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Abstract

Against the backdrop of individualization and risk society,
contemporary China has witnessed the rise of “neo-familism”:
individuals re-embed themselves in the family, and family resources and
ethical gravity shift downward toward the child. Amid intensifying
educational competition and earlier academic tracking, urban middle-
class families bear the rigid responsibility of securing their children's
developmental trajectories through clear rules. Meanwhile, the discourse
of “acceptance,” rooted in humanistic psychology, has entered the
childrearing context through three channels—mass media, paid
knowledge commodities, and professional services—and expressions
such as “accept your child” and “deal with emotions before problems”
have increasingly become normative references for being a “good
parent.” This study addresses three progressive questions: How does the
acceptance discourse permeate urban middle-class families and become
internalized by parents—especially mothers—as feeling rules? How does
it collide with the “rules” that sustain family goals in everyday
interaction, in what forms does the practice of acceptance deviate, and
how does it overlap with “intimate power”? And through what
interactions, compromises, and reflections do family members
renegotiate power boundaries and rebuild the order of childrearing?

Treating the family as an interactive space of meaning negotiation,
this study places the acceptance discourse and the everyday order within
a single analytical framework. Adopting a qualitative strategy, the study
conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews from May to July 2026
with parents of eleven urban middle-class families whose children were
in junior or senior high school. Thematic analysis combined with
narrative analysis was applied; coding proceeded through open coding,



axial coding, and cross-case integration, yielding six analytical
dimensions: discourse entry, tension generation, pseudo-acceptance,
children's resistance, order restructuring, and reflection. The sample was
obtained through purposive sampling; informed consent and
anonymization were strictly observed, and analytical quality was ensured
through cross-case testing of coding criteria and internal triangulation of
the data.

In this sample, the findings are threefold. First, the entry of the
discourse involves selective capture: the technical-operational layer
(empathy scripts, step-by-step protocols) is clearly encoded, while the
relational-ethical layer (unconditional positive regard) remains a vague
advocacy. Parents, positioned as “learners,” internalize the discourse as a
“new good mother” norm that coexists with the traditional norm of
“keeping a tight grip on schoolwork,” so that learning acceptance itself
becomes a new task of self-discipline and a new source of anxiety.
Second, the discourse is locally re-translated into “conditional
acceptance”—adopting the discursive packaging of acceptance in form
while retaining rigid demands on schoolwork and rules in substance. Its
internal contradictions unfold as a persistent tension of three
incompatibilities: time, cognition versus emotion, and discourse versus
substance. Under this tension, most families' acceptance practices
differentiate along a “mechanism % consistency” matrix into three types
of pseudo-acceptance—instrumental appropriation, defensive
deformation, and concession—met by a spectrum of children's resistance:
overt confrontation, cold resistance, and inward-directed turning. The
family thus becomes a “front stage of continuous performance”;
emotional labor is gendered, with intensive emotion management mostly
borne by mothers, while intimate power flows bidirectionally between
parents and children through the channels of guilt induction and
technological control. Third, the sedimentation of tension presents four
paths of order restructuring—crisis-forced rearrangement, external
authorization, reflective transformation, and unfinished transformation
(the chronicling of tension). After ruling out crisis intensity and external

intervention as competing explanations, path differentiation converges on



the mechanism of “reflective identification,” which this study
operationalizes as a three-layer model (reflection on behavioral

outcomes, on practical logic, and on expectations and structure) and a
three-question identification procedure (can one identify the
contradiction, name its source, and translate it into adjustment). Only
reflection that reaches the structural sources of expectations can activate
the “identification—adjustment-restructuring” chain; meanwhile, safety-
net capital, the composition of expectations, and the threshold of
reflection set by time, money, and cultural capital render the direction and
attainment of restructuring a class-conditioned distribution.

In theoretical dialogue, the study takes Rogers' unconditional
positive regard as a reference frame to measure the deviation of the local
re-translation; extends Hochschild's concept of emotional labor from
employment relations to the “quasi-proletarianized” middle zone of
marketized childrearing; and draws on Goffman's impression
management and Bourdieu's habitus and cultural capital to analyze the
performative predicament and the gap between “knowing” and “being
able.” Two substantive contributions are made: it supplements Yan
Yunxiang's neo-familism with the boundary condition that the capacity
for negotiation is itself class-conditioned, showing that the ethics of
“parent-child oneness” renders “unconditional” acceptance structurally
impossible; and it extends the target of Mezirow's third-level reflection
from personal cognitive presuppositions to structural sources such as
class position and social expectations. Practically, the study demonstrates
that parents' recurrent struggling between acceptance and rules is not a
failure of individual capacity or will, but a structural product of two sets
of norms coexisting in the same familial time-space. Parenting anxiety is
therefore not a symptom to be “cured” at the individual level, but a
structural pressure concretely experienced by every family member.
Understanding the sources of tension matters more than mastering the
techniques of acceptance.

Keywords: conditional acceptance pseudo-acceptance emotional
labor intimate power reflective identification
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