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As the members of Gao Yinxian's family prepare to take a family photograph, thousands of years of Chinese culture are evident in the seating arrangements. Gao, whose husband has died, is the family's oldest member; she is seated in the middle. Her eldest son, who positions everyone for the photograph, is seated to her right, and her first grandson is to her left. Gao's daughter-in- law and granddaughters remain standing behind the seated members of the family: they have second row status. They will not earn the right to be seated until their own sons assume the responsibilities of family leadership. Although Gao's family lives in a remote corner of Hunan province, these gender dynamics are universal in China. Women have been relegated to second row status throughout the country's history, with their social standing determined by their reproductive role and the clout wielded by their husbands and sons. Yet the last 50 years have seen the role of women in China change more than during the last 5,000 years. These changes result from a variety of factors, the most important of which have been the modernization of Chinese society and the 1949 Communist revolution. Women have moved out of the home and into agrarian and industrial production—and into the professional spheres traditionally reserved for men. In doing so, they have been both assisted by the government and hampered by recent economic reforms.


While women have benefitted from an increasing array of new opportunities, their liberation remains incomplete. Since 1990 there has been a noticeable nationwide slowdown in the move toward gender equality. This stems in large part from the economic reform program that has transformed China from a poor, isolated nation into a burgeoning economic powerhouse. The reforms have widened the gap between the urban and rural populations in terms of access to education, health services, and technology. At the same time, booming private businesses and farming for profit have created a new class of urban and rural elites whose exploitative tendencies recall feudal China. The government now acknowledges that men and women have also been affected differently by the introduction of free market policies.

THE BEGINNING OF CHANGE

Most women rarely ventured beyond their own doorsteps in imperial China, their feet bound and their lives one of domestic drudgery. They had few possibilities of earning an income aside from household handicraft production and, in extreme cases, prostitution. Marriage was designed to control female labor; the young bride was immediately transferred to her husband's family home, where she assumed domestic and reproductive obligations that lasted until old age.


During the late nineteenth century, foreign incursions into China's coastal cities resulted in their partial industrialization and altered traditional marriage patterns. In the Canton delta, foreigners and Chinese alike owned textile factories employing thousands of young women. Their nimble hands and good eyesight were essential attributes for silk reeling, which earned them a cash income. Consequently, many of these workers practiced a form of marriage resistance or delayed marriage; they continued working for three years after their wedding, at which point they would move to their husband's village and begin childbearing.


The increasing modernization of urban China symbolized by the 1919 May 4th Movement and its call for China's political, social, and cultural transformation, created new opportunities; schools and universities were founded to train female students as teachers, social workers, nurses, doctors, activists, and politicians. The nascent urban communist movement gained considerable female support because it called for a change in the traditional Confucian gender relations that relegated women to a subservient existence. Beginning in the late 1920s, the Chinese Communist Party promoted liberal marriage laws in its peasant base areas, which generated support for the movement among rural women. With the 1949 Communist revolution, both urban and rural women were expected to participate fully in the socioeconomic transformation of society. Because Marxism emphasized class as the agent for change, however, Chinese women were encouraged to enter the workforce to gain their liberation. They were mobilized to contribute to socialist construction, rather than fight for gender equality.


The upheavals of the Cultural Revolution between 1966 and 1976 made the majority of Chinese women eager to embrace Deng Xiaoping's brand of "market socialism" in 1978. Yet it was during the Cultural Revolution that many women came to the forefront of political decision making. During this period femininity was criticized as a "petty bourgeois characteristic." Female Communist Party members were expected to be militant and ambitious. Shrill but effective political propaganda emanating from Chairman Mao Zedong's wife, Jiang Qing, helped double the number of women in local, provincial, and national government. Later, many of these women admitted that they had felt compelled to serve the Chinese Communist Party and had entered politics with little enthusiasm.


Today 14 percent of the Communist Party's membership is female, but only 7.5 percent of the Central Committee is made up of women. Female deputies constitute 21 percent of the National People's Congress, but only 9 percent of its powerful Standing Committee. Three female ministers have been appointed to the State Council, the country's main administrative body; they represent 7 percent of all ministers, commensurate with the world average.


The most influential female minister is undoubtedly Wu Yi, who heads China's Ministry of Foreign Trade and Economic Cooperation. She has reached the highest echelon of political power because of her competence and ability to weather political storms. While she might serve as an example to younger women working their way up through middle-level management and government positions in China, overall interest in politics appears to be waning. Many urban professional women appear unwilling to make the necessary sacrifices to climb the political ladder when their time could be better spent making money.

GENDER ECONOMICS

For Chinese women this is a time of opportunity and exploitation; those with a good education or strong motivation are most likely to succeed. Women managers have proved to be extremely effective at running large and small-scale enterprises in the new market economy. A recent study by American and Chinese scholars has shown that they score the same level of managerial motivation as male colleagues in organizational behavior tests, especially on the desire to exercise power and stand out from the group. Opportunities fostered by economic reform and the government's one-child policy, which effectively limits women's child-care responsibilities, have clearly had a positive impact on their managerial motivation. These women form an elite class, set apart from the masses by their university education and professional experience.


At the other extreme are women who work on the assembly line. China's export drive during the 1990s has been dominated by goods traditionally produced by female workers. In southern China women make up the bulk of the labor force in light manufacturing—especially in textiles, which is one of the country's major exports. Many of these workers are young peasants who have fled agrarian underemployment for cash jobs and a bit of excitement in the cities and towns. In the southern city of Shenzhen, for example, women make up one-half the migrant workforce.


Some of these women will return to the countryside with considerable savings. Nearly 50,000 women who have returned to their villages in Guangdong province are now the owners of individual or private businesses. According to one study published in China, "when women return to the village, not only has their appearance changed but they have also become stronger in character, are no longer afraid of going out in public, are more poised and independent. They have a relatively stronger sense of business and affairs.


Businesses created by the returning women workers form the backbone of the expanding private sector. Throughout China, women account for approximately one-third of the 14 million self-employed rural individuals engaged in commerce and service trades. In the villages, female employers favor female workers for services and light industrial production because, as one woman factory owner noted, they are "obedient, detail-oriented, and do not get into fights." They are also cheaper, earning less than 77 percent of the pay given to men doing the same work. Like their great-grandmothers in the textile mills at the turn of the century, these young peasant workers are a malleable workforce, with few dependents and a willingness to work long hours for low wages.


The new private sector frequently denies women health benefits and maternity leave. Working conditions are unsafe, since national and provincial safety standards are not enforced. In 1992, for example, dozens of women were killed when a fire broke out in their Guangdong toy factory; windows had been barred and doors locked to prevent them from leaving before their 12- to 15-hour day was over.


Women working in the shrinking state sector still receive health services and three months guaranteed maternity leave. Nonetheless, unequal pay and fewer chances for promotion are also chronic in this sector; women workers are perceived as less reliable than their male colleagues because of their household responsibilities. This perception is misguided, since urban Chinese men are far more likely to share household and child-care tasks with their wives than their American counterparts; according to one official study, men in the city of Shanghai perform up to 80 percent of household and childcare chores.


Unemployment is disproportionately high among women. National surveys indicate that the average laid-off worker in China is female (60 percent), works in an industrial enterprise (60 percent), is between the ages of 35 and 45 (67 percent) and has a junior high school level of education. Moreover, Prime Minister Zhu Rongji has targeted the largest female employer, the state-owned textile sector, for major structural reforms. In the next three years, new jobs must be found for 1.2 million female state textile workers.


The All-China Women's Federation, generally considered a mouthpiece for party policy, has been surprisingly sharp in its criticism of inadequate government programs for the retraining of unemployed women. The "Pioneers Project," run by the federation since 1995, offers professional retraining for nearly half a million women each year; 230,000 were placed in new jobs in 1997. Many.of these women move into the service sector, seeking employment in fields as varied as hairdressing and computer programming. Economic security is considered so vital in today's rapidly changing social climate that several female college graduates interviewed for this article claimed that taxi driving and prostitution—the old stand-by in times of extreme duress - were the only jobs that would guarantee them a high cash income and no layoffs.

"FEMINIZED" AGRICULTURE

Nearly 80 percent of China's female population lives in the countryside, where gender equality has been slow to develop. The launching of the household responsibility system in the early 1980s as part of China's reform program has helped maintain rural gender inequality. The system disbanded agrarian collectives and allowed peasant families to grow crops both for themselves and for the state. In many respects, this policy has reinforced the traditional social structure, which also relies on female labor. Women continue the Confucian tradition of "marrying out": moving into their husband's household after marriage, where their status remains that of a secondary family member even after the birth of their first son.


With the integration of women into the agrarian workforce, all but elderly women and very young girls bear the burdens of farm work, child rearing, and domestic chores. Moreover, with the increase in migration to urban areas by men and young women, middle-aged married women have taken over the bulk of farm work in all but the poorest areas, resulting in a "feminization" of agriculture. The Chinese government estimates that women shoulder between 40 and 60 percent of the workload in the fields, while some Chinese scholars believe that women now perform between 70 and 80 percent of all rural work.


The feminization of agriculture may, in the long run, adversely affect traditional patriarchal values. Many women who become the heads of their household when their husbands depart as migrant laborers often retain their position once their husbands return.

WOMEN AND THE STATE


The government's one-child campaign is a longstanding example of effective state intervention in the lives of Chinese women. Introduced on a broad scale in 1980, this nationwide campaign has attempted to reduce China's galloping population growth by restricting couples to only one child. The government's draconian measures appear to have lowered fertility in urban areas. Women who become pregnant a second time must pay a substantial fine; risk losing their employment, housing, or health benefits; and may be required to undergo forced abortion or sterilization. Their husbands may also be penalized at work. These potential sticks, along with the carrots of pay bonuses and promotion eligibility that accrue to one-child families, have altered fertility behavior to the extent that the majority of city couples willingly have only one child.*


Although the campaign has altered fertility behavior, it has done little to educate urban women about their sexual identity. Despite the diversity of new material on sex-related issues and a great deal more discussion on the subject in the 1980s and 1990s, the dominant discourse on female sexuality still promotes women's subordination as a natural condition of their existence. This discourse is reinforced by the policies used in promoting the one-child campaign. Nonetheless, Chinese publishers have recently purchased translation rights to classic self-help books, such as Our Bodies, Ourselves  or psychologist Francoise Dolto's texts on the family and child rearing, which indicates that they anticipate the growth of a new market.


Rural areas remain removed from elite urban discourse on female sexuality. The convergence of the household responsibility system, urban male migration, and the one-child campaign has put unprecedented pressures on peasant women. The household responsibility system, designed to encourage peasants to farm for their own profit, places a premium on the number of family members able to farm, while urban male migration and the one- child campaign reduce the number of laborers per household. Peasants obviously oppose both the coercive methods and the logic of the campaign. Couples continue to have more than one child in hopes of producing one or more sons, who are considered essential help with the heavy farm work and in providing a daughter-in- law to take care of parents in their old age. The exception to this trend occurs when peasant women seek employment in rural industries; since hiring priority is given to women with only one child, these positions have become a major family planning incentive.


Overall, peasant couples have proved adept at managing the economic penalties imposed on families with more than one child. Nonetheless, the psychological costs incurred by rural women are inordinately high. The All-China Women's Federation has publicly condemned family violence against women because of the birth of unwanted baby girls, the use of ultrasound to "select" a child's sex, and female infanticide. Peasants have also chosen more benign methods to circumvent the one-child policy, such as not registering the birth of a female. Without a birth certificate, however, the hundreds of thousands of unregistered girls born annually will be unable to receive state health care, enroll in school, or vote as adults.


Despite a renewed drive to limit births in 1992, the Chinese government, because of widespread peasant discontent, has had to officially sanction in rural areas the birth of a second child in cases where the first child was female. The government also tolerates the small- scale, peaceful demonstrations that occur with increasing frequency in front of the gates to the State Family Planning Commission. In private, many educated Chinese women bluntly question how much state coercion is legitimate in trying to arrest population growth, and they criticize the government's heavy-handed methods.


Studies by Chinese scholars show that female education is the single most important predictor of fertility. China claims that 96.2 percent of its 7- to 11-year-old girls are registered for school. Yet, although education is theoretically available to all regardless of gender, female literacy rates continue to be lower than the national average. Of the 200 million illiterate Chinese, 70 percent are female. Often a woman burdened by farm chores will keep her daughter at home to assist with the multiple workloads. The children of urban migrants are also less likely to be schooled, since enrollment would call attention to their "illegal" residency.


In rural areas, the government has responded to this problem with the "Spring Bud" program, which is designed to put girls back in school by helping with their school fees, including lunch, textbooks, shoes, and eyeglasses. Many adult women have benefitted from literacy programs sponsored by nongovernmental organizations or the All-China Women's Federation. Little has been done to provide public schooling for the unregistered children of urban migrants.


At the other end of the spectrum, Chinese women who study through the master's and doctorate degree levels are outnumbered by their male counterparts— in some cases, by as much as ten to one. Professors complain that female graduate students are informed outright that prospective employers are interested only in hiring male graduates in their field. Still, &male students are encouraged to pursue graduate work in the sciences, particularly in medicine. China has a higher number of female graduate degrees in engineering and other sciences than the United States.

A NEW IMAGE EMERGING?


Urban popular culture has focused new attention on women's issues. Once taboo subjects, including marital sex, divorce, and domestic violence, are now thoroughly explored in a growing body of women's radio talk shows and magazines, such as the favorite Jiating (Family) magazine.  According to an official from the All- China Women's Federation, demand for weekly or monthly publications devoted to women's issues is growing. The federation and its branches currently edit 47 periodicals, up from just a handful during the Maoist years.


Television has also moved to accommodate the expanding female viewer market. The extremely popular show Dajia tan (Everybody's Talking) pits husbands and wives against one another in a mock trial setting in which they hurl accusations regarding one another's chauvinism, infidelities, and spending habits. The show's high ratings indicate that the topic offers more than entertainment value: Chinese viewers are exploring the boundaries of the "modern couple." Recently, a media partnership of Chinese businesswomen has proposed a television project titled Women in the World, a series of documentaries designed to introduce Chinese women to support systems as varied as model French day-care centers or Emily's List, the election fund for women running for political office in the United States.

MAKING THEIR VOICES HEARD


In analyzing the impact of economic reforms on women's lives in China, the government would evidently prefer to discuss its achievements in promoting gender equality and not the chronic discrimination problems that remain. At the other end of the spectrum, Western feminist discourse on China often presents an alarming portrait, replete with stark statistics on the skewed male-female birth ratio, domestic violence, and increased trafficking in women.


In determining how far China has come in terms of real gender equality, Chinese women themselves are likely to focus their attention on the development of pragmatic strategies for improving women's lives locally. Although outright criticism of central government policy is discouraged, women are making their voices heard by using those avenues for dialogue that the government has made available.


According to the State Council, the most pressing problems concerning Chinese women include their legal status, equal access to employment, involvement in politics, and the right to organize and participate in international women's activities. Officially recognized nongovernmental organizations, along with the growing number of unregistered women's groups, have expanded the limits of debate, bringing in new issues, such as the feminization of poverty and reproductive rights. Their tactics, which encourage respect for national law, enable them to push for enforcement of existing legislation without appearing to threaten political orthodoxy.


Many Chinese activists believe that the seeds for real gender equality were sown at an NGO forum in Huairou during the United Nations 1995 Beijing Women's Conference. Since then a movement that encourages individual initiative has taken shape, with motivated urban and rural women working to assist those who have not benefitted from China's economic expansion. Inspired by their own grassroots experience and a growing interaction with women's associations worldwide, these informal women's networks signal the beginning of what may become a modern civil society in China.

AT THE GRASS ROOTS 

THE MOST NOTABLE TREND in gender relations in China today is not the return of patriarchal traditions, but the sustained support women have begun to extend to one another across urban and rural landscapes. The United Nations Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 1995, was a watershed experience for the development of the women's movement in China. The push toward learning from and networking with women's movements worldwide was the single most important legacy of this extraordinary international gathering.


During the preparatory stages to the conference, slogans such as "connect the rails" with the international women's movement appeared. The government, however, attempted to rein in preparations once officials became aware of the possibility of human rights demonstrations at the accompanying International Forum for Non-Governmental Organizations. The forum was moved 30 miles outside Beijing, to Huairou, and the 47 l panels to be presented by Chinese women were screened by the government through "rehearsals."


Nonetheless, many Chinese men and women observed for the first time how nongovernmental organizations function and the role these organizations can play in empowering women. More important, these men and women also managed to convince Chinese officials that the women's movement would not form an independent power base in China and hence was not a threat to the government.


Fresh from this experience, women have begun to explore how best to promote gender equality in China. Because the government has been unwilling to sanction the formation of independent women's associations, activists must find an officially approved umbrella group that is already registered, or strike out on their own to form an unofficial association.


Examples of innovative individual initiative abound. A banner embroidered by over a thousand rural women from the Shanxi area and displayed at the Huairou forum has been sold to benefit Shanxi rural development programs for women. A support group for female migrant workers in Beijing helps these women find jobs in understaffed city hospitals. A successful urban lawyer runs a legal consultation service out of her home to assist battered wives and their children. That so many women are willing to devote their time toward building an ad hoc grassroots women's movement indicates that sustainable gender equality will not be imposed from above, but demanded from below. 

*The one-child campaign has slowed China's population growth to a gross fertility rate of 2 births per female, while producing a statistical anomaly: China had 118 male births for every 100 female births in 1992. Since most nations produce 105 males for every 100 females born, this warped statistic indicates that 12 percent fewer girls are born in China annually than anywhere else.

