
Figure 1: The poster for the December 2025 exhibition retained a rough, hand-drawn style and 
was designed by the artist Cec based on the author’s doodles. Source: Mengyuan Chen.
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The Decline of Pity Party  
Lessons from Grassroots Mental Health Activism in China

Mengyuan CHEN 

This essay examines the rise and fall of Pity Party, a series of grassroots mental 
health art exhibitions that sought to challenge the individualisation and medi-
calisation of depression while creating dialogical, community-based spaces for 
healing. By tracing the exhibition practices across different stages between 2017 
and 2025, the article highlights the political possibilities created by plural and 

intersectional interpretations of depression, as well as the risks of incorporation, 
repression, and exhaustion from public action. It suggests that responding to 

political depression requires not greater scale or influence, but rather sustaining 
possibilities for action, connection, and expression within limited spaces.

China’s mental health sector has expanded 
rapidly over the past two decades. Market 
reforms, rising individualism, foreign 

pharmaceutical influence, the introduction of 
Western psychotherapy, and state promotion have 
led to a rapid spread of psychological knowledge 
and practices, at least in urban areas. The result 
has been a ‘psycho boom’ (Huang 2018b), character-
ised by people becoming increasingly accustomed 
to psychological language and modes of thinking 
(Huang 2018a; Yang 2017; Zhang 2020). However, 
this therapeutic culture often obscures structural 
problems and limits critique of systemic social 
injustices (Ng 2009; Xia and Xu 2026; Yang 2017). 
This is particularly evident in the case of depres-
sion. Although social factors are acknowledged in 
the widely invoked biopsychosocial model of men-
tal health (Engel 1977), they are often treated as 
background conditions rather than forces shaping 
both the experience of depression and the ways it 
is understood. 

It is against this backdrop that the concept of 
‘political depression’ emerged in Chinese online dis-
course and went viral during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
The term can be traced back to two WeChat articles 
published in 2019 on A Perch for the Thornbirds 
(刺鸟栖息地), a public account I founded: one was 
the translation of an article by American psycho-
therapist Robert Lusson (2017), written in a context 
marked by political distress after the 2016 election 
of US President Donald Trump; the other was a 
short guide on how to cope with political depres-
sion (Chen 2019). The pairing of the two articles 
was intended to highlight the concept and push 
discussions of political depression beyond a purely 
clinical framework. 
The term itself was grounded in my earlier field-

work, in which people used it to describe the mental 
distress produced by a repressive social environ-
ment and a perceived lack of justice (Chen 2017). 
Building on this history, the two pieces aimed to 
connect depression with broader social condi-
tions and to frame it as a form of social suffering 
(Bourdieu 1999; Kleinman et al. 1997; Renault 2008), 
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making depression both a language through which 
public realities can be discussed and a kind of ‘pub-
lic feeling’ (Cvetkovich 2012). Yet, without face-to-
face exchange, debate, and dialogue, online dis-
cussions of the concept can drift towards binary 
thinking: some treat depression as purely socially 
constructed and deny the internal, physiological 
reality of suffering, while others adopt a strongly 
anti-clinical stance, rejecting professional practice 
altogether. Both positions simplify complex expe-
riences and make public discussion of depression 
more difficult.
In response to these tensions, A Perch for the 

Thornbirds evolved into a grassroots organisation 
aimed at deepening public understanding of the 
complexity and diversity of mental health, especially 
depression. In this essay, I examine how Thornbirds’ 
exhibition series Pity Party changed over a decade, 
to draw lessons from its attempts to respond to 
political depression and the surrounding tensions. I 
approach political depression from a broad critical 
perspective, going beyond Lusson’s (2017) descrip-
tion of a politically induced depressive episode trig-
gered by the economic system or government. The 
concept operates on two levels. Experientially, it 
refers to emotional responses to stressful or unjust 
social environments. Epistemologically, it raises 
the question of who has the authority to define 
depression and why some forms of suffering are 
recognised as illness while others are ignored. The 
knowledge and standards that define depression 
are not neutral but shaped by social and power 
relations. In this sense, political depression is not 
only about how politics can produce depression, 
but also about the politics embedded in the concept 
of depression itself. 

A Perch for the Thornbirds

Before turning to the exhibitions, it is worth describ-
ing the organisation behind them and its distinct 
position within China’s mental health landscape. 
Thornbirds grew out of my ethnographic research 

on youth depression conducted between 2015 and 
2017 (Chen 2017), drawing together participants 
from diverse backgrounds, including social work, 
psychology, anthropology, and psychiatry, and oth-
ers broadly interested in the topic. Many, including 
myself, also brought lived experience of mental 
distress. The group had no formal hierarchy and 
operated through project-based collaboration and 
informal networks, with activities mainly taking 
place in urban cultural spaces, online platforms, 
and university settings.
Unlike social work organisations rooted in hospi-

tals or residential community settings, Thornbirds 
does not provide psychotherapy, case management, 
or daycare services. The organisation shares some 
values with Western movements led by people with 
lived experience, such as Mad Pride and the psychi-
atric survivor movement, but it adopts a less con-
frontational approach. Unlike these movements, 
which often challenge psychiatric authority and 
oppose practices such as involuntary treatment, 
Thornbirds works through more indirect and varied 
forms of engagement in a context in which direct 
confrontation with medical institutions or state 
authorities is more difficult.
Thornbirds combines social work ethics and skills 

with grassroots community interests. Its activities 
include peer support, arts-based community proj-
ects, and publication through its WeChat public 
account. The aim is to highlight the importance of 
lived experience, encourage public dialogue and 
critical reflection on mental health issues, and 
expand the space for public discussion. Between 
2019 and 2023, the WeChat account produced 621 
posts, including the widely circulated ‘political 
depression’ series (A Perch for the Thornbirds 
2022), comprising 13 articles that gained more than 
373,000 views.
The most prominent of these activities is the 

Pity Party (药玩) exhibition series, which used 
creative events to explore everyday experiences 
of depression and related suffering while creating 
spaces for connection and healing. Although the 
term originally referred only to the organisation’s 
2019–20 exhibitions, and the name and focus of 
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the exhibitions shifted over time, I use Pity Party 
to refer to Thornbirds’ exhibition practices across 
the past decade. The name best captures the spirit 
of the group’s mental health activism during its most 
grassroots, creative, and vibrant phase.

2017–2019: Rethinking Depression

Between 2017 and 2019, the Pity Party exhibitions 
held in Beijing and Shanghai explored the episte-
mological tensions surrounding depression. The 
exhibitions brought together artworks based on my 
earlier fieldwork as well as collaborative pieces cre-
ated from lived experience. Rather than presenting 
depression solely as a clinical condition, the exhi-
bitions questioned the dominance of psychiatric 
explanations and instead highlighted sociological 

and anthropological perspectives. Lived experience 
was treated not simply as testimony but also as a 
legitimate form of knowledge about depression.
One representative work, ‘A Democratic Vote on 

Depression’ (关于抑郁症的民主投票), symbolically 
returned the authority to define depression from 
medical professionals to the public. Visitors were 
invited to vote on how depression should be under-
stood and addressed by selecting the statements 
with which they agreed from a set of 100 descrip-
tions of depression, turning interpretation into 
part of the exhibition. Another work, titled ‘Your 
Name’, inscribed different historical and cultural 
names for depression—such as ‘melancholia’ and 
‘neurasthenia’—on a series of masks. By presenting 
these names, the piece suggested that depression 
is not a fixed medical object but an experience that 
is continually renamed, interpreted, and reshaped 
across different social contexts.

Figure 2: The exhibition window and poster from the May 2019 exhibition at F Cube Space in Shanghai. Source: Mengyuan Chen.
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Despite minimal publicity, the exhibitions 
received strong responses from both mental health 
communities and general audiences. These reac-
tions revealed a widespread desire for ways of 
understanding depression beyond psychological 
and psychiatric frameworks. The exhibition func-
tioned as a non-diagnostic, non-therapeutic public 
space that enabled dialogue. It also anticipated the 
later emergence of discussions of political depres-
sion, suggesting that depoliticised explanations of 
depression were increasingly inadequate. When the 
dominant discourse confines depression to narrow 
categories such as biochemical imbalance or child-
hood trauma, it limits people’s ability to interpret 
their suffering in relation to public life. In this sense, 
the exhibition space itself became a site where that 
relationship could be reimagined.

2020–2021: Maddening 
Intersectionality

The exhibitions between 2020 and 2021 marked a 
phase of deepening intersectionality. Two charac-
teristics became increasingly visible during this 
period. First, the exhibitions began to engage more 
directly with questions of social justice, reflecting 
what Joseph (2022: 477) calls ‘maddening inter-
sectionality’: the exhibition became ‘a gathering 
place for open-ended investigations of the overlap-
ping and conflicting dynamics’ of multiple inequal-
ities (Cho et al. 2013: 788). In response to the Covid-
19 pandemic, the 2020 exhibition opened with a rap 
performance that criticised repressive pandemic 
control policies and expressed mourning, followed 
by workshops designed for young people who expe-
rienced political depression. In 2021, the exhibition 
created a space for works addressing gender and 
the #MeToo movement. 

Figure 3: The opening night of the October 2020 exhibition at the Dinghaiqiao Mutual Aid Society. Source: Mengyuan Chen.
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Second, the exhibition developed collaborations 
with individuals and groups from different fields. 
Such support had existed since 2017 on a smaller 
scale, with contributions from the youth collective 
706 Youth Space (706青年空间) and grassroots peer 
support organisation Shanghai Yujinxiang (上海郁
今香). In 2020, these collaborations expanded and 
the project received broader support. The main 
venue in Shanghai, for instance, was an old public 
housing building offered by the Dinghaiqiao Mutual 
Aid Society (定海桥互助社), a socially engaged art 
organisation originally active in a workers’ residen-
tial neighbourhood. Independent filmmakers also 
contributed generously. Like mental health activ-
ism, the independent film scene occupies a rela-
tively marginal position in society and often faces 
constraints on free expression, and this shared mar-
ginality created a sense of resonance across fields. 
The following year, 2021, marked the project’s most 
resource-rich period. With support from Mentionso 
(明想社), a Shanghai-based art studio focused on 
design activism, Artlink, a Scottish arts organisation 
focused on inclusive arts, and the British Council, 
the exhibition was held simultaneously in Shanghai 
and Stirling, Scotland, bringing together nearly 100 
artists and attracting extensive media coverage.
During these two years, the pandemic made social 

tensions more visible and the term ‘political depres-
sion’ was frequently invoked in the exhibitions. 
Its spread reflected a shift in how depression was 
understood—no longer only as an individual strug-
gle, but now also a collective effect shaped by shared 
conditions. In this sense, it drew together a broader 
public and revealed a potential for mobilisation. 
The exhibition’s intersections with other issues and 
other communities further illustrated this shift. 
When interpreted as a response to structural vio-
lence, depression became an emotional resource 
sustaining civic engagement, a way of transforming 
distress ‘from medicalized conditions into effective 
antagonisms’ (Fisher 2022: 80).

2022–2024: Dissent Fading Beneath 
the Brightness

Between 2022 and 2024, the exhibitions expanded 
in scale, frequency, and audience numbers as insti-
tutional involvement deepened. At the same time, 
the institutional setting placed greater emphasis on 
aesthetics and a professional image, while direct 
challenges to psychiatry faded. During these years, 
the name Pity Party, once tied to the project’s grass-
roots spirit, quietly disappeared.
This shift began at the end of 2021 when, in rec-

ognition of its track record with lived experience 
communities, Thornbirds was invited to curate 
exhibitions for Shanghai Mental Health Centre’s 
‘No. 600 Gallery’ (600号画廊), a well-known men-
tal health art initiative backed by a public hospital 
(Chen et al. 2023). From 2021 to 2024, the Thornbirds 
team invested increasing creative and intellectual 
resources in No. 600 Gallery. This collaboration 
addressed several practical challenges previously 
faced by Pity Party, such as unstable venues, lim-
ited audiences, and low visibility. More importantly, 

Figure 4: July 2023, No. 600 Gallery. Source: Mengyuan Chen.
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working within the institution seemed to offer an 
opportunity to influence psychiatric practice from 
within and encourage gradual change. 
However, this arrangement overstretched the 

small Thornbirds team and shifted its priorities. 
Independently organised exhibitions declined, as 
more time and labour went towards institutional 
collaborations. With three to four exhibitions a year, 
the workload grew while compensation remained 
negligible. Other problems surfaced. The gallery 
prioritised visual appeal while neglecting the expe-
riences and discussions that the works were meant 
to convey. Repeated disregard for copyright and 
improper use of artworks undermined the trust and 
commitment of both team members and artists.
As the gallery became a nationally recognised 

showcase project, Thornbirds faced growing risks 
from the tightening political environment. After 
2022, increasing government pressure over its 
engagement with gender issues and international 
collaborations led to the shutdown of Thornbirds’ 
WeChat account and restrictions on its offline activi-
ties. By 2024, due to the violation of artists’ rights and 
severe burnout within the team, the partnerships 
with the hospital came to an end and Thornbirds 
withdrew from the gallery. Under government pres-
sure, it also stopped organising offline activities.
The trajectory of the exhibitions reflects a com-

mon dilemma in mental health activism: the simul-
taneous presence of soft cooptation by institutions 
and hard repression by authorities. As Thornbirds 
witnessed at first hand, institutions may selectively 
adopt parts of marginalised agendas while diluting 
their critical edge; they may appropriate personal 
narratives from marginalised communities and 
reinterpret them in ways that weaken their polit-
ical force; or they may verbally signal support for 
vulnerable groups while quietly undermining their 
goals (Penney and Prescott 2016).
Popular online advice often emphasises the need 

for action and connection in response to the pow-
erlessness of political depression. Yet, Pity Party 
eventually reached an impasse through cultivating 
precisely this kind of action and connection, and 

its members were exhausted in the process. In this 
sense, efforts to respond to political depression 
reproduced a familiar dynamic of political depres-
sion: awareness of structural constraints exceeded 
the ability to transform them. One lesson from 
this experience is that, in an increasingly restric-
tive public environment, the ceiling for action on 
depression or political depression is extremely low. 
Grassroots initiatives need not produce large-scale 
social impact. Collaboration with institutions can 
solve practical problems such as venues, resources, 
and visibility, but such strategic cooperation does 
not fundamentally change the political position 
of grassroots organisations. Official endorsement 
cannot guarantee long-term safety, nor does it auto-
matically translate into broader legitimacy. 

Figure 5: The poster for the December 2025 exhibition 
retained a rough, hand-drawn style and was designed by the 
artist Cec based on the author’s doodles. Source: Mengyuan 
Chen. 
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2025: Refusal and Connection

Following these setbacks, the 2025 Pity Party exhi-
bition returned to a more stripped-back, grassroots 
form. Rather than collaborating with institutions 
such as the public hospital, the organisers deliber-
ately withdrew into a small, invitation-only online 
exhibition. It combined a workshop focused on self-
care with experimental projects exploring disabili-
ty-informed feminist practices, internal critiques of 
socially engaged art communities, and challenges 
to psychiatric authority. The event was grassroots, 
independent, and intentionally limited in scale. 
This format reflected a form of refusal: a refusal 
to rely on institutional endorsement, professional 
authority, or broad public visibility as the basis of 
legitimacy.
All speakers were people with lived experience. 

The exhibition did not invite experts or frame par-
ticipants’ stories through professional interpreta-
tion. Compared with earlier exhibitions that were 
more structured and carefully moderated, this gath-
ering allowed greater emotional expression. In one 
moment, a speaker who struggled to articulate the 
intertwined inequalities across intimate relation-
ships and public action used an improvised per-
formance to convey feelings that could not easily 
be put into words. In this setting, vulnerability and 
disorder did not disrupt the event; they became the 
basis for connection.
This exhibition suggested a different kind of les-

son for responding to political depression. Activists 
must recognise what resists cooptation and hold 
on to it. When institutional spaces absorb suffer-
ing through polished presentation and controlled 
formats that make distress legible and manage-
able, grassroots initiatives offer another possibility. 
They allow experiences not yet clearly named to 
appear and they create space for anger, complaint, 
and grief to circulate. Participants do not gather 

simply because of shared experience, but rather 
through the act of bearing uncertainty together. 
Depression was not resolved, but it was temporarily 
held through collective witnessing. In this balance 
between refusal and continued practice, a fragile 
yet durable form of resilience emerged. The exhi-
bition space thus became what Nancy Fraser (2014) 
calls a ‘subaltern counterpublic’.

Lessons and Continuity

This essay traced the trajectory of the Pity Party 
exhibitions over the past decade. The experience 
reveals both the possibilities and the limits of grass-
roots responses to political depression in an increas-
ingly restrictive public environment. The concept 
of political depression, by politicising depression, 
carries a certain mobilising potential, broadening 
the range of actors who can collaborate and trans-
forming individual suffering into collective engage-
ment, even as the Pity Party trajectory shows how 
easily that potential can be absorbed or worn down.
In the future, Thornbirds will continue the small-

scale online exhibition model developed in 2025, 
positioning it as a recurring platform for sustaining 
connections and fostering experimental practices. 
This extends its commitments to lived experience as 
a legitimate form of knowledge, to critical engage-
ment with psychiatry, and to research ethics and 
labour rights within mental health projects. Rather 
than pursuing broad public reach, Thornbirds will 
focus on knowledge co-production with profession-
als and grassroots advocates. By reducing reliance 
on resources, visibility, and external validation, it 
draws a broader lesson from the Pity Party experi-
ence: what sustains grassroots practice under pres-
sure is not scale or institutional endorsement but a 
durable, grounded, and relational form of influence 
rooted in community—one that allows knowledge 
and experience to circulate and be adapted across 
contexts over time. ■ 
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