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English language teaching (ELT) is a racially stratified industry that Received 28 May 2024
privileges whiteness as a norm. Drawing upon a Women of Colour ~ Accepted 17 February 2025
feminist research design that draws on both racial capitalism and
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intersectional perspectives, this paper examines the experiences of Racial capitalism; white
18 Chinese women teachers in the ELT industry through an inno- profitability; racism;
vative interviewing approach called Tucao. Our study reveals how intersectionality; English
the ELT industry in China constructs whiteness as a profitable language teaching

investment for Chinese people - and, in so doing, constructs
Chinese women as subordinate, exploitable, and ineffective tea-
chers. These teachers, however, quietly oppose this gendered
racism in the workplace. While this study focuses on the Chinese
context, the study introduces the concept of ‘White profitability’ to
explain how the commodification of whiteness underpins intersec-
tional racism experienced by teachers of colour in the global ELT
industry. The study contributes methodologically, empirically and
theoretically to the scholarship on racial capitalism, intersectional-
ity, and the commodification of race and gender in educational
contexts.

The worst issue arises from Chinese leaders at the top, specifically targeting Chinese staff.
These capitalists treat us merely as tools, not as humans. Since there are so many Chinese,
they can easily replace any dismissed Chinese staff with minimal disruption. The job market
for Chinese English teachers, especially female teachers, is highly competitive ... ...
However, in contrast, White teachers seem to have it incredibly easy, as parents just want
foreign teachers to teach their children English. (Zhen Nifu)

Introduction

Zhen Nifu, a 25-year-old Chinese woman, was a teaching assistant to foreign individuals
teaching English to young Chinese children at an English-medium international school
in China. Her statement details how she perceived the compounded disadvantages faced
by Chinese women teachers in international schools, where it is difficult for them to find
an English-teaching position. These intersectional disadvantages are caused by a variety
of identity characteristics: they are Chinese, women, and non-native English speakers.
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For Nifu, the ELT industry is capitalist, sexist and racist. Within the context of interna-
tional schools, Chinese staff, particularly women, are treated as a cheap source of labour
that can be used and discarded at will in a highly competitive labour market.

Through intersectional and racial capitalist critique, this study interrogates the epis-
temic frameworks that subjectify Chinese women as a cheap and disposable source of
labour in the Chinese ELT industry. The Chinese ELT industry markets and sells English
as a marketable commodity that enhances the social and economic status of Chinese
consumers of a private educational product - paying money to learn English. This
construction of English as a marketable commodity is, we argue, a form of what Anne
McClintock calls ‘commodity racism’ (2020). The marketing of English education in
these private schools is predicated on two fundamental assumptions: a) the English
language is White property (Author 1, 2024) and b) that White racial identities are the
most valuable globally. As such, only White people in our study are framed as legitimate
owners, users, and therefore teachers of English. By contrast, non-White people, parti-
cularly those from non-Anglophone countries such as China, are deemed to be indivi-
duals who are merely borrowing English and therefore cannot be legitimate teachers of
the language. As such, our study points to the mutually reinforcing conditions of
racialised exploitation of Chinese women teachers and the accumulation of capital
through selling English in China. These conditions also mean that White men are
imagined as the most legitimate teachers of English; they are considered to be more
desirable, more attractive as it were, to those making consumer educational choices for
their children - that is, Chinese mothers. By contrast, Chinese women teachers featured
in our study are relegated to playing a subservient and caretaker role for White male
teachers who often navigate teaching contexts for which they are unprepared (Henry
2021). Through this complex interplay of race and language, as well as sex and gender,
Chinese women are therefore constructed as individuals without the legitimacy to teach
English no matter how language proficient or pedagogically talented they may be. This
analysis therefore reveals how the English language teaching industry constructs white-
ness as a profitable investment for Chinese people, and, in so doing, constitutes Chinese
women teachers as subordinate, exploitable, and ineffective teachers.

Of course, there are other ways to imagine how and why English might be taught and
learned globally. A non-essentialist view holds that English is neither a form of property
nor does it belong to anyone. Instead, the English language, if not English languages, are
dynamic, evolving, and contextual shaped by speakers within a variety of cultural
contexts. Moreover, we have engaged in this scholarship based on the assumption that
Chinese women teachers are not merely passive victims of these dynamics. Indeed, they
have a key role to play in shaping the teaching and learning of English in culturally
specific and responsive ways. Towards this end, we show in this paper how Chinese
women teachers engage in forms of quiet resistance by taking up the identity as dagong
ren (1 T.\) specific to China’s socialist context. Through dagong ren, they contest their
exploitative conditions and navigate institutional racism and sexism they face.

White profitability and intersectional racism in the ELT industry

English language education in China has witnessed a rapid expansion over the past
two decades. China has amongst the largest number of English learners in the globe.
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The British Council (2017) estimates that there are 400 million English language
learners in China, which is more than the entire population of the United States. This
fact reflects the country’s ambition towards global integration and international
prominence. English language proficiency is now deemed to be essential to achieve
modernisation, advancement, and success (Henry 2021). Chinese people are thus
expected to learn English if they want to advance socially and economically and
contribute to the nation. Chinese people are thus eager to learn English. Large-scale
English education initiatives have been initiated since the early 2000s (MoE 2001). In
addition to state schools, English education is provided in the private educational
market for middle-class families. Privatised English language offerings can be found
in a burgeoning number of English-language international schools and a billion-dollar
tutoring market in urban areas (Cheng 2020; Morgan 2022; Sohu 2022). As such, the
emergence of the ELT industry in China reflects the paradoxical convergence of
neoliberal economic thinking and communist and nationalist ideals: Both English as
a language and Education as a service have been commodified as resources that can
be bought and sold for both personal and national advancement on a global stage.

Private English language teaching institutions in China hire foreign educators to
create an immersive English linguistic environment and offer “‘Western’ educational
experiences with British and American curricula. Thus, foreign educators from the
West who are White — whether from Western Europe, North America, or Australia
and New Zealand - are highly prized in the ELT sector and often enjoy enhanced racial
status and better job opportunities (Lan 2022). Scholars have observed the value of
whiteness within the ELT industry. For example, Lan (2022) finds that school marketing
has led to fetishisation of whiteness in the industry that can be readily translated into
financial gains, while foreign teachers are valued and compensated according to the
varying degrees they embody traits perceived to be White. Henry (2021), meanwhile,
finds that ELT institutions construct atmospheres that mimic White, middle-class tastes
to distinguish themselves as of high quality. These studies illustrate how whiteness is
marketed in China’s ELT sector, creating an exclusive and distinctive appeal for English
education aimed at middle-class families willing to pay a premium.

From a global and racial capitalist framework, how race making works and what race
making does should always be situated in specific historical processes. These historical
processes entail struggles over land, labor, culture, and power. Race as a Western social
construct arrived in China through Euro-American imperial capitalism in the early
nineteenth century. European and American empires sought the primitive accumulation
of wealth through colonial exploitation, labour management and exploitation, and
resource extraction. The Western race ‘science’ of the time posited that smoking
opium caused the colour of Chinese skin, leading to the initial formulation of Chinese
people as “Yellow’ people within a global racial hierarchy. As such, Chinese people were
positioned as primitive and sickly people with childlike characteristics in an intermediary
position between whiteness and blackness (Lowe 2015). In the early twentieth century,
Chinese appropriated the label of Yellow race designated by Western powers and created
the notion of ‘race as lineage’ (#{'%). This notion defines Chinese people as the Yellow
race bounded by blood ties; the Chinese people are imagined to be the descendants of the
Yellow Emperor (Dikétter 2015). Chinese revolutions against the Qing Empire led to the
emergence of a modern national identity that conflates race with nationalism. In other
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words, only through a strong nationalism could this constructed Chinese race survive
and the White race be repelled (Y. Cheng 2019; D. Y. H. Wu 1991).

The meaning of the whiteness as a race has also been malleable in the Chinese context.
The racial construction of whiteness has been mediated by the shifting dynamics in
China’s relations with Euro-American countries. In the 19th century, Western powers
were constructed as both ‘foreign devils’(7f ' §*) for China to compete with and to learn
from for racial survival. Since the 1970s, Western countries have been models of
modernity for China to emulate and aspire to. This contradictory and historical con-
struction of White people from the West as friend and foe, as Frank Dikétter (2005)
argued, ‘functions as a distant mirror in the construction of a national “self” in modern
China’ (p.199). This paradox is similar to what Du Bois termed ‘double
consciousness’(Gates and Du Bois 2007). Chinese people tend to look at themselves
through the eyes of Western countries, which see China as racially inferior, while, at the
same time, asserting what exactly Chineseness is. As China has asserted itself as a modern
player on a global political and economic stage, it continues to reckon with the historical
construction of the White racial identity as the superior race.

Racial capitalist theory holds that race and racism are not social phenomenon that
derived from capitalism, but rather emerged in a constitutive relation with capitalism
(Robinson 2000). In other words, capitalism itself could not have arisen without con-
structing and ranking human difference as capitalism is necessarily predicated upon
legitmising the dispossession, extraction, and elimination of populations. As such, the
construction of race has been a key feature of consumption in the expansion of global
consumer capitalism. Consumer capitalism refers to the ways in which consumers,
largely beginning in the twentieth century, have been encouraged, if not coerced, on
a mass scale to purchase goods. This consumerism has been mediated in and through
social constructions of race — what McClintock (2020) referred to as ‘commodity racism’.
The value of commodities, expressed in money, both shapes and is shaped by associations
with race. For example, a beauty product acquires value based on its associations with
whitening skin or straightening hair.

This concept of commodity racism, we argue, is useful in understanding the ELT
industry and labor market relations in China. The ELT industry is not merely teaching
Chinese people how to speak English. However, it would be simplistic to state that the
ELT industry is whitening Chinese people through teaching them English - that is,
making people more culturally proximate to whiteness through teaching English. We
would not suggest that learning English in China will cause Chinese culture to disappear
through a process of global assimilation to whiteness. Nonetheless, the presumed value of
the education being provided by a particular ELT provider is predicated on ‘how White’
the provider is deemed to be. In other words, a provider’s education has higher value, and
is therefore worthy of a higher tuition price, if it can distinguish itself as a school that has
been endowed with educational practices associated with whiteness as a racial ideology.
White teachers themselves provide this symbolic value, enabling providers who hire
White teachers a competitive edge by offering an educational product that is presumed to
be superior.

Our analysis of whiteness in the Chinese ELT industry therefore departs somewhat
from analyses that centre whiteness as a form of property (Harris 1993; Lipsitz 2006),
an approach that is critical to American-centric Critical Race Theory. Instead, we
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move towards an analytical interest in the marketing and consumption of whiteness
as a commodity through the Chinese ELT Industry. We introduce the term ‘White
profitability’ to explain how whiteness functions as a valuable commodity form that
can be strategically leveraged by the Chinese ELT industry for profit. This term
acknowledges the historical and ongoing role of global White supremacy, societal
norms, and institutional mechanisms in constructing, protecting, and maintaining the
value of whiteness, often to the detriment of non-White individuals. The profit of
whiteness transcends mere financial gain, extending to institutional benefits such as
enhanced prestige, reputation, and appeal to potential students. As such, White
profitability encompasses economic, cultural, social, and symbolic profits accrued
from the systematic production, investment, maintenance, and capitalisation of white-
ness within the ELT sector.

This privileging of whiteness within the ELT industry constructs a racial hierarchy in
the labor market, a key element of racial capitalist critique. White teachers are more
valuable as employees merely for being White. Indeed, there are salary discrepancies in
the ELT industry that can only explained in racial terms. For example, local Chinese
teachers with the same qualifications as their White counterparts are paid differently
(Henry 2021; Lan 2022); the only explanation is race. Whiteness therefore provides an
economic advantage for teachers who might otherwise not be qualified, or as qualified, to
teach English. As a result, Pan (2019) has observed the fact that the labor force for the
ELT industry in China is dominated by underqualified White teachers.

While race is a crucial element in workforce hierarchies, this element also intersects
with gender to bestow advantage. ELT is a highly feminised profession in which women
are overrepresented. However, the majority of foreign English-language teachers in
China are White men from Western countries, like in other East Asia countries
(Appleby 2010, 2014; Kobayashi 2014). This bias in the Chinese ELT industry towards
race (White), sex/gender (male/masculine), and region/nationality (from English-
speaking Northern and Western European countries) is not only symbolic but also has
material consequences. For example, Henry (2021) observed that White male teachers in
ELT companies in China often held prestigious or managerial roles, while Chinese female
teachers were frequently relegated to lesser positions. Henry’s observation in the racilised
and gendered labour division in the private ELT industry is not surprising, as the
systemic devaluation, exploitation and subjugation of Women of Colour have been
a consistent feature of racial capitalism (Quan 2005).

Prominent Black feminists like bell hooks (Hooks 1984; Hooks and Hooks 1981),
Audre Lorde (2012, 2017), Angela Davis (1983) and Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) have
foregrounded the interconnected systems of oppression. Indeed, Women of Colour
feminisms’ critical stance towards capitalism help reveals how the ELT industry’s
commercialisation of whiteness for consumption has profound implications for
Chinese female teachers’ labour conditions. However, while much research on race
in China’s ELT industry has centered on the experiences of White, particularly male,
teachers (Chan 2021; Lan 2022), there is a notable gap in understanding the experi-
ences of Chinese women in the industry. This exploratory study therefore examines
how Chinese women teachers understand and navigate intersectional racism in
China’s ELT industry that leverages White profitability in ways that inflects various
institutional practices.
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Research methodology

This study adopted a Women of Colour feminist qualitative inquiry design (Freeman
2019) to investigate the lived intersectional experiences of Chinese women English-
language teachers. Through purposive sampling, the study selected participants who
met specific criteria. Participants were selected because they were:

¢ Chinese women who worked as either English teachers or teaching assistants along-
side foreign teachers in private schools for at least one year; and

e They expressed a willingness to discuss their experiences related to overcoming
challenges and addressing discrimination within the ELT industry.

The sample for this study focused on Chinese women within the private school sector,
including tutoring schools, international kindergardens, and English-medium interna-
tional/bilingual schools. These institutions were selected because they displayed the
highest demand for foreign English-language educators (A. Wu 2019). Initially, the
research proposed to limit the study’s scope to English teachers, thereby excluding
teaching assistants. This decision was based on the perception that teaching assistants
held significantly different power dynamics in relation to foreign teachers due to their
educational backgrounds, qualifications and job levels/titles, factors that might over-
shadow race and gender differences. At that point, we had envisioned ideal participants:
qualified independent English-language teachers on an equal professional footing with
foreign teachers. However, it soon became clear that finding these participants would be
a struggle. Most of the teachers working alongside the foreign teachers that we knew were
actually working as these foreign teachers’ assistants, even if they were more qualified
than the foreign teachers. This fact reveals an inherent division of labour within the ELT
industry wherein Chinese female teachers were systematically assigned subordinate roles
based on their race and gender, regardless of their professional qualifications. With this
realisation, the initial participant selection criteria were adjusted to include teaching
assistants, as highlighted in the first criterion.

This study recruited participants through the first author’s personal networks with the
help of an informal questionnaire to identify participants who met the sampling criteria
and agreed to be interviewed. This questionnaire introduced the research and collected
the demographic information of eligible participants, including participants’ ages, educa-
tional and socio-economic backgrounds. The study recruited 18 Chinese female teachers
(see Table 1 for these participants’ information). The majority were young professionals,
ranging in age from 24 to 30 years old. They primarily instructed children between 3 and
13 years old in preschool and elementary school settings. Most participants held degrees
in English language and education-related disciplines. Notably, over half of this group
had procured Master’s degrees from top-tier universities in the United Kingdom and the
United States. Despite this impressive academic background, these highly educated
Chinese women were often relegated to the role of teaching assistant for foreign
educators.

The study employed an innovative data collection method called Tucao (:4#), or
informal complaining. We propose this method as a feminist interviewing approach
specific to the Chinese context. Tucao, a buzzword in contemporary China, refers to the
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Table 1. Participant demographics.

Employment Student  Teaching Education Overseas
Pseudonym History Ages  Experience Position Background Degree  Age
Ning Mu International 6-9 2years  Teaching Master Degree (not Yes 24-30
school Assistant English or
(TA) Education)
Yi Kou International 6-9 2years TA Bachelor in English No 24-30
school
Xia Xiaojing International 3-9 3years TA Master in English Yes 24-30
school
Ouyang Yun International 3-6 3years TA Bachelor in English No 24-30
school
Xiao Lan International 3-4 lyear TA Master (not English Yes 24-30
school or Education)
Sanxi International 3-13 3years TA Master (not English Yes 24-30
school or Education)
Wang International 3-6 lyear TA Bachelor in Yes 24-30
Xiaoxiao school Education
Li Yu International 7-13 3years  English teacher Master in English Yes 24-30
school
Jia Jia International 7-16 11years English teacher Master in English Yes 24-30
school
Han Mei International 7-13 3years  English teacher Master (not English Yes 24-30
school &TA or Education)
Li Ke International 3-6 3years TA Bachelor in No 24-30
kindergarten Education
Zhenn Nifu International 13-15 3years  English teacher Master in English Yes 24-30
school/tutoring &TA
school
Lin Dan Tutoring school 3-10; 9years  English teacher Master in English Yes 31-40
adult
Fang Huiping Tutoring school 7-13 3years  Manager; Bachelor in English No 41-50
English
teacher & TA
Wang Xindi  Tutoring school 7-15 3years  English teacher Bachelor in English No 24-30
& TA
Li Guo Tutoring school 2years  English teacher Master in English No 24-30
Fan Qie Tutoring school 3-13 2years  English teacher Bachelor in English No 24-30
& TA
Huang Ziye University/ 18-21 6years  English teacher Master in English Yes 24-30
Tutoring school &TA

act of making sarcastic remarks about something, often to vent frustration or criticise.
This cultural practice is popular among younger generations. The adoption of tucao as
a research method resonates with feminist scholarship on complaint as a valuable
approach to understanding women’s oppression (Ahmed 2021). Mainstream narratives
frequently dismiss these complaints as unproductive, negatively branding them as mere
expressions of dissatisfaction or resentment that do not contribute to constructive
changes. However, Ahmed (2021) argues, complaints often stem from marginalised
groups who speak up against the systems of oppression they experience daily. The act
of complaining is not a passive, unproductive act, but allows marginalised women to
articulate their experiences and challenge dominant paradigms.

While our previous plan was to have semi-structured interviews with participants,
most of them started to refer to these interviews as ‘tucao’. Therefore, we developed
tucao as a culturally responsive feminist approach to centre around participants’
counternarratives/storytelling to amplify the voices of Chinese women teachers that
have long been silenced. The study regards their own accounts of their daily
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professional lives as a significant contribution to knowledge of race and its intersec-
tions in the ELT field, and thus validates and brings visibility to these women’s
experiences, interrupting the unnatural visibility forced upon them by White supre-
macy (Yamada 1979).

The first author, a Chinese woman and former teacher in the ELT industry, collected
the data. Each participant was interviewed twice, lasting one-to-two hours. After mutual
self introduction, she asked participants to ‘share your experiences with foreign teachers’.
Participants then engaged in fucao, leading the interviews by discussing areas they
thought most pertinent to their experiences. The researcher’s involvement shifted from
posing questions to engaging in the narratives of participants. In the process, the
researcher validated their experiences, empathised with their struggles, and encouraged
them to critique and resist the norms that marginalised them in the workplace. Tucao as
an interview approach, recognising and adapting to China’s cultural context and indivi-
dual identities of research participants, yields rich data, where participants criticised the
gendered, racialised inequalities they faced in their professional lives, undermining
dominant narratives of cultural, linguistic, and racial superiority of foreign teachers in
the ELT industry.

This study then adopted a feminist grounded theory analysis (Olesen 2007). Apart
from following the general steps of grounded theory as a systematic analytical approach,
we employed intersectionality as a ‘sensitizing concept’ (Blumer 1954, 7) to foreground
the complexity of women’s experiences as multiple, fluid and situational. It follows an
iterative process of multiply readings and constant data comparisons at each stage of
analysis (Mathison 2005). For this research, data analysis started alongside data collec-
tion, with the data coded from the first case before moving on to subsequent cases, and
codes constantly compared within and across each case. The analysis process begin with
initial coding with close readings of interview transcripts, where patterns of participants’
concerns emerged, such as ‘language policy in school’, ‘benefits differences’, and ‘role
differences’. Focused coding followed, during which we determined which initial codes
could develop categories and identify key themes that revealed participants’ intersec-
tional experiences. Through this coding, we developed the themes such as ‘racialised
linguistic hierarchies’, and ‘structural unemployment’. Finally theoretical coding was
employed to develop concepts for understanding the relationships between themes. We
engaged in multiple readings and interpretations of the same texts until we reached
theoretical saturation. We then proceeded to conduct what Kushner and Morrow (2003)
term ‘theoretical triangulation’, which involves the positioning of the study’s indigenous
theoretical concepts, such as ‘erdeng gongmin’ and ‘dagong ren’ developed from parti-
cipant accounts, in dialogue with feminist and critical theories. This analytical approach
allows for a broader exploration of the theories grounded in daily life experiences and
power relations.

During coding, the first author went back to participants for clarification of their ideas
and concepts and had them commented on our interpretation of their accounts for
further analysis. This process reflects a feminist perspective in which participants are
involved in the data analysis process as a means of respecting their voices and minimising
distortions of their perspectives. After completing the analysis, the first author asked
the second author and attendees at seminar and conference presentations for comments,
seeking and incorporating feedback from global experts in ELT and anti-racist feminist
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studies to refine our arguments. These interactions enhanced the trustworthiness of this
study.

Women of Colour feminisms emphasise researcher reflexivity. The first author was
the one recruiting, liaising with and interviewing participants, and therefore her posi-
tionality shapes the research process. She shared some commonalities with the partici-
pants, including being a Chinese woman and a former English teacher, which facilitated
her recruitment of participants and some understanding of the participants’ experiences.
However, as a mobile resident in different cities from a lower-middle-class background,
and a novice researcher from an elite Western university, she was also aware that her class
and educational privilege, as well as her assumed English proficiency, could distance her
from some of the participants. For instance, this positionality informed her interactions
with Ouyang Yun who chose not to confront discrimination directly. Ouyang Yun, from
rural China and the only child in her family to pursue higher education, valued her
international school teaching job for its decent salary, which allowed her to buy a house,
a car, and prepare for a master’s degree. She relied on resilience and optimism to
downplay the effects of discrimination she encountered. Therefore, on one hand, the
researcher attended to how the power differentials caused by her position could impact
her relationship with participants, while on the other hand she focused on how her and
the participants’ intersectional positions shaped their knowledge(s) about the social
world. Throughout the research process, she was reflexive about how she co-
constructed reality/knowledge with participants. The second author provided both
methodological and theoretical support in both the data collection and data analysis
phases, drawing attention to both tucao as a culturally responsive and feminist approach
to interviewing and the significance of intersectional racial capitalist perspectives.

The following sections delineate the findings of this study, organised around three
themes: (1) Institutional practices that marketise and promote whiteness, analysing how
whiteness is commodified in the industry; (2) The production of Chinese women
teachers as inferior and exploitable labor, examining the intersectional disadvantages
these educators face due to institutional arrangements; and (3) The quiet resistance
strategies these teachers employ to navigate and counteract exploitation and dehumani-
sation. Collectively, these themes elucidate how whiteness is rendered profitable and the
discriminatory and degrading impacts that White profitability has on Chinese women in
the ELT industry.

Xijin: Commodifying whiteness for profit

Participants highlighted the strategic utilisation of foreign teachers, particularly White
teachers, in their institutions. As noted by four participants in tutoring schools, these
foreign teachers were deployed as ‘window dressing (7 ]1fil)’, a performative surface-
level display aimed at enticing parents to invest in their children’s English learning at
these language tutoring schools. A prime example cited by participants was complimen-
tary demonstration classes. These classes provided parents with an opportunity to
observe teaching methodologies employed by White teachers. These classes are critical
to the business model of tutoring schools because they persuade parents to enroll their
children in English courses. Participant Wang Xindi offered an insightful portrayal of
what a typical demonstration class looked like:
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The kind of foreign teachers for demo classes, they are packaged. To make money, schools

give these teachers a role to play. As long as foreign teachers are energetic and make parents

think their accents are pure, this will make parents want to sign up for classes. We have only

White male teachers for the demo class. Actually, parents really like male teachers, they feel

that male teachers are fun and interesting. As for female teachers, I feel parents may have

grown tired of seeing them. Foreign teachers are a brand, acting to xijin (4x). (Wang

Xindi)

The metaphor xijin, or ‘attract gold’, highlights explicitly how whiteness is treated as
a profitable commodity, akin to the value of gold, for which parents are willing to pay
higher fees. Moreover, Xindi specified how ELT tutoring schools used White male
instructors to attract consumers. Another two participants also noted the preference
for ‘handsome, tall and White’ male instructors in these presentation sessions, as these
teachers performed characteristics associated with Western masculinity and, with their
native English-language proficiency, gave schools prestige and market value. This finding
resonates with other scholarship that has found that private schools in the Chinese ELT
industry use branding strategies to sell ‘whiteness as aspiration’ (Shahjahan and Edwards
2022, 748). These approaches manipulate racial and gender expectations prevalent in
parental perceptions of effective English teaching, revealing how whiteness, in conjunc-
tion with gender and linguistic differences, is commodified and transformed into
a profitable commodity within the ELT industry.

The deliberate branding of White, Western, and international English language
education, along with the employment of especially White male teachers in the ELT
industry, contributes to using whiteness as an ideology that enhances the profitability of
private education firms in China. White profitability accentuates a contrived binary
between White and Chinese educators, thereby facilitating intersectional exploitation.
School branding strategies harness and reinforce racial and gender stereotypes, casting
White male teachers as capable, innovative, desirable, and valuable, while their Chinese
women counterparts are stereotyped as inferior, less capable, and less desirable teachers
in the ELT industry because they are Chinese, women, and non-native English speakers.
The reinforcement of this binary not only rationalises higher prices for classes taught by
foreign teachers, but undervalues Chinese women’s labour, laying the groundwork for
their exploitation.

Erdeng Gongmin: Inferior and exploitable labour

I feel like an erdeng gongmin [second-class citizen]. The treatment is not the same, and then
the work we do is not the same. But in fact, I know the nature of my work. I know I am
a teaching assistant, not this kind of teaching post. It is an international school; it just needs
a foreigner to teach English. (Xia Xiaojing)

Xiaojing was an overqualified teaching assistant at an international school in China.
Despite distinguished academic credentials — a master’s degree in Bilingual Education
from a top-ranking US university and a teaching certificate — Xiaojing perceived her role
within the international school as secondary to that of her foreign counterparts. Like
other participants, she described a sense of inferiority and marginalisation due to the
unequal treatment and disparity she received in her work life. There is a curious paradox
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in her characterisation of herself as a second-class citizen. After all, this subjectivization
as a second-class citizen arises through a relation with ‘a foreigner’ who teaches English.
In other words, her own sense of national belonging within the Chinese context suffers
through a relation with someone who has no claim to Chinese citizenship. Moreover, her
sense of citizenship arises through being treated as a worker who is not exploited, who is
treated the same as foreign workers. Within this particular labour market, being ‘foreign’
provides more status and thus fairer treatment. This example thus shows how workers
compromised sense of citizenship arises through the ways in which these private educa-
tional firms seek to capitalise on the racial ideology of whiteness in order to enhance their
profitability.

English-only policy: racialised linguistic hierarchies

Participants noted how ELT schools that prioritise foreign teachers and promote inter-
national education tend to institute an English-only policy, not only in classrooms at
tutoring schools and international kindergartens, but also on entire campuses at inter-
national schools. Under this policy, Chinese teachers are compelled to use English and
curtail the usage of their native Chinese language. The main objective of this policy is to
create an immersive English-language atmosphere for students. The implementation of
this English-only policy, however, cultivates an environment that may be considered
hostile toward Chinese speakers, as the use of Chinese language and, by extension, those
who use it, are often placed under strict surveillance.

Li Ke provided an illustrative example of how managers often required Chinese
teachers to limit their use of the Chinese language:

The foreign teacher thought I had no right to suggest to him how he should teach English, so
he did not accept my teaching suggestions. It turned out that his teaching outcomes were not
good, and parents came to complain. And then the manager said to us, ‘you should speak
less Chinese’. This led parents to question if it was because Chinese teachers spoke too much
Chinese that their children’s English was not good. (Li Ke)

The foreign teacher’s dismissive attitude towards Li Ke’s suggestions exemplifies
a common assumption of linguistic superiority often held by foreign teachers, an
assumption reinforced by management’s insistence that teachers ‘speak less Chinese’ in
the school. This managerial advice reinforced the perception that the Chinese language —
and by extension, Chinese teachers — are inferior or detrimental to learning English.

The regulation of language use in the workplace also legitimates other school stake-
holders’ participation in the surveillance of Chinese language use. For example, Yikou
recounted:

There was a girl in our class. While she held a Hong Kong passport, her primary language
was Chinese. She couldn’t understand the English instruction provided by the foreign
teacher, so I wanted to tutor her and support her in Chinese, but the foreign teacher
didn’t permit it, yelling at me ‘you can’t speak Chinese to her!” (Yi Kou)

This passage exemplifies how institutional English monolingualism made Yi Kou feel
disempowered and subject to judgment by foreign colleagues. For Yi Kou and other
participants, the English-only policy does not merely dictate the school’s language of
instruction but also underscores the power hierarchies between educators based upon
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their linguistic capabilities. Although not all foreign teachers and Chinese administrators
in the participants’ experiences deemed the classroom use of Chinese unacceptable -
indeed, some could be flexible and even appreciative if multilingual practices facilitated
teaching and learning - the examples provided by participants demonstrated how
English-only policy enforcement could result in a hostile, discriminatory workplace for
Chinese women teachers. Stipulating that teachers only speak English within interna-
tional school settings reveals an underlying element of excessive control that appears to
supersede rational pedagogical considerations.

Fundamentally, the operations of race are at work through this institutional arrange-
ment to restrict Chinese at the expense of effective teaching. Racialisation involves not
only visual but also linguistic processes (Chow 2014). Using Derrida’s (1998) term
‘monolingualism of the other’, Chow (2014) describes how the colonised, coerced into
adopting the language of the colonised Other while still maintaining an inferior status,
must bear the painful consequences caused by such monolingualism, including mental
subordination and social stratification. This racialisation process is useful for interpreting
the views of this study’s Chinese participants. The English monolingualism mandated by
their ELT employers, particularly among international schools, unveils a racial hierarchy
of languages and their speakers and establishes the terms by which Chinese participants’
workplace responsibilities are defined and performances assessed. The strict enforcement
of English use and representation of teachers as native speakers are strategies for
maintaining a commodified institutional image associated with whiteness through ima-
gined linguistic purity.

Systemic cruelty: structural underemployment

Participants working within international schools observed that English teaching posi-
tions were exclusively open to foreign teachers. Jia Jia described Chinese teachers’
inability to secure teaching roles within these institutions:

It was very cruel (15,cdn) to the [Chinese] English teachers in our school. Even if they have
a degree in teaching English as a second language, they could only be assistant teachers, as
parents just want foreign teachers. I had a colleague who wanted to work in international
schools, but working in such schools would mean giving up her expertise and becoming an
assistant. (Jia Jia)

The use of the term cdn (%) in this quote, translated to tragic, is an indictment of the
systemic cruelty she observed that Chinese teachers face in the English international
schools. This cruelty is manifest in the marginalisation of Chinese teachers who, irre-
spective of their qualifications and capabilities, are relegated to underappreciated posi-
tions. We conceptualise this situation as structural underemployment, underscoring the
institutionalised discrimination that systematically undervalues these women’s intellec-
tual and professional abilities.

Given their inability to fully participate in direct teaching roles, many of the inter-
viewees described the tasks they were given as ‘monotonous’, ‘laborious’, ‘non-
stimulating’, and ‘physically draining’. Xiaojing offered a telling depiction of her role as
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a teaching assistant: ‘there is not much required of me intellectually, as little, if not no,
specialised pedagogical skills and abilities that I've learned are needed’. While most
teachers in this study possessed the skills, abilities, and experiences necessary for teaching
roles and were arguably overqualified for the supportive tasks they were assigned, the
institutional arrangements systematically relegated these teachers to subordinate roles.
The assignment of ‘appropriate labor’ (Wooten and Branch 2012) to foreign and Chinese
women teachers by institutional arrangements prevalent in English language schools
reflects the ELT industry’s alignment with patriarchal power structures and maintenance
of White privilege, with White males enhancing the value of whiteness in the industry
and Chinese women placed into subordinated positions where they ‘enact the role of the
inferior’ (Glenn 1992) due to their race and gender, despite their qualifications. The
industry’s division of labour is subsequently leveraged for the devaluation and exploita-
tion of Chinese women teachers.

Devaluation, exploitation and dehumanisation

This study’s participants actively denounced the devaluation of their labour, as mani-
fested through disparities in their salary structures and benefits. The institutional
arrangements facilitating the subjugation of Chinese women teachers are most evident
in the use of dual salary systems. Chinese teachers are paid in local rates while foreign
teachers are paid in expat rates. Consequently, Chinese women teachers, whether as
teachers or teaching assistants, typically receive much lower salaries and fewer benefits
than their White colleagues. This blatant difference in pay scales and benefits packages
based on race and gender is an industry norm. The unequal pay structure has been
referred to as ‘economic apartheid’ (Marai et al. 2010, 355), underscoring the discrimi-
natory nature of salary disparities between local and expatriate workers, which are often
based on the assumption that expatriates possess superior qualifications and skills due to
their origins from developed economies.

Participants argued that the act of bestowing higher pay upon foreign teachers
elevated their status over that of Chinese teachers, while depreciating the standing of
Chinese female educators. This wage disparity, supposed to reflect proficiency and value,
here stands a marker for injustice (Roth 2015). Chinese women teachers’ labour has been
constituted as less valuable, and therefore they earn a much lower salary, than that of
White men, despite similar or better credentials, job experience and local knowledge. The
stark difference in salary between Chinese and foreign teachers contributed to feelings of
injustice and frustration among participants. As Carr, McAuliffe, and MacLachlan (2014)
argues, ‘Dual salaries are an institution of disempowerment; of unequal privileges; and
thwarted capability” (p. 147).

Participants noted that ELT institutions also employed spatial segregation as a means
of delineating the difference between foreign and Chinese teachers. Within the class-
room, Chinese women teachers, perceived as lacking teaching authority and relegated to
subordinate disciplinary roles, could find themselves out of place in their environment,
while outside the classroom there could be certain spaces designated exclusively for



14 S. WANG AND T. DENMEAD

foreign staff and inaccessible to Chinese teachers. Restricted areas ranged from specia-
lised dining and serving areas, superior accommodation apartments, and communities
created within the school to cater to the needs of foreign expatriates and their families.
Ouyang Yun described the spatially segregated environment in the international school
where she worked:

There are things Chinese people cannot enjoy and only foreign teachers can access. For
example, there is a special zone in the dining hall that only foreign teachers can use. We joke,
‘what the school needs to do is to put up a sign saying no Chinese or dogs allowed’. You
know, the thing is that these make us uncomfortable. (Ouyang Yun)

Ouyang Yun’s narrative reveals a tangible manifestation of segregation within her
international school environment that is based on nationality and, by extension, race.
Chinese women teachers in her school reference the historical exclusionary phrase ‘no
dogs or Chinese allowed’ to articulate the profound sense of dehumanisation and
subjugation caused by this segregation, a poignant reference to semi-colonial Shanghai
that recalls the deeply entrenched racial and national discrimination Chinese people have
faced. The use of such a historically potent symbol of racism and exclusion illustrates the
perceived intensity of this discrimination: by equating her treatment to that of a time
when Chinese people were openly regarded as subhuman, Ouyang Yun expressed her
feelings of being dehumanised within her professional environment.

The physical barriers and limited access to school spaces and resources reported by
participants are used to establish distances to help ‘police the boundaries of
whiteness’(Onwuachi-Willig 2016) and reinforce school hierarchies, perpetuating
notions of superiority and exclusivity associated with foreign teachers while devaluing
and marginalising Chinese educators. Nevertheless, this segregation process was a means
by which schools and other stakeholders in the ELT industry actually derived ‘value from
non-whiteness’ (Leong 2012, 2174), profiting from racial capitalism by exploiting
Chinese women for their labour while simultaneously denying them the rights, recogni-
tion, and rewards given to their foreign colleagues. To resist their subjugation, many of
the participants in this study had begun to speak out, contesting their subaltern status
(Spivak 2015) by adopting a self-identification as dagong ren (T T.\) to challenge their
schools’ institutional injustices.

Dagong Ren: quiet resistance

In multiple cases, the Chinese participants in this study constructed their self-identity as
dagong ren. Dagong, or ‘going to labour’, has been used to describe Chinese peasants who,
beginning with China’s shift to a market economy in the early 1980s, decide to migrate
from rural to urban areas to work in manual and low-paid work. The label of dagong thus
implies the lesser status of these workers within China’s labour hierarchies, shaped by the
country’s new economic structure (Cheng and Ye 2021; Ngai 1999). Notably, the term is
now being appropriated by well-educated, well-paid young professionals to self-identify
as a response to China’s increasingly divided society, highly competitive labour market,
and exploitative working norms marked by extreme pressure, long working hours, and
devalued labour.
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In this study, three participants referred to their teaching job as dagong and stated that
they were just ‘small’ and ‘ordinary’ ‘dagong ren’. For example, Yi Kou stated:

I stay here because of the salary. I need to earn money and support myself and make myself
economically independent as soon as possible. I treat this job as dagong. It is exhausting. You
have to stand up all day, walk around, and do chores. I regard it as equivalent to working in
a factory and standing for eight-to-ten hours, but at least I earn much more and can use
a little bit of what I specialised in. It is not easy to find a job. I have to think about the
consequence of quitting the job. I am not carefree. (Yi Kou)

Yi Kou’s narrative underscores the inherent competitiveness and volatility of the ELT
sector, and reflects an insecurity and precariousness many Chinese teachers experience
within this industry. By equating her job to dagong, Yi Kou identified herself with
a marginalised, exploited labour force. The term dagong ren indicates can the partici-
pants’ critical consciousness, whereby they recognise and can articulate their recognition
and experiences of exploitation, unfair treatment, and marginalisation within the mar-
ket-driven ELT industry.

For participants, taking the position of dagong ren involves quiet resistance, a non-
confrontational, indirect form of opposition against unjust practices and oppressive
systems (Thomson 2011). They engaged in quiet resistance that encompassed personal,
interpersonal, and collective strategies to undermine the ELT industry’s oppressive
conditions. Fully cognisant of the unfair treatment they received in terms of salary,
benefits, workload, and status, and recognising this unfairness as an accepted norm in
their industry, participants contested these exploitative practices in numerous ways. For
example, some chose to restrict their labour contributions to the bare minimum and
limiting their time and energy commitments to obligatory working hours. Others actively
engaged in interpersonal relationships to raise awareness about the ELT industry’s
existing inequalities, providing mutual support, a method adopted by Women of
Colour teachers in English-language education (Lin et al. 2004; Von Esch, Motha, and
Kubota 2020). They had conversations with colleagues who had experienced similar
struggles. Through Tucao, they shared coping strategies against racism and sexism and
offered emotional and professional support. Tucao served as a powerful means for
exposing and resisting unspoken racial and gender domination within the ELT industry
and facilitating emotional bonding and worker solidarity.

Not only did Chinese female teachers provide support to their Chinese colleagues
privately, but they were also cognisant of the discrimination experienced by other
teachers of Colour due to skin colour, nationality, and gender. Expressing empathy for
qualified teachers of Colour, such as Black foreign teachers, who faced harassment or
rejection from Chinese parents and managers, Chinese female teachers publicly chal-
lenged this discrimination, often creating positive counter-narratives that challenged
prevailing stereotypes and injustices. Participants highlighted the dedication, effort,
and humour with which teachers of Colour approached their work, using terms like
yongxin (FH:L»; ‘using their heart’) to describe their teaching style. In this respect, Chinese
female teachers stood in solidarity with other teachers of Colour, promoting positive
images and recognising the value of teachers of Colour. Through these subtle actions,
Chinese female teachers fostered a sense of unity and collective strength.
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Rather than directly confront relevant stakeholders in daily life, participants utilised
a range of creative methods to promote diversity and inclusion within the ELT field. They
discussed the discrimination they faced, along with that experienced by other teachers of
Colour, voicing their concerns and opinions through various channels. These educators
engaged in online discussions, wrote social media posts, composed songs, and documen-
ted moments through photographs in order to express their experiences to a wider
audience while hiding their personal information. Through these platforms, they shared
their experiences, gained support, and amplified their voices, and reflected on the
broader implications of the challenges they encountered.

For the two Chinese senior educators in the sample who hold authority and enjoy the
trust of management, they have begun advocating for Chinese teachers to adopt bi/multi-
lingual practices when teaching students with limited English proficiency, prioritising
pedagogical efficiency over the unquestioned authority of White native English speakers.
These efforts seek to disrupt linguistic hierarchies and challenge the inefficiencies of
English monolingualism, reshaping the ELT landscape to better acknowledge the value
and competence of Chinese female educators. But for most young Chinese women
teachers interviewed, they viewed the issue of inequality as a deep-seated structural
dilemma that was difficult to address from within the industry. Recognising that the
systemic and historical factors that contributed to their marginalisation and exploitation
remained deeply ingrained and would require comprehensive and sustained efforts to
redress, they also acknowledged how the power imbalances inherent in the industry
made it difficult for Chinese women teachers to challenge the status quo and advocate for
their own rights and interests. They thus devised exit strategies (Tulshyan 2022). For
example, some pursued part-time qualifications or advanced academic degrees, which
would enable them to join bilingual education schools as autonomous English instruc-
tors. Some prepared for examinations to work in China’s public school system, while
others cultivated alternative skills to facilitate a career shift, waiting for the right moment
before changing career. Adopting these exit strategies, Chinese women educators not
only empowered themselves, taking control of their professional trajectories, but also
resisted the capitalist market dynamics that disenfranchised them.

Discussion and conclusion

This research delineates how global racial capitalism within the ELT industry is exem-
plified through the commodification of whiteness. For-profit companies in tThe ELT
industry capitalises on racial associations between whiteness and English to enhance their
profitability. This finding aligns with Gao’s (2022) argument that China’s ELT industry
has become a complex global network of capitalism, with profit and accumulation of
capital as its primary aims. We have introduced the concept ‘White profitability’ to
understand the relationship between this capitalist drive and White supremacy in the
ELT industry. This conceptual framework elucidates how ELT institutions institutiona-
lise norms around whiteness, which manifestes in various ways such as linguistic
hierarchies, wage disparities, and differential job responsibilities among teachers based
on race, gender, nationality, and language. These institutional arrangements sustain
White hegemony already inherent in the ELT industry. Our analysis further reveals
how leveraging whiteness for profitability is achieved through the devaluation of
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Chinese women teachers’ labour contributions, positioning them as inferior or inauthen-
tic English teachers while reproducing the structures and practices of racial domination.

As whiteness is produced only so far as it is profitable, meaning that its value is
constructed rather than inherent, such profitability is vulnerable to reduction or collapse.
Lan (2022) argues that the value of White bodies is in fact depreciated by the influx of
unqualified White teachers entering the ELT industry. The discriminatory practices that
prioritise ‘whiteness and nativism over teaching experience and local knowledge of
educational and cultural values’ (Bock Thiessen 2021) have been associated with
a decline in teaching standards, prompting complaints from parents and sparking wide-
spread public discontent regarding unqualified foreign teachers (Liang and Bian 2018),
resulting in some institutions discontinuing the hiring of foreign teachers. Also, private
tutoring schools, heavily reliant on the high-cost model of employing foreign teachers,
have found whiteness to be less valuable in the wake of new Chinese regulations on the
private ELT industry (Zhang 2021). In this context, whiteness has not only lost value but
also played a role in exposing the ELT institutions to failure. This instance highlights the
instability of white profitability and challenges the notion that whiteness has inherent or
guaranteed value and that it is invulnerable to resistance.

White profitability extends beyond China’s ELT industry and permeates global educa-
tional contexts. The dynamics observed in China mirror those affecting English teachers
worldwide. A systemic preference for White native speakers, alongside the marginalisa-
tion of local teachers and teachers of Colour based on racial and national lines, manifests
globally, including South Korea, Indonesia, and Canada, where English language educa-
tion similarly commodifies whiteness (Jenks 2019; Nur et al. 2022; Ramjattan 2019a). For
instance, Ramjattan (2019b) characterises Canada’s private ELT sector as an ‘inequality
regime’, perpetuating disparities based on race, gender, and nationality, and normalising
racism as a business practice, thereby perpetuating injustices against racialised teachers.
This regime can be analysed through the lens of White profitability, where whiteness is
strategically leveraged to maintain business gains. Moreover, leveraging the profitability
of whiteness extends into the burgeoning sector of international education, which
features the English language, White teachers, and Western pedagogies (Bunnell and
Poole 2022; Poole 2024; Xu 2023). This global perspective underscores our findings on
the commodification of whiteness in education, demonstrating that it is not an isolated
phenomenon but a pervasive issue across the global ELT and international education
sectors.

To disrupt and divest White profitability requires a critical examination and disrup-
tion of existing institutional policies and practices that perpetuate discrimination and
inequality, especially when racism is deemded irrelevant in China’s context (Y. Cheng
2019). Pedagogically, moving from English monolingual practices that establishes the
linguistic and racial hierarchies, we advocate the use of multilingual practices that
contributes to culturally sustaining pedagogy. This approach resists monocultural,
monolingual norms associated with White middle-class linguistic and cultural practices,
while also accommodating linguistic, literate, and cultural pluralism (Ladson-Billings
2021; Paris 2012). By emphasising the potential harm caused by White monolingualism’s
hegemony and native speaker myths (Amin 2001), educational institutions should
encourage local teachers, proficient in languages such as Cantonese, Mandarin,
English, and local dialects, and knowledgeable about both local and English-speaking
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cultures, to create multilingual and multicultural learning environments which allow
students to learn English confidently and effectively. This pedagogical approach recog-
nises the competency and authority of local teachers, challenging native-speaker and
monolingual approaches, as well as whiteness, in English-language teaching and learning.

As numerous scholars have articulated, addressing the systemic perpetuation of
racial hierarchies within the language education industry is crucial (Kubota 2020).
A fundamental aspect of this challenge involves eradicating racism from recruitment
practices. At the policy level, we advocate for the implementation of specific, action-
able interventions and guidelines aimed at reducing racialised hiring practices within
the ELT industry. Such measures are necessary to provide educational administrators,
policymakers, and institutions with the tools needed to promote equity on an inter-
national scale. Institutions must take concrete steps to ensure equal employment
conditions for all employees, addressing disparities in position assignments, salary
scales, and segregation practices-inequalities in these dimensions as evidenced by
studies conducted in various countries, including China and beyond (Nur et al.
2022; Sung 2011). Implementing policies that enhance the recruitment, retention,
and equitable treatment of a diverse range of English educators will contribute
significantly to developing a more inclusive workforce and challenging existing
power imbalances.

However, we argue that these measures, while necessary, are fundamentally remedial.
In examining the nexus of whiteness, racial capitalism, and English language education,
we suggest attending to the interlocking systems of power that produce racial, economic,
and educational disparities. This approach requires a radical rethinking of how English
and whiteness is commodified and utilised within global ELT practices, which are
predicated on racialised divisions of labor and the extraction of human value (Gerrard,
Sriprakash, and Rudolph 2022). To reshape the operations and goals of English language
education, we must seek alternatives to the interlocking systems of White supremacy and
global capitalism.
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