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Abstract: The constant advancement of the consumer society has resulted in a slow inclusion of feminist discourse within the
commercial logic. Feminist symbols, demands for bodily autonomy, and gender rights discourse have also become marketing
tools for capital. This article focuses on issues such as women's body consumption and the transformation of power discourse,
based on Accenture’s consumer data, Zhaopin’s workplace salary survey, and statistics from the medical aesthetics industry to
analyze the collusion mechanism between consumer society and feminist commodification. Commercial entities use
empowerment narratives to reduce women’s liberation to individual consumption choices, resulting in the paradox of false
empowerment. Identity recognition derived from consumption cannot fundamentally resolve the structural problems of gender
inequality. This paper aims to reconstruct the relationship between feminist practice and consumer culture. It also provides a
reference for theoretical reflection and practical application of contemporary feminism.
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1. Introduction

Since its inception, feminism has been centered around
deconstructing patriarchal order and seeking gender equality.
Its advocacy for bodily autonomy and gender rights is quietly
undergoing deep alienation and reconstruction in the current
era of consumerism. According to Accenture's 2023 Women's
Consumption Report, China’s female consumer group aged
20-60 reaches nearly 400 million, with an annual
consumption expenditure exceeding 10 trillion yuan, which

has become an important force affecting the consumer market.

Nielsen's research confirms that 80% of household
consumption decisions in China are led by women, which
precisely makes women the key pivot to leverage the full
cycle of household consumption.

At present, as the "She-Economy" continues to heat up,
capital keenly exploits the commercial value of feminist
discourse, packaging the concepts of independence,
autonomy, and bodily liberation as cultural symbols that can
be consumed, quietly constructing a cognitive trap of
"consumption is empowerment" [1]. The commodification of
feminism actually hides three helpless paradoxes: the demand
for bodily liberation has gradually become the basis for
consumption frenzy, and the declaration of the right to "my
body, my own decision" has also been distorted into a narrow-
minded understanding of freedom shaped by consumption;
The collective struggle for gender rights has been simplified
into individual consumption choices, and the political practice
of feminism has gradually given way to a single consumption
behavior; The serious issue of gender equality has been
simply packaged as a gimmick for traffic-grabbing marketing,
with its core political connotations deliberately stripped away,
leaving only empty symbolic values.

This is not a one-way plunder of capital, in essence, it is the
result of the intertwining of consumer society, feminist
discourse, and individual choices, which is referred to as "the
Commodification of Feminism" in academia. This article will
analyze its operational mechanism from five dimensions,
explore how the consumer society reshapes the practical
forms of feminism, provide a new perspective for interpreting
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the complex relationship between contemporary gender
politics and consumer culture, and promote feminism to break
free from commercial constraints and return to the essence of
gender equality.

2. The Rise of Commodification of

Feminism: From Political
Movements to the Alienation of
Consumer Symbols

The theory of Commodification of Feminism was formally
introduced by three academics: Goldman, Heath and Smith,
in their 1991 work, Critical Studies in Mass Communication.
This idea helps to indicate how the commercial interests have
appropriated and reconstructed the feminist idea. Media and
market tend to disassociate fundamental values like
independence, equality and autonomy with its political
meanings and convert these into cultural icons capable of
being consumed and spread to further commercial ends. It has
not come about as an accident. There was a global awakening
of the second wave of the feminist movement, and the level
of consciousness of women rights had been increasing since
the 1960s, which led capital to respond promptly to the
changing trends in social attitudes as well.

One of the conventional advertisements of Virginia Slims,
which is an American tobacco brand, is a good example of
this trend at its initial stage. The advertising explicitly
correlates smoking among women with the liberation of
gender and smoking becomes the image of liberation of
gender roles and family bonds, and in essence, uses feminist
rhetoric as a form of marketing products [2]. During the 1990s,
the slogan Girl Power promoted by the Spice Girls further de-
radicalized feminism to a pop culture icon, severely
undermining its original theoretical base of critiquing the
patriarchal system and focusing on fun and consumption,
which would become a major point in the popularization of
the idea of commodifying feminism.

The signs of the Commodification of Feminism have
grown in variety and popularity in the 21 st century. Both the
Doveas 4Real Beautyd campaign (2004) and the Wall Street



aFearless Girla statue that promotes the idea of female
empowerment are based on the same narrative framework and
thus create favorable images of their brands through the use
of feminist language and achieve recognition in the market
[3]. In China, shopping nodes such as "Queen's Day" and
"Goddess's Day" created by e-commerce platforms directly
bind feminist symbols with consumer behavior. According to
Vipshop data, sales of gold necklaces purchased by women
during the 2023 International Women's Day holiday increased
by 37% year-on-year.

The key logic of Commodification of Feminism lies in
depoliticizing feminist discourse, making it lose its critical

and rebellious power, and become a neutral consumer symbol.

On the one hand, capital leverages the social influence of
feminism to expand the market, while on the other hand, it
reshapes the expression of feminism through the logic of
consumerism, forming a subtle collusion between consumer
society and gender politics, which has become an unavoidable
reality in contemporary feminist practice.

3. The Dual Alienation of the Body:
The Entanglement between
Liberation Narrative and Consumer
Discipline

Body politics is one of the important contents of feminist
theory. Barbara Kruger’s 1989 work Your Body is a
Battlefield clearly articulates women’s demand for bodily
autonomy and resists patriarchal constraints. Under the
widespread influence of the consumer society, capital has
gradually transformed the concept of bodily liberation into a
rule guiding bodily consumption, causing women's bodies to
fall into a dilemma of dual alienation, which truly violates the
original intention of feminism to pursue bodily freedom.

Firstly, the aesthetic standards of women's bodies have
been reshaped. The single aesthetic under traditional
patriarchy is deliberately packaged by the consumer society
as "diverse aesthetics", but its essence is still a more hidden
and strict requirement for women. Related studies have
shown that the repeated promotion of the "ideal body" image
on social media and commercial advertisements is an
important cause of female body anxiety [4]. The rapid
development of the medical beauty industry is a very obvious
manifestation, which can also be easily observed in daily life.
According to data from iResearch Consulting, the size of
China's medical beauty market reached 264.8 billion yuan in
2023. Many women mistakenly believe that transforming the
body through medical beauty is truly achieving bodily
liberation.

Secondly, women's body management has been
transformed into consumer behavior. The bodily autonomy
advocated by feminism has been quietly transformed by
capital into a consumption concept of "investing in the body",
and all aspects of women's bodies, from face to figure, have
become consumable content. A survey conducted by the New
York City Department of Consumer and Worker Protection in
2015 showed that women’s products were priced 7% higher
than comparable men’s products, and the price difference of
personal care products reached 13%. This phenomenon,
known as the “Pink Tax”, is actually the additional
exploitation of women by capital [5].

The activities launched by domestic e-commerce platforms
such as "Queen's Day" and "Goddess's Day" deliberately bind
feminist symbols and consumption closely together. During
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the March 8th Festival in 2023, Vipshop data showed that
sales of gold necklaces purchased by women increased by 37%
year-on-year. Capital continuously strengthens the close
connection between the body and consumption through
various online and offline consumption scenarios. Women are
subject to deeper discipline in seemingly autonomous
consumption choices. The bodily liberation originally aimed
at freedom ultimately becomes a tool for capital to obtain
benefits.

4. The Consumption Transformation
of Empowerment Narrative: The
Core Paradox of False Freedom and
Real Constraints

Empowerment is the core category of contemporary
feminist theory, which essentially aims to promote women's
acquisition of discourse subject status, realization of self-
worth, and liberation from the structural dilemma of gender
oppression. In the context of a consumer society, capital uses
the reconstruction of empowerment narratives to transform
feminist political demands into consumption logic, conveying
the false perception that "consumption is freedom" to women,
and thus forming a core paradox intertwined with false
autonomy and reality constraints.

The commercial transformation of the narrative of women's
empowerment by capital is mainly achieved through three
paths. Discourse reconstruction is the primary path, as capital
distorts the core claim of feminism for equal rights into a
market logic of obtaining identity and power through
consumption. Revlon centers its marketing on female
independence, linking the image of red lips with female
autonomy and gender power. Luxury brands also do the same
- deeply associating high-end handbags with the image of
elite women, implying that consumer behavior can directly
construct symbolic identity and rights.

In addition to discourse reconstruction, capital will also
achieve transformation through the shaping of identity and
image. Capital defines the value realization of women
through consumption labels, and seemingly diverse identity
narratives such as "independent women" and "workplace
elites" are essentially consumption templates set by capital.
According to platform data, the popularity of content related
to women's independence on Xiaohongshu continues to rise,
with a large amount of content directly linked to consumer
behavior, forming a closed loop of "consumption identity
repeat consumption” [6], which leads women into a cognitive
bias of using consumption to prove themselves. In addition,
the capital also uses women's identity anxiety and resistance
to transform consumption power. After the #MeToo campaign,
Elizabeth Arden launched co-branded lipstick to carry out
business marketing on women's issues, but kept silent on
substantive gender issues such as workplace discrimination
and pay gap.

The above transformation brings a dual effect: women can
obtain temporary identity recognition and emotional
satisfaction in consumption, which in turn creates the illusion
of freedom being realized. On the other hand, sustained
consumer spending will further exacerbate women's
economic pressure. According to the "2024 China Women's
Workplace Status Survey Report" by Zhaopin, the average
monthly salary for working women is 8,958 yuan, 1,331 yuan
less than that of men, with a gender pay gap of 12.9%. The
strong contrast between consumer empowerment and real



economic inequality reveals the essence of empowerment
narratives in consumer society: using false consumer freedom
to conceal the true existence of gender oppression [7].

5. Digital Media and Platform
Economy: Technological
Empowerment of Feminist
Commercialization

The rapid development of digital media and platform
economy has profoundly changed social lifestyles and
consumption structures, while also providing technological
conditions and dissemination platforms for the
commercialization of feminism, promoting the accelerated

transformation of gender rights discourse into consumer logic.

The deep collusion between capital, digital technology, and
gender cultural discourse has resulted in a stronger
concealment and penetration of feminism's alienation in the
consumer society [8].

Social media is not only an important platform for the
dissemination of feminist symbols, but also a key link in
consumer transformation. According to the 2024 Women's
Consumption Report of TikTok E-commerce, women's
consumption orders increased by 65% year on year,
accounting for more than 60% of the overall consumption
structure of the platform. The quarterly average number of
views of any topics connected with Women power have
already hit one billion in Xiaohongshu, and there is an
overwhelming volume of material that can be linked to
product suggestions. The platform algorithm relates the
feminist discourse to the consumer behavior by recognizing
the preferences of the users and efficiently connecting the

distribution of the content with its commercial transformation.

This trend has been further reinforced by the development of
internet celebrity economy. As reported by Taotian Group in
2024, as many as 80 percent of the live-streaming e-
commerce anchors are female. Lots of female influencers
manage their content based upon independent female and
growth sharing visuals that combine with personal branding
alongside product sales. The promotion of women
empowerment becomes a means of commercial drain and
conversion of consumers.

The platform economy has constructed an entire ecosystem
of feminist commodification. The content seeding process of
Xiaohongshu turns multiple feminist requirements into
particular directions of consumption, and body positivity and
gender equality become consumer goods, like clothes, and
even financial courses [9]. The female segment and
customized push on e-commerce sites keep increasing the
sense of identity and enhance the process of constant and
impulsive purchases.

The digital media has led to the emergence of other types
of commodification including knowledge payment and
emotional consumption. The data on the knowledge payment
market provided by QuestMobile in 2024 shows that women
make up 55 percent of the market, and the female growth and
gender equality programs make up 29 percent. These items
usually reduce feminist theory down to pieces of information,
which is a form of commercialization of knowledge, not
systematic gender education. Of course, digital technology
can be used as well to reflect and resist commodification, and
it becomes an important vehicle of feminist dissemination of
correct statements and joint action.
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6. Deconstruction of Collusion
Mechanism: Contemporary Shift in
Feminist Practice

The commodification of feminism is an outcome of the
combination of consumer society, capital logic, and gender
discourse. Its genesis has a lot to do with the penetration of
consumer society, the profit motive of capital, and the spread
of gender discourse. It is primarily based on the
transformation of symbols, reconstruction of narratives, and
technological assistance, and it is not an oppressive act of
capital alone, but the consequence of the intersection of
interests of many subjects. Capital uses the symbolism
associated with feminism to make excess profits, and the
female consumers acquire a temporary sense of identity
through consumption. Platforms depend on traffic to realize
commercial monetization and various interests become
interconnected making a steady cycle that is hard to break
during the commercialization of feminism [10].

In such a realistic context, there have been three significant
changes in the practical path of feminism. Firstly, women's
consumption concepts have become more rational, and more
and more people see that consumer empowerment is just a
false facade, actively opposing the Pink Tax and advocating
for rational consumption. In 2024, Weibo related topics
attracted widespread attention, with "Why Pink is So
Expensive" views reaching 180 million and the total reading
of related topics exceeding 600 million times. The case in
which students from East China University of Political
Science and Law sued L’Oréal for gender-based price
discrimination also prompted many brands to adjust their
pricing strategies, further triggering widespread reflection on
gender pricing discrimination in society.

Secondly, feminists have refocused their attention on real
gender issues, organizing collective actions through social
media platforms to actively voice and gather strength around
practical issues such as workplace discrimination, birth
policies, and women's safety, promoting relevant issues to
enter the public eye, no longer staying at the level of
individual consumption, but focusing on institutional
improvement and rights protection [11].

In addition, some women are also trying to explore a
mutual aid economic model, reducing capital control through
forms of cooperation such as second-hand circulation, shared
consumption, and the establishment of women's mutual aid
communities. These practices are all striving to break free
from the shackles of capital, allowing feminism to return to a
more authentic direction, no longer bound by consumer logic,
but facing real gender issues in a more pragmatic way to
promote the realization of gender equality.

7. Conclusion

This article analyzes the generation logic and reality shift
of the commodification of feminism, and clarifies the internal
mechanism of feminism being absorbed and instrumentalized
by capital in the consumer society from five levels: symbol
alienation, body discipline, empowerment narrative
transformation, digital media empowerment, and multi-party
collusion. Combining local cases such as the "Pink Tax" rights
protection, this article verifies the triple paradox of feminist
commodification: bodily liberation is alienated into consumer
behavior, rights demands are simplified into individual
consumption choices, and gender equality concepts become



empty rhetoric in commercial marketing. The stark contrast
between the booming female consumer market and the slow
progress of gender equality institutions also directly points to
the falsechood of the narrative of '"consumption is
empowerment", which is essentially the dissolution and
utilization of the feminist political core by capital.

This study mainly focuses on the analysis of digital
platforms and consumer fields, with insufficient exploration
of offline feminist practices and differentiated experiences of
women from different social classes. Cross-cultural
comparative analysis has also not been conducted, and the
research perspective has certain limitations.

Future research can combine more local cases to expand
the analytical dimensions and focus on the core direction of
institutional reform and rights protection. In practice, it is not
necessary to deny the value of the existence of a consumer
society, but to clarify the boundary between feminism and
consumer culture, making consumption an auxiliary form of
practice rather than a core goal. In the future, the focus can be
on exploring the practical path of feminism's return from
consumer empowerment to political empowerment. At the
same time, cross-cultural comparative perspectives can be
expanded to analyze the specific role of digital technology in
resisting capital alienation, providing theoretical support and
practical references that are more in line with local realities
for promoting gender equality movements to break free from
commercial constraints and return to the essence of rights
struggle.
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