Living with Political Depression

t the Made in China Journal, we have been following developments in China

for some time. We watched Chinese civil society blossom in the 2000s and

early 2010s, only to see the hopes for a more pluralist and participatory China
dashed in the decade that followed. Along the way, we have heard a growing number of
activists, both in China and across Chinese-speaking spaces, describe feelings of dejec-
tion, powerlessness, and even depression.

In recent years, political depression has emerged as not only a psychological condi-
tion but also a culturally embedded affective response shaped by broader sociopolitical
forces. Clinically it resembles depression, but its aetiology is tied explicitly to political
events and structural disenfranchisement. It manifests as hopelessness, a loss of faith
in personal agency, and a pervasive sense that hard work and creativity no longer mat-
ter. It also cuts across generations, with older adults mourning the collapse of social
ideals while younger people feel betrayed and disillusioned.

Although the term has a longer history in feminist and affect theory, it gained
traction in the United States during Donald Trump’s first presidency, becoming a
vernacular shorthand for the emotional toll of political life under authoritarian pop-
ulism. Its resonance has since spread transnationally, with notable uptake in China
during the Covid-19 pandemic and in the wake of the 2022 White Paper movement.
Significantly, political depression in China does not simply mirror the global far-right
turn; it emerges as a longstanding condition rooted in specific historical traumas and
the evolving dynamics of authoritarian rule. Understanding it, and the ways it is nav-
igated in China, may therefore offer insights for other parts of the world, especially
those grappling with democratic erosion or a widespread disengagement from formal
politics.

It is this condition that the present issue of the Made in China Journal sets out to
explore. We open the focus section with an essay by Hsuan-ying Huang, who traces
a line from neurasthenia in Mao-era China to the rise of ‘political depression’ today.
Revisiting Arthur Kleinman’s argument that neurasthenia is an embodied memory of
political trauma, he asks how much of that burden is carried over as depression takes
its place. Yadong Li then follows a holoparasitic plant through centuries of human-
plant encounters to explore political depression on China’s interior frontier, where
futures feel suspended but never quite closed. Yimei Liu traces how foreign students
in the early People’s Republic of China navigated state-managed hospitality, restricted
mobility, and pervasive surveillance—conditions that produced something akin to
today’s ‘political depression’.

The next three essays examine how political depression manifests in specific com-
munities and subcultures. Liang Ge examines the 2024-25 crackdown on danmei
(online male-male erotic fiction), reading it as a shift from moral policing to preda-
tory state brokerage and framing danmei not as resistance but as a precarious form of
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survival. Mengyuan Chen traces Pity Party, a grassroots art project that turned men-
tal health into a shared, dialogical space, asking what its eventual exhaustion reveals
about doing this kind of work in China. Tianyi Bai reflects on trans advocacy in China,
tracing what they call ‘fragile optimism'—the affective orientation that sustains a move-
ment through fatigue and burnout.

The next two essays turn to questions of world-making and creative praxis. Tori
Shucheng Yang and Yuxin Yang contrast the fleeting catharsis of ‘fast feminism’ with
the slower structural work of UPWomzxn, a transnational organisation built on collec-
tive study, community archiving, and radical accountability, arguing that durable polit-
ical futures require patient infrastructural labour. Li Jia explores how grassroots Third
World internationalism serves as a creative and intellectual resource for contemporary
‘artivists’ through the case of a Chinese artist known as ‘A, whose practice balances
international solidarity with a drive to decolonise mainstream art spaces. In a conver-
sation with Faye Linfei Xu and Jingzhe Zhang, 51 Personae founder, Yun Chen, speaks
about the end of the ‘golden years’ of Chinese art-book fairs, the challenges of indepen-
dent publishing under state control of International Standard Book Numbers (ISBNs),
and finding readers abroad.

The focus section closes with four essays on memory and strategies of endur-
ance. Hairuo Jin draws on ethnographic research to argue that Chinese retail inves-
tors’ memories of repeated stock market failures do not discourage participation
but reinforce it, with losses reframed through narratives of national development
and self-improvement. Daniel Herszberg examines how Hong Kong’s former prode-
mocracy protestors navigate dissent under the National Security Law, focusing on
two forms of soft resistance, the retention of artefacts and private commemoration,
through which they preserve what came before. David Kwok Kwan Tsoi examines the
cultural afterlife of Anita Mui in post-2019 Hong Kong to introduce the concept of ‘tem-
poral fugitives’: those who cope with political depression by retreating into a recon-
structed past. Ng Sum Leung argues that Hong Kong graffiti artists have responded to
post-2020 censorship by retreating into semi-private spaces and embedding political
critique in coded language—drawing on wellness idioms, commercial mimicry, and
Buddhist wordplay—to sustain dissent and solidarity under the National Security Law.

The columns section brings together four essays spanning migration, religion, edu-
cation, and history. Zoe Zhao and Haoju Lu move beyond linear migration-as-freedom
narratives to trace the survival strategies of Chinese asylum-seekers navigating US
labour and platform economy regimes. Jordyn Haime traces the forces that recast
Judaism as irreducibly foreign in China—from Western missionaries to rising national-
ism to Chinese Communist Party ethnic policy—asking whether any revival is possible
without rethinking the Chinese nation itself. Chong Liu shows, based on interviews
across academic and vocational high schools, how the absence of evidence-based sex
education produces unequal moral regulation, steering students towards differenti-
ated class futures while entrenching gendered double standards and heteronormativ-
ity. Henry Cheng analyses new archival research on Joan Hinton to reveal a striking
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paradox: foreign Maoists were celebrated as internationalist symbols while being gov-
erned as foreign subjects, exposing a deeper tension between American Maoists’ egali-
tarian ideals and the Chinese Communist Party’s geopolitical priorities.

The opinion section contains two essays that consider the conditions of knowledge
production and civil society in China today. Mengzhu An reflects on her decision to
leave the university system as an opportunity to critically interrogate the infrastructure
of knowledge production in the Chinese context. Di Wu argues that since the intro-
duction of China’s 2016 Charity Law, the state has strategically reframed civil society
discourse around ‘charity’ to assert ideological dominance, forcing nongovernmental
organisations to align with state priorities and leaving once-independent organisations
either dissolved or increasingly sidelined.

We wrap up the issue with one piece in our Work of Arts section and two conversa-
tions. Yangyang Cheng reviews four new books on Chinese lives in the United States,
from the nineteenth century to the present, laying bare the shifting boundaries
between citizen and alien, and showing how the colour line and class divisions prove
more formidable than oceans or national borders. In a conversation with Bin Xu,
Mujun Zhou discusses her book The Death and Life of Chinese Civil Society (University
of Michigan Press, 2026), which traces the concept of ‘civil society’ as an ideational
movement shaping Chinese civic life from the early 1990s to the present, critically
examining the world view of its liberal proponents and the tensions that shaped its
development. Finally, in a conversation with Joyce Cheng, Jian Lin and Wilfred Wang
discuss their co-authored Chinese Platforms: A Critical Introduction (Polity Press, 2025),
one of the first English-language books to offer a systematic examination of Chinese
digital platforms across technology, geopolitics, culture, gender, and labour.

The Editors
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