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This article examines a set of sexuality education textbooks used in
a selection of primary schools in Beijing. These textbooks, under the
overall name of 珍爱生命 (Cherish Lives), embody a comprehensive
sexuality education approach with content designed on the basis of
the UNESCO International Technical Guidance on Sexuality
Education. Using feminist critical discourse analysis, we explore
these books from three angles: the challenge of engaging with
children as sexual subjects, given adult hegemony around sex;
confusion about efforts to break the presentation of gender as
a binary; and the contradiction between reproducing the myth of
universal heterosexuality and attempting to present an education
sensitive to LGBT issues. We show that while these textbooks
demonstrate progress in sexuality education, they also manifest
compromise. Despite this compromise, the books have recently
been withdrawn and it is unclear whether their publication heralds
a new, high quality approach to primary school sexuality education
or not.
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Introduction
The intersection of childhood and sex in any form has been a contentious topic in most
countries for a long time (Hall et al. 2016). This is the case in China where, with the
development of the Internet, children can receive more sexual information than ever
before (Leung et al. 2019). In addition, Chinese media have begun to focus on illegal
sexual behaviours against children, and a growing number of people pay attention to
social issues about gender equality and diversity (Wu and Dong 2019). This has made
some Chinese parents and social organisations aware of the importance, even perceived
necessity, of sexuality education, but such education is difficult for parents to provide in
practice. For one thing, most parents lack professional knowledge and training in sexu
ality education; for another, they are almost invariably embarrassed when talking about
sex with their children because of widespread cultural hesitancy surrounding the discus
sion of sexual matters. For this reason, some parents and the Ministry of Education
department responsible for sexuality education have for some time hoped that sexuality
education would be taught as a formal course in school (Zhang, Li, and Shah 2007).
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In China, many have worked hard to improve the quality of sexuality education (Tang
2014). Drawing on good practice elsewhere in the world, sexual and reproductive health
education, services and research in China have begun over the last couple of decades to
develop on a large scale (Kuete et al. 2021). At the present time, the sexuality education
methods adopted in China focus mainly on school, family and community sexuality
education, and sexuality education among peers. Some experts also recommend the
dissemination of scientific sexual knowledge to young people through the media, includ
ing the new media. Indeed, data from the Chinese General Social Surveys indicate that the
Internet is one of the driving forces behind the beginnings of a sexual revolution in China,
with greater Internet usage being associated with more sexually permissive attitudes,
including attitudes towards premarital sex, extramarital sex and same-sex behaviour (Liu
et al. 2020). However, limited use is made of the Internet for teaching sex education in
schools (but see UNESCO 2020) and, at present, adolescent sex education books issued in
China are of varying quality, and school-based sex education materials are rare.
Furthermore, little research has been undertaken on school sexuality education books
(Tang 2014; Liang and Bowcher 2019), and this is the knowledge gap we seek to address.
Accordingly, this article focuses on 珍爱生命 (Cherish Lives) – a set of sexual health
textbooks for primary school pupils (Liu 2010, 2011a, 2011b, 2013, 2014a, 2014b, 2014c,
2014d, 2014e, 2015, 2016a, 2016b). These textbooks constitute an important programme
and one that proved to be influential. They were produced under the aegis of Beijing
Normal University, a national level university connected to the Ministry of Education. The
programme was one of the few sex education initiatives to be implemented in primary
schools, ran for a number of years and was evaluated (Liu and Su 2014). However, as we
will see, these textbooks proved to be controversial (Chen 2017). In this paper, we use
feminist critical discourse analysis to examine the discourse of these books from three
angles: the challenge of children as sexual subjects, given adult hegemony around sex;
confusion about attempts to break the presentation of gender as a binary; the contra
diction between reproducing the myth of universal heterosexuality and attempting to
present an education sensitive to LGBT issues. Specifically, we pose the research question:
how do the Cherish Lives textbooks present issues of sexuality, gender and relationships?
Most cultures have a degree of social sensitivity on the topic of sex, and talking to
children about sexual matters is often controversial. In China, in part due to the influence
of Confucian culture, talking about sex openly is generally avoided although the reality is
that Confucian teaching and philosophy is deployed and interpreted in different ways by
government, profit-making businesses and other entities, with the interpretations usually
influenced by context and who stands to gain or lose.

Sex education books in China
Sex education books for children in China typically use metaphors and other indirect ways
to refer to the sexual organs and sexual behaviour. It is widely held that children should be
kept away from sexual knowledge, as such knowledge would sully their purity and induce
them to engage in sexual intercourse.
Most Chinese books about sexuality, gender and relationships involve the transmission
of a large amount of information on growth and development, reproductive health,
health care, sexually transmitted infection and HIV prevention, with material on a range

SEX EDUCATION

3

of associated topics including menstruation, nocturnal emissions and breast development
(Tang 2014). Providing rich and sufficient physiological knowledge can help young people
understand physical changes and reduce sexual confusion caused by ignorance. However,
most of the books contain no illustrations of the sex organs, although some contain
simple line drawings of these (Greenwood 2010). Providing only text without associated
and well produced illustrations is not conducive to the full understanding of the body
structure of oneself and others.
Information about adolescent sexual psychology in these books is entirely concerned
with communication within heterosexual relationships. When same-sex relations and
practices are addressed, they are considered to be pathological, which may lead to
negative self-recognition, or even more serious results, for some young people (Tang,
Wang, and Tong et al. 2013). There are several books that teach daughters how to ‘marry
a good husband’, and which therefore manifest gender discrimination (Liao 2013). In
terms of attitudes towards adolescent sexual psychology, there are two main approaches
to love relationships. One approach tries to prevent ‘puppy love’, portraying its damaging
and irreversible consequences, especially with respect to academic performance and the
consequences of early sexual intercourse. The other approach talks about love relation
ships from a young person’s perspective and gives advice to young people to help
develop the ability to communicate, to protect themselves and be more self-aware in
intimate relationships.
Most of the material on sexual harassment focuses on women who are sexually
harassed; it is rare to state that men too can also be sexually harassed (Tang 2014). In
addition, family relationship management is discussed. Poulain (2013) has argued that an
unhealthy marriage can create trauma for any offspring and trigger rebellion and dis
obedience among teenagers. Some books discuss topics such as sexual ethics, and there
are also a number of adolescent sex education books that mention issues such as child
sexual abuse, sexual education for children with intellectual disabilities, and sexual organ
damage by, for example, using objects such as pencils as aids to masturbation.
Overall, sex education in China is strongly medicalised, stressing reproductive health
and physiological knowledge (Peng 2012). Peng’s (2012) analysis of books found that only
a few of them engaged with ‘gender education’ and related issues, perhaps the result of
the current tendency to equate gender with biological sex.

Background information about Cherish Lives
Cherish Lives is a series of sex education textbooks specially prepared for primary school
students (aged 7 to 11 years old). It provides school-based curriculum materials from the
first grade to the sixth grade of primary school, with each grade being divided into two
semesters, and six lessons being provided per semester (Liu and Su 2014).
The textbooks cover a wide range of aspects of child sexual development, including
families and friends, life and skills, gender and rights, physical growth, sexual and health
behaviours, and sexual and reproductive health (Table 1). These topics are based on
the content requirements listed in the ‘Guidelines for Health Education in Primary and
Secondary Schools’ (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China 2008) and the
six key concepts of the ‘International Technical Guidance on Sexual Education’ issued by
UNESCO (2020).

Understanding marriage;
Raising children

Grade 6

Grade 5

Roles and responsibilities of
family members;
Understanding
interpersonal relationships
Friendship and equality;
Eliminating discrimination

Grade 4

Grade 3

Grade 2

Grade 1

Understanding social
norms;
Understanding values

Listening, expressing
and understanding;
Asking for help and
support
Learning to make the
right decisions;
Learning to say No

Family and friends
Life skills
Loving your family; Cherishing Learning to make
your friends
decisions; Asking for
help
Family is a love harbour;
Learning to
Friendship is gold
communicate; Peer
pressure
Marriage and divorce;
Understanding yourself
Tolerance, acceptance and
and others; Learning
respect
to negotiate

Understanding child sexual
abuse; Preventing and
dealing with child sexual
abuse
Sexual orientation; Sexual
information

Gender and rights
Gender; Books and growing
up

Human development
Knowing the human body;
Cherishing life

Structure and function of
reproductive organs;
Menstruation and
involuntary ejaculation
Adolescent health care;
Pregnancy

Sexual behaviour;
Response to
sexual
stimulation

Masturbation; Love
in adolescence

Sexuality and
healthy behaviour
Exploring the body;
Cultivating good
hygiene habits
Gender equality; Television Birth; Equality and difference
Understanding body
and growing up
among human beings
touch; Protecting
the private parts
Gender roles; Computers, the Physical changes; Adolescence Life cycle and
Internet and growing up
is coming
sexuality; Sexual
psychology in
adolescence
Child rights; Children’s sexual Physical appearance; Body
Sexual desire; Sexual
rights
attention and touch
fantasy and
dreams

Table 1. Contents of the material in Cherish Lives, organised by school grade.

Teenage pregnancy;
Preventing teenage
pregnancy

Understanding sexually
transmitted disease;
Preventing sexually
transmitted disease
Understanding HIV and AIDS;
Preventing HIV
transmission

Knowing infectious disease;
Preventing infectious
disease

Sexual and reproductive
health
Caring for your body; Caring
for your reproductive
organs
Health and disease; Being
healthy
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According to the development team (Liu and Su 2014), this set of books began with
plans for sex education for migrant children in Beijing. So-called migrant children are
those who accompany their parents from their own natal areas (mostly rural) to new cities.
In China, with continued economic and social development, more and more young
labourers have migrated from underdeveloped areas to more developed cities. China’s
migrant population has therefore seen rapid growth in the past few decades. There were
an estimated 36 million migrant children in China in 2010 (the most recent year for which
statistics appear to have been published), with about 30% of children in Beijing being
migrant (All-China Women’s Federation 2013).
The housing conditions of migrants can be very disadvantageous for children. Of the
6,344 children interviewed in Zou, Qu, and Zhang (2004), 79% shared a bedroom with their
parents and 45% lived in accommodation where different families shared a bathroom.
Cases of reported child abuse and sexual assault on migrant children have increased
recently, possibly because of greater awareness and reporting but also because such
children lack parental protection and knowledge, and awareness about anti-sexual assault
(Guangdong Women’s Federation 2012). Most of the victims of sexual abuse are migrant
girls who come to the city with their parents (Guangdong Women’s Federation 2012).
The migrant school system is a parallel system, less regulated than mainstream state
schools, migrants in Beijing essentially being excluded from mainstream schools. The
team producing Cherish Lives located primary schools designed especially for migrant
children in Beijing and worked with ten of these schools to trial experimental units of sex
education, beginning in 2007.
This set of books began to be available on the public book market in 2011. In 2013, the
first batch of migrant children who had received six years of sex education using Cherish
Lives and benefitted from a trained teacher graduated from primary school. Analysis
undertaken by the books’ production team indicated that students made considerable
progress in their knowledge about sex and related attitudes (Liu and Su 2014).
In 2017, with the publication of all 12 books in the series, discussion about these books
became a hot topic in the local social media. A parent in Hangzhou complained about the
book to Hangzhou Bureau of Education because of the inclusion of descriptions of
reproductive organs, celibacy and same-sex relationships. As a result, the books were
withdrawn at that school (Chen 2017). It was this that prompted the research reported in
this article. In March of 2019, the books were banned from public sale and disappeared
from the major book markets and e-commerce platforms.

Methods
The goal of this study was to explore the knowledge, ideology and power relations
surrounding sex and gender in Cherish Lives, so critical discourse analysis from a gender
perspective was appropriate. Feminist critical discourse analysis (FCDA) was selected
because it can aid in understanding the intersection between sex, gender, power, hege
mony and discourse. As Lazar (2007, 141) has put it, FCDA ‘aims to advance a rich and
nuanced understanding of the complex workings of power and ideology in discourse in
sustaining (hierarchically) gendered social arrangements’. The ideologies discussed by
critical discourse analysis often seem ‘natural’ and unchallenged. As a result, they play an
important role in maintaining the relationship between power and practice.
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FCDA regards discourse as an element of social practice, which enjoys a dialectical
relationship with society, such that discourse is not only a form of social practice but is
also influenced by it (Lazar 2005). Gender is understood as a variable with liquidity and
multiplicity, not a fixed state, but rather as a dynamic process constituted through a series
of practices (Connell 2005). Gender is seen as socially constructed, interacting with other
aspects of identity – such as race, age and class. Both critical discourse analysis and
feminist approaches to analysis are increasingly being used to examine Chinese source
material (see, for example, Peng 2021).
Cherish Lives uses a variety of learning approaches to facilitate children’s engagement
and learning; including text, pictures, character dialogues, after-school exercises and
some supplementary materials. Together, these form a multimodal whole and accord
ingly, insights from multimodal analysis (Jewitt 2016) and critical art history (Hatt and
Klonk 2006) were employed with a focus on semiotics, feminism and general critical
appraisal. Using these analytical methods, each of the books in the Cherish Lives series was
examined from cover to cover, read and re-read; extensive notes were made, and inter
pretations were discussed between the two authors until agreement was reached.
Attention was paid both to the written text and to the illustrations.

Findings and discussion
Sexual desire and the behaviour of children: breaking the adult hegemony over
sex
In Cherish Lives, direct (medical) terms are used to name the sexual organs and other body
parts from grade 1 to grade 6 (Figure 1 and Figure 2). We can also see similar direct

Figure 1. Illustration from Grade 1 of Cherish Lives, Volume 2, page 4. 男性外生殖器 = male external
genitalia; 阴茎 = penis; 阴囊 = scrotum.
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Figure 2. Illustration from Grade 1 of Cherish Lives, Volume 2, page 4. 女性外生殖器 = female
external genitalia; 阴户 = vulva; 阴蒂 = clitoris; 阴唇 = labia; 阴道口 = vagina.

Figure 3. Illustration from Grade 2 of Cherish Lives, Volume 2, page 29. The girl is saying ‘Mum and dad,
our neighbour, uncle Wang, just wanted to touch my buttocks; I said “no”’.
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language used in the sections of the books that address the issue of child sexual abuse
prevention (Figure 3 and Figure 4).
Kenny et al. (2008) maintain that children who have learned the medical names of the
parts of their body, especially their sexual organs, are better placed to acquire selfprotection skills and identify potential abuse. Using professional terms to describe the
sexual organs can help to remove the social taboo surrounding discussion of sexual
matters. Using direct rather than euphemistic or metaphorical sexual language in books
and other texts, in whatever language they are written, can initially seem strange and
embarrassing to readers, however, which is itself an indication of the powerful and largely
unvoiced regulation that exists within discourse around sex.
The illustrations of sexual organs and nudity in Cherish Lives plays a similar role to the
use of direct written language. Illustrations of genitalia and the naked body appear in all
the grades, except grade 4. The realism of these illustrations changes, however. As
students enter puberty in the fifth and sixth grade, the illustrations of sexual organs
become more realistic (compare Figures 5 and 6, and Figures 7 and 8).
The sexual responses, sexual desires and sexual behaviours of children are also referred
to and affirmed in this set of textbooks. For example, the chapter on sex in the life cycle in
the grade 3 book says: ‘From birth to death, sex is part of a person’s life’ and ‘The infant
will have sexual behaviours soon after birth, such as erection in a male infant and the
vagina getting wet in a female infant. These are normal and innate physiological phe
nomena’ (grade 3, volume 2, page 25) (all translations are by the authors of this paper).
Also mentioned is masturbation:
Masturbation can occur at any age in the life cycle. In the infant stage, some male infants will
touch their penis and female infants may well rub the vulva. Masturbation is an important
way for us to explore our bodies, and masturbation allows us to understand how to make our
body feel comfortable and satisfied. Masturbation is normal sexual behaviour. (Grade 3,
volume 2, page 22)

In other, more traditional sexuality education books in China, when masturbation is
mentioned, reference is made only to boys. Masturbation in girls is not mentioned,
because the sexual desire of women always seems to be invisible. In Cherish Lives, not
only is female masturbation mentioned, it is described as normal and morally acceptable:
For masturbation, most females use a finger to gently rub and massage the clitoris. With the
increase in sexual excitement, the vagina will produce a slippery secretion. When you have an
orgasm, you will usually feel the muscles tense, then relax, and get sexual satisfaction. (Grade
5, volume 2, page 21)
Girl: Mom and Dad, some people say that the girl who masturbates is a bad girl, is that the
case?
Mom: This is wrong, and masturbation is a normal behaviour that everyone can decide to
masturbate or not masturbate. It is a personal choice.
Dad: Girls and boys are the same. It is normal to masturbate. (Grade 5, volume 2, page 28)
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Figure 4. Illustration from Grade 2 of Cherish Lives, Volume 2, page 27. The woman is saying ‘Xiaojun,
you have grown taller again. Take off your trousers and let aunt see if your penis has grown’.

Figure 5. Illustrations from Grade 3 of Cherish Lives showing the female reproductive system
(Volume 2, page 6).
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Figure 6. Illustration from Grade 5 of Cherish Lives showing the female reproductive system (Volume 2,
page 3).

Gender binary discourse and the construction of ‘social gender’
After Simone De Beauvoir (1953) famously wrote that ‘one is not born, but rather becomes,
a woman’, the distinction between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ became a core concept in secondwave feminist studies and the feminist movement. However, in everyday Chinese, there is
no distinction between biological sex and gender, the word 性别 xing bie, being used for
both. In the field of Chinese gender studies, the phrase 社会性别 she hui xing bie, with the
literal meaning of ‘social gender’, is often used to translate the word ‘gender’ into Chinese.
The term 社会性别 has been in use in China since the 1990s, when the scholar Wang
Zheng first to argued for it on the grounds that people would confuse the concepts if性别
continued to be used to indicate gender as well as biological sex (Wang 1997).
In the third grade book of Cherish Lives, the chapter on gender and rights draws a
distinction between biological sex and 社会性别 (social gender) – in order to reject the
equating of biological sex with gender, the latter being defined as ‘the social and cultural
combination of attitudes, behaviours, rights and responsibilities that are linked to
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Figure 7. Illustrations in Grade 3 of Cherish Lives showing the male reproductive system (Volume 2,
page 7).

a gender by society; this changes with society and time. There is a big difference between
traditional gender and modern gender’ (grade 3, volume 1, page 21).
Elsewhere, ideas about social gender rarely appear in children’s sexuality education
books because school sexuality education in China has been based on biological deter
minism. The concept of social gender can help children understand the social and cultural
constructs of masculinity and femininity as represented in shifting discourses on gender.
Such an understanding can help disrupt the gender-based discrimination, oppression and
inequality that exists in patriarchal society. In the grade 3 book, traditional assumptions
about gender differences are explicitly addressed:
China’s traditional society requires men to be strong, bold, independent and courageous, and
men have a high family and social status; women are required to be weak, quiet, obedient,
good at housework and caring, and have a low family and social status. The traditional
presumption of ‘male superiority to female’ is a simplified division of men and women that
reflects the inequality between men and women, and it is a constraint on both men and
women. (Grade 3, volume 1, page 32)

The Cherish Lives books advocate a pluralistic approach to gender. They say that men and
women can be equally independent and confident, and able to take good care of others.
Men and women are presented as both having the responsibility to ensure that children’s
development is no longer constrained by stereotypical gender differences.
Introducing the concept of social gender in primary school sexuality education text
books can help children understand the social construction of gender and negate
unequal gender treatment. Elsewhere, Connell (2013) has written that the configuration
of gender practice in the school can serve as a kind of gender regime. For example, boys
who manifest what may be considered traits of femininity may be the subjects of school
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Figure 8. Illustration from Grade 5 of Cherish Lives showing an erect penis (Volume 2, page 16).

bullying. If the notion of fixed gender roles in education can be broken down at an early
stage, children can actively construct their own gender and are better placed to tackle
gender inequality and constraints on individual development.
However, the discourse about gender in the pictures and texts in Cherish Lives seems to
be somewhat contradictory. In general, the external image of people (the type and colour
of their clothing, the appearance of their hair, the presence of accessories, etc.) can
indicate something about their identities (Davies and Kasama 2003), including how
gender is performed (cf. Jackson and Gee 2005).
In Cherish Lives, all the boys wear trousers (long or short). Girls are almost as likely to
wear trousers as they are skirts or dress (Figure 9), but symbols representing femininity
can be found in the details and decorations of clothes that let the reader quickly identify
the gender of the character. As Jackson and Gee (2005) have argued, despite the avail
ability for girls of skirts and trousers as alternatives, girls are still marked out as different
from boys – girls can be ‘boys’ but they are still girls. In Cherish Lives, the story is much the
same with respect to the colour of children’s clothing; occasionally, boys wear pink
clothes but mostly they wear dark colours like blue, purple or green, while girls wear
bright colours like pink, orange or yellow (Figure 10). Although the text talks about men
wearing pink clothes, the reality is that the expected relationship between the body and
its biological sex operates as a kind of gender binary, with this stereotype becoming
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Figure 9. Illustration from the Grade 3 book of Cherish Lives showing the clothing of boys and girls
(Volume 1, page 23).

Figure 10. The cover of Volume 2 of the Grade 1 book of Cherish Lives showing a girl wearing pink and
a boy wearing blue.
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a cultural ideology, which even the advocacy of gender pluralism in the text cannot
eliminate.
Hair, like clothes, constitutes a practice of gender, distinguishing between masculinity
and femininity (Davies 1993). In Cherish Lives, all the illustrated boys and men have short
hair, although in real life some Chinese men have long hair. Girls and women are some
times portrayed with short hair and sometimes with long, but those with short hair
manifest other symbols to indicate their femininity, including hair accessories
(Figure 11), long eyelashes (Figure 12), protruding breasts or high heels.

Figure 11. In Cherish Lives, females are sometimes shown with short hair but femininity can be
indicated in other ways. Note the flower on the girl’s head band, the frilly edge to her jumper and
other differences between the clothing of the girl and the boy, such as the more angular style of the
boy’s collar (cover of Volume 2, Grade 4).

Figure 12. Long eyelashes can also be used to signify femaleness (Grade 1, Volume 2, page 4).
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According to Robinson (2013), childhood can provide a queer time and space for
children freely to explore gender practices; however, most children participate in norma
tive gender performances. Unfortunately, in most cases, in China and elsewhere, schools
are institutions that regulate and seek to normalise gender and sexual behaviour (Surtees
and Gunn 2010). School textbooks – and the images they contain – have a special role to
play in this respect.
Like many items of clothing the apron carries a particular cultural meaning (Jackson
and Gee 2005). It is normally associated with women, because within the traditional
patriarchal social division of household duties that pertains in China, women take primary
responsibility for cooking and other kitchen activities. In Cherish Lives, however, the
frequency of wearing aprons in the family is the same for men and women, and boys
are sometimes shown wearing them (Figures 13and 14).
Elsewhere in Cherish Lives, efforts are made to break down traditionally gender
stereotypes. In the chapters on families, it is said that both men and women have
responsibility for parenting and undertaking household chores. In the grade 4 book, we
read that ‘family responsibility is not gender-specific; both parents have to do house
work, educate children, and take responsibility for managing the family finances’
(volume 1, page 5).

The contradiction between the ‘heterosexual myth’ and LGBT education
Until recently, there has been a widespread presumption in sexuality education that all
children are heterosexual (Roien, Graugaard, and Simovska 2018). This kind of assumption
is prevalent, even if children are considered as asexual or sexually dormant in childhood
and adolescence (Robinson 2013). It relates to what Butler (2006) identifies as the
‘heterosexual matrix’, or the idea that heterosexuality (and gender norms associated
with it) defines the norms against which other forms of sexuality must be measured
and judged. In China, these discourses largely constitute and regulate understandings of
marriage, love and intimacy as witnessed through children’s experiences, family values
and gender practices.
In Cherish Lives, all the illustrations of families show heterosexual families, including the
core small family, and the traditional big family that expresses filial piety, since people live
with and care for the older generation. Within this discourse, the heterosexual matrix
offers an invisible gender norm defining what constitutes a ‘natural’ state. As a result,
children will likely think that marriage only happens between a man and a woman.
In Cherish Lives, romantic love relationships, marriage and reproduction are also
defined by the heterosexual matrix. The description of reproduction in the first grade is
as follows: ‘Mom and Dad met each other; Mom and Dad fell in love; Mom and Dad got
married; Mom and Dad got me; I am a good testimony to the love between Mom and Dad’
(grade 1, volume 2, page 8). In the second grade we read: ‘Mother and Dad love each
other; Dad’s penis is placed in Mother’s vagina . . . ’ (grade 2, volume 2, page 2). The book
still emphasises the link between heterosexual love, marriage and reproduction – in that
order. In second grade (volume 2, page 13), a man and a woman talk about the sex of the
baby they are expecting, and there is a wedding photograph of them on a nearby table,
indicating that the couple are married (Figure 15).
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Figure 13. Both a man and a woman wearing aprons (Grade 3, Volume 1, page 16).

Figure 14. A boy wearing an apron, as well as both his parents (Grade 2, Volume 1, page 5).
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Throughout this set of books, heterosexual behaviour, marriage and reproduction are
therefore closely linked. In line with gender performativity theory (Butler 1990), through
repetition and performance children likely repeat and transfer such textbook perfor
mances to their real lives. However, LGBT issues are also engaged with in Cherish Lives
and are presented positively, in contrast to other sexuality education books that either do
not mention these issues or are negative about them. Although issues of gender and
sexuality diversity are mainly addressed in the fifth and sixth grade books, some material
about them is included in books for younger children. The first relevant mention occurs in
the context of adolescent emotional changes, discussed in grade 3: ‘Adolescent boys and
girls not only want the opposite sex to pay attention to themselves; some people are
more interested in the same sex, and it is normal that such people are attracted by others
of the same sex’ (grade 3, volume 2, page 33).
At the same, the grade 3 book makes it clear that this interest in others of the same sex
does not necessarily mean that one has a same-sex sexual orientation:
Girl: Sometimes I feel that I prefer girls, not boys, which makes me confused.

Figure 15. The illustrations in Cherish Lives emphasise the link between heterosexual love, marriage
and reproduction (grade 4, volume 2, page 44).
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Teacher: Adolescence is the time to explore yourself in all aspects, and it is normal to be
confused. We can communicate more. (Grade 4, volume 2, page 44)

Here, the teacher does not provide a direct answer to the confusion of the girl who likes
girls not boys. True, the teacher does not condemn or question the girl about her feelings,
but at the same time, the teacher does not explicitly tell the girl that it is acceptable for her
to have feelings of someone of her own sex. What the teacher does is to provide a space
for a student of this age to explore their sexuality, aligning their counselling with
tolerance.
In the grade 4 book, the illustration for the introduction in the chapter on sexual
fantasy shows a male figure in bed imagining himself holding hands with another man
(Figure 16). The heart between the two of them, as a symbol of love, makes clear the sex
sexual attraction.
More explicitly, when discussing discrimination in the fifth grade, there is a formal
introduction to homosexuality, with the text arguing that people should not be discrimi
nated against on the grounds of their sexual orientation:
Homosexuality is an emotional attraction between people of the same sex and is a natural
phenomenon that exists in the society. Homosexuality is not a medical condition and does
not require treatment and correction. Homosexuality is not different from heterosexuality
except for sexual orientation, and we should respect and treat homosexuals equally. (Grade 5,
volume 1, page 17)

In Cherish Lives, pairs of women appear in texts and pictures as often as do pairs of men
(e.g., Figure 17). In other sexuality education books that make references to same-sex
relationships, women are typically overlooked and rendered invisible. In fact, although
there has been a long history in China of opposition to men’s same-sex relationships,
women’s same-sex relationships have never been illegal and are rarely commented on
(Tsui 1990). While this approach to women’s same-sex relationships enables them to avoid
moral condemnation in most cases, the discussion of same-sex female desire and beha
viours in Cherish Lives helps break the silence surrounding lesbians in discourse of
homosexuality in China.
In the grade 6 book, only the illegality of same-sex marriage in China is commented
upon in the main body of the text, and no clear attitude towards this is given. But in the
text in the accompanying illustration (Figure 18), support is expressed for same-sex
marriage:
The laws of the world differ for same-sex marriage. In some countries, same-sex marriage is
legal: in the Netherlands, Belgium, Spain, Canada, South Africa, Norway, Sweden, Portugal,
Iceland, Argentina, Denmark, Uruguay, New Zealand, France, Brazil, the United Kingdom,
Luxembourg, Finland, Slovenia, Ireland, Mexico and the United States. China has not yet
allowed same-sex marriage.

The picture at the top left shows two women getting married and the dialogue reads
‘Congratulations on getting married!’. The picture at the bottom shows two men together
in a kitchen and the dialogue reads:
Male 1: Life is hard, but it’s good to go home every day to eat such delicious food.
Male 2: I feel very happy that I can live with people I love.
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Figure 16. Same-sex desire as shown in one of the Grade 4 books (Volume 2, page 33).

The sixth grade book also include a discussion as to the meaning of 出柜 chu gui
(coming out):
Homosexuals and bisexuals usually use the phrase chu gui ‘coming out’ to indicate that they
know and accept their sexual orientation and are open to others. The process consists of
several stages. At the first stage, people realise that they are different from the usual
heterosexuality and make sure that they are gay/lesbian or bisexual. At the second stage,
they accept their own sexual orientation. At the third stage, they share their homosexual or
bisexual identity with others. At every stage of the process, homosexuals and bisexuals are
required to overcome different kinds of difficulty. Therefore, not every homosexual or
bisexual person is willing to coming out. (Grade 6, volume 1, page 42)

This text then describes some of the processes involved when coming out as homosexual
or bisexual. The journey is described as a dynamic process of exploring one’s sexual
orientation. However, it can still be very difficult to come out in China. Although same-sex
sexual behaviour has been legal in China since 1997, and (male) homosexuality was
declassified as a mental illness in 2001, individuals in same-sex relationships still face
resistance in terms both of social recognition and official policies (Zhang 2017).

Conclusions
In answer to the question ‘how do the Cherish Lives textbooks present issues of
sexuality, gender and relationships?’, it is clear that these textbooks represent an
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Figure 17. Three pictures with the caption ‘Love is a beautiful relationship’; one shows two males, one
shows a male and a female, and one shows two females (Grade 5, Volume 2, page 32).

Figure 18. Grade 6 illustration about same-sex marriage (Volume 1, page 44).
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ambitious attempt to provide a contemporary sex education programme for pri
mary-aged children in China. Although there are aspects of the textbooks that can
be criticised from a liberal perspective – for example, in terms of the fairly con
ventional ways in which gender is signified through the style and colours of clothes
and how the heterosexual family is still presented as the norm – the content
generally offers a comprehensive approach to sexuality education. There is also
coherence between the text and the illustrations so that the overall result poses
a challenge to the traditional Chinese patriarchal gender system. The textbooks
include clear information about reproductive organs and sexual behaviour, mastur
bation, same-sex relationships and, through discussion of the term ‘social gender’,
the role of culture in influencing gender relations. Importantly, the realistic illustra
tions in Cherish Lives together with the use of direct language for sexual organs,
break some of the prohibitions surrounding the discussion of sexual matters.
In general, the way in which sex and gender are presented in Cherish Lives
carries significant meaning for the field of school sex education in China.
However, Cherish Lives proved to be controversial (Chen 2017). Although many
educational professionals (teachers, public welfare practitioners, sex educators
and others) and the children who used the materials were positive about them
(Liu and Su 2014; Chen 2017), some parents found the text and illustrations too
graphic. In addition, there were accusations that the books blindly imitated the
West and could cause psychological harm to children. The books were suddenly
withdrawn by the government in 2019, without any explanation provided as to
why. It is not known whether the decisions were made at central or local level and
we can only speculate as to the precise reasons why the books were withdrawn.
Parental views may have been important but there may have been other factors at
play too and a number of these have been suggested: perhaps the books were
seen as promoting too much sexual openness; perhaps they were seen as giving
too much weight to children’s rights, and thereby potentially challenging tradi
tional authority; perhaps they were seen as reflecting what were considered to be
‘Western’ views. Although the books are no longer publicly available, they are still
used in the migrant primary schools where they were developed.
Battles over the materials used in sex education have occured worldwide. In the
UK, the publication of Jenny Lives with Eric and Martin (Bösche 1983) – a translation
of a Danish book – led to comparable ‘moral panic’ in some quarters and was part
of the reason for the introduction of legislation that attempted to outlaw positive
teaching about homosexuality. That particular book recounts describes a few typi
cal days in the life of Jenny, a five-year-old, Martin, her father, and Eric, Martin’s
boyfriend who lives with Jenny and Martin. Karen, Jenny’s mother, lives nearby and
regularly visits. In the USA, the children’s book Heather Has Two Mommies led to
similar political battles (Newman 1989).
Bakken (2018) argues that the present Xi Jinping administration in China is very
nervous about LGBT matters, in part because it believes they pose a potential threat to
traditional structures of authority and the family. This may be at least part of the reason
why this series of sexuality education books has been banned. It is at present unclear
whether the Cherish Lives ‘experiment’ will herald the development and publication of
new, high quality primary school sexuality education textbooks or will be followed by
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a sustained period of conservative reaction and suppression.
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