including
decoding discrimination through humor and aesthetic critique, engaging in everyday
digital activism, and reshaping gaming authority through emotional ties and value
renegotiation. By examining Chinese cases, this study extends belongingness theory
to geopolitical dimensions, providing a context-sensitive perspective on the agency
of marginalized groups in a deeply mediatized society. Rather than being specific to
gaming environments, these practices demonstrate how belongingness operates as a
broader feminist agency across platformed cultures. This study identifies the
infrastructural and relational conditions of feminist agency, offering concrete insights
for gender-inclusive platform governance through play and feminist media studies.

Keywords: Chinese Female Gamers, Digital Belongingness, Feminist Digital Culture,
Digital Gaming Culture, Cross-Platform Practices, Mediatized Gaming,
gamevironments

To cite this article: Huang W., Arora, P. and Yerkes, M., 2026. Belongingness and
Resistance in Platformed Play: Feminist Agency among Female Gamers in China.
Gamevironments 24, 96-145. Available at https://journals.suub.uni-
bremen.de/index.php/gamevironments/.

Online games have long served as key social spaces where players build identities,

foster community ties and navigate power dynamics (Taylor 2006). In recent years,


https://journals.suub.uni-bremen.de/index.php/gamevironments/
https://journals.suub.uni-bremen.de/index.php/gamevironments/

el

nemc nigy  authus whie. a il 9o Le| sl’la mu
b o™t sit M b

L I v\
ap 56 ta n e e o ) D
feNSnlLw u\ i A

with the deep integration of gaming within multimodal digital platforms such as
social media, livestreaming, short videos, and information platforms (e.g., forums and
wikis), the boundaries between games, social, and media have blurred (Frissen et al.
2015). Gaming has become a cultural arena where gender relations and power
structures are reproduced, negotiated and transformed through daily practices.
Despite the rapid growth of global female gamers - China alone has over 300 million
female gamers (Interesse 2024) - platform structures and cultural norms continue to
challenge gender equality in gaming spaces (Ruotsalainen and Merildinen 2024).
Existing research indicates that algorithmic recommendations, audience interaction,
and content moderation by platform culture reinforce male-centric gaming cultures,
allowing male gazes, harassment, exclusion, and biased evaluations to permeate
female gamers' experiences (Zolides 2021, Gray 2014). Technology and platforms are
not neutral but socio-technical infrastructures where gender power is encoded,

debated and reconstructed (Wajcman 2004).

Existing research on female gamers has shown that they often turn to alternative,
female-centric communities, such as GirlGamers on Reddit or Female Gamer
Federation (FGF) on Douban, to access information, emotional support, and
belongingness (Zhang, Mu and Huang 2023). However, most studies focus on
reactive strategies, such as coping with harassment or forming identities (Madden et
al. 2021, Scidone, Phillips and Pantaleo 2024, Wong and Ratan 2024). This leaves
limited understanding of how women cultivate digital belongingness and reshape
gaming cultures within deep mediatization. Female gamers’ community practices are
not only reflected in responses to gender inequality but also involve collective
connections formed through relational interactions and community collaboration
(Zhang, Mu and Huang 2023). However, this relational dimension lacks sufficient

theoretical development in existing research. Therefore, this study adopts



netwec ni uthus aMie. ‘e
£33 ™Fr L i

= 3 n

an *ap 5¢ (@ n ja** i
s Gt 0RO Shme po
raf>

belongingness as the core analytical perspective (Baumeister and Leary 1995). Unlike
dominant approaches to digital feminist activism, which often foreground visibility,
resistance and collective mobilization (Vachhani 2024), belongingness draws
attention to the relational labor through which females cultivate sustainably affective
communities within hostile environments (Yodovich 2021). This perspective highlights
how female gamers negotiate the tensions between structural constraints and their
fundamental need for social connection and legitimacy. This gap is important
because ignoring women'’s strategic and creative practices risks reinforcing male-
dominated platform design and narratives, further marginalizing women'’s

participation and visibility (Arora 2024).

China provides an essential context for examining these issues. Its digital
environment is subject to strict state regulations that govern visibility and discourse
(Hu and Zhang 2024), while commercial platforms shape user behavior through
market-driven algorithms (Lu, Zhou and Fan 2023). In addition, public expressions on
gender are highly sensitive, and feminist critiques face ongoing restrictions (Lai and
Liu 2024). Meanwhile, female gamers, nearly half of all gamers in China, increasingly
influence market trends and cultural norms (Interesse 2024, Liu 2024). For instance,
the unreleased Chinese game Cellveillance (2025) was removed from Chinese gaming
platforms after female players reported gender-based violence and privacy violations
on social media platforms in promotional videos released in April 2025 (Zhang 2025).
This case demonstrates how Chinese female players, within the broader context of
Chinese digital feminism, challenge harmful images and reshape visibility,
accountability, and belongingness mechanisms through everyday collective practices,
thus extending the digital practice of the contemporary feminist movement in China.

These mediated practices reflect a tactical adaptation in Chinese digital feminism —
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moving from polarizing, high-risk visibility to decentralized, adaptive negotiation

(Wang and Tavmen 2025).

Building on this research gap, this study asks: How do Chinese female gamers
negotiate digital belongingness through cross-platform online discourse and
mediated practices? This paper employs cross-platform netnography, combined with
multimodal discourse analysis (MDA) and reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) textual,
visual, and audiovisual content across Douban, Xiaohongshu, and Bilibili. This study
conceptualizes belongingness as a mediated, context-specific process. Empirically,
the findings demonstrate how women'’s collective meaning-making and platform
navigation constitute emerging socio-cultural transformation. Practically, this research
offers insights for more inclusive game-community design and platform governance.
Theoretically, this paper offers insights into the formation mechanisms of digital
belongingness and feminist practices across mediated multi-platform spaces.

And with that: Let the game begin.

Literature Review

Institutional discrimination in platformized gaming cultures

Gender discrimination in global digital gaming culture is multi-layered, structured,
and systemic. It establishes an ideological foundation within socio-cultural norms
(Madden et al. 2021), enforces power through platform governance and institutional
structures (Fisher, Chen and Taylor 2025), and permeates players’ daily interactions
and experiences through media technologies (Gray 2014). In parallel, economic
structures create profit-driven incentives (Liu and Lai 2022), while psychological
mechanisms explain how individuals perceive rejection (Jagayat and Choma 2021,

Kao et al. 2024). Existing research indicates the prevalence of such discrimination
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(Scidone, Phillips and Pantaleo 2024, Ruotsalainen and Merilainen 2024). Early
research showed how male-centric cultures reproduce exclusion through identity
construction, hegemonic discourse, stereotypes, and community practices (Shaw

2010, Vermeulen et al. 2016, Kivijarvi and Katila 2022).

Later research indicates that exclusion is reinforced through platform content visibility
and algorithmic governance, which institutionalizes gender bias via the media
environment (Zolides 2021, Gray 2014). From a techno feminist perspective,
technology is not neutral but inherently encodes power relations (Wajcman 2004).
Existing studies have documented this prevalence through reported harassment and
the male-dominated construction of gamer identity in the Global North (Chess 2017,
Wong and Ratan 2024, Adefope and Bayraktar 2025), as well as through negotiations
of the male gaze and community discourse struggles in East Asia, Africa, and beyond
(Naidoo, Coleman and Guyo 2020, Lai and Liu 2024, Adefope and Bayraktar 2025).
However, existing frameworks are largely based on Western cases, making them
insufficient to explain how discrimination mechanisms are reshaped in Global South

contexts under distinct censorship and governance regimes (Liao 2024).

Contemporary (Digital) Feminist Movements in China: State, Market, and
Gaming as a Platform for Gender Activism

Gender discrimination in global gaming culture is not isolated. It is a multi-layered,
structured mechanism embedded within cultural norms, economic structures, and
technological systems. In China, gendered exclusion is enforced through the interplay
of state, market, and platform governance, which encourages Chinese women to
regulate their emotions in rational yet anxious ways, while discouraging overtly

political expression (Zuo 2025). These intersecting forces create a highly localized and
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institutionalized gendered digital environment, where structural inequalities are

reframed as individual processes of identity negotiation.

Specifically, state and platform censorship set top-down boundaries that determine
what can be expressed (Lai and Liu 2024). This system shapes visibility and regulates
which gender qualities are acceptable and which are not. Recent research suggests
that, under the guise of combating extremism, the Chinese government has
strengthened platform governance, closed numerous digital feminist communities
and limited public feminist discourse (Liao 2024, Liao 2025). This form of governance
is often accompanied by the delegitimization of feminist discourse, which is regarded
as radical, inappropriate, or politically sensitive, pushing grassroots feminist practices
toward more indirect forms of engagement (Yang and Zhou 2023). In the game
industry, regulators have framed content in romance games as sexually explicit,
subjecting female desire and emotional expression to strict censorship and reshaping
digital identities around risk avoidance (Lai and Liu 2024, 4). Within this environment,
these constraints are often internalized, shaping identity negotiation into a cautious

and strategically mediated process.

The interplay between local patriarchal norms and transnational cultural forces
regulates women's identities. Despite the rapid growth of female gamers and the rise
of a she-economy in China (Liu 2024), this market-driven economy reflects targeted
consumer segmentation rather than cultural empowerment (Lai and Liu 2024).
Mainstream gaming spaces are portrayed as heterosexualized spaces that admire
hypermasculine traits while marginalizing female characters (Liu and Lai 2022).
Meanwhile, otome games marketed towards women reinforce male-privileged
gender roles in their romantic narratives, thereby perpetuating institutionalized

marginalization (Cui 2024). Moreover, female gamers are categorized as a distinct
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consumer group, separate from the mainstream community. In this context, romantic
gameplay is packaged as empowerment, yet commodifies women'’s attention and
emotional engagement, integrating it into capital accumulation and producing a

subtle structure of exploitation (Liao 2024).

Platforms, as the infrastructure of China’s digital ecosystem, occupy a contradictory
position, enabling cultural expression while reinforcing structural inequalities.
Through algorithmic recommendations, content filtering, and user profiling, platforms
enforce subtle forms of gender regulation. Algorithmic recommendations often
prioritize male-oriented content and highly competitive game cultures favored by
male players. In Chinese video game Honor of Kings (2015), for instance, despite
female players comprising over half of the base, system rewards, combat mechanics,
and community culture remain shaped by male hegemonic norms, disadvantageous
to women (Liu and Lai 2022). However, under such structural constraints, Chinese
women have also developed coping strategies. Grassroots feminists strategically
adopted less polarized labels, which, by choosing more moderate and resonant
expressions, effectively mitigated online misogynistic backlash while avoiding
triggering platform moderation systems, thus enabling discursive reconfiguration in
the constrained digital space (Wang and Tavmen 2025). At the same time, female
players have developed creative strategies for micro-resistance, including bypassing
censorship through anonymity, slang, and image inversion (Lai and Liu 2024),
establishing safe, private communities, building support networks, and reshaping

gender identities (Zhang, Mu and Huang 2023).
However, these practices are not isolated or individual responses. In a highly

regulated environment, open and confrontational feminist expression is often

restricted, prompting feminist practices to shift towards more everyday,
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decentralized, and strategic paths (Lai and Liu 2024, Liao 2024). For example, existing
research has shown that some gender issues are embedded in interactive narratives
through gamification, allowing players to engage with and reflect on gender
inequality in a less politically sensitive context, thereby disseminating confrontational
knowledge (Huang and Liu 2022). Within this context, games and their associated
social spaces have increasingly functioned as important spaces where digital feminist
practices are rearticulated and negotiated. The negotiation, expression, and
interaction of female gamers in these spaces not only respond to gender inequality
within gaming culture, but also reflect the ongoing development and transformation

of Chinese digital feminism within subcultural spheres (Cui 2024).

At the same time, these practices also retain a distinctly collective dimension.
Research has found that female gamer communities (such as FGF on Douban) can

transform individual dissatisfaction into collective voices and public pressure through 103

cross-platform collaboration, thereby influencing game content and industry
practices (Zhang, Mu and Huang 2023). This transformation from daily interaction to
collective action suggests that female gamers’ practices are not isolated forms of
leisure, but are better understood as an extension of Chinese digital feminism in the
gaming field. Therefore, the collective practices of female gamers in China should be
viewed as cultural-political actions embedded in the context of contemporary

Chinese digital feminism.

Beyond Resistance: Gaming as a Voluntary Pursuit of Pleasure and Connection
for Women

Despite the structural inequalities that shape digital gaming environments, female
players are not simply passive players of oppression. On the contrary, studies indicate

that women’s engagement in games is driven by enjoyment, social connection and
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identity (Taylor 2006, Zhang, Mu and Huang 2023, Kao et al. 2024, Wong and Ratan
2024). Female gamers engage with gaming not out of obligation, but as a meaningful
cultural practice. Through play, they seek relaxation, emotional resonance, and self-
expression, while actively shaping their digital identities in interaction with others

(Madden et al. 2021, Yi 2023, Wong and Ratan 2024).

Recognizing this distinction is essential for understanding how female gamers
exercise agency. Unlike structural obligations such as household duties or societal
expectations, gaming is a voluntary form of leisure. Yet this voluntariness is often
socially conditioned: even leisure can carry implicit responsibilities or expectations
(Taylor 2006). Although leaving a hostile space is always an option, many female
gamers frequently choose to remain, seeking ways to negotiate their presence and
maintain meaningful engagement. In this context, the analytical framework of this
research shifted from the binary logic of oppression-resistance. In China, female
gamers' practices are not presented as confrontational political actions, but rather as
an adaptive agency of continuous negotiation within constraints (Lai and Liu 2024).
Through strategic expression, platform migration, and emotional labor, they are
gradually creating their own space for expression and cultural legitimacy without
compromising the enjoyment of the game. For female players, the love of the play
drives continuous adaptation and collective action, so that remaining and playing
well becomes a participatory strategy. Based on this, the belongingness framework
helps reveal the emotional and social motivations for their continued participation
and provides a lens for understanding digital feminist practices in a deeply mediated

context.
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Belongingness as a Cultural-Political Practice: A Feminist, Relational, and
Mediatized Perspective

In digital culture studies, belongingness has transcended the emotional needs or
stable relationships emphasized in psychology, and it is reconceptualized as a cultural
practice with political and relational implications (Yodovich 2021). While Baumeister
and Leary (1995) view belongingness as a fundamental human need for building
bonds, feminist scholars point out that this motivation is not naturally available in
digital space. Shaw (2014), Banet-Weiser (2018), and Ahmed (2014) emphasize that
women and other gendered subjects often encounter the reinforcing effects of
patriarchal norms, exclusionary cultures, and platform governance when pursuing
digital visibility. Building on this, this study conceptualizes belongingness as a
cultural-political practice continuously produced within platform-specific conditions

through relationship-building, emotional labor, and normative resistance.

Within China’s highly regulated platformized environment, female players’ behavior
reflects individual motivations and strategies for maintaining community connections
under structural constraints. Building on this, this study introduces Allen et al.’'s (2021)
four-dimensional framework, analyzing belongingness as an interaction between
structural conditions (opportunities and cognition) and player agency (motivation
and ability). The former provides structural conditions for interaction and assessing
acceptance or exclusion, while the latter reflects players’ communicative skills and
ability to navigate community expectations. This approach frames the study of
Chinese female gamers’ practices within highly regulated digital environments,
conceptualizing how belongingness can be examined politically, culturally, and

practically.
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When situated in China'’s highly regulated and deeply mediatized environment,
belongingness takes on a cross-platform and cross-context character (Hepp 2020).
Gaming, videos-sharing, social media, and online communities form a digital
ecosystem where platform governance, algorithms and cultural norms shape
interaction and exclusion (Lan 2023). In this context, female gamers’ cross-platform
practices are a structural response to gender constraints, not merely a personal
choice (Lai and Liu 2024). Through collaboration, emotional investment and micro-
resistance, they sustain community connections and show how belongingness is

fostered within institutional constraints.

By conceptualizing belongingness as a cultural-political practice and applying Allen’s
framework, this study emphasizes the interplay between structural conditions and
women'’s agency within China’s digital environment. This approach examines how

belongingness is shaped through cross-platform practices and offers a Global South 106

perspective on feminist agency in mediatized societies.

Method

This study employs qualitative netnography. Through observation, it captures the
dynamics of symbols, interactions, and emotions, revealing how users employ humor,
irony, aesthetic stylization, and even silence to express themselves and foster
community ties within the platform'’s structural constraints (Kozinets 2015, Kozinets
2023). This method is particularly suitable for analyzing highly mediated data, such as
posts on social media. From a feminist lens, netnography analyzes how female
gamers’ experiences reshape gender and power relations through digital practices,
revealing belongingness and resistance as ongoing cultural processes (Vachhani

2024). Furthermore, netnography'’s cultural sensitivity and adaptability to cross-
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platform, multimodal data (Kozinets and Gretzel 2023), along with its naturalistic,
non-intrusive characteristics, enable it to capture authentic expressions and
community interactions of female gamers on Chinese platforms (Kefi et al. 2024),

offering methodological support for this study.

Cross-Platform Justification

Female gamers in China’s gaming space encounter significant gender bias and
culturally embedded toxicity. Existing literature consistently indicates that mainstream
gaming platforms such as Steam and NGA in China are often characterized by male-
dominated cultures, with misogyny, access restrictions, and hostile behavior towards
female gamers being prevalent (Li 2023, Liao 2024, Zhang, Mu and Huang 2023).
Such circumstances can constrain female players’ ability to express themselves and to
develop stable forms of community belongingness. At the same time, the deep
mediatization of China’'s gaming industry has transformed gaming into a cross-
platform and socially embedded practice, extending beyond game-specific
infrastructures into broader media environments (Gamma Data 2026). As a result,
focusing solely on traditional gaming platforms would risk overlooking the spaces
where female players more actively negotiate and form their belongingness.
Therefore, this study chose to use non-mainstream gaming platforms as the primary

data source.

The rationality of the platform selection was supported by a preliminary survey of the
first author's PhD project.! Results showed that Douban', Bilibili', and Xiaohongshu®
were the primary platforms for female gamer interaction, significantly higher than
traditional professional gaming platforms such as Heybox (n = 28), Steam (n = 17),
and NGA (n = 16) (see Figure 1). The survey data are consistent with external reports,

indicating these selections have higher female user bases compared to male users”
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(see Figure 2), further justifying the selection. Gu et al. (2024) focus on Xiaohongshu,
emphasizing how female-oriented platforms facilitate active and open gendered
expression in China, supporting netnography and content analysis on such platforms.
This cross-platform research design ensured that observed cultural practices and
community interactions occurred within a meaningful and sustainable context of

participation.

Favourite gaming communities

Douban
Bilibili
Xiaohongshu
Sina Weibo
Baidu Tieba
Douyin
Heybox

Zhihu

steam

o

100 200 300 400 500 600 700

W Favourite gaming communities

Figure 1. Favorite gaming communities for the survey participants (n=752)
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Figure 2. Users Sex ratio in Chinese Social media platforms (BiliBili 2024, Thomala 2024, Ma 2025, Verot
2025a, Verot 2025b, GAB Team n.d)

Data Collection 1

e}

Between December 2024 and January 2025, 343 posts, including text, images and
videos, published between July and December 2024, were sampled from the three
platforms. The timeframe observed the continuity and evolution of female gamers'’
cultural practices beyond brief trends. The sampling strategy combined engagement
metrics, keyword searches, and manual review, excluding commercial content to

capture authentic, grassroots practices of female gamers.

Female gamer identity verification and ensuring data credibility

Data credibility was ensured through multiple verification methods. On Douban, FGF
group membership and posts required verification of gender and gamer identity. On
Bilibili and Xiaohongshu, only posts using hashtags like “#femalegamer” and

"#femaleplayer”' with explicit self-identified gender or community affiliation were

included. Ambiguous gender information was excluded during manual review,
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ensuring the sample represented female gamers. The tag-based approach reflects
retrieval efficiency and the interplay between platform algorithms and user practices.
As Wan et al. (2025) note, female users strategically employ tags to signal community
membership on Chinese platforms. Using gender-specific tags functions as a form of
self-presentation and belonging confirmation, allowing researchers to systematically
observe women'’s identity expression within the ethical bounds of publicly available

data

Data Analysis

This study employed an inductive approach with reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) and
multimodal discourse analysis (MDA) to examine how female gamers' interactions
negotiate emotional, cultural, and political dimensions. RTA, due to its flexibility and
interpretive depth, enabling a nuanced understanding of complex digital practices

(Braun et al. 2023). RTA facilitates a nuanced interpretation of shared meanings within 11

mediated online narratives, allowing for a deep exploration of how female gamers

negotiate belongingness through their digital discourse.

MDA as a social semiotic approach (Kress 2009) focuses on how multiple symbolic
modes collaboratively construct meaning (Kress and van Leeuwen 2020). It
emphasizes how visual, linguistic, and symbolic choices achieve interpersonal,
experiential, and discourse metafunctions (O'Halloran 2023). MDA is employed to
examine how gendered experiences are semiotically mediated through the
collaborative interaction of visual, linguistic, and symbolic choices on digital

platforms.

All sampled content (text, image, video) was transcribed as necessary (e.g., video

content) after processing. Data was encoded using NVivo 14, allowing themes to
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emerge. Coding was conducted independently by the first author (a native Chinese
speaker) to ensure a nuanced understanding. Intercoder reliability was not feasible
due to language constraints. To maintain rigor, the coding process involved iterative
codebook development, reflective memos, and discussions with co-authors to ensure

reliability of the analysis and interpretation.

Textual data were analyzed by RTA, following a structured process by Braun et al.
(2023). This process included familiarization with the data, initial coding, generating
preliminary themes through clustering and comparison, reviewing and refining
themes, and finally transforming them into interpretable patterns of shared meaning.
The final report integrated data extracts with analytical narratives, while reflexively

considering the process to construct a coherent thematic story.

Visual and audiovisual materials, including memes, fan art, screenshots, and
game/role-playing videos, were analyzed using MDA. Using O'Halloran’s
Intersemiosis Model (2023), we examined four metafunctions: experiential and logical
(how players represent identity and narratives), interpersonal (how symbols convey
emotions and community identity), and textual (how resources organize information
and construct narratives). Videos were coded by content themes (e.g., tutorials,
playthroughs, critique clips) and tagged for visual elements, aesthetics, and game
mechanics. Analysis continued until saturation, ensuring a nuanced understanding of

cross-symbolic meanings and interaction patterns.

Researcher Reflexivity
This study was guided by a feminist perspective. While it relies on social media data
rather than active co-creation, we remain committed to addressing power

asymmetries by treating users as active agents and respecting their diverse
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experiences in data selection, interpretation, and presentation. The first author is a
Chinese female researcher with an academic background in digital culture, over ten
years of experience creating content on Chinese social media, including gaming
communities, and experience as a gamer. This insider perspective facilitated a
nuanced interpretation of latent meanings that might otherwise be overlooked,
including the cultural and social constructions of female players' subtle resistance and
emotional expression. Throughout the analysis, the researcher-maintained journaling
and dialogue with co-authors, who bring international and interdisciplinary
perspectives, to assess how her cultural background, gender identity, and academic
position might influence the analysis. These reflective practices help reduce

interpretive biases and ensure the study’s analytical depth and ethical grounding.

Ethical Considerations and Data Protection

Due to platform moderation and state governance, public posts rarely contained

explicit politically sensitive content or disclosures of minority gender identities, and
such identities were not present in the sampled material, reflecting the broader
regulatory environment on Chinese digital platforms (Cui 2024). Following
institutional data privacy guidelines, as this study relied solely on publicly accessible
content without direct interaction with users, individual informed consent was not

required. To ensure data protection, additional safeguards were applied, including

¢ Manual de-identification and pseudonymization of all potentially identifying
information, including profile photos, in-game IDs, and personal images.
e Exclusion of any content where re-identification risk remained high.

e No attempts to trace, contact, or interact with content creators.
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All data were securely stored to prevent identification of individuals. The final dataset
contains no directly identifiable personal information, and all procedures comply with

GDPR research exemptions and practices in internet-mediated research ethics.

Findings: From Marginal Critique to Cultural Transformation

This section, based on a cross-platform netnographic analysis of 343 posts from
Douban, Xiaohongshu, and Bilibili, examines how Chinese female gamers construct
belongingness and resist gender discrimination through digital practices. Three
interrelated dynamics emerge: decoding gender discrimination through humor and
aesthetic practices, enacting everyday digital feminist activism to negotiate
governance and cultivate collective accountability, and nurturing digital
belongingness through affective bonds and broader cultural transformation. These

dynamics reflect how female gamers reshape gaming culture from the margins, 11

w

expanding the possibilities for more inclusive and equitable digital play.

Decoding Discrimination through Humor and Aesthetic Critique

Chinese female gamers mobilize humor and critique to challenge mainstream gender
representation across platforms. Their practices span meme-based commentary,
visual reinterpretations of character design, and culturally situated critiques of
localization. Our analysis shows that female gamers frequently use memes as critical
reflection, turning the female stereotype of irrational or overly emotional into a

perceptive perspective. A widely circulated texted meme, Not sensitive, but, perceptive

(FREUX M2E. #¥t) has become a discursive tool to distinguish feminist criticism

from stereotypical oversensitivity. Its red background, condensed typography, and
asymmetrical layout amplify a sense of assertiveness, reframing women'’s emotion as

sharp insight into gendered injustice. This meme practice resonates with emerging
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work on feminist meme aesthetics, shows how color, typography, and minimalist
visual compression operate as tools for asserting critique and reclaiming interpretive
authority (Khosravi-Ooryad 2024). Our findings demonstrate that under the Chinese
gaming context, these visual practices transform individual frustrations into collective,
culturally meaningful critique, expanding the scope of digital feminist semiotics
within Chinese platformized gaming cultures (Song and Wang 2025). Through these
meme aesthetics, female gamers reclaim interpretive authority, transforming

everyday critique into a culturally resonant form of feminist world-building.

Similarly, female gamers often pause gameplay to screenshot moments exposing
gendered biases, adding these images with humorous comments that circulate as
collective aesthetic critique. For example, a female player shared a screenshot from
the Chinese game Wuchang: Fallen Feathers (2025), which has been widely circulated

on Douban. The screenshot shows a female protagonist mid-combat, flying in the air 11

in a revealing skirt, with the rear camera focusing on her body rather than the combat
scene. The poster commented “Save some money to buy pants,”" revealing the
disconnect between the character’'s combat function and hypersexualized
appearance. This screenshot and its comments reveal the dilemma: the visual
language prioritizes women's bodies for aesthetic consumption over her strength or
ability. Female players interpret this as a manifestation of male gaze in game design:
female protagonists are portrayed as objects of visual pleasure, with their aesthetic

appeal overrides narratives and role functionality.

Criticism is not the only engagement form. Many female players offer playful
reinterpretations of evolving character designs, reflecting their desire for autonomy
and representational change. A widely circulated post compares three versions of

Chun-Li (IV, V, and VI) in Street Fighter series (1987), highlighting a shift from a
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sexualized aesthetic to a functional design. Chun-Li, the series’ first female fighter,
debuted in 1991. Version IV shows Chun-Li in a passive pose with exposed thighs;
version V reduces body display but continues to emphasize the sexy elements such as
visible legs and prominent breasts. The latest version VI shows her mid-high kicking,
wearing tights under traditional Chinese clothing, showing her strength and
athleticism. The caption “Master Chun-Li finally puts on pants~" combines humor
with approval, reflecting female players’ collective appreciation for a design that
prioritizes women’s autonomy and athleticism. This post demonstrates a feminist
reading: the design transformation is interpreted as a symbolic revision reflecting
players’ feminist aspirations for realism, dignity, and autonomy. It shows how players
use textual and graphic commentary to construct feminist belongingness through

visual reassessment.

Beyond critiquing game representations, female gamers mobilize humor and irony to 11

challenge ingrained gender stereotypes within gaming communities. Using inside
jokes, female gamers overturn stereotypes rooted in gaming culture. In a role-playing
video, a Xiaohongshu user humorously mocks the gender stereotypes in video game

Sky: Children of the Light (2019):

“A: We don’t have any male players in this game; all of our players are women.
B: Bullshit! I've seen male players playing.
A: That's just female players pretending to be males.”

This short and lighthearted conversation critiques gender assumptions in games. It
suggests that a care-theme game Sky: Children of the Light, is so feminine-dominated

that male players’ presents seem almost unbelievable.
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While critiques of hypersexualized avatars reflect a broader feminist awareness of
gendered representations, Chinese female gamers’ responses to localization reveal
contextually specific critique. Localization, as a discursive process, adapts global
content through language conversion and the resemiotization of symbols to
correspond with the cultural logic of a particular audience (Jiang and Vasquez 2020,
Mehta 2020). By comparing translations across game versions, these players’ critiques
reflect how global gender biases integrated with local cultural and linguistic
resources, reproducing and normalizing them within Chinese patriarchal context. For
instance, they closely examine translations across languages and regions: English
versus Simplified Chinese, as well as Simplified versus Traditional Chinese. These
comparisons uncover subtle shifts in tone, connotation, and gender implication that
often go unnoticed in mainstream discussions. For example, a player commented on
a stark difference between Traditional and Simplified Chinese translations of titles in

the game Valorant (2020)'s battlepass."

“In Traditional Chinese, the level 5 and 15 titles are little rascal (NE%) and
basic (Eit]), but in Simplified Chinese, they've become a bro (Z%iJ) and not a
bro (F2 (). @ | can already guess that the original English has nothing to
do with gender, but the Simplified Chinese translation just has to inject

S

masculinity everywhere. &

and

“In English, they're called agents; in Traditional Chinese, it's translated as special
agents (4%5%); but in Simplified Chinese, they're all called heroes (% ). Maybe

I'm being too sensitive, but it just feels weird when most of the characters are
women and they're all called heroes — it feels odd..."

The Chinese word # i (yingxidng) for hero carries a strong masculine connotation: it

refers to martial masculinity — associated with fighting, strength, and ambition -
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especially the ambitious man (Hird 2019, 351). This linguistic feature gives Chinese
female gamers’ critique a distinctive character. Rather than offering a general feminist
or gaming critique, it reflects tensions in contemporary Chinese gaming culture,
where patriarchal norms continue to shape everyday interactions. By critically
engaging with localized translations and comparing linguistic and regional versions,
female gamers expose how sexism is not only imported through global gaming
culture, but also domestically reproduced through localized practices of language
selection, symbol re-coding, and platform culture. Their critique functions as both
resistance and recognition, affirming the collective sense that what may appear trivial
in translation can have profound implications for gender identity and belongingness

in Chinese female gamer communities.

Everyday Digital Activism: Negotiating Governance and Collective

Accountability

In response to gendered marginalization, Chinese female gamers are actively
engaged in a range of collective resistance strategies. Small-scale collaborative
actions such as mutual assistance and reporting harassment, demonstrate how
women reshape cyberspace around safety, care and inclusion. In an unstable digital
environment, where public feminist discourse is often censored or stigmatized (Lai
and Liu 2024), female gamers turn to irony and emotional resonance to articulate

their critique and sustain community cohesion.

Mutual aid and collective reporting exemplify grassroots action. On Douban, FGF
group coordinates support through the platform’s informal Post-Help After Search
section, where members share advice and collaboratively develop strategies to
address challenges. A female gamer became the target of repeated harassment after

promoting a female-only Monster Hunter (2004) group that excluded male players on
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the male-dominated Heybox platform (/IN& &, a gaming platform in China). Despite
multiple reports to Heybox moderators, she received no official response. Turning to
FGF on Douban, she wrote: “If you have time, please help me report it on Heybox
platform, sisters. Thank you.” Within days, her post on Heybox was taken down. She
later commented on Douban: “I found the post deleted on October 7! I'm so happy. It
must have been the sisters’ reports — thank you, everyone!” This incident goes
beyond individual support, and it demonstrates a form of digital feminism: where
female players collaborate to reshape online spaces around safety, solidarity, and
inclusion. Through decentralized mutual aid and informal platform negotiation, they

resist male-dominated platforms and create safe spaces for themselves and others.

Direct criticism of the gaming industry is rising even within the highly state-regulated
Chinese context. Female players openly challenge symbolic representations in so-

called female-oriented games, calling out the industry’s superficial assumptions and 11

its tendency to prioritize male approval while marginalizing authentic female
perspectives. One female gamer criticized: “All the so-called female-oriented games
in China are aimed at taming women. Are there any concerns about women's
empowerment?” Others condemned the commercial exploitation of female gamers:

“They're not female-oriented; they're female-wallet-oriented.”

These everyday activists scale up in high-visibility cases that emerged in the data,

exemplified by the controversy over the mobile game Code: Kite (X &2 2023).

Originally marketed toward women, the game provoked widespread backlash in 2024
after incorporating sexist tropes and insider jokes widely viewed as objectifying (Feng
2025). On Xiaohongshu, female players expressed emotional outrage, documented
economic consequences, encouraged others to boycott the game, and tracked

revenue decline. These posts demonstrated clear demands for structural change,
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featuring emotionally charged titles including: “Not only an apology and
compensation, but also punishment! They are rotten inside,” and “Now, everyone is
waiting to see the limits of what female gamers will accept.” The economic dimension
was documented through posts, for example, titled, “12.16 Lingxi Interactive
Entertainment Code: Kite revenue report.” This post detailed the collective impact:
“Revenue has been cut in half. Let's continue to see if it can fall below the bottom
line.” The post further outlined strategic action, encouraging female players to “go to
download one soon so that you can give them a low score. Can anyone teach me
how to give a low score on the Xiaomi application platform?” This collective action
produced immediate economic impact, demonstrating female gamers’ capacity to
demand structural accountability and transforming leisure practices into digital civic
engagement. One player mockingly remarked, “"No woman will continue to pay for
such a disgusting game.” These posts were widely circulated on Xiaohongshu and

later contributed to broader public discussion, with some criticisms and screenshots 11

featured in news media (Feng 2025).

Beyond critiquing game content, female gamers extend their attention to structural
practices of game companies, monitoring labor conditions and industry norms both
domestically and internationally. These activities exemplify digital leisure as everyday
activism: by sharing and discussing reports on contract violations, harassment, and
managerial gaslighting on Xiaohongshu, Weibo, X/Twitter, and Reddit, they hold
companies accountable while exercising their participatory rights (Arora 2015,
Kozinets and Seraj-Aksit 2024). In addition, female players share critical posts with
humor and irony within community spaces, enacting ludic activism — a form of
resistance that employs parody to convey political perspectives (Kjalsrad 2024). In the
digital era, such resistance plays a vital role in cultivating amaraderie among young,

media-literate activists and strengthens collective identity. As one player posted:
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“The ratio of women to men in most gaming companies is only 1:9 & What
good can these men do?”

Using wit and critical humor makes political points more accessible. By linking leisure
with politics, even small acts allow participants to act and build a shared political

space.

These playful practices often extend into visible resistance through digital
documentation and performative intervention. Many female players use screen
recording to document unfair treatment and reclaim visibility and accountability in
gendered gaming spaces. These recordings, analyzed as audiovisual content through
MDA, often include in-game audio and explanatory on-screen text. By sharing

recordings on platforms like BiliBili and Xiaohongshu, they transform personal

(]

experiences of marginalization into public testimony. One widely circulated video on 12

BiliBili from the game Identity V (2018) captures a moment where two female players
were initially bullied and verbally harassed by male teammates. The accompanying
on-screen text expressed players’ emotional distress, “Actually, my mental strength is
weak, | was already shaking with anger at this point.” While the targeted players were
first isolated and silenced, the mood shifted as frustration turned into collective
action. This turning point was documented on screen, “Start getting ready to switch
faces.” Other female players unexpectedly banded together and collectively killed the
toxic male players in-game, playing not to win but for justice — a moment infused
with revenge, humor, and solidarity. A symbolic gesture highlights this moment: the
female avatars repeatedly pause to look again at the male character’s virtual corpse
with on-screen text "Oh, dead? Finally dead. Let's look a few more times,” which
represents reclaiming of space, memory, and dignity. The video's popularity suggests

that gaming records can do more than expose toxicity and harm; they can also serve
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as a motive for collective resistance, provide emotional release, and build solidarity

among female gamers.

Together, these practices form a dynamic feminist community uniquely adapted to
the Chinese media environment. They reveal the close interweaving of belongingness
and resistance: by creating a safe zone, amplifying each other’s voices, and
challenging systemic injustice, female gamers resist patriarchal platform governance
and gender inequality, while creatively expanding space for gender discussion within
an environment where feminist discourse is restricted and censored (Jinyan 2021,
Zheng 2021). Through decentralized collaboration and digital safety strategies, the
communities demonstrate how collective action persists despite self-censorship and

online governance (Chang 2025).

Negotiating Digital Belongingness: Affective Bonds and Cultural
Transformation

A third finding reveals how female gamers construct legitimacy, recognition and
connection, where emotional bonds redefine the value, pleasure, and community
identity within gaming spaces. In a male-dominated culture where competitive skill
defines authority (Vermeulen et al. 2016), female players’ central achievement is
redefining what counts as legitimacy. Rather than simply claiming space through
participation, they cultivate meaningful involvement through practices of emotional

bonds and care (Scidone, Phillips and Pantaleo 2024).

Our findings suggest that care and emotional connection drove this transformation.
On Xiaohongshu, female players shared in-game friendships through screen
recordings of their gameplay together. For example, a post of Honor of Kings

gameplay emphasized the female’s camaraderie over the competition, with
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affectionate commentary such as “Sister comes home with me!!” and “Sister uses

another ultimate just for me.”

Similarly, community game recommendations involve social and emotional labor, not
just entertainment. Games recommended within the Douban community more often
embody feminist storylines, accessible gameplay, and content addresses women's
emotional needs and aesthetics. Through such practices, players express women'’s
identities, fostering belongingness, reducing friction for others entering the gaming

space, and sharing values, transforming gaming spaces into supportive environments.

Building on this focus on care, female gamers also (re-)construct authority and
recognition through emotional connection rather than competition. For instance, on
Xiaohongshu, a well-played female gamer shared a video of her outstanding

gameplay, which was intended to generate a humorous effect. In the video, she 122

playfully embraced her fans calling her “Mom” which originated from her fans — who
recognized her as a skilled player — and was conveyed via on-screen text and
background voice during a game of Honor of Kings, appropriating the term to rewrite
power dynamics through emotional bonds rather than skill levels. This strategy
parallels the contextual redefinition of terms observed in certain social movements,
such as Finland’s Raging Grannies or the reinterpretation of racially charged words in
US protest culture (Rabaka 2022, Varjakoski 2023). This is not just a humorous
practice; she shifts authority from skill to emotional connection, redefining what it
means to be a respected gamer. Taking on the role of Mom disrupts male power
structures and differs from the narrative of becoming a superheroine (Rothkopf

2015): while empowered, she does not irritate male gamers.
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In this care-centered virtual environment, emotional expression and vulnerability are
redefined as valid forms of participation. Videos that document emotional
experiences during gameplay have become a popular genre among female gamers.
One very popular video on Bilibili, with over 200,000 views, nearly 6,000 likes and 900
comments, captures a mother’s year-long journey to complete the finale of Red Dead
Redemption 2 (2018) in 21 minutes. Her visible emotional reactions, including quietly
crying and saying, “"Wow, so sad,” at Arthur Morgan'’s story, evoke a strong sense of
resonance with the viewers. In Chinese culture, mothers are highly respected; videos
of middle-aged or elderly women gaming are rare. The video’s popularity and
visibility online reveal the potential of gaming for relational care and
intergenerational connection, and for challenging stereotypes about who plays video

games.

In addition to reshaping in-game interactions and community sharing, female gamer 12

communities directly challenge the game evaluation system through organized
actions. A notable example is the Female Gamer Awards (FGA) on Douban, which,
through grassroots feminist interventions, provides a gendered response to the male
dominated The Game Awards (TGA), redefining gaming awards. FGA reconfigures
evaluative frameworks by centering the emotional and political dimensions through a
feminist lens. It utilizes the local slang & (deng) — a vernacular critique of toxic
masculinity — to classify games into "Old Deng (hypermasculine), Little Deng (youth-
oriented male fantasies), and Non-Deng (emotionally inclusive, feminist-aligned).” Far
from satire, the FGA constitutes a collective redefinition of value and visibility in
gaming culture. Participants debated whether to include female-led games and
ultimately decided not to, maintaining a critical perspective on male-centered
narratives. As one argued, applying Deng to female-led games risks neutralizing its

gendered critique and redirecting scrutiny back onto women, reproducing the
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asymmetry it aims to resist. This decision does more than maintain a sharp critique of
male-centered narratives. It also reveals the strategic differences within the
community. By selectively narrowing the scope of critique, participants exhibit
strategic insight and political consciousness, avoiding the traps inherent in the
structures they seek to challenge. This shows how the deepest belongingness
emerges from the ability to participate in, and even shape, cultural authority over

what is considered valuable.

These examples show that Chinese female gamers leverage the cross-platform
structures to actively build communities that challenge patriarchal gaming culture.
Their actions indicate that the desire for belongingness in digital spaces involves
constant adaptation and negotiation between structural constraints and emotional
tensions. Within gendered spaces, women must confront the politics of (in)visibility
and reconfigure their positions within unequal participation structures. This
engagement requires them to transcend the male-dominated gaming authority while
drawing on local cultural experiences to expand their emotional and social values
embodied by digital games. In this sense, Chinese female gamers’ redefinition of the
value and meaning is deeply rooted in their pursuit of emotional connection, fair

expression, and cultural reinvention.

Discussion: Belongingness and Transformation in Deeply Mediatized

Game Cultures

Unlike previous research that primarily focuses on structural gender-based
discrimination in gaming cultures (Adefope and Bayraktar 2025, Ruotsalainen and
Merildinen 2024), this study focuses on the context of deep mediatization, exploring

the adaptive feminist agency exhibited by female gamers in China. We analyze how
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female gamers strategically navigate institutionalized gender discrimination,
negotiate platform rules, and actively cultivate digital belongingness through cross-
platform practices. The findings suggest that their practices function both as social
interactions and as a continuation of the contemporary Chinese digital feminist
movement within gaming space. Here, belongingness is conceptualized as a
continuously negotiated cultural practice: under the multiple pressures of patriarchal
structures, platform regulations, and cultural expectations, female gamers actively
construct legitimacy and identity within digital gaming spaces by constantly
negotiating and adjusting their identities and expressions. Their practices reflect more
than an emotional longing for inclusion; they reveal collective action and power
dynamics that are deeply embedded in specific socio-cultural contexts,
demonstrating how belongingness can serve as a means of resistance and a form of

political agency in non-Western contexts.

Specifically, Chinese female gamers construct multi-layered and complementary
spaces for belongingness by flexibly switching between multiple platforms and
leveraging the unique media environments of each. This practice results from their
collective perception of gender discrimination within mainstream gaming culture (Liu
and Lai 2022). In mainstream gaming culture, female gamers have long been
stereotyped as fake gamers, or candy crush gamers (PaaBen, Morgenroth and
Stratemeyer 2017, Naidoo, Coleman and Guyo 2020). They are not only marginalized
but also have their emotional needs routinely misunderstood or dismissed (Lai and
Liu 2024). This, in turn, fuels strong motivations to belong (Allen et al. 2021), as they
seek alternative spaces beyond mainstream structures where they can find emotional
connection, skill recognition, and cultural resonance (Zhang, Mu and Huang 2023).
This emotional drive serves as the foundation for their practices of constructing

belongingness.
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Female gamers’ group discussions on Douban, the feminist and intimate atmosphere
on Xiaohongshu, and interactive features on BiliBili, provide Chinese female players
with differentiated channels for self-expression. These platform-specific affordances
enable them to navigate around male-dominated gaming spaces and create
meaningful opportunities to belong (Allen et al. 2021). These platforms not only open
up new discursive spaces, but also challenge cultural and technological boundaries
regarding who gets to speak and how, particularly when women interact, share
experiences, and negotiate norms within these spaces. Thereby, they develop
competences to belong (ibid.), including gaming skills, media literacy, and emotional
expressiveness. They are deeply engaged in media platforms by creating tutorials,
memes, and humorous videos, strengthening their agency within the community,

fostering connection and sparking emotional resonance.

At the same time, they invest rich emotional labor in online commentary and
interactive dialogues, actively responding to others’ experiences and co-creating a
gentle yet powerful support network. This media-driven development of skills and
affective labor constitutes a vital dimension of practicing belongingness. Ultimately,
the belongingness manifests itself as perceptions to belonging (ibid.): through likes,
comments, reposts and affirmations, players feel understood and needed, thereby
reinforcing their presence in digital spaces and gradually transforming individual

negotiation into shared cultural identity.

While individual strategic expression provides the foundation for constructing
belongingness, in the Chinese cultural context, relational, collective practices truly
transform belongingness into a force for resistance. In a collectivist and patriarchal

society, the stability and sustainability of individual identity often depend on
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emotional embeddedness and mutual support (Brewer and Chen 2007). Therefore,
the resistance of Chinese female gamers is a process of co-construction, rather than a
single action. This study found that through their multi-platform practices, female
gamers foster an emotional community grounded in network connections and shared
critical consciousness. They have created an emotionally safe and mutually supportive
negotiation space to express humor, care, and creativity. This cultural logic is also
reflected in the recurring use of the mother’s identity in the data. In Chinese culture,
the ethical legitimacy and emotional authority embodied by mothers grants female
gamers social recognition for their voices and participation. This strategy presents
female gamers not as isolated individuals, but as indispensable connectors within the
family structure, thereby giving their struggles an emotional foundation and social
significance. In Chinese society, where collectivist values are firmly rooted, individual
voices often need to be emotionally embedded within the community to secure

legitimacy for expression (Brewer and Chen 2007). This collective practice is deeply 127

rooted in interdependent cultural norms, enabling female players to reimagine their
roles and identities, moving beyond marginalized individuals to co-creators of
alternative gaming environments. Across the platforms observed in this study, female
gamers do not resist gender oppression in isolation. Instead, they build a warm
emotional community through mutual commentary, shared experiences, satirical
roleplays, and creative memes. Unlike the Western #MeToo movement, which relied
on high visibility and direct confrontation (Modrek and Chakalov 2019), feminist
resistance here is often present in a more subtle but equally deeply political way. It
not only responds to the gender discrimination in current digital gaming culture, but
also offers an alternative logic: not proving existence through winning but claiming
legitimacy and creating meaning through being together. This collective practice,
situated in the Chinese media context, demonstrates how female users combine

everyday emotional connections, media literacy, and community negotiation
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mechanisms to generate unique and contextualized pathways of resistance. These

strategies avoid direct confrontation while fostering meaningful transformation.

More importantly, this study reveals how Chinese female gamers have reshaped the
value system of gaming culture through emotional care, collective creativity, and
critical engagement. Traditional gaming culture emphasizes skill proficiency, rank
competition, and masculinity, which are considered the legitimacy of real gamers
(PaaBen, Morgenroth and Stratemeyer 2017, Liu and Lai 2022). In contrast, on social
media, Chinese female gamers embed belongingness through diverse expressions
such as video creation, humorous critiques, and community reviews into cultural
practices, reshaping gaming into a cultural space where emotional and social
significance coexist. This cultural reshaping represents a diversification of gaming
interests and evaluation criteria, challenging the authority of mainstream gaming

narratives. Also, it promotes a loosening of the discourse power of gaming culture, 12

reflecting the challenge and reconstruction of mainstream narratives by marginalized

gamers.

For instance, in the Code: Kite incident, participants continuously criticized the game
company for the objectification of women. Through collective action, they drew
public attention and promoted accountability for the company. This critique not only
resists male-dominated gaming discourse, but also asks females to rethink the true
value of female-oriented games, further expanding their understanding of gender
culture. Furthermore, this critical action extends beyond the realm of game texts to
encompass the patriarchal structures in society. Many female gamers have deepened
their knowledge of real-world gender inequality through analyzing phenomena such
as the male gaze in games through platforms including Douban, Xiaohongshu, and

Bilibili. For example, through game translation, they have exposed how patriarchal
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language is embedded in local cultural frameworks, fostering a female critical
perspective through the gaming experience. This participatory reconstruction of
gaming values fosters a feminist digital subjectivity that is both activist and culturally
aware. These female gamers are no longer marginalized silent players (Chess 2017),
but are agents of change, shifting gaming from a masculine, technical realm to a

space of emotional and diverse resonance.

In doing so, the rich semiotic affordances of Chinese platforms, such as memes and
diverse interactive comments, serve as tools for translating everyday humor,
creativity, and cross-platform engagement into collective resistance. Through these
applications, they transformed female players into active participants in cultural and
political practices, demonstrating the value of non-Western experiences for

understanding cross-platform feminism and global digital cultural transformation.

Limitation and Future Directions

Despite its insights, this study has some limitations. The qualitative data were
collected from Douban, Xiaohongshu, and Bilibili, which may have excluded relevant
dynamics present on other social platforms, including TikTok and Weibo. In addition,
this study primarily employed qualitative analysis; it does not quantify the perceived
impact of belongingness or resistance strategies. Nevertheless, this study addresses a
gap in gaming culture research by examining the digital practices of Chinese female
gamers from non-Western backgrounds, focusing how emotional labor, collective
creativity, and critical engagement intersect to reshape meaning and challenge
patriarchal gaming structures. By bringing belongingness theory into a collectivist
and situated context, the study demonstrates how female gamers creatively negotiate

identity recognition and cultural transformation within structurally constrained
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environments, bringing a novel lens for understanding the agency of marginalized

groups in the digital age.

Building on these findings, future research could explore through cross-cultural
comparisons. Media environments, social structures, and gender norms vary
significantly across countries and cultural contexts. Furthermore, further exploration
of power mechanisms within digital game environments, such as platform
governance, content moderation, and algorithmic recommendations, can reveal how
platforms shape female gamers’ expressive spaces and experiences of belongingness,
balancing discipline and empowerment. Finally, future longitudinal research could
examine how female gamers' digital practices across platforms and over time with
netnographic framework. Building on digital ethnography of online communities and
analysis of user interactions, such research could help to understand how their

belongingness and resistance strategies dynamically adapt to social change,

technological development, and the evolution of the game industry.

Conclusion

This study deepens our understanding of platform feminism in the Global South,
revealing how female gamers’ everyday acts of belongingness, which are cultivated
within a deep mediazation context and the shadow of recommendation algorithms,
could spark a broader reshaping of digital public spaces. It emphasizes that within
this cross-platform practice, digital belongingness is not merely an outcome which
challenges and reshapes male-dominated gaming culture, but rather it is a relational
and affective force through which Chinese female gamers assert autonomy, cultivate
communities, as well as navigate and sustain practices of care, critique, and cultural

production.
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Drawing on experiences from the Global South, this research extends belongingness
theory (Baumeister and Leary 1995) beyond Western-centered, individualistic
frameworks to a collectivist context. Research shows that in this specific context,
belongingness is not solely a psychological need but a culturally and politically
mediated process. Female players, through emotional mobilization and collaborative
interaction, constantly reconstruct legitimacy and cultural authority within a mediated
asymmetric power structure, highlighting the collective dimension of belongingness
in non-Western contexts. These findings reveal the transformative potential of
platform feminism, demonstrating that what are often labeled as non-Western,
marginal experiences are in fact, central to understanding contemporary digital

culture, cultural change, and inclusive practices worldwide.

Finally, this study redefines digital belongingness as an active, negotiable, and
ongoing cultural practice. Through a dynamic process that is constantly constructed,
maintained, and redefined within a cross-platform media environment, Chinese
female gamers demonstrate pathways toward what it means to be seen and

recognized, thereby expanding a more inclusive digital future.
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" The survey was conducted through an online questionnaire via Qualtrics and distributed on the

WeChat platform between September and October 2024, also being shared on Chinese platforms such

as Baidu Tieba, Douban, and Xiaohongshu. A total of 820 responses were received, of which 752 were

fully completed (completion rate: 91.7%).

i Douban (2§l : www.douban.com): A Chinese interest-group platform comparable to Reddit, widely 14
used by female gamers. The Female Gamer Federation (FGF) group, founded in 2020, had over 40,000 -
members and is one of the most representative online communities for female gamers in China, noted

for resisting patriarchal culture and providing social support (Zhang, Mu and Huang 2023).

i Bilibili (B ii: www.bilibili.com): A Chinese video-sharing and social platform central to fan culture and

creative resistance. Bilibili has also been described as a heterotopia for ACGN (anime, comics, games,

novels) culture, blending production and consumption in post-socialist China (Liu and Lai 2022).

v Xiaohongshu (/M 3, also been called as Red: www.xiaohongshu.com): A Chinese lifestyle-sharing

platform with a predominantly female user base, increasingly influential in gaming. Users integrate
games into daily life with non-hardcore content dominating (Zhang 2023).

¥ The male-to-female sex ratio in China is 52:48 (National Bureau of Statistics of China 2021).

Vi Chinese language: #Z B R, #X IR, #X EHUITR

Vi This and later social media and forum citations have been anonymized in accordance with the ethical
approval granted by the Utrecht University Research Ethics Committee (FETC). Full traceability of
source material, as per standard journal citation practice, has not been possible in this case due to the
re-identification risks inherent in the dataset. This is particularly pertinent given the sensitive nature of
feminist discourse in the People's Republic of China, where public engagement with gender-critical or
feminist content carries documented social and political consequences for individuals, including
professional repercussions, online harassment, and — in certain documented cases — state scrutiny.
Retaining identifiable handles, usernames, or post URLs could therefore expose research participants
to disproportionate harm. Anonymization of this material was a condition of ethical approval and
reflects the researcher's duty of care to participants. Full source documentation is held securely by the
researcher and available to the editorial board upon request under confidentiality.

Vi An in-game reward system where players unlock items or titles by completing challenges (Cole
2020).
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