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From social media to everyday conversation, 
“huo ren gan,” or “real-person vibes,” has 
become a popular internet buzzword among 
young people. They use it to praise expres-
sions that feel genuine and natural, while 
also conveying a longing for a more autono-
mous and vibrant way of life. But why have 
“real-person vibes” gone viral? What shifts 
in social attitudes and the communication 
environment does the phrase reflect? And 
when authenticity itself becomes something 
to pursue, does “performing authenticity” 
become a new form of identity discipline?

Perceived authenticity
A livestreamer’s slip of the tongue dur-

ing a broadcast, an interviewee’s momen-
tary pause, an ordinary person candidly 
sharing their failures—content once re-
garded as “flawed” is now often praised by 
netizens for its “real-person vibes.” 

“The first time I noticed ‘real-person vibes,’ 
it was in the ‘secondary discourse’ found in 
the comment sections of short-video plat-
forms and social media. Users employ it to 
distinguish between expressions that ‘sound 
like a real person talking’ and those that ‘feel 
like they were generated from a template,’” 
said Deng Jianguo, a professor from the 
School of Journalism at Fudan University.

According to Hou Yubo, an associate 
professor at the School of Psychological and 
Cognitive Sciences at Peking University, 
“real-person vibes” reflect the autonomy 
and richness of an individual’s inner ex-
perience—a positive, authentic, and self-
directed state of being. People who retain 
a strong sense of their own presence and 
agency while actively constructing goals 
and meaning in life tend to exhibit stronger 
“real-person vibes.” Those who lack this 
sense, Hou explained, are more likely to slip 
into a passive, empty, and alienated state.

From the perspective of communication 
studies, “real-person vibes” are not synon-
ymous with authenticity itself, but rather 
represent an audience’s judgment of the 
authenticity of media content. Deng noted 
that texts capable of evoking this feeling 
often possess qualities such as “incom-
pleteness,” “contextual embeddedness,” 
and “exposure of the subject.” In other 
words, people are not necessarily seeking 

information that is absolutely true, but 
expressions through which they can sense 
the presence of a distinct individual.

Sun Jianmin, a professor from the School 
of Labor and Human Resources at Renmin 
University of China, first encountered the 
concept in an entertainment news story. 
A celebrity’s agent had rejected unreason-
able work arrangements and responded 
humorously to an overwhelming workload, 
prompting netizens to praise the agent’s 
“real-person vibes.” In Sun’s view, when a 
quality that should be a matter of common 
sense must be repeatedly affirmed through 
an internet buzzword, that is precisely a 
sign of its growing scarcity in real life.

Scholars generally agree that the popu-
larity of “real-person vibes” is closely con-
nected to the psychological concepts of 
authenticity and genuineness. Hu Penghui, 
an associate professor from the School of 
Sociology at Huazhong University of Sci-
ence and Technology, defined it as “the free 
expression and autonomous enactment 
of an individual’s genuine inner emotions, 
feelings, and intentions.” Criticism of a lack 
of “real-person vibes” ultimately points to 
the increasingly scripted and procedural 
nature of social life. Under the combined 
influence of external evaluation systems, 
social norms, and platform logic, more 
and more people are living performatively 
according to predetermined scripts, while 
vivid personal expression and authentic life 
experiences are steadily being squeezed out.

Authenticity anxiety in age of technology
The rapid rise of “real-person vibes” is by 

no means a linguistic accident. Rather, it is 
the product of social emotions, changes in 
the communication environment, and tech-
nological developments working in concert.

Cheng Boqing, a professor from the 
School of Sociology at Nanjing Univer-
sity, noted that the evolution of internet 
buzzwords in recent years is particularly 
revealing. Public attention has gradually 
shifted from joking about and defusing the 
pressures of the real world to reaffirming 
authentic existence, the texture of everyday 
life, and the value of individual subjectivity.

The scholars interviewed agreed that 
shifts in the communication environment 
have been an important force behind the 
popularity of “real-person vibes.” Platform 
algorithms have long favored highly polished, 

tightly structured, and easily replicable con-
tent, pushing online expression toward ever 
greater “templateization.” Meanwhile, AI has 
dramatically lowered the barriers to content 
creation, making linguistic styles even more 
homogeneous. Faced with an increasing 
volume of standardized, interchangeable in-
formation, people have begun turning their 
attention back to content that bears personal 
traces, emotional nuances, and expressive 
imperfections, regarding these qualities as 
“evidence of being human.”

“At its core, ‘real-person vibes’ are a form 
of compensatory discourse emerging from 
an imbalance in the communication ecol-
ogy,” Deng argued. As algorithmic logic in-
creasingly standardizes content production, 
audiences develop a greater affinity for ex-
pressions that may be imperfect but convey 
a stronger sense of individual subjectivity. 
Rather than treating “real-person vibes” as 
an entirely new phenomenon, Deng sug-
gested, they are better understood as an 
affirmation of the self by people navigating a 
highly technology-mediated environment.

From a psychological perspective, the 
popularity of “real-person vibes” also re-
flects public unease over “dehumanization.” 
Xu Yan, a professor from the Faculty of 
Psychology at Beijing Normal University, 
noted that humans define themselves not 
only in contrast to animals, but also to ma-
chines. When people become increasingly 
indifferent, numb, and instrumentalized—
operating like machines—they instinctively 
seek out the qualities that embody human 
emotion, creativity, and autonomy.

Cheng further explained that as digital 
technologies and virtual media become 
deeply embedded in everyday life, social 
relationships grow increasingly abstract and 
indirect. This, in turn, intensifies people’s 
desire for genuine interaction, authentic 
emotion, and a real sense of presence. In this 
respect, “real-person vibes” are also an ex-
pression of the anxiety particular to our era.

Beware of ‘performing authenticity’
The popularity of “real-person vibes” has 

weakened an evaluation system based solely 
on traffic metrics and polished production. 
In Sun’s view, if enough people recognize 
and internalize this signal, it could exert a 
corrective influence, helping individuals 
shed some of the burden of constant perfor-
mance and reducing emotional exhaustion. 

Hou likewise noted that, at the societal 
level, the rise of discourse surrounding 
“real-person vibes” is prompting a reex-
amination of the logic by which well-being 
indicators are constructed. The growing 
willingness of young people to express 
their own views should be recognized as 
a positive social trend: The reasonable 
articulation of opinions and communica-
tion of needs can contribute to institutional 
improvement and social progress.

However, scholars also cautioned that the 
risk of commodifying “real-person vibes” 
should not be overlooked. First, they can be 

strategically manufactured and transformed 
into a new source of online traffic. Deng de-
scribed this as “carefully designed imperfec-
tion”: Once authenticity becomes a scarce re-
source, it too can be packaged and marketed.

Sun further proposed what he called the 
“meta-authenticity paradox”: If someone 
deliberately performs imperfection to ap-
pear authentic, that authenticity has itself 
already become a performance. Some 
online influencers now deliberately display 
their shortcomings, voice complaints, and 
cultivate a casual manner, yet the underly-
ing objective remains the construction of 
another carefully managed persona.

Second, “real-person vibes” may be mis-
interpreted as a rejection of professionalism 
and respect for rules. Hu emphasized that 
the concept does not mean breaking free 
from social norms and responsibilities. 
Authentic expression should rest on a foun-
dation of basic social consensus and public 
rules; otherwise, it risks becoming an excuse 
for irresponsible behavior. Xu noted that 
slacking off or simply giving up should not 

be equated with “real-person vibes,” which 
in their genuine form should reflect a posi-
tive and healthy state of personality.

Is emphasizing “real-person vibes,” then, 
ultimately a good or bad thing? Sun argued 
that no single answer applies in every 
situation. In low-risk, high-trust social set-
tings—such as private friendships, family 
relationships, and creative departments—
“real-person vibes” can help build deeper 
connections. In high-risk professional 
settings governed by strict rules—such as 
courtrooms, emergency operating rooms, 
and public service counters—their indis-

criminate expression may instead generate 
conflict and risk. What matters is the degree 
of “role clarity” and the “severity of the con-
sequences” in a given context.

Between individuality and responsibil-
ity, Hou drew clear boundaries around the 
expression of an individual’s “real-person 
vibes,” locating their reasonable limits in a 
dynamic balance between subjectivity and 
sociality. Individuals must coordinate self-
expression and self-realization with social 
norms and interpersonal responsibilities, 
preserving their inner subjectivity while also 
fulfilling their social roles appropriately. 

“A healthy society is not one where 
everyone is required to have ‘real-person 
vibes,’ but one that creates an environ-
ment that allows authentic expression and 
respects individual differences,” Sun said. 
Perhaps this is the most important insight 
behind the “real-person vibes” craze: What 
people ultimately seek is not another in-
ternet label, but a reaffirmation of human 
value and meaning in an era of accelerat-
ing technological change.
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How did ‘real-person vibes’ become buzzword on social media?

He Mingxing, a professor from the School 
of International Journalism and Communica-
tion at Beijing Foreign Studies University, said 
Western academics have long relied on sec-
ondary literature when studying many China-
related topics, often reaching conclusions that 
diverge from the historical record. The core 
comparative advantage of Chinese scholars, he 
argued, lies in their deep knowledge of original 
Chinese archives and firsthand local sources.

Li Tang agreed, noting that international 
scholars place a high value on rare primary ar-
chives and raw empirical data. Research based 
on such materials and approached through 
innovative analytical lenses is therefore espe-
cially likely to attract attention and citations 
from mainstream international academia.

Chinese academics and publishers are also 
taking greater initiative in setting research 
agendas, making academic exchanges more 
effective. “Seminars between Chinese and 

foreign scholars centered on relevant themes 
simultaneously promote Chinese academic 
outputs and facilitate in-depth exchanges 
of scholarly viewpoints and profound inter-
civilizational dialogue,” said Ji Weimin, Party 
secretary and president of CSSP.

Another avenue through which Chinese 
scholarship is gaining international traction 
is the use of rigorous academic analysis to 
address shared global concerns and contem-
porary challenges. A team led by Zhou Guan-
ghui, a professor from the School of Public 
Administration at Jilin University, authored 
Paired Assistance: China’s Governance Expe-
rience for Large Countries, which examines 
the worldwide challenge of governing a coun-
try on an exceptionally large scale. The book 
was selected for both the Classic China Inter-
national Publishing Project, which is support-
ing its English edition, and the Silk Road Book 
Publishing Project, which is supporting its Ka-
zakh edition. Zhou emphasized that academic 

research must identify issues of common 
concern to Chinese and international scholars, 
ground its analysis in China’s practical experi-
ence and millennia-old civilization, and draw 
on independent Chinese academic discourse 
to tell the shared story of humanity’s journey 
toward modernization.

From ‘going global’ to ‘taking root overseas’
Despite these notable achievements, Chi-

nese academic publications still face several 
systemic obstacles as they seek to progress 
from merely “going global” to truly “taking 
root overseas.” Xu identified four structural 
shortcomings that constrain high-quality 
international dissemination: an imbalanced 
pool of translation professionals, insufficient 
ability to adapt discourse to foreign cultural 
contexts, fragmented communication value 
chains, and disjointed mechanisms for col-
laboration between Chinese and foreign aca-
demic communities.

To address these challenges, scholars 
have identified targeted, region-specific 
forms of expression as essential to improv-
ing communication effectiveness. Wu Bo, 
a professor from the English Department 
at China Foreign Affairs University, noted 
sharp regional differences in the reception 
of Chinese academic works. In Europe and 
North America, sinologists form the core 
audience and are particularly interested in 
Chinese classics, history, and philosophy. Of-
ficials, academics, and international students 
in Africa, Southeast Asia, Latin America, and 
other parts of the Global South, by contrast, 
show considerably greater interest in China’s 
development experience and governance 
models, as well as a stronger desire to study 
and draw lessons from them. Communica-
tion strategies must therefore be differenti-
ated and adapted to the needs of audiences 
in each region.

He Mingxing argued that building system-

atic cross-border communication networks 
and institutional mechanisms is indispensable 
to high-quality global outreach. Global distri-
bution and sales systems must be improved so 
that they can serve overseas readers more pre-
cisely. Publishing houses should therefore re-
cruit specialists familiar with the cultures and 
market regulations of different regions, com-
mission manuscripts and develop publication 
plans tailored to Global South countries, and 
expand cooperation on overseas copyright 
licensing. Together, these measures would 
substantially enhance publishers’ capacity for 
localized operations.

Today, Chinese scholarship is helping 
reshape global knowledge production on an 
unprecedented scale and with unprecedented 
depth. At the forefront of this transforma-
tion is a growing cohort of Chinese scholars 
equipped with firsthand archival materials, 
original theoretical frameworks, and a strong 
sense of cultural confidence.


