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ABSTRACT 

From the founding of the People's Republic of China in 1949 to the present, the 
situation of Chinese women has gone through two major changes. This paper describes 
the changes and analyzes the main reasons behind them. Due to space limitations, this 
paper focuses mainly on the impacts of ment Chinese State-Owned Enterprise (SOE) 
reform on women in urban areas. 

Societies organize their two basic activities which are material production and 
labour reproduction in different ways. As a result, women play different roles in 
differently structureci societies. In Mao's time (1 949- 1 976), there was relatively little 
sepration of production fkom reproduction. The new socialist market-economy created 
since 1978 through reform which aims to promote the efficiency of production brought 
in competitive market forces. This resulted in widening the gap between the two basic 
aspects in Chinese society. 

in Mao's China, there was no labour market. Everyone was a Iife-long member of 
a work unit (danwei). The work unit was not a profit-seeking organization and labour was 
not considered to be a 'cost' in its operation. 

The efficiency onented SOEs after reform, have been trying to reduce costs to 
survive in a competitive market. Social responsibilities such as &y care and maternity 
leave are regarded as hancial burdens to enterprises. The law entitles women to such 
rights, but the cost is carried by individual enterprises who are striving to reduce their 
costs. Therefore enterprises avoid hiring women as much as possible. 

The idea that women should have rights and status equal to men however has been 
embedded in the minds of Chinese women. It is therefore very unlikely that today's 
women would accept an inferior position in the society brought about by market forces. 
Econornic reform has aiso brought benefits to Chinese women. Wider empioyment 
o p p o h t i e s  especially in the private sector and more income have led to improved 
living standards. There are expanded opportunities for both men and women to use their 
capabilities and be rewarded for their efforts. 

The state plays an important role in promoting women's rights. In different social 
stmctures, the state may play di fferent roles and adopt di fferent administrative 
instruments. Under Mao, the instrument of mas  movement was widely used and very 
effective. At present, the govemment does not want to interfere in the administration of 
enterprises because of the economic development priority, but recognizes some aspects of 
refom are unfair to women. The government is developing legislation and policies to 
protect women's nghts and interests. To what extent they will achieve real equality will 
only be seen in the future. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

This chapter provides an outline of women's different mles in Chinese society 

during three historical periods: pre- 1949, the traditional period, 1949- 1978, Mao's era 

and nom 1978 to the present, under reform. It explains how and why recent urban 

economic reform has affected women in urban areas. It also sets out the main concepts 

and structure of this thesis. 

The People's Republic of China, established in 1949, changed women's roles 

dramatically . The new China recognized women' s contribution and importance to 

society. Women were legally given equal statu to men, with equal access to 

employrnent, education and political power. The economic reform started in 1978, while 

on the one hand providing women with more alternatives and a better material life, on the 

other hand reduced gender equality. There is a detenoration of women's participation in 

the economy and in the public sphere of govemance. Women's access to employment and 

public fùnded benefits such as matemity leave and child care are being af5ected. 

The role of women in Chinese society is a rather broad topic. There are a number 

of significant issues involved, for exarnple, rurai women, the huge gap in status between 

urban and nual women, female infanticide, prostitution and the attitude towards sexual 
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assault. Generally speaking, urban women in China have a better situation than rurai 

women both at home and at work. Female iafanticide and the ratio of male to female 

births has recently slightly increased probably due to the fimly enforced one child policy. 

' In the market economy, prostitution has again become an issue which did not exist in 

Mao's tirne. Because of limited space, 1 can not discuss al1 these issues in detail 

individually. It, however, does not mean those issues should be ignored or are less 

important. 

This paper focuses on the role of Chinese women in the urban setting and the 

impact of economic refonn on them. It describes the changes of women's role brought on 

by the economic refonn measures, and how reform resulted in social structural changes 

that limit women's oppomuiities to employrnent, education and political power while 

providing them with more alternatives and a wealthier life. 

China was a feudal and pnmary capitalist society before 1949. In that traditional 

culture, women were relegated to the lowest rung of society and were often physically 

and mentally defoxmed by custom and poverty. They had extremely limited political, 

economic and social rights. A woman was regarded as a piece of property owned by a 

man. In new China, the idea of socialist production relations was introduced and 

tremendously improved Chinese women's status. Chairman Mao's cal1 of "women can 

hold up half of heaven" and "what men can do, woman cornrades can do tao" was 

responded to by people across the whole country. Women generally shared equal rights 



with men in ternis of political, economic, social and family life. However, today with 

economic reform women have to compete in the labour market under less favourable 

conditions than men. We see women are being laid off fiom work before men, female 

applicants for work are being refused on a gender basis and the rate of girls dropping out 

of school has increased. 

The paper is an effort to identify the consequences of the post-Mao economic 

reforms for the women of China and the reasons for this major transformation. It shows 

how women are Sected in a market-oriented political system with less state intervention 

than a centralized socialist one. It M e r  descnbes how today's Chinese government 

uuluences the position of women in society differently from Mao's time. The 

relationships between the state and individuals, the state and enterprises, between central 

govemment and local governments and between administrators and workers are explored. 

It also helps to understand how these relationships have led to the present economic 

reform. 

The Major Reasons for the Changes of Chinese Women9s Role 

Societies have two major hctions: production and reproduction. Production 

refers to the process of producing material goods to meet the needs of society. 

Reproduction deals with the process of producing people. These fhctions can be 
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organized in different forms and, as a result, women's roles in differently structured 

societies will ciiffer. If the form of organinng these fhctions is changeci, then women's 

roles will change. 

In Mao's China, state-owned enterprises (SOEs) were established and the labour 

market abolished. Each SOE generally is a working unit (danwei). A 'Zhigong' is a life- 

long member and full participant of a danwei. Zhigongs had a Say in the running of the 

enterprises and in law they were 'masters' of the enterprises. Labour was not considered 

as a 'cost' by the leadership of the work-unit since a work-unit was not a profit-seeking 

organization. Neither an individual work-unit nor its leadership could benefit nom the 

work-unit's profit directly. A work-unit or its leadership did not care about the quality or 

quantity of its Zhigong in tenns of making a profit for the individual unit. It simply 

accepted everyone as directed and produced the best results possible. Reducing labour 

costs was never an issue for the work-unit and its leadership. This administrative 

structure allowed universal participation in the work force by al1 working-aged men and 

women. 

The danwei also dealt with wel fare and household activities including child-care, 

education, housing, health care, family planning and birth controi and social security, as 

well as welfare and women's issues, and thus provided important material conditions for 

universal female participation in the labour force. 



The economic refonns, starting in 1978, have changeci how SOEs operate. Market 

driven efficiency onented operations have resulted in the SOEs reducing or eliminatiug 

many of their social hctions. These functions have in many instances been put on 

women and such burdens have reduced women's social status and access to employment, 

education and political power. There is more cornpetition in a market economy than in a 

socialist command economy. Individuals are more isolated and have to take more 

responsibilities for themselves. To improve theu life or even just to sunive, they compete 

against each other to a greater extent than in a socialist system. 

The central government is giving or losing power to the lower level govemments. 

Its control has been relaxed because of the shifting power to the lower level govemments 

and enterpnses. Its ability to collect tax revenue has also been reduced. The state is 

therefore reluctant to carry out widespread social support programs. The policies on 

women imposed by central government are aiso regarded as an interference to the 

enterpnses' autonomy. Most of the burden of the transition, especially unemployment in 

urban areas. falls on women. The central government has recently recognized the 

necessity of providing for the social functions being shed by the SOEs and is developing 

new appmaches to deal with these problems. 

The economic reform has brought out a most notable question on what the 

relationship between modernization and govemment's promotion of women's 

participation in political and social areas is. The question is also if once economic 



development is achieved, women as part of the body of society will automatically 

benefit? The increased market forces, with less state intervention, at least in the short 

t h e ,  seems to have reducd Chinese women's participation in social life. The market 

forces have contributed to the resurgence of traditional cultural prejudices from before 

Mao's time which prevented women fkom taking an active part in public life. An 

argument also demanding an answer is that the political transformation processes and 

economic restructuring need ferninist critique since the benefits in the restmctured 

distribution process might go disproportionately to males. 

China's SOE refonn emphasizes efficiency in a market sense. Hiring units look 

only at econornic effectiveness and profitability with little concem over social and 

political issues. In this environment an individual enterprise is trying to reduce costs as 

much as possible and make itself more profitable rather than striving for the balanced 

development of the whole state. Functions such as day care and maternity leave are 

regarded as burdens. This has increased discrimination against women when h i ~ g  and 

firing. Some people go back to traditional ideas to look for a theoretical basis for 

justification of their socially irresponsible behavior. 



The Effects of Economic Reform on Women in China 

Traditional attitudes about the Uiferionty of women, which had been repressed by 

Mao, have resurfaced with the econornic refoms. Reports of increasing female 

infanticide and the debate on whether women should r e m  to the kitchen are examples 

of these attitudes.' Women are bearing more burden of unernployment than men and 

some women unwillingly are pushed into the role of housewife. Lack of income sources 

may present problems for them in society and within the housebold. 

The situation of women after refom and the public debate over what social role 

should women play, are shaped by the past but are not a reenactment of it. The socialist 

propaganda and education about women's potential in Mao's penod have undoubtedly 

had a positive effect on today's Chinese women. Most women believe that in the work 

place women c m  be just as capable as men (see Table 2). To work in the public sphere 

and to be independent has taken root in their ideology. The earlier work policies of "equal 

work, equal pay", "womcn are equal to men" and their experiences before reform have 

consolidated these concepts in their minds (see Table 1 and 2). Women have proven their 

abilities by their own expenences under Mao. 

'Housewife' in Mao's tirne became a word related to incapable, narrow-minded, 

old-fashioned women, a parasite to both her husband and society. A husband with a 

'housewife' partner would also feel inferior and "lose face". This attitude is still 
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commonly accepted in today's China." It is unlikely that Chinese women would go back 

home because being a housewife would humiliate them. 

Reform also has its bright side for women. It stimulates incorne growth and 

widens the choices available to women. The more active and complex economy brought 

about by reform provides more opportunities to get richer. A pnvate sector with more 

employment opportunities, greater consumption and more choices expands the abilities of 

both women and men. 

The central govemment of China, which advocates gender equality has recently 

recognized the negative impact on women of econornic reform and is enacting legislation 

and encouraging women to use legal measures to protect their interests. It has also been 

attempting in the past few years to reverse the pattern of the 1980s in which the 

percentage of women in politics suffered a clear decline (see Table 7 and 8). 

The Chinese govemment implemented different administrative tools in diaerent 

times. The Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) improved the position of women by state- 

mandated official quotas and through participation of women in the mass movement. The 

post-1978 refonners have abandoned the cultural revolution strategies and seek to 

develop a long-texm legal framework for the protection of women's rights; the 1992 Law 

of the People's Republic of China on the Protection of Rights and Interests of Women is 

the most prominent example of this approach.' Questions remain whether such an 



approach will be as effective as previous affirmative action policies in promoting the 

political participation of women. 

Through reform, China is exchanging one production/reproduction system with 

another. A small "iron-nce bowi" has been changed into a "large but breakable bowi". 

There seems to be considerable success in the production aspect, largely supported by the 

general population, but there are problems with the reproduction aspect. The govemment 

so far has not found an effective solution to deal with these problems without 

compromising economic development which is the top pnority of the country. 

Terrninology 

This section clarifies two basic concepts, State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) and 

state-owned enterprise refonn. 

State-Owned Enrerprise 

Since the founding of the People's Republic of China, enterprise owned by the 

state representing "the whole people" has been the dominant feature of economic 

organization. State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) generally have three featwes: (1) the 



state owns the assets; (2) the enterprises engage in the production of goods and s e ~ c e s  

for sale; and (3) the enterprises' sales revenues have some relationship to cost. 

In the present Chinese socialist economy, although SOEs are facing problems and 

are in the reform process, the stateswned sector is still the leading force and the pnvate 

sector is a complement to it. From 1949 up to now state-owned enterprises have been the 

major producers of energy, raw and semi-finished rnatenals, industrial and technical 

equipment, transportation and telecomrnunications. In 1992, the state sector employed 

about 44.2 per cent of industrial labour force (see Table 3). In 1992, there were 71,600 

stateswned industrial enterprises in China.' In same year, 48.1 per cent of total industrial 

output was fiom the state-owned sector (see Table 4). 

China is striving to become a developed country with the ability to provide a good 

standard of living for its people. It needs to improve production which involves being 

more efficient in using resources and having access to the latest technology. Capitalist 

economies with market-driven incentives have proven to be efficient material producers. 

The economic reforms starting in 1978 are an effort to maintain the desired 

aspects of Mao's system and to change the aspects which are inefficient. In order to 

achieve this goal, economic refonn is designed to develop new foms of conducting 

business and locating social responsibiiities. Reform of state-nui enterprises is of 

paramount concem in China. It is aimed at solving the efficiency problems of SOEs, to 



produce more matenai products at lower cost. The govemment recommends major 

refom in the following four areas: 

1. to abandon guaranteed life-long employment and nXed salaries; 
2. to refom the housing, medical care and social security systems; 
3. to phase out unprofitable enterprises; 
4. to force al1 enterprises to sel1 their products in a cornpetitive market.' 

The idea that men and women should be equal is based on recognition of their 

equai contribution to society and their relationship of interdependence. There are various 

meanings of gender equality each useful to some extent and with limitations. The 

€0 1 lowing are several examples. 

Equality c m  be defhed as having equai access to opportunities. Over the past 35 

or so years, this view dominated the West's responses to social issues. The equality 

problems were interpreted as a lack of education which prevents people from exercising 

theu rights and responsibilities. The solution was to provide a series of programs 

designeci to remove discriminatory barriers and promote the education of the 

'di~advantaged'.~ There were concems that such programs did not treat everyone the 

same. Recently the Supreme Court of Canada mled "the same or identical treatment 

standard of equality." It recognizes that "every difference in treatment between 



individuals under the law will not necessarily result in inequality and, as well, that 

identical treatment may fiequently ptoduce senous inequality." 'O 

Lenin argued that equality calls for women's active participation in production 

but not necessarily on the same job or under the same conditions as men. Lenin held that 

a socialist state should work towards "[c]omplete equality between men and women 

before the law and in social life: a radical refonn of marriage and family laws; 

recognition of maternity as a social function; protection of women and infants". " He also 

promoted social care (public kitchens and laundries) and upbringing of children in public 

institutions to gradually relieve the burden of pnvate household drudgery and a 

systematic cultural struggle against the ideology and traditions of female bondage. l2 

Another definition, perhaps more based on the present reality, suggests liberating 

women means m a h g  it possible for a woman to combine her role as a wife and a mother 

in the home, with her role as a worker. In this concept, one less-skilled, less-rewarding, 

Less-prestigious job plus homemaking contains the same potential for equality as one 

better-paid, more interesting, or at least less tedious, job by itself. This is a way of saying 

'equal' means different things to men and women because they are different." 

In this paper gender equality as described by Lenin is closest to the meaning 

employed. The definition of equality should also include that the greater number of 

people enjoy the greater happiness 



Thesis Structure 

This thesis is divided into five chapters includiog this one. 

Chapter II examines various theories that relate to and may be used to explain the 

experiences of Chinese women as their social structure changed. The major theories 

which 1 adopted in this paper are the Marxist and market views of women emphasizing 

the Chinese context. This is in line with the historical and social background of the 

subject. 

Chapter III bnefly introduces the history of Chinese women in two time periods 

(prior to 1949 and 1949-1978) in their economic, legal, political and moral aspects. 

Achievements in overcoming histoncal problerns and the gaps in theory and practice 

fiom 1949 to 1978 are presented. The huictions and structure of danwei are described to 

help understand the reasons for the improvement of women's statu in Mao's era. 

Chapter iV analyzes the reasons for the economic refom being undertaken and 

the theoretical benefits for women and actual positive and negative results of the reform. 

The SOE refom is presented in detail in order to achieve a good understanding of its 

impacts on women. The structural transformation of generating and distributhg wealth 

and power, the structural transformation of production and reproduction, and the change 

of state's intervention have played important roles in changing women's situation. 
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Chapter V summarizes the main findings and examines the consequence of SOE 

refoms on women. It concludes with a bnef look at the friture prospects for women in 

China 
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Chapter 2 

Review of Theoretical Literature 

This chapter presents a review of literature on social theories which helps 

establish a m e w o r k  to explore and explain the changes of women's roles in China. 

Alîhough China has a different culture and history, women there face sirnilar problems 

to those of women in the West. Various theories are viewed fiom a perspective related to 

changes in roles played by women in Chinese society, particularly during economic 

refonn. 

Women's role in society was adàressed by Marx and Engels. Their views formed 

the base for establishing gender equality in a socialist society and such views are still 

very evident in China today. The definition of feminism adopted by socialist countries 

was established by Marx and Engels. Modernization, competition and market economy 

theories are al1 usefil to understand why women's d e  changed. 

Theories on Women 

Manrist theones were adopted as the major official theory in China during Mao's 

t h e .  From the very beginning, development of the Chinese Cornmunist Party's theory 

of women's liberation was based on Marxist theories and many scholars and Women's 



Federation (WF) cadres claimed that Chinese women's studies are guided by a Marxist 

theory of women. Both in Mao's era and during the reform era, Chinese scholars, 

women holding responsible positions in the Women's Federation and in the governrnent 

in charge of women's affairs have consciously used the Marxist theory of women to 

defend women's interests. For example, during the economic reform, when surplus 

labour became a major problem some sociologists and economists proposed that the 

high rate of women's employment was not suitable for the present Chinese economy and 

women should retum home to make room for men. WF and women scholars contended 

that women's participation in social production is the precondition of women's 

liberation, that without women's economic independence, equality between men and 

women would have no material base. Table 5 and 6 show that with higher status in 

society and more income, women are more involved in family decisions. 

Marxist theory has contradictory applications in China in different times. Manllst 

theory was used to push women into the labour force in Mao's tirne. With reform, 

Marxist theory is being used to push women back home, or to women's industries such 

as textile, school teachers, daycare and nursing and out of traditionally male-dominated 

industries such as construction, heavy industry and transportation. Following the logic of 

Marxist alienation theory, implicit in the concept of distorted "human nature", some 

Chinese scholars began to argue that the ultra-left egalitarian policy on women during 

Mao's era had distorted women's nature and masculinized Chinese women. The Cultural 

Revolution masculinized "iron girl" figure was pitied by the younger generation women 

for not having a ferninine life. 



Manrist feminist theories are one branch of western feminism. Feminism can be 

defined in two major ways. First, it is a complex set of political ideologies used by the 

women's movement to advance the women's equality and to terminate theoretical and 

practical social oppression. Second, feminism is a varîety of interrelated fiameworks 

used to observe, analyze, and interpret the complex ways in which the social reality of 

gender and gender inequality is constructed, enforced and manifested nom the large 

institutional settings to the small things in people's daily lives.' 

Western feminism is oflen described as having three major branches, Iiberal, 

radical, and socialist or Marxist. From the liberal perspective, people are socialized with 

distorted and harmfùl ideas about males and females which leads to gender inequality in 

practices. Cultural ideas restrict people's needom to fieely choose their lifestyles. 

Liberal solutions emphasize changing ideas and cultural practices b y rewriting school 

textbooks, reforming legal codes and laws to Iimit discrimination. It appears that the 

Chinese government's initiatives are moving in this direction under refom. 

From a radical feminist perspective, gender inequality is due neither to ignorance 

and a lack of fieedom nor to capitalism. It is the result of the collective efforts of men to 

dominate, control, and exploit w~rnen.~ Western radical feminism tends to refiect 

cultural tradtions that are specific to westem society, and even in this context is highly 

contmversial among feminists. The concepts of sexual oppression that are fundamental 

to westem radical feminism have not been particularly important in the Chinese context. 



Chinese policies towards women after 1949 were most strongly shaped by Marxist 

analysis of women's status, and western Marxist and socialist feminisrn is in many ways 

more perceptive than radical ferninism in understanding and analyzing the situation of 

women in China since 1949. 

Marxist feminism makes a direct causal connection between capitalism and the 

patriarchal subordination of women. From this perspective, women are an exploited 

class in the capitalist mode of production, both by their husbands at home and by 

employea in the labour market. Within families, women provide a great deal of labor 

either free or in return for their subsistence (their husbands provide food, shelter, and so 

on). Women provide cheap labor, especially as part time workers in the paid labor 

market. The capitalists desire for increasing profit. Keeping a reserve labour pool and 

saving labour cost serve this purpose. ' This view on women's role in a capitalist society 

widely held in Mao's time and it is still the majority view in China 

in The Communist Manifsto and Capital, Marx analyzed the relationship 

between capitalists and workers and their families. He argued that under capitalism, 

farnily ties among the proletarians were tom asunder and their children transformed into 

simple articles of commerce and instruments of labour.' He said that "The labour of 

women and children was the first thing sought for by capitalists who used machinery for 

their more surplus value. Technology, that mighty substitute for labour and labour was 

forthwith changed into means for increasing the number of wage-labourers by enrollin& 

under the direct sway of capital, every member of the work-man's family, without 



distinction of age or sex." 

Marx's collaborator, Fredenck Engels, wmte more elaborately on the statu of 

women. His theories are well known in China. Engels analyzed the employment of 

women and the effect on family relations in me Ongin of the Farnily, Private Property, 

und the State. He argued that the class or social group which played the principal role in 

social production and perforrned the main functions in production and inevitably took 

control of that production. So under patriarchy, when the predominant position in 

production passed to men, the principal role in society was played by men2 

The k t  condition for the liberation of the wife is to bring al1 women into 

production on a large social scale. To emancipate woman and to make her the equal of 

man remains impossibile so long as the women is kept away from social productive 

labour and restncted to pnvate domestic labour.' China's liberation of women in the 

Cultural Revolution was rnainly based on Engels' theory. 

According to Lenin, laws alone do not have enough power to liberate women. He 

claimed that "people cannot under any circumstances be satisfied merely with what is 

said in laws; as long as women are engaged in housework their position is still a 

restricted one". Lenin confixmed Engels' view that in order to achieve the complete 

emancipation of women and to make them really equal with men there must be a social 

economy and the full participation of women in general productive labour. Then women 

will occupy the same position as men? 



Lenin said "'we want the working women to be the equal of the working man not 

only before the law but in actual fact. ... working women rnust take an increasing part in 

the administration of socialized enterpnses and in the administration of the state."'O 

Lenin argued that to liberate women the most important step is the abolition of the 

private ownenhip of land and the factories. Women's liberation fiom "'household 

slavery" is through the transition fiom petty individual housekeeping to large-scale 

socialized domestic services." 

Furthemore, Lenin said that provision of public dining rooms, creches, 

kindergartens the simple everyday means of living, would emancipate women and 

lessen and abolish their inferionty to men in regard to their role in social production and 

in social life. Lenin pointed out that these means are not new; like al1 the matenal 

prerequisi tes for socialism they were already created b y large-scale capitalism. But 

under capitalism they remained a rarity and what is particularly important, profit-making 

enterpnses. If 

Mao Zedong claimed that Chinese women had suffered too much and it was 

tirne for their liberation in the post 1949 new China. Early in 1949 he called for women 

to improve their economic and political status by taking part in production and political 

activity. l3 Al1 productive forces including women should be liberated to build the new 

socialist state. "'Women hold up half of the sky" was proclaimed and the principle "'qua1 

work, qua1 pay" was widely implemented. Mao said '"In order to build a great socialist 



society, it is of the utmost importance to amuse the broad masses of women to join in 

productive activity. Men and wornen must receive equal pay for equal work in 

production. Genuine equality between the sexes can only be realized in the process of 

socialist transformation of society as a ~hole ." '~  

The greater the role women play in production, the greater influence they ought 

to have on political decisions. Mao m e r  claimed that "It is their [the women's] right 

and duty to take part in politics and the class struggle. It is not a question of their ability 

to do it or givhg them permission to do it."I5 Mao's theory on women is to a large extent 

a new version of Marxism. He also saw how Marxist theories were implemented in the 

Soviet Union and for a time copied many of their practices. He shared major thinking on 

women's liberation with Lenin. Mao redized that women were a great labour resource 

and in order to make full use of women's capabilities and potential, women should be 

given equal accesses to employment, education and political power. 

Marlene Dixon, a more recent western Marxist feminist writing in the mid 1970s' 

claimed that "the basis for the oppressive, sexual division of labour and the subjugation 

of women in the family uoder capitalism was women's reproductive hin~tion."'~ She 

argued that both husband and wife in the proletariat are cheated and tricked by capital 

for the benefit of capital. The system is cruel because it serves to make the husband an 

accomplice of capital in the subjugation and exploitation of women. "The conflict 

between men and women, households and wives, is a reai product of the cruel and 

exploitative social relations of capitalism." l7 Moreover she claimed that "the workers' 



anti-ferninism was based upon the competition between men and women on the labour 

market. To male workers the problem of wages and competition could most easily be 

solved by keeping women out of the labour market." l8 In this structure, women and men 

are put in a win and lose position which carries a resemblance to the gladiators in old 

Rome. The economic refonn brought in a cornpetitive job market. Facing great pressure 

on their job security, many male workers started to urge women to go back home in 

order to ease the tension of the job market. 

Socialist theory claimed that the right to vote is not enough to open the door to 

economic equality. The purpose of bourgeois democracy is to protect the system of 

profit first, people last. Its purpose is to pit one half of the working people against the 

other, to and the detriment of both. Angela Davis presented a view that social class, for 

women as much as for men, is determineci by one's ownership of the means of 

production. Therefore to allow women to do what they have made explicit they wish to 

do-become active members of the social process-society should transform the 

individual nature of maintaining a farnily into a nationally organized system of support 

including child care facilities, professional home cleaning teams using advanced 

tec hnology and common cafeteria providing low cost and nutritious prepared foods. l9 

This theme has been expressed by others. In their 1993 book The Double 

Ghetto: Canadian Women and Their Segregated Work . Pat Armstrong and Hugh 

Armstrong present a similar view on women's employment. Elirninating women's 

domestic responsibilities, improving their economic means, and integrating them into 



larger consurnption units means women form a cheap and relatively flexible labour 

pool. For reasons of seeking more profit in cornpetition, employers have strong interest 

in maintaining a sexual division of labour. To irnprove women's work opportunites and 

environment, one must recognize not only kinds of women's work but also employers' 

resistance of  change^.^ What women in socialist China achieved in Mao's t h e  is not 

generally hown  to North Amencan women as they struggle for rnatemity benefits, 

child care, health protection, political rights and other aspects of actual equality. 

Modernization Theory 

Modemkation theory ernerged in the 1950s. It claimed that economic 

development and social justice were possible under capitalism. According to 

modernization theory, in a modem society, the extended family has declined and given 

way to the nuclear family. Cash-driven markets are the prirnary social mechanism 

through which goods and services are exchanged. They replaced earlier ways in which 

people helped one another to meet their needs." It also claimed that economic growth in 

the developing countries is hindered only by the lack of technical capacity to produce 

and the backward socio-psychological characteristics of the members in the societies. 

Early in 1974, Mao set up a goal of achieving four modemizations by the end of 

this century. The four modemizatiow are industry, agriculture, military and technology. 

He tried to achieve the goal by depending on the effort of his own people. Mao also 



tried to modernize Chinese culture by breaking down the old values through the 

Cultural Revolution. 

For Deng Xiao-ping, modemization meant more industridization, greater use of 

more advanced technology throughout society, including the countryside and the 

military, more rapid economic development and a higher standard of living for as many 

people as possible. It also rneant transforming the people's attitudes towards a society 

more open to the outside world. One part of Deng's 'modem' China was a formal legal 

system before which everyone would be equal. For Deng, modernization also rneant 

strengthening national unity and stability. The top priority for China was economic 

development. The Chinese Constitution asserts unequivocally: "In leading the socialist 

cause, the CCP must persist in regarding economic construction as its central task and 

al1 other work must be subordinated to and serve the central task." 

Gender equality was never emphasized by Deng Xiaoping and his followers. To 

a large extent, inequalities were expected and accepted by the Deng leadership as part of 

the modernization process. This is clear as early as March 1978, when Deng demanded 

adherence to the socialist principle of ''distribution according to the quantity and quality 

of an individual's worrQ4 so that reward and income reflect work and ability, not need. 

In Deng's "Speech at the National Conference on Education" on Apri122, 1978, 

Deng stated that in economic policy, the government should allow some regions and 

enterprises and some worken and peasants to eam more and enjoy more benefits sooner 



than others, in accordance with their hard work and greater contributions to society. If 

the standard of living of some people was raised, people in other regions and units 

would want to learn fiom them. This would help the whole national econorny to advance 

wave upon wave and help people of al1 our nationalities to become prosperous in a 

comparatively short period? 

At the same time, however, Article 48 of the 1982 Constitution of the People's 

Republic of China lays d o m  that women "enjoy equal nghts with men in al1 spheres of 

life, political, economic, culturai and social, including family life"." The growth of 

inequalities brought on by Deng's modernization af5ects the nghts of women. Identical 

treatment by law does not mean equal treatment because with identical treatment, 

women can not compete fairly in the labour market cornpetition, since they still carry 

most of the responsiblities for childbearing, childrearing and housework. 

Theories on the Market Economy 

A market economy is an economic system controlled, regulated, and directed by 

markets. The production and distribution of goods have sel f-regulating mechanism. Such 

an economy denves fiom the belief that human beings behave in such a way as to 

achieve maximum mone gains.27 Competitive market transactions typically involve 

economic agents who are making spending decisions about f h d s  that costs them 

persona11 y. 



To Marx, the nature of economic institutions is fbndamentally important since it 

influences the nature and character of al1 other socialinstitutions. The character of the 

various institutions including the family, government, education and even religion are 

fundamentally affected by how the social relations of production are set. Marx believed 

that the patterns of ownership and control of the productive forces came first. People's 

relationship to property, to the ownership and control of the means of production, that is 

the main guide to the social composition of society and to the power relations that 

pertain therein. 

In a market economy, labour is viewed as a commodity. Employers are prllnady 

more interested in their own profit than in the welfare of the workers, especially when 

there is Iow demand for labour and high supply. The quantitative goal that govems 

production is increased profits. This involves competition for resources, capital 

investment and increasing productivity. The benefits of production are divided unevenly 

among classes of individuals, depending on their different relations to production. 

"Profits, competition, ever-increasing productivity, economic growth, inequality in 

economic rewards, high levels of consumption, and an everyday life in which each 

individual is fiee to pursue his or her atomistic self-interest, oblivious to the needs of the 

larger social and natural cornmunities, will remain the defïning traits of a fiee market 

system." 

Many people in present China believe that the fiee market can promote 



competition and increase efficiency. A cornpetitive situation as described in the theory 

of utilitarianisrn is one whae individuals with different and opposed interests seek to 

maximize their own advantages or interests. The utilitarianisrn claimed that competition 

had benign social consequences because it was the most reliable mechanism for 

generating wealth. 

Regarding cornpetition, Marx saw that in a capitdist society there was 

competition not only between capitalists, between capitalists and workers, but also 

among workers who compete to secure emplopent. In present day China, the 

introduction of the market economy has dramatically increased competition among 

individuals which includes the competition between men and women. 

The State's Role 

The relationship between state and family is located in the context of codic t  

between the interests of production and the requirements of reproduction. Inherent 

tension reflects the ambivalent and complex relationship between the present Chinese 

state and women in China. This difficulty arises because the Chinese govemement 

believes that liberalizing the marketplace depends on inequality of outcome as an 

incentive. While carries on women's liberalization, the Govemment attempting to 

liberate market finds itself in conflict between polices to ensure women's full labour 

participation, including providing maternity and childcare-related benefits, and emphasis 



on efficient material production at low cost. 

Another view of the state's role was provided by Leo Panitch. He holds that the 

capitalist state acts on behalf of capital; the role of the state is one of 'organizer' who 

mediates between the two confiicting classes: capital and l a b ~ u r . ~  The state must try to 

create and maintain conditions under which profitable accumulation of capital is 

legitimate. Legitimation refers to those activities of the state to create and maintain 

conditions of social harmony. in a socialist structure, govemment should be an organizer 

to produce wealth and maintain social harmony for the whole society. 

In both socialist and capitalist societies, to maintain dominance, the state must 

control many resources with different natures. There are material resources including 

land, commercial wealth, military power, social resources including networks of 

influence, kin groups, associations; personal resources including technical expertise, 

leadership abilities, religious or magical powers. Others are symbolic resources 

including statu, honour, particular life-styles, and al1 the cultural exchanges that fom 

Pierre Bourdieu's concept of "symbolic capital"." The powerfùl elites can use such 

resources to create, enhance and maintain their positions. The state can produce, 

maintain, and arnend cultural structures which in tum shape the social environment for 

people's subsequent activity. 

A state may use ideology to control or subordinate groups of people. An 

ideology is a set of beliefs that explains and justifies some social arrangement, and leads 



the majonty of the people to adhere to i t  The controlling ideology of a state or a society 

is the ideology of the controlling gmup and it serves to justify that group's interests." 

The state's mie in China has changed since econornic reform was launched. State 

intervention has been loosened to a large extent. The administrative instruments adopted 

to pmduce wealth and maintain social harmony have been changed from those based on 

the ideology rnotivated mass movement to those based on implementation of laws. In 

this process, he state has partially receded h m  its social responsiblities and protection 

of women's rights. 

Theories on Structure and Agency 

TO Marx, people's behavior was molded by their places in relation to production. 

In the social production of their existence, men inevitablely enter into 
defùllte relations, which are independent of their will, namely relations 
of production appropnate to given state in the development of th& 
matenai forces of production. The totality of these relations of 
production constitute the econornic structure of society, the reai 
foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstructure and to 
which correspond definite foms of social consciousness. The mode of 
production of material life conditions the general process of social, 
political and intellechial life.J2 

Marx was saying that the basis of human behavior in society was dependent on 

how people fiited into the production of material goods. He claimed that men and 

women are inevitably h m e d  in a society with definite relations. People as individuals, 



however, can consciously adjust their behaviors according to the changed structure of 

their society. With reform, a basic change has occurred in the economic: structure of 

Chinese society. These changes as they reflect on women in the urban setting are 

descnbed in Chapter 4. 

Some interesthg ideas on structure were expressed by George Ritzer. He 

claimed that an organization's structure both "undergirds and guides the strategies 

whereby the occupants of favorable positions seek, individually or collectively, to 

safeguard or improve their position, and to impose the pnnciple of hierarchization most 

favorable to their own product~"~' This suggests that to some extent, every society is 

based on the coercion of some of its members by others. 

Deng Xiaoping expressed his ideas on individuals when he said that the role of 

the individual could only be correctly developed through the collective and the role of 

the individual could only be correctly combined with individual responsibility. Without 

division of labour and individual responsibility, people would be unable to carry out any 

complicated work and fhd themselves in the woeful predicament of no one taking 

responsibility for any particular task. Whatever the organization, to get things done, one 

must assume overall responsibility. Y 

When society changes quickly, when the original culture no longer saîkfies 

people's needs, people as individuals may be able to pay increased attention to the 

conditions of their existence. They will examine the relationship between their 



behaviour and their goals and consciously change their behavior accordingly. 

The Chinese concept of self in society is expressed by the Confician maxima ke 

ji fu li (subdue the self and follow the rites). According to this principle, human nature 

and human conduct should always coexist with one's obligations defined in one's social 

relationships. To be an individual person in Chinese society is always to be linked to 

social relationships and his or her obligations. A self is only found though a person's 

role in a society such as as son or daughter, husband or wife, father or mother and niend. 

Confucius also emphasized order and a stable hierarchy. In Confucianism, in 

order to keep the society in order and harmony, each individual has to have and know 

his or her own position and acts in the befitting way, without compromise." 

Confucianism as a dominant ideology played a cntical role in Chinese society for most 

of Chinese history. Confucianist theory brought the principles which is generally known 

as ''the three cardinal guides and the five vimies", "the three obediences" and "the four 

virtues". The tbree cardinal guides were that d l  subjects must be guided by the emperor, 

the son by the father and the wife by the husband. The five virtues were benevolence, 

nghteousness, propriety, wisdom and fidelity. These rules defined the relationship 

between the state and individuals, the relationship within a family which were regarded 

as important factors in keeping the society stable? 

in Chinese society, as in ail societies, culture shapes the desires and needs of 

individual. This, in hun guides the individual behaviour. To improve their social and 



economic situation, individuals in China may consciously give up the traditional values 

which no longer fit in with present realities. They begin developing new values and start 

to change their behaviour." 

Changes in the individuals' behavior are made on the basis of information that is 

received by the individuals. Certain values are then activated and their utility guides the 

individuals' behaviour. The results are monitored on the basis of feedback, and the 

viability of the values in terms of meeting the individuals' needs is continously 

compared to the requirements of the continuously incoming information? Such theories 

help explain how men and women as individuals have been socialized to thuik and 

behave according to prescribed gender-role stereotypes." Many gender-role stereotypes 

arise around images of femininity, beauty, careers and motherhood. 

Summary 

The structure of production and reproduction in a society defines the relationship 

between men and women and as  individuais, they can not possibly escape these 

confines. However, people can consciously or subconsciously adjust their behavior and 

ideology according to the changes of their society. in China the state plays a rather 

important role in society. It has adopted different administrative instruments in the 

different social structures in different tirnes and the generating and distributing of wealth 

and power in them favours some parts or groups over the others. Women as a part of a 



certain society are conditioned to play certain d e s  rather than the others. To understand 

these roles and how they affect the relationship between men and women, we therefore 

have to achieve an understanding of the bigger picture of a society. 
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Chapter 3 

Nature of Changes of Women's Role 

in Mao's Era 

This chapter presents a brief historical review of Chinese women during two 

periods of tirne: pre- 1949 and 1949- 1978. Under different structures, each penod 

dehed roles for women through particular customs and rules. Since China has a vast 

region, long history and huge population with various nationalities, an identical and 

static ideology would never be possible. The description in this chapter cm therefore 

only give a generai picture of what actuaily happened and of the dominant ideology 

over that long period of time which allows cornparison with women's situation in 

present China. 

Women in Traditional Culture (Pre-1949 Period) 

Before 1949, Confucianism was the goveming ideology determinhg women's 

status in most of China It held that society should be a stable hierarchy in which 

women must know and keep their place in society with little room for social activities 

outside the home. 



Traditional Ideologies of Wonien 

The ideas of yin-yang go back to ancient times. Originally, the yin-yang were 

two harmonious and equal halves of the one whole, each necessary for the other. Over 

t h e  this was revised. The yin which represented the woman became the 'yielding 

nature of the earth' and the yang which represented the man became the 'firm nature of 

the heaven'. Eventually, the yin, or the woman, represented al1 negative, inferior 

things, while the yang, or the man represented al1 positive, supenor things. This revised 

yin-yang was incorporated into the teachings of Confucius and his followers.' As 

Confucianism became a state quasi-religion, about the second century BC, this ideology 

became a soIid code of behaviour. 

As was mentioned in Chapter 2, Confucius emphasized order and a stable 

hierarchy. "There must be women in order that ... there may be kings ... (Confucius)" ' 

Confucianist theory brought one of the most important characteristics of traditional 

Chinese culture which discnminated against women. The three obediences as dehed in 

Rites: On Mourning give a fkamework of women's position in the old times. In al1 

relationships the man held the dominant position and the woman was subservient. A 

female in childhood must be obedient to her father, in youth to her husband and then to 

her sons, aiter her husband's death. Therefore, father was Lord over daughter and 

husband Lord over wife.) A woman therefore, could never be independent. 



The Book of Rites said, "to be a woman means to submit" and "a man does 

not talk about affairs inside (the household) and a woman does not talk about affairs 

outside (the household)," in reference to a woman's proper place and demeanor? "Thus 

a man must be praised for his strength but a woman be scorned at if she was strong." A 

woman must aiways be gentle, obedient and respecthl to her husband and parents-in- 

law. ' She could be sent back to her parents. if even she unintentionally exasperated her 

husband's family. 

The chastity and fidelity of women were extremely strict. The Neo-Confucian 

scholars of the Song Dynasty (AD 960- 1279) M e r  transformed these teachings into 

an authontarian doctrine of strict obedience which emphasizes segregation and 

seclusion, 'To die by starvation is a small matter, to lose one's chastity is a great one'? 

The widespread application of the practice of women's foot-binding made mobility 

difficult and helped to insure womeri's chastity and cornpliance. Women were secluded 

and confined to the household, away from contact with strangers, especially men. 

A woman could not remany even after her husband died. Sometimes she was 

expected even to commit suicide for the sake of chastity. Rites: On M o u h g  has that 

" [a]s there can't be two suns in the sky, a woman can not go hvice into mourning [for 

two husbands]~'.' Although such customs were not enforced by law, the influence of 

public opinion and moral force are often more powerful than the law. Among the 827 

heroines recorded in the history of thirteen dynasties, there are 235 women constituting 

28.5 per cent of total who committed suicide for the sake of chastity.' 



Regarding traditionai women's education, there were two complementary 

trends. One, praised by the rulers for maintaining the dominant feudal order, included 

such teachings as "Admonitiom for Women (NU JE)", " The Girls ' Analects (NU 

LUN YU)" and 'LRegufation.s for the Women's Quarters (GUI FAN)". In practice, 

women were educated to abide by the Confbcianism disciplines. The other trend which 

also limited opportunities for development was sponsored and handed on in families. A 

girl's education was mainly teaching her to become a good wife and a loving mother. 

"A girl must read Book of Piety, Book of Songs, Book of Rites, so as to become a 

sensible women.'" A poem called "The Peacock" presents us with a basic pichue of 

what a young woman's education was like in those days. 

At thirteen 1 could weave silk, 
At fourteen 1 learnt to cut out a garment, 
At fifteen 1 played Kung Hou (a musical instrument), 
At sixteen 1 finished the Book of Odes and other claçsics, 
At seventeen 1 married thee. 'O 

Moral conduct required women to be modest and quiet; proper speech required 

them to be careh1 in using words and not to have sharp tongues; modest manner asked 

women to be tidy and neat in their dresses but not to be fancy; diligent exertion meant 

that women should occupy themselves in spinning or in serving the guests as 



Chinese Women 's Li/c in the Traditional Cuiturn 

In traditionai culture, Chinese women were subservient and dependent. They 

were the personal property of men and had no independent status. They had no 

political rights and no equal right to education. They could not take part in social 

activities. Economically women had no property, no inheritance nghts or any other 

independent sources of income. 

In marriage women had to obey their parents and the matchrnakers, and were 

not allowed to remany if their husbands died. They were subjected to physical and 

mental t o m e  in the systems of polygamy and prostitution. 

A wife could be retumed to her parents by her husband. During bad economic 

times a wife might even be rented, leased, or sold. wife had no right to oppose any of 

the maitreatment. The "seven reasons" for a husband to repudiate his wife and send her 

home were: wife is not obedient to her parents-in-law and thus violates ethical 

principles; gives no birth to a son and thus stops the line of her husband's family; is 

prorniscuous and thus disrupts her husband's clan; is jealous and thus dismpts the 

family; contacts fou1 disease and thus is unable to worship ancestors together with her 

husband; is gossipy and thus sows discord arnong relatives; steals things and thus 

violates morality . l2 



There were no respectable occupations for women outside the home. Women 

could not own land in a society where land was the main foundation of economic 

strength and thus women depended on their family for economic support. Even d e r  

her husband died with no son and she remaineci unremarried, she still had no nght to 

deal with her lands. Only when her husband's family found no other member could 

inherit the land, would she be allowed to inherit the land through testament.13 

A wife had no persona1 property. Laws in al1 dynasties defined a wife's 

property as her husband's and provided that her property gained in mariage should be 

controlled by her husband and his family. After her husband died, her son had the right 

to inhent the legacy." Physical abuse happened commonly. It was considered 

necessary to beat a wife just to ensure tranquillity and forestall problems. A popular 

proverb of the time said, "Women are iike the wheel-barrow, if not beaten for three 

days they cannot be used". l5 

A husband could take as many secondary wives or concubines as he could 

afTord, for the purpose of having more sons. The secondary wives or concubines were 

not formally married and had no full membership statu in the family. Their position 

depended on how much she could please her husband and serve his farnily. 

There was no legal protection for a woman for any act committed against her by 

her family. The legal structure considered the patriarchai head of the house as the 

person having the responsibility. In elite families, women might not see anyone other 



than their servants or the other women of the family. The sons were often removed 

h m  the women's quarter at an early age. Thus women had no place to go for he1p.l6 

Middle class urban women suffered the seclusion and isolation of the upper class, while 

some of them suffered the same physical abuse and often the deprivations fiom poverty 

that nual peasants did. l7 

Generally speaking, for thousands of years, in Chinese traditional society women 

were in a submissive and dependent position. In 1949, when the new China was 

established, the women's illiterate rate was 90 percent and women's employment rate 

was only 7 percent." 

Women in Mao's Era (1949-1976) 

When the People's Republic of China was established in 1949, China had gone 

through the Anti-Japanese War (1 937-1 945) and civil war (1946.1949). The new China 

started on an extremely poor matenal basis. The 450,000,000 people were almost the 

only resource which could be used to build the new country. Mao pointed out that if 

women did not actively participate in production, building a new China would be 

impossible. 



DuMg Mao's 27 years, new China proclaimed that women should have equal 

nghts to men in al1 aspects. Chinese law provides that wornen and men legally have the 

same rights and status and equal personal dignity. The socialist danwei M e r  

provided women with favorable conditions, so they could equally participate in the 

labour force. A major objective of the government was to encourage women to 

participate in the labour force. 

Participation of women increased and in 1973 female membea of the party 

centrai committee made up 10.3 percent compared to 4.1 percent in 1956. In 1975 

female representatives in the National People's Congress made up 22.6 per cent (see 

Table 7 and 8). The statistics on the number of wornen politicians at the top level of 

government before 1949 and in 1949 are not available, but it is known that there were 

very few of them. The percentage of femde students of total emllment in post- 

secondary and secondary education increased kom 22.5 and 25.6 per cent in 195 1 to 

33.0 and 40.4 percent in 1976 respectively (see Table 9). 

Equality of men and women was promoted and gender equality language was 

used in the promotion. Although the older women (over age 60) are not effected 

strongiy and some of them still had never worked outside of family, the younger 

generation (under age 60) and especially those bom after the establishment of the 

People's Republic of China, have almost ail participated into the labour force and the 

idea of "equal work equal pay" has taken root in their mind. 



The Chinese govemment has attached great importance to the employment of 

women in the initiai period after the founding of the People's Republic, employed 

women numbered 610,000, accounting for only 7 percent of the total work force.19 In 

Mao's era, unless disabled or seriously ill, al1 working-age women were employed. For 

example, a young woman went to the city of Taiyuan with her husband. She did not 

work. When her husband were advised to send unemployed farnily members back to 

their communes to work, and he told her that she had to leave, she stormed and 

threatened divorce. When she finally did go back to the commune, she refused to work 

and wore her pretty clothes every day until the village girls called her "that clothes 

rack". However through a study course she changed her attitude towards work and tore 

up her letter to her husband asking for divorce.20 From this story, we can see that an 

able bodied person at work age was not allowed to stay at home. The govemment was 

committed to labour force participation for women to achieve the hi11 employment. We 

also see that women's situation had been improved. The wife could threaten her 

husband with divorce which was not likely to happen before 1949. 

China did not publish officia1 statistics at this time, so there are no 

comprehensive figures on how many women were active in production. We do know, 

however, that in agriculture, half of the work in the fields was carried out by women. 

We also know that in some of the larger towns al1 women under the age of 45 were 

active in production. Officially 90 per cent of al1 women in China took part in 

production.*' 



"Times have changed, and today men and women are equal. Whatever men 

comrades can accomplish, women c o d e s  can too." Under Mao's call, most of the 

housewives walked out of the home and started to participate in production. They set 

up various kinds of neighbourhood factones tuming out many usefül products 

including such advanced items as equipment for the electronics industry." 

Women's econornic independence has improved theu status in the family. Such 

expansion of capabilities is related to employrnent oppomuiities. Having a source of 

income rather than depending on her husbands' eamings brings many advantages to 

women, which includes having more choices about how to participate in society, having 

more bargainhg power at home since there are more alternatives outside the home, and 

perhaps having a better chance of surviving as reflected in a more favourable sex ratio 

for the country. Table 5 and 6 show that women's power of making decisions at home 

has increased along with their increased income and status of profession. Only 6.67 per 

cent of women who have 1-100 yuan monthly income make decisions on major issues 

for their children. However, 12.5 per cent of women having 301-400 yuan monthly 

income make decisions for their children. 

Women's economic independence has promoted their status in the family. The 

share of women's eamings in total family income has risen from 20 percent in the 

1950s to 40 percent in 1994.~ As they have become economically independent, women 

have gained more management and decision-making power in families. Women's 

capabilities have increased with formal employment despite the double burden work 



both at work and at home. Chinese women also realize that gender equality not only 

means equal rights, but also equal responsibility and obligations which are just as 

important. 

New China has put an end to the feudal marital and family system that had 

endured for thousands of years. One example of this is that women have gained the 

right to self-determination in marriage. Whereas in old China over 95 percent of 

marriages were arranged and on a monetary basis, now 74 percent of young couples 

make the decision themselves. Rights with regard to divorce and remamage are also 

guaranteed." Independent mamage based on mutual love and a family life in which 

husband and wife are equal have become the main current in contemporary Chinese 

society. Chinese women have gained the important pesonal right of being able to retain 

their maiden names. In old China, surname symbolized the continuity of a clan. Most 

women had no formal name before marriage. They adopted their husbands' sumames 

after they wed, and children used their fathers' surnames. In today's China every 

woman has her own formal name which was achieved in Mao's era. 

The Marriage Law promulgated in 1950 abolished the feudal marriage system 

based on arbitrary and compulsory arrangements and put into effect a system of 

fieedom of mamage? The Labour Insurance Regdations issued in 1951 ca ry  special 

provisions to safeguard the interests of women and children? The Decisions on the 

Development of Agriculhiral Producers' Co-operatives adopted by the Party Centrai 

Cornmittee in 1953 stipulate: "Equal pay for equai work should be the rule for both 



men and women, based on the amount and quality of theu work .... However, in the 

assignment of work, it is necessary to give due consideration to the special 

physiologicai difficulties of women." The Electoral Law promulgated in the same year 

states: "Women shall have the right to elect and to be elected on equal ternis with 

men."27 

In family life, such laws and the social structure encouraged men and women to 

share housework equally so that women can take equal part in political and productive 

activity. Women gradually began to insist that men would do their part of housework. 

It was stated in an editorial in the People's Daily on 8 March 1973 that "men and 

women should share the housework"? There was an example from the mode1 brigade 

Dazhai. A husband had to look after his child for one evening so that his wife could go 

to a political meeting. However he was unable to stop the child cxying. When his wife 

came home, he scolded her that it was her fault and she should know better than go to 

meetings. This father was penonally reprirnanded by the party Secretary Chen Yong- 

Gui, for having a wrong attitude to housew~rk.~~ Despite an official recognition that 

men should share housework with women, in actual practice, men's contribution is still 

an assistance rather than an equal share. 

Historical changes have taken place in family relationships and the traditional 

family characterized by the authonty of husband in a patriarchal system has gradually 

been replaceci by the modem family with equality and a democratic and hannonious 

atmosphere. Men's attitude to women has also changed to a large extent. Although no 



comprehemive statistics are available to prove this view, the 1992 survey of male 

students as shown in Table 13 may suggest this to be so. 

The idea of equality between women and men enabled women to make 

dramatic progress in Chinese society. On the top level in govemment women made 

obvious progress. Women made up 20 percent of the delegates to the Tenth National 

Congress of the Chinese Cornrnunist Party held in 1973 and 12 per cent of the 

members and altemate members of the Tenth Party Central Cornmittee," (see Table 7 

and 8). Although complete equality by gender was not achieved, significant progress 

was made. Further progress to equality of men and women will be on the basis of 

women's political and economic participation and access to education. 

Administrative Structure of Socialist China (1 949-1 9 78) 

This section examines some administrative tools which the Chinese govemment 

has used to implement policies in the period nom 1949 to 1978. The function of the 

'work-unit' or danwei, socialist China's most basic administrative unit, is reviewed. To 

understand the structure and the function of a 'work-unit' is the key to understand how 

women's role changed and how such achievements were made in Mao's era. 

Theoretically, the socialist ideal is to lay the foundation for a communist 

society, in which distribution of resources and products would be based on the principle 



Theoretically, the socialist ideal is to iay the foundation for a communist 

society, in which distribution of resources and products would be based on the principle 

of "to each according to his needs and fiom each according to his ability." The goal is 

to achieve absolute fairness and equality arnong individuals. 

To realize that goal, China adopted a typical command economy in 1949 which 

lasted till 1978. The economy was characterized by central planning. "Planning was 

accomplished by the govemment, what to produce was detennined by the governrnent, 

manufactwed products were allocated by the govemment, prices were set by the 

govemment, profits were rernitted to the government and losses were subsidized by the 

govemment ." ' ' 

As is usual in a command economy, employment was also state-planned, 

especially in the urban areas. The state would assign workers to various enterprises, 

which would function as the 'work-unit' for their employees. These state-owned 

enterprises were obligated to provide both jobs and general welfare benefits. Hiring was 

not decided solely or even primarily on the basis of the enterprises' labour needs, since 

enterprises were not only economic entities but also administrative cells with extensive 

social responsibilities. The social benefits provided by China's state-owned 

enterprises would make up a long list: guaranteed life-long employment, housing, free 

medical benefits; a liberal sick and matemity leave policy; pensions, day care, 

entertainment facilities, schools and library, subsidized food and provision of other 

consumer goods. Constrained by the country's overall level of development, these 



guaranteed benefits and fixed salary were seldom generous. The workers' pay and 

benefits were govemed by policies set for the unit. Communist Party representatives 

influenced the implementation and maintenance of these personnel policies and 

practices. 

These stateswned enterprises were oriented toward meeting production goals 

and administrative requirements, not generating profit. The command economy meant 

that two business practices that were fiindamental to capitalism were rejected: paying 

higher wages for more or better work and discharghg workers for unsatisfactory 

performance. 

As has been alluded to, the 'work-unit' formed the most basic building block of 

China's administrative structure in the pre-Reform era, which lasted fkom 1949 to 1978. 

A work-unit might be a police station, a factory, a university, a hospital, or any other 

kind of operation. A state owned enterprise is a kind of organization geared to 

production and each state-owned enterprise would be one work-unit. An enterprise as a 

'work-unit' in China was a greatly different organization fiom enteprires in the North 

Arnenca. 

The work-unit played an important and pervasive role in the urban workers' Iife. 

Normally, individuals were assigned to a work-unit. They would be guaranteed 

memberships of the work-unit for life irrespective of his or her working capacity. 

Whether he or she was ill, disabled or retired, a worker would continue to be a member 



of the work-unit and taken care of by work-unit. Retired workers would remain part of 

the work-unit for al1 kinds of administrative purposes. Firing was extremely rare. 

The work-unit was thus not merely, if at dl, an enterprise in any sense in curent 

North Amencan societies. The work-unit did have to produce goods or provide 

services. But its fiuictions do not stop there. Each 'work-unit' was a multi-functional 

organization, with responsibilities covering virtuaily the full gamut of an individual's 

social Iife. These would include: 

- political fhctions, such as propagating ideology, implementing of policy decisions 

and maintainhg political and social control; 

- specialized functions, e.g. production of goods, delivery of medical treatment; 

socialization functions, including developing specialized and political role-expectations 

of its members; 

- educational fiuictions, including the specialized training and upgrading of members' 

children; 

- social security and social welfare functions, including the provision of services, the 

improvement of matenal conditions, the provision of housing, and support for the 

elderl y; 

- regulation of private affairs, such as family planning and birth control, finding jobs for 

children of members, mediation of marital discord, broken marriages, and cultural 

provision for fkee time; 

- participation in local development, through 'Wendly' interaction with local 

govemment .'2 



With these functions, the work-unit enterprise basically served as a linchpin 

between the individuals and the state. The state essentially govemed through the work- 

unit, which not only produced for the state, but also provided services and benefits on 

behalf of the state. More importantly from an administrative law perspective, the work- 

unit also implemented the state's social and economic policy, as if it were a government 

agency. The work unit also adjudicated on disputes between individuals on behalf of 

the state. Each work unit was in a sense an administrative tribunal. 

Generally speaking, the social mobilization of political support and economic 

resources in the North Amenca is not done through anything akin to the work-unit in 

China In the North America, the major bases of organized political and economic 

power, for example, corporations and employer's associations, trade unions, and state 

and govermental agencies, are al1 more concemed with issues of production and 

therefore keep reproduction issues away from their business. It follows that enterprises 

will only consider providing child care facilities for their employees if doing so helps 

the business. In North Amencan societies, lack of publicly provided child care facilities 

is often regarded as the greatest obstacle to the employment of mothers of young 

chi ldren. 

The more or less universal provision of child care is but one exarnple of the 

extensive role that the work unit played in education, housing, health care, f h l y  

planning and birth control and social secwity, as well as for welfare and women's 



issues. Most work-uni& set up personnel departments, which were involved in persona1 

aspects such as housing pmblems of members whose family circumstances had 

changea workers' financial difficulties, children's employment, and conflicts between 

husbands and wives. In a typically capitalist society, many of these fiuictions would be 

considered the private affairs of the fmily or the individuals. 

In many ways, each typical 'work-unit' acted as a well-organized 'small 

society'. One of the key social identities of any individual was his or her membership in 

a parî.icular 'work-unit'. Every member had a status within the hierarchical structure of 

the organization and a location within a network of personal relationships in the unit. 

Individuals could satis& almost every nomal requirement within the 'work-unit.' As 

has been said, 'work-units' were not profit-seeking organizations. Reproductive 

activities were not clearly separable fiom the production. 

Effects of Sociaiist Administrative Structure 

Equality, stability and universal employment were ensured by the state. The 

gender equality was dramatically improved by the 1950s. Hailed for "holding up half 

the &y," Chinese women had virtually equal access to employment and education 

opportunities. 

Gender equality was generally achieved for two reasons. First, the system of 

life-long membership in the work unit substituted for the formation of a labour market. 



point of view of the work-unit, labour was merely one of the activities of its members, 

not their sole hinction. Although the 'non-productive' funclions of the work-unit were 

clearly a cost, minimization of labour costs was not a prime objective of work-unit 

management. This allowed almost universal participation in the work force for both 

men and women. 

Second, the wel fare and ' household-like' responsibili ties of the non-pro fit- 

seeking multi-functional work-unit provided the favourable conditions for the less sharp 

sepration of reproduction fkom production, which made it possible for working-aged 

women to fully participate the labour force. 

Heafth Care 

Understanding of the welfare system in Mao's era helps understand how the 

improvements of women's statu was achieved in this period of time. Structurally, the 

Chinese health system was established in Mao's time. The main body of the system is 

still active at present. It is divided into a three-tier network, made up of county 

hospitals, township health centers, and village (brigade) health stations. 

Centrai policy leadership for al1 aspects of China's health system stems fiom the 

Ministry of Public Health, which delegates authority and responsibility for the delivery 

of health services. On each level of govemment there are Bunaus of Public Hedth 

which are responsible for health matters within their regions. Health care services are 



which are responsible for health matters within their regions. Health care services are 

provided at no cost to SOE and d l  other government employees under the Labour 

insurance ~egulations.~' In addition to receiving fiee medicai care the workers and 

staff' benefit nom state-financed labour insurance. Their dependents are reimbursed for 

haif of their medical bills or even full amount. Workers' hospitals are run in industrial 

districts and in large factones. Medium and small sized factories have their own clinics. 

Institutes for research in preventing and treating occupational diseases and sanatoria for 

industrial workers operate in some provinces and municipalities." 

Wmen 's Education and National Organs 

It is generally accepted that universal access to education was achieved under 

Mao. The expansion of women's education in China occurred mainly in two periods, 

fiom 1950 to 1958, and fiom 1966 to 1976. These periods are defined by the beginning 

of the socialist China, and the Culturai Revolution. Both are periods of high state 

initiative and intervention and also of high levels of political mobilization. 

During the Cultural Revolution women were educated to be more like men and 

"whatever men can do, woman cornrades can do too" was one of the popular slogans of 

the penod. Some have criticized that this resulted in a 'desexuaiization' of women 

workers. Women did not think very much about the fact that they were women. 



Employment of university graduates in China was allocated according to a 

central plan drawn up by the Ministry of Planning with the help of the State Education 

Commission. Areas of need for graduates were identified and matched with the 

availab le pool of graduating students taking into consideration their preference, and 

their areas of residence. The large majonty of female university graduates were sent to 

teach in schools or the more desirable provincial universities. 

The AlCChina Women's Federation is China's largest non-govemmental 

organization to represent and safeguard the rights and interests of women. It was 

established during Mao's time in China to safeguard and guarantee the rights and 

interests of Chinese women. It is still playing an important role in promoting women's 

equality, though it faces more difficulties and new issues. At the present time, there are 

also a number of national, regional and professional women's organizations, such as the 

Council of Women Workers, the Young Women's Christian Association, and the 

associations for women entrepreneurs, women engineers, women journalists, women 

judges, women layers, women writen and women calligraphers affiliated with the 

federation. The All-China Women's Federation has comprehensive networks 

throughout China. These neworks have enabled WF to protect the legal rights and 

interests of women and repor: women's views and their problems to the authorities and 

make suggestions on how to solve thern.l5 



Summary 

During most of Chinese history, women were treated as property of men and did 

not have equal rights or status, though some improvement was achieved over tirne. 

Under Mao, women's contribution to society and their potentiai were recognized. They 

were encouraged to fully participate in the social, economic and political activities of 

society. On the other hand, they were willing to leave their households because public 

facilities such as daycare and canteens were provided to meet their domestic needs. The 

non-pro fit oriented administrative structure developed in Mao's era provided conditions 

for women to go into the public sphere. Although equality of women to men was not 

fully achieved, given such a short tirne, the accomplishment was rather great. 
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Chapter 4 

Impacts of Economic Reform on Women in China 

The rural refonns that began in 1978 and the urban refoms which started in 1984 

have drastically and dramatically overhauled China's economic system. Govemment 

regulation over the economy has not only been relaxed but also fùndamentally altered. 

The impact of China's economic reform on women raises many questions. What is 

the appropriate scope of government powea? How should the state strike the right 

balance between equality and efficiency? What is the appropriate relationship between the 

state and individuals? Can we have equality without bread? This chapter attempts to 

provide some answers to these questions. 

Re form has involved changing the poli ticall y charged administrative structure of a 

fomerly centralizcd state in its transition to a fkee market economy, while maintainhg the 

country's much needed order and stability. This is aimed not only to facilitate the 

prosperity of enterprises but also to give individuals opportunities to adjust themselves to 

the new economic system. The approach assumes that better living standards should 

corne first which then will make room for more individual fieedom and equality. Some 

argue that there is a vital need for feminist critique of this social transformation, its 



processes and the resulting economic resmichiruig on the basis that otherwise the benefits 

will continue to fa11 disproportionately in favour of men. 

To understand the effects of SOE reform on women, we first have to achieve an 

understanding of the SOE refonn in wban areas. Reforming the SOEs has changed the 

materiai production and the labour reproduction relationship in Chinese society. It has also 

changed the pattern of generating and distributing wealth and power among the state, 

enterprises and individuals. 

This section examines China's step-by-step transformation, particularly its 

privatization process, and explores how each step contributed to later gains and how it has 

affected women. Urban re fo rm i s aimed at improving production through increased 

competition and improved efficiency. There has been remarkable success in meeting this 

objective but the social security safety net has been weakened. Those who cannot cope 

with competition are in a difficult situation because welfare support has failed to keep pace 

with need. 

Reasons for Undertaking Reform 

The sociaiist administrative structure descnbed in Chapter 3 had its share of 

serious problems. "Al1 input and output targets for individual enterprises were decided 

by the central planners and were passed d o m  through the various levels of administration. 



The enterprises were obligated to fulfill the assigneci targets regardless of local conditions. 

Under such a system, there was no room for individual initiative or for entrepreneurid 

innovations." ' The state set detailed production plans, supplied materials and marketed 

the products. The state not o d y  appropriated most of the profits but also made up their 

losses. Under this system low efficiency was exhibited. By 1978, when Deng Xiaoping 

started the economic reform, a quarter of the SOEs were suffenng chronic losses. 

SOEs were, as many of them remain, generally overstafEed, exhibithg poor 

fioancial and export performances, dependent on subsidies and hard-pressed by 

competition fkom both foreign and domestic sources. The efficiency problem had become 

a matter of acute concern in the Reform era. SOEs that have swived until now not only 

pay little or no taxes, but in fact drain government finances. Poor management has been 

identified as one of the main reasons for the inefficient perfonnance of the SOEs. 

Management had little incentive to improve their performance since they could often rely 

on govemment subsidies. 

In Mao's tirne, China had a policy of full employment. This policy, however, 

sometimes led to indiscriminate hiring that resulted in overstfing. There were reports of 

state-owned detergent companies which employed more than double the nurnber of 

workers than an equivalent operations in the West. In addition, with many social 

responsibilities to fuifil, the SOEs became overburdened, so much so that they could not 

hction properly in a competitive economy. The planned economy also prevented the 

most competent of workers from changing jobs. "This immobility makes it hard for people 



to show more of their abilities," Tao Chunfang, a professor of the Women's Institute, 

said? 

To compound the problem, managers and their assistants were seldom adequately 

trained in sound administration. Their decisions even with the best of intentions often 

would not improve efficiency, because managers lacked full authority; SOEs were 

ultimately under the direct control of government. The decision of managers would ofien 

not lead to improvement in efficiency. Managers who have not perforrned their duties to 

the prescribed standard or committed wrongful acts can be summarily transferred or 

othexwise dealt with by the government agency responsible for the enterprises in question. 

Under refonn such political control has been reduced and management can better respond 

to improve efficiency of their operation. 

China is facing a serious problem of low efficiency in matenal production as a 

result of the certain policies of the socialist system. in general, the belief is that 

privatization can increase output, improve quality and reduce costs. It is also believed 

that privatization should result in less government control, curbing the growth of public 

spending and reducing govemment debt. Furthemore, individual initiative and the fiee 

market are now considered to be resulting in both economic growth and hurnan 

development. 

The terni 'privatization' as used in China covers several different ways by which 

the relationship betwmi govemment and the private sector is being changeci. Although 



there are measures to allow joint-ventures with foreign companies, the essence is to allow 

more individual initiative in determinhg what is produced and who produces it within a 

market rather than by way of a command economy. The state still maintains ownership in 

the name of the people and few people own properties or companies as in the western 

sense of pnvatization. 

Decision Muking on Privatizution 

On the Third Plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee of the Chinese 

Communist Party, held in 1978, the Chinese government announced its intention to focus 

on economic development, calling the old production system "an obstacle hindenng 

m e r  economic development".' China comrnenced its economic refonn program by 

decentralizing, planning and allowing steps in the direction of a market detemllned pnce. 

Reform of state-owned enterprises officially was started in 1984, with the main purpose to 

improve the efficiency of the system. By 1991, about 50 per cent of industrial prices were 

determined by markets.' In early 1992, Deng Xiaoping, China's retired paramount leader 

made a high-profile inspection tour to south China, thereby giving his blessing to market- 

oriented reforms. In the wake of Deng's tour, the Communist Party of China (CPC) 

convened its 14th Congress, at which it decided to establish a socialist market economy in 

China With that, the comrnunist government of China converted Cully to the idea of a 

socialist market economy. Such a policy was implemented throughout China in 1992. The 

Chinese economy is officially dehed as a socialist market economy with two 

distinguishing features: predominating public ownership for the sake of socialism and a 



competing market for the sake of efficiency. The Pace of transfomiiog the operational 

mechanisms of enterprises and developing a market sructure have been accelerated to a 

remarkable extent. 

State-Owned Enterprise Reform 

Three main approaches to pnvatization can be distinguished. The f h t  and most 

common usage of the term refers to a change in the ownership of an enterpnse fkom the 

public to the private sector. Only small enterprises in non-essential areas are allowed in the 

private sector. A second and more common mode of pnvatization involves the 

liberalization or deregulation of entry into activities previously resûicted to public 

enterpnses. The third approach to pnvatization is where the provision of goods or 

seMces is transferred fiom public to pnvate sector but with governrnent retaining ultimate 

responsibility. Franchising or contractingout of public services and leasing of public 

assets to the private sector are examples of this form of pnvatization. 

China has chosen her own way to 'privatization'. The strategy of privatization 

through the creation of a new non-state sector based on individual responsibility and 

shareholding rather than on s e l h g  the assets of the existhg state sector into pnvate hands, 

is one of the more remarkable hallmarks of pnvatization in China The new non-state 



sector based on sharing and individual choice operates much like a cosperative in the 

West. 

Enterprise Responsibility System 

The enterprise responsibility system (ERS) was first introduced for state-owned 

enterprises (SOEs) in 1984. The refonn entails a two-tier pnce and commercialization 

system. Enterpnses and the state enter into contracts stipulahg the amount of tax and 

what profit the enterprise is required to turn over to the state. Once the goals have been 

met, each enterprise is allowed to retain excess profits which may be used however its 

management deems desirable. In addition, workers within the enterprise are granted an 

incentive bonus if they exceed the performance cornrniûnents they contracted with 

management. 

Social responsibilities, however, do not serve the purpose of increasing net profit 

for enterprises. Hence without state's imposed obligation and with more administrative 

power after the refonn, enterprises for the sake of achieving their maximum profit fiee 

themselves fiom social responsibilities as much as they cm. 

This has a negative impact on women. In addition to canying out most of the 

domestic (unpaid) work, their role in childbearing and rearing now leaves them less time 

and opportunity to improve or update their working skills. Therefore, in the new 

competitive labour market women are penalized due to insufficient protection of the state. 



According to a 1984 survey, female workers had 2 houn and 18 minutes each day for 

spare t h e  during work days and 4 hours and 45 minutes during weekends, compared to 

male workers' 3 hours and 25 minutes and 6 hours and 47 minutes respectively. The 

female workers used 24 minutes each day during work days and 35 minutes during 

weekends for studies. Male workers, however, had 43 minutes and 1 hour and 5 minutes 

respectively. Female workets spent on average 3 hours and 9 minutes for housework each 

day during work days; male workers however spent only 2 hours and 2 minutes. 

The government is still mindfûl about the unemployment rate, but it no longer tries 

to achieve full employment by overstafnng SOEs. Seeking to rely less on the SOEs for the 

creation or provision of jobs, the government has aiso promoted collectively owned 

enterprises such as those owned by the townships and small businesses owned by 

entrepreneurial individuals and families. There have even been experimentation with a 

more open labour market that allows more people to flow to areas of greater employment 

opportunities. Govemment intervention, however, is not as intensive as it was in Mao's 

tirne. 

Impressive advances have been made in increasing management autonomy and in 

providing incentive structures for workers. As noted earlier managers now sign contracts 

specifjmg performance targets, and their pay is fiequently linked to sales and profits. 

Management hunover bas increased to almost 20 percent a year reflecting the fact that 

managers can be sacked or demoted for poor performance. Unifom wage increases have 

been abandoned leaving enterprises f?ee to set relative wages. ' 



One important aspect of China's h t  Corporations Law passed in 1993 at the 

Eighth National People's Congress is that it focuses on state-owned enterprises rather than 

on entrepreneurid capitalist businesses. The law provides for a different style of 

management granting extraordinarily extensive powen to shareholders and also for a 

"board of supervisors" to oversee the board of directors. Perhaps reflecting China's 

lingering socialist character, the law also gives workers a role to play in detennining 

corporate policy. The rules governing profit allocation incorporate worken' welf'are, but 

workers' rights do not include voting and are more limited than before reform, at least 

the~reticaily.~ Previously, theoretically workers had the nght to remove the directon of an 

enterprise, subject to government approval, and to decide matters directly affecting the 

workers although such rights were seldom exercised. 

The govenunent believes that clear ownership nghts promote efficient behaviour 

and has acted to define ownership rights that provide important incentives to use assets 

produ~tively.~ Without those expectations, people are unable to predict whether they will 

have a given set of assets at their disposal and are less likely to take risks. The 

Corporations Law gives the SOEs the nght to cornplain and eventually to sue and to 

enforce their rights. 

The concept of 'ownership' with respect to enterprise ownership is typically 

divided into hKo elements. First the owner has the nght to allocate the surpluses and losses 

h m  the enterprise.l0 Chinese Iaw incorporates the right to 'benefit' h m  property into the 



right of ownership." Second, ownership involves control over enterprise operations. 

Chinese law divides this element of control into three separate rights: possession, use, and 

disposition. l2 

The owner may exercise control directly, in which case the owner has the nght to 

possess and to exclude others fiom possession, as well as the nght to use and dispose of 

the thing possessed. The owner may also exercise control indirectly, by appointing and 

dismissing managers and by setting the ternis by which they are employed. l 3  

The conversion of state enterprises into a joint stock or shareholding system made 

room for the subsequent ownership of equity in such enterprises by pnvate participants. In 

an ideologically inoffensive move designed to make socialist "worker ownership" 

compatible with individual incentives and profits, enterpnses have been allowed to issue 

incentive shares to their employees. With employee equity participation in the enterprise, 

workers would have greater incentive to make the enterprise more profitable, which also 

means that a policy opposed to profit-making enterprises could upset employees. 

A number of SOEs have listed on foreign and domestic stock exchanges and 

others are keen to follow because of the benefits of injections of nonstate capital. The 

development of corporatization and the expansion of domestic stock exchanges should 

create a wealth of opportunities for private investon. Chinese legislation classifies shares 

by their holders: state shares, legal person shares, individual shares and foreign investment 



shares. State shares are purchased with state assets by govemmental departments and 

usually constitute 59 per cent or more of al1 the shares issued. l4 

Recently, the govemment has used what it calls the "modem enterprise system" to 

refonn state-enterprise property reiationships. In this process the relationship of SOEs 

with the state as the sole or majority shareholder and as the owner of the state-owned 

assets has been loosened. This process is called 'corporatization' and is govemed by the 

Coxporations Law. ls 

From the study of the reform procedures outline above, it is evident that the state 

has been giving up power to intervene in an individual enterprise's administration and that 

enterprises have more power to administrate their own production, labour resource and 

profit. The result is that enterprises are better able to improve their efficiency in 

production and in using labour resources but that they tend to avoid social responsibilities. 

Fiscal Decentralization-Fiscal Contract Responsibiiiiy System 

This section presents an outline of the fiscal decentralization being undertaken by 

the govemment. Through such refonn, the central govemment's ability to raise tax 

revenue fkom the lower level govexmnents and enterprises has been largely reduced which 

puts the central govemrnent in a difficult situation in ternis of the means of providing 

welfare. However the readjustment of responsibility for welfare has not yet been arranged. 



Taxation of state-owned enterprises has undergone important reforms. The intent 

of these reforms is for state-nin enterprises to become more independent and ultimately to 

assume full responsibility for their own profit and loss. In 1983-84, the system of 

compulsory remittance of profits to the central govemment was replaced by a corporate 

income tax of 55 per cent, which allows enterpnses to retain profits after their taxes are 

paid. A bankruptcy law was promulgated in 1987. In this way, the government has 

induced enterprises to become more productive. By 1988, over 90 per cent of state-owned 

enterprises were under this system. l6 

These extemal reforms were divided by Baev into 'demonopolization' ("'the 

liquidation of privileges and peculiar advantages vested in one or more state enterprises") 

and 'deintegration' ("the new management under reform of the national economy by 

means of reorganizing Ministries and Govemment Departments, and abolishing old 

systems of control over the distribution and consumption of commodities"). l7 

The central govemment has allowed govexmnents at al1 levels to sign tax contracts 

with the enterpnses they administer for this purpose, since 1986. In 1988, the World Bank 

conducted a study on China's taxation refoms and found that over 80 per cent of 

enterprises had contracts with their local govemment~.'~ State-owned enterprises and 

collectives are differentiated according to which level government (central, provincial, or 

local) owns them and each govemment jurisdiction sets the effective tax rate for its 

individual enterprises. The main objective of the contract system is to improve enterprise 

performance by establishing clear criteria for profitability and accountability. The contract 



therefore specifies the taxes that must be remitted by the enterprise to the govemment and 

how profits are shared. 

This has introduced significant variation in enterprise taxation levels because 

contracts are negotiated on an enterprise by enterprise basis and each govenunent unit uses 

a di fferent contract nego tiating process.19 While most contracts include a taxable profit 

quota, the level of this quota varies by enterprise. Some governments also impose above 

quota taxes on some enterprises, but allow other enterprises to keep al1 excess  profit^.'^ 

Different provincial and local govemments also deal differently with enterprises 

that fail to meet the contract conditions. Although the main purpose of the contracts 

system is to make companies financially accountable, if and when they fa11 short of profit 

targets, local govemments often forgo payment fkom the enterprises they own. Thus, local 

governments have substantial power over the level of effective enterprise tax rates. With 

similar reasoning, the central government implemented the "provincial contracting" 

system in 1988, allowing provinces to contract with the central govemment for a mixed 

revenue sharing quota: a base quota of shared revenues must be traasferred to the central 

govemment, but al1 the revenues above this quota may be kept by the province. 

Provincial revenues are composed of budgetary funds as discussed above, and 

extra budgetary funds and are derived from two main sources, 80 per cent come from 

retained eamings and depreciation huids of enterprises and the remaining 20 per cent come 

fiom sales taxes and user fees on parks, health and other public facilities." 



Bankruptcy and Mergers 

The move to allow bankmptcy and mergers has happened recently. A performance 

review was started in 1995 under the Ninth Five-Year Plan. Of some 1,000 SOEs 

reviewed, about 800 are in the industrial sector for special consideration for their 

important national interests. These enterprises account for about two-thirds of state 

industrial assets and more than 70 percent of sales revenue, profits and tax remittance 

generated by al1 SOEs. The implication is that the other 13,000 largeand medium-sue 

SOEs and 86,000 small SOEs an not considered vital to the economy and have to find 

their own way. They are to become candidates for bankruptcy, merger, divestiture and 

management buy-out? 

Closing the worst-performing SOEs is a hard task facing the govemment. 

Although a bankruptcy law has been in place since 1986, it has been little used owing to 

its inadequate nature and to state concems over the social implications of mass closures. A 

pilot project in eighteen 'pioneer' cities is currently under way. Some 474 SOEs have been 

identified as  suitable candidates for bankruptcy or merger. Bankruptcy procedures have 

begun for 161 of them but only 58 have actually been declared banknipt. The bankrupt 

companies had combined debts of 3.2 billion renminbi ( 385 million USD) and assets of 

just 1.87 billion? 



The country's unemployment rate has risen as more enterprises expenenced 

bankruptcy and mergers (see Table 11). Not only women but also men are laid off while 

the central govemment's ability to tax has been weakened. That means the state is unable 

to provide sufficient protection to those laid-off. Unemployment is a national economic 

issue that results Eom reform. To become more efficient in production has caused 

increased unemplo yment. 

Privatization of Heaith Care 

As was mentioned in Chapter 3, the stmcture of the Chinese health system was 

established in Mao's time. Under that system, health care services were provided at no 

cost to the SOE and al1 other govemment employees. While a danwei provided its 

employees with life long health care, the health care itself would not cost the danwei 

eventually. Hospitals were funded by the govemment. With privatization of health care, 

health care could be a cost to enterprises. 

Today govemment is unable to provide adequate public financing for the reason 

mentioned above and meet the increasing demand for high-quality health services. 

Moreover, the growing pressure on public providen is reinforced by the govemment's 

hancial decentralization policies which require most health institutions to increase 

efficiency and to earn sufficient revenues to cover operational costs. To solve this 

problem, private financing tends to be an increasingly important alternative source for 

most public hospitals to allow them to expand and Unprove their financial position.The 



transformation of currently public-owned hospitals into joint-stock or partnenhip models 

is being used, which reflects the impact of market competition and privatization. Joint- 

stock and partnership hospitals are located throughout China and no statistics on them is 

available at this time. 

To a large extent, whether the dual objectives of providing adequate health services 

and profit making are or can become compatible is still under question. This area 

certainly deserves a great deal of fiiture research effort. There is clearly a risk that the 

quality of health care will decline along with the relative declines in govemment 

budgetary support and other public subsidies. 

According to World Bank statistics, in China the public subsidies, as a share of the 

total health spending, sharply declined from 30 per cent in 1980 to about 19 per cent in 

1988 while the rate of private payment increased rapidly fiom a 14 per cent share of the 

total spending in 1980 to 36 per cent in 1988.*' 

A number of important legislative measures have been implemented aimed at 

encouraging pnvate medical care. External problems in medical care are mostly due to the 

relative reduction of government subsidies, to less allocation of scarce public resources, to 

the requirement for self-recovery of most current costs, and to increasing market 

competition for paying patients. 



Advantages of Reform 

One major change since the 1978 economic refonn in China is the emergence of a 

signincant private sector as a supplement to the state-planned sector of economy. In both 

rural and urban anas, the private economy has grown rapidly and the number of private 

household enterprises and their employees has greatly increased every year. By 1987, 

China's licensed self-employed population accounted for 16.4 percent of ail workers in 

state-owned and collectively-managed enterprises? In 1992 the non-state sector shared 

55.8 per cent of total industrial workers compared to 48.5 per cent in 1978 and shared 5 1.9 

per cent of total industrial output compared to 22.4 per cent in 1978 (see Table 3 and 4). 

Private businesses expanded rapidly (see Table 3 and 4), starting in the service and 

commerce sector. One way to deal with poor management at state-owned businesses is 

contracting and leasing out small businesses and enterprises to individuals or groups of 

individuals. in 1986, for example, of the 3300 enterprises that provide such seMces as 

cutting hair, appliance repair, catering and selling non-staple food in Beijing's eight 

suburban districts, 1,288 were involved in leasing, a form of renting space or equipment to 

the private sector. The sales volume of these Ieased enterprises was much higher than that 

before leasing and taxes paid to the state jumped 51.2 percent. Net profits grew by 87.8 

percent, the proportion of profits retained climbed 104.3 percent and their workers' wages 

improved.lb 



The booming private sector had great impact on China's daily economic life. In 

1984 there were 5.8 million private enterprises, employing a total of 7.5 million people. 

By 1985 the pnvate sector employed 17 million people and by 1989 employrnent reached 

24 million." Private business reached 6,124,000, while state-owned reduced to 

100,00O(see Table 12). By 1987, in the most developed areas of the private sector (such as 

commerce, restaurants and the seMce industry), private shops and restaurants accounted 

for 82.6 percent out of the total 11 million enterprises in China, while state and 

collectively-owned operations accounted for 17.4 percent.2a Because of the refonn, society 

is coming more cornplex and modem and living standards have greatly improved. Refonn 

has also brought more economic opportunities and income in urban areas grew fiom 439 

yuan in 1980 to 1,3 87 yuan in 1 WO? For women, there are more choices in terms of self- 

employment, working in companies based on foreign investrnent and even leaving the 

labour force for the traditional role of housewife. It is now somewhat easier to switch jobs. 

Urban women have joined the race to make money with great enthsiasm. In 

business women outnumber men, fernale representation having increased fiom 38.92 per 

cent in 1982 to 50.75 per cent in 1987?O The sectors in which women participate are 

expanding. Chinese women now play an important role in the textiles, electronics and light 

industries, hance, postal s e ~ c e  industry (50.5 per cent in 1982), catering and service 

trades. In these sectors, women's employment rates are mostly higher than men's. 

According to the 1982 survey, 50.5 per cent of workers in postal and telecomrnunications 

senrice, 53.2 per cent in the phannaceutical industry. 75.9 per cent in stationary 

manufacture and 71.6 pet cent in textiles were women." 



With reform, consumer goods are more available and in greater variety. Rivate-nin 

markets are popular because they provide better quaiity and variety compareci to state 

stores. Abundant food and good affordable clothing is available at pnvately run stalls 

dong major streets. Hairdressers and repair services mingle with the stalls selling other 

goods such as magazines and cigarettes. Pnvate merchants even occupy space in the entry 

ways of large state-owned department stores. These activities mostly in service industry 

provide oppomuiities for those underutilized labour, often time women, to take a part in 

economic activities. 

After refom, apart fkom ordinary education which is open to everyone, women 

can also acquire various skills and knowledge through the adult education programs in 

vocational and technical schools scattered across China's cities and countryside. Such 

education and training greatly increases their ability to work. For example, among the 

courses offered by a vocationai school in Hebei province is one on public relations, a 

popular choice for young women. At present there are about 1,680 secondary vocational 

schools for women. As well, there are three women's universities, offering 60 majors for 

women. Aitogether there are 13 million women now enrolled in universities. 



Challenges Resulted from Reform 

'The centrai government is having difficulty enforcing social laws including those 

regarding women's nghts because of the increasing impact of market forces. The 

reduction of the sphere of centraiized directive planning is accompanied by the granting 

of greater autonomy to provincial and urban organs of authonty. This, to a certain extent, 

has liberated local authorities fiom excessive guidance h m  Beijing, which has served to 

promote the creating of a more flexible system of management over industrial enterprises. 

Local leaders have an oppomuiity to a greater extent than in the past, to take specific 

conditions of their areas into account, utilizing local resources more effectively. At the 

same time, having obtained greater independence in fonnulating and adopting solutions, 

local leaders, being cognizant of the interests of the area they control, fiequently do not 

take due account of the interests of the state in general? 

The central government is also becoming less involved in the enterprise issues and 

in some areas has even abandoned direct control over them. That role is left to local 

govemment and the management of the enterprises. Worken and managers do not have an 

adversarial relatiowhips at present, at least not openly and both sides emphasize hamony 

and the avoidance of open confiict. However, there is a potential change in workers' 

attitudes and behavior as the social safety net disappears and worken suddenly hnd they 

have to fend for themselves. A capitalist spirit is taking mot in some enterprises. More 



competition between the workers and between men and women is evident. This will 

ceaainly impact on workers' aspirations and expectations. 

Pnvatization affects the motivation of managers. As the enterprise they manage 

becomes subject to the disciplines of the hancial market place, there is a greater need to 

achieve adequate retums in order to obtain access to pnvate sector financing and this need 

is likely to make managers focus on cost control and responsibility to the customer. There 

is less need to maintain social obligations and pnvatization thus seems to address the 

incentive problems related to state ownership but does not Say what should happen to the 

people, often women, who are displaced. 

Effects of taxation decentralization brought reduction of the central governrnent 

revenue. Although the purpose of the budgetary contract between the central government 

and the provinces is to give provinces greater incentive to collect revenue for local 

investment and growth, it has also had the effect of seriously reducing the central 

govemment's revenue raising capabilities because the contracts are fixed in nominal 

ternis. Regional, provincial and urban/rural disparities in income and wealth are 

accentuated by fiscal decentralization not only because the already wealthier (mostly 

urban) local governments benefit most fiom increased local govemment taxing powers, 

but also because the central government has less fiscal ability to provide transfers to 

poorer provinces. Higher income provinces are able to raise more revenue due partly to the 

favourable revenue sharing arrangements, and partly to their ability to raise more of what 

is known as extra budgetary revenues." 



Since the commencement of reforxn, the unemployrnent rate has increased. Urban 

unemployment is officially 4.8 million (2.8 percent of the urban population) and the 

unemployment rate is increasing." Unemployrnent is a major concem for the govemment. 

As well, an estimated 30 million out of 100 million SOE workers are redundant. They are 

part of their working unit, paid, but not productive in the market sense. Officia1 statistics 

show a 66 percent increase in labour disputes in 1994, mainly caused by labour-shedding? 

Shanghai had more than 300,000 unemployed women in 1995. " 

China has a huge number of workers (see Table 10) and the nurnben are expected 

to continue increasing. However, China's current rate of econornic development cannot 

meet the demand for full employment. During the on-going readjustment of the industrial 

structure and the expansion of enterprise reform, in particular, the emergence of a large 

nurnber of the unemployed and redundant employees has aggravated the problem. Table 

1 1 provides some information on reasons for recent unemployment. 

The nwnber of redundant workers rose to 3 million in 1994, meanwhile re- 

employing unemployed workers is difficult because many of them possess inadquate 

skills for the modem workplace and need retraining. Others are near retirement and don't 

want to impmve their skills. Failure to solve the unemployment problem may stall rcfom 



and undennine social domestic stability. Today, as China moves toward a new system 

regarding employment, it needs to establish a new ernployment system which satisfies the 

demaads of a socialist market economy. 

In recent years, various regions and departments have acquired valuable expenence 

in addressing the problems of unemployed and redundant workers. The central tasks of the 

reemployment project are reemploying the unemployed as soon as possible by utilizing 

both policy support and employment services, giving fidl play to initiatives fkom 

govemment, enterprises, labourers and society; combining enterprise employment, self- 

employment and social support; and providing employment guidance for unemployed and 

redundant workers, including job recommendations, training of workers for new positions 

and organizing the unemployed to engage in manufactwing.'" 

Issuing financial relief is another way to help those laid off and 1.82 million 

unemployed workers received some forms of hancial support. in 1994 the number of 

unemployed workers receiving unemployment insurance allocations was 1.8 times the 

1993 figure. Labour departments have used re-employment fùnds and offered various 

employment services, especially the "Re-employment Project", to help 1 .O6 million laid- 

off worken find new jobs. The re-employment rate is 57 percent. About 200,000 people 

received training for new jobs. Various localities have also used unemployment insurance 

fûnds to help enterprises distribute and anange placement for an estirnated 380,000 

redundant workers and staff.39 The oversupply of labour problem will remain for a long 

time, a fact which exerts considerable pressure on reform and development. 



Women's unemployment became an issue as the nation-wide unemployment rate 

continued to increase and as the oversupply of labour greatly increased cornpetition in the 

labour market. When the People's Republic of China was first founded, the Chinese 

govemment attached great importance to the employment of women. At that t h e ,  the 

number of employed women numbered 610,000, accounting for only 7 percent of the total 

work force.* In Mao's tirne, full employrnent was generally achieved. 

With the reform, many women have lost their jobs. They have been transferred to 

more traditional areas or been identified as surplus and will eventually be let go. 

According to 1982 statistics, working women in China made up 43 percent of the total 

working force; by the end of 1992, however, the number of female employees was 38 

percent of the total employed population, a decrease of 5 percent since 1982." The 

Worker's Daily reported that more than 60 per cent of those sacked fiom 1,175 enterprises 

were women. In some places, says the All-China Women's Federation, the figure is more 

than 70 per cent. One survey reported that 64 percent of the surplus industrial workers 

were female.'2 More women worken than men become redundant. For example, in 1992 

in Zhuzhou City in Hunan Province, 65 percent of the 720 workers waiting for 

employment were women. As well, 67 percent of the 2,738 workers identified as surplus 

in the city's s w e y  of 35 businesses were women? 

This trend is also recognized by others. "In 1986, arnong the unempioyed young 

people in the country, the proportion of women rose to 61 percent. . . On top of that, in the 



current reform to simplify structure and reduce authorized size, many organisations start 

out by laying off women'" 

Women university graduates are also facing more difficulty than men in hding 

employment under the partially opened job market. With the introduction of the market 

into the economy and fundamental changes in the administration of universities, the state 

gradually began to relax the job allocation system which was mentioned in Chapter 3 that 

had cmcially affected graduates fiom Chinese universities. The deregulation of the job 

allocation system was completed by 1993. There is a significant relaxing of the job 

allocation system in response to market forces and the implications for women's 

employment and social position are significant. 

No s w e y  has been done on this topic, but the following examples represent what 

is happening. According to the Chinese Education tests that graduates have to take to get 

a job, women have to score significantly higher than men. "We also take women, but they 

must pass a test," said the manager of the Beijing Garment hpor t  and Export 

Corporation, "60 points for men and 90 points for women ... This is giving them 

oppominity. If you are good, you can c~rnpete!"~~ In 1987, 20 percent of the Beijing 

University graduates sent by the placement office to enterprises were rejected because they 

were womenu In 1988, among the graduates of the Chinese People's University rejected 

by employers, 80 percent were women." 



The reasons for womm's layoff are still not clear. There seems to be three reasons. 

First, in the market economy there is fierce cornpetition among enterprises, especially 

those in the same industry. Business has to constantly strive to keep their costs of 

production down and to increase their share of the market, in order to survive. The 

employer's goal is to make more profit and needs only the worker's working capacity to 

do so. Al1 that the enterprise gives in retum is a wage. The enterpnses do not want to cany 

on the 'burden' imposed by govemment such as family planning task and women's 

holidays, like the March 8 Women's Day or Breast Feeding Day. 

At the present t he ,  enterprises in China regard any subsidizing of the affairs of the 

private household as an unnecessary cost. The enterprise expects employees are able to 

give al1 their attention to the goals of the enterprise during working hours without being 

distracted by private affairs. Under these structural conditions, women are regarded as 

being unable to devote their whole attention to the work of the enterprise. Their heavier 

family responsibility distracts their attention fiom work. Although Chinese law states that 

health and welfare benefits should be equal across state-owned enterprises, the law is not 

enforced very well and differences have emerged. 

A party secretary who is a deputy manager of Keli High Technology Corporation 

was quoted as saying "though 1 am a woman manager, 1 still want fewer women in my 

corporation ... [Women] would marry, get pregnant and take matemity leave. When their 

children were young they would sometirnes have to ask for leave to care for them ... when 

there were more women in the work unit, the= were greater c o s t ~ " ~  



Second, women are in an unfavorable position in a cornpetitive employment 

market since they carry on most of the family responsibilities at home and work the same 

as men at work. Women therefore have less spare tirne for self-study to update their 

working skills. This would explain the results of an investigation into 2,081 off-the job 

women workers in Changsha City, Hunan Province which found that 3 1 percent of them 

lost their jobs because of low technical cornpetence and a passive working perfo~mance.'~ 

A third reason why a market economy seems to reduce women's employment 

opportunities has to do with surplus labour, China has plenty of labour. Every year there 

are over 240,000 more people added to the labour force and business c m  afTord to be 

selective in such a huge labour pool. 

Material production and labour reproduction are becoming sharply separated as the 

danwei's functions and state protection decrease. Labour reproductive activities are now 

Iimited to the family household and are outside of the enterprise's afEairs in that an 

enterprise does not act as the danwei did to mediate workers' family disputes, nor look 

after its children's education and find jobs for them. It would not be interested in listening 

to a woman's cornplain about her husband or persuade a husband to share housework as 

much as a danwei was. A husband would not be punished by an enterprise for of 



mistreating his wife. Unlike the danwei, private enterprises would not guarantee a woman 

Life-long support, nor provide women with contraceptives free of charge. 

Women's security has also suffered as people start to become profit-driven. The 

sale of women and children as slaves has occuned in some areas which is something that 

did not happen under the socialist administrative structure. This may be a result of social 

security not having kept Pace with refom as SOEs reduce their social functions in 

housing, health care, education and pensions. Some new ideas to deal with social security 

are being considered by the governrnent. They include such measures as bringing in laws 

on social insurance and labour contracts and on employment promotion, training and 

dispute settlement. 

Refom has led to hardship for many previously privileged SOE workers. It is 

recognized that the suffering is shared by both men and women, though there is more 

effect on women. In the meantirne the expansion of state welfare activities and the 

development of a social security system have not kept Pace with refom. There are two 

reasons. One is that the government is reluctant to proceed much M e r  in these areas. 

The other is that the reform has reduced the central govermnent's revenue raising 

capabilities - there is simply less money to spend in this area. The central government's 

control has been relaxed because of the shifi in power to the lower level governrnents and 

enterprises. Its ability to collect tax revenue has also been reduced. The state is therefore 

reluctant to carry out widespread social support programs. Most of the burden of the 



transition, especially unemployment and limited access to jobs particularly in urban anas 

fdls on women. 

The Change of Cultural and Ideological Values Responding to the 

Economic Reform 

Cultural and ideological structure changes have closely followed the economic and 

political strucnual changes. To improve their socio-econornic situation, people have 

consciously given up their traditional values when those no longer fit with the present 

realities and have developed a new set of values and changed their behavior accordingly. 

Attitudes Towards Muney 

Traditional Chinese culture encouraged people to accept plain living, especially 

those people in nual areas. Poverty was regarded as a way of achieving peace of mind. 

This view was emphasized in Mao's time. Until recently, although the govemment 

promoted moving collectively to a wealthier society, individual wealth was not 

encouraged. The maxim, "hard work and plain living," was promoted by the govemment 

-vigorously. The aspiring to get rich was criticized as an unforgivable sin. Girls felt 

ashamed to Wear new skirts. When they dressed in a new shirt, they always wore a pair of 

old pants with it to avoid feeling guilty. 



Under the economic reform policy, to be rich is encouraged and praised. People's 

ideology of money has quickly changed. People are now preoccupied with ideas of how to 

get nch by using limited resources to increase their income. At the same tirne, however, 

the loosening of govemment control in conjunction with this money-onented view have 

allowed a resurgence of traditional attitudes towards women arnong men. Now some men 

see women as objects that can be purchased. Some money-onented men believe that the 

more money they accumulate, the more ability or charisma they have. Some money 

oriented women make money by selling their bodies for sex. 

Fainily Life Values 

During the Culturai Revolution (1966-1976), some traditional values were attacked 

using various movements, such as "Po Si Jiu9'( Eradicate Four Old Values) and 'Pi Lin Pi 

Kong" (Against Lin Biao, Against Confucius), while many new values and beliefs were 

promoted . Within a fmily, the earlier formal kinship structure was disbanded by the 

radical structural changes and the husband's dominant position greatly weakened. The 

father is no longer considered a symbol of authority. His position within the family has 

been undermined to some extent. Marriages, however, remain stable in this period of time. 

Rapid economic growth after reform has created new hopes and fem in an 

environment where govemment has less and less interference in personal lives. One of the 

most profound changes in society is the upsurge in divorce. The divorce rate in Beijing 



was 24.4 percent in 1994, more than double the 12 percent rate of 1990.m The divorce rate 

is measured by comparing the number of marriages and divorces in a given year. Officiais 

Say the divorce rate is nsing al1 over China, and faster in cities than in the countryside. The 

national divorce rate was 10.4 percent in 1993.1' 

Although statistics can be misleading, the growing divorce rate might be a 

reflection of many things. For some, it might mean a remarkable increase in adultemus 

affâirs; for others, it reflects changes in people's attitude to marriage, of more social and 

econornic fieedom and the nsing expectations of women from their marriages. The 

practice of keeping mistresses or concubines, a common custom in old China, has 

revived after the reform. If they can afford it, today's Chinese men may flaunt a sleek 

young mistress in a love nest out of marriage. More than 70 percent of divorces are now 

initiated by women. Divorce lawyers Say that the most cornmon given reason for divorce 

is that a husband is involved in an extra-marital affair. 

People have changed their attitudes to mamage accordingly. Only a few years ago, 

most people would let a temple be destroyed before they would let a marriage fail. If there 

was 1 percent chance of saving a marriage, the donwei would expend al1 their effort to 

overcome the remaining 99 percent of difficulties. Now, a divorce that once took years to 

win approval can be processed in three days if both sides agree. But the govemment's shift 

in attitude is oniy one ingredient in the rising divorce rate. A larger one seerns to be the 

gmwing demands by both men and women who used to be content with just a steady 



family incorne;. now they also want romance, sex and affection. The result is that after 

reform, marriage is no longer as a stable institution as before. 

Chinese Legal Thought and Laws Governing Womenys Rights 

Law must be understood in relation to the economic sphere within which it 

operates. The cultural element of a society is even more important. 

Traditional legal thought still has strong influence in Chinese society today. 

Histoncally, there are two major philosophical traditions in Chinese jurisprudence: 

Confucianism and Legaiist thought. The essence of Confucianisrn is to preserve mode1 

behaviour, to see conformity, to promote moral teaching and to emphasize the rule by 

men. Confucianism stresses an ideal universe of hannony in which nature and human 

society assume their proper places, in which virtue and propriety in d e r  and the ruled 

follow the traditional, hierarchical pathway and in which each person fulfills a preordained 

and class-based fhction in society." 

By contrast, the Legalist tradition insists that society can obtain harmony only by 

the rule of law. The Legalists stress state power, control, fixm and swift punishment of any 

transgression. They emphasize the deterrent effect of law and penal punishment. 

Nevertheless, the rule of law argued by the haditionalists was based on the ernperor's 



supreme authority to maice, amend and enforce state law. Therefore, the society conceived 

by this philosophy was still basically ruled by man not laws? 

Throughout China's imperial penods, the moral behaviour li central to Confucian 

legality and the written law fa of the Legalists have existed side by side, with the dominant 

influence being the Confucian legality. In case of confiict between Zi and fa, Ii was 

preferred by traditional Chinese society. "Fa (positive law) played only a supplementary 

role to li (moral code, rite, or customary law) in Confûcian China as a regulator of human 

behavior and social order."" 

Durkheim said that law 'plays a role in society anaiogous to that played by the 

nervous system in an organism. The latter has as its task, in effect, the relation of the 

different functions of the body in such a way as to make them harrnoni~e".~~ Another view 

is that "the primary function of a legal system is integrative. It serves to mitigate potential 

elements of confiict and oil the machinery of social intercourse."% 

Today, people who expenenced and swived the Cultural Revolution are moving 

into positions of power and influence. These well-respectai intellectuals and leaders have 

called upon the govemment to treat al1 political thought and religious belief with a spirit of 

tolerance. To move to a strong legal framework is expressed in the following exceqkS7 

In order to safeguarâ people's democracy, it is imperative to strengthen the 
socialist legal system so that democracy is systematized and written into law 
in such a way as to ensure the stability, continuity and hl1 authority of this 



democratic system and these laws; there must be laws for people to follow, 
these laws must be observed, their enforcement must be strict and law 
breakers must be dealt with. From now on, legislative work should have an 
important place on the agenda of the National People's Congress and its 
Standing Cornmittee? 

The country is making progress toward building a modem legal system and the 

rule of law is gradually been established. State policy and mass movement administrative 

methods have been gradually losing their important position in state administration. The 

government has brought out many good laws including laws to promote women's 

interests. Whether the laws will be strongly enforceci and implemented is another issue. 

There are six aspects in Chinese law conceming women's rights: 

1) Equal political rights: Women have equal rights to vote and stand of election. Deputies 
of People's Congress at various levels should include appropriate numbers of women 
and the proportion should be increased step by step. 

2) Equal rights in culture and education, such as school admissions, advancement, job 
assignment after graduation, conferment of acadeMc degrees, being dispatched for 
study abroad, scientific research, artistic creation, etc. 

3) Equal working rights, such as the right to work, equal pay for equal work, medical 
care, social insurance. While recruiting, a unit can not refuse women or raise 
recniitment standard. It can not fire women on the bais of mamage, pregnancy, 
matemity leave or baby nursing. It can not discriminate against women in promotion, 
award of titles, allotment of housing, nor to assign tasks not suitable for women. 
Women enjoy special protection during periods of menstruation, pregnancy, child birth 
and baby nursing. 

4) Equal property rights, such as in allotment of land and housing sites for nral women, 
equal ownership and inheritance rights. 

5) Equal personal rights, such as to life and health, fkedom of person, the nght of 
property, reputation, kinship, pardianship. The law prohibits abandonment and 
drowning of female babies, bans discrimination against women giving birth to female 
babies and women who are stenle. It forbids rnaltreatment of aged women. It forbids 



abduction, sale, and purchse of women. It bans actions to organize, force, seduce, 
shelter or introduce women to engage in prostitution. 

6) Equai marriage and family rights, including fieedom of marriage and divorce, equal 
relations between husband and wife. Women cm use their own sumames. Women 
have special protection with regard to divorce. Y 

National Ma fernal Law 

National laws regulate safe rnotherhood practices in the area of prernarital health 

care, care during pregnancy, postnatal care, delivery of services and obstetrics. The 1994 

Maternal Health Care Law deals with the health of mothers and infants to improve the 

quality of births? 

By requiring premarital health examinations for both men and women, this law 

mandates health care guidance for mothers on prevention of serious genetic diseases, 

conception of healthy children and growth of healthy fetuses. This law also requires that 

education on hygiene, nutrition and nursing be included as a part of the overall health care 

s e ~ c e s . ~  

A health care labour law promulgated on behalf of women employees nquires 

health professionals to give instructions and advice on motherhood health issues such as 

eugenics? This law requires that women employees receive postnatal guidance, health 

check-ups and a penod of one to two weeks to gradually re-adjust to work. The law also 

calls for health exams, periodic check-ups and preferential treatment of pregnant women 



employeeso2 In 1993, 98 per cent urban pregnant women and 70 per cent rural pregnant 

women received prenatal exarninations. In the same year, 84.1 per cent of deliveries were 

done by modem method." 

The central governxnent emphasizes the improvement of health standards of 

motherhood and infant services. The national Child Development Program highlights 

improving training for matemity care professionals such as the rural women's docton and 

mid-wives. To enhance the health of pregnant women and nursing mothers, the program 

priorities are to reduce anemia, and enact regulations for the sale of dairy product 

substitutes of breast milk and production of baby formulasP< 

Matemal and child health has become an important part of the national public 

health and medical service systemP5 Country-level matemal and child care hospitals and 

matemal and child health program are part of township family planning servicesw appear 

to form a network of motherhood services which cover approximately 88 per cent of the 

villages in China6' These specialized facilities designed to promote women's health and 

to decrease infant mortality, provide childbkth seMces and primary health care for 

women, infants, and small children. 

Provincial-level regulaiions emphasize safe motherhood. For example, Zhejiang's 

1993 family planning program advocates safe motherhood with healthier births, better 

childbearing through neonatd care, breast-feeding and testing for hereditary diseases and 

chromosomal abnormalities.' This program also features medical care s e ~ c e s  that 



provide women with regular gynecological ex ami nation^.^^ Provincial laws, such as 

Shanghai Municipality's labour and employment law, prohibit the dismissal of a woman 

employee who is pregnant, on matemity leave or undergohg a nursing period after the 

delivery. 'O 

Studying these detailed legal provisions raise some questions. How well c m  such 

laws be implemented and funded? The central government is currently using laws as an 

administrative instrument to protect women's nghts rather than the mass movement and 

irnposed quota methods adopted in Mao's time. In the present market economy, the more 

women benefits received by govemment, the more reluctant the enterprises are to hire 

women and the more difficult it is to enforce the laws. Another question is whether the law 

can be as effective as the mass movement. 

Summary 

This chapter has presented a picture of China's SOE refonn and its effects on 

women. By studying the process of the reform, we see that the means of generating and 

distributing wealth, defining interests and sharing power between the state, business 

enterprises and the individual have been changed dong with the changes of the country's 

economic and administrative structure. The state is adopting a different administrative 

instrument and playing a different role h m  that in Mao's time. As a result, women with 



their needs and abilities and as members of the society have been affected both 

advantageously and disadvantageously. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

The last chapter sumrnarizes the main findings of this study, provides some 

explanations for the findings and considers the funue prospects for women in China. The 

economic refonn of SOEs, specificaliy the structurai readjustment of generating and 

distributing wealth and power among the state, enterprises and individuals has resulted in 

a reduction of women's status with less access to employrnent, education and political 

power. This change can be viewed fkom production and reproduction perspectives. 

Women's role in a society must always be significant regardless of what social system is 

in place. Their status is not necessarily determined or caused by men. It is determined 

more by what role they perfom and what resources they control. It is also affected by 

how production and reproduction are stmctured in their society. Expenence during the 

Mao period has proven that women can deliver production but that the bigger society 

must share the responsibilities of childbearing or childrearing. 

Main Findings 

The main impact of economic reform on urban woman in China has been that 

gender equality has suffered. Pnor to reforrn, in general women and men had equality in 



terms of status and access to employment, education and political power but this has 

decreased. However, reform has facilitated growth of incomes and provideci more choices 

in the means of eaming incorne so that matenal life is much better for both women and 

men. The govemment is weighmg the benefits of reform and its costs. including 

unemployment problems and the impact on women's rights. 

Reforming the SOEs has changed the matenal production and the labour 

reproduction relationships in Chinese society. The patterns of generating and distributing 

wealth and power among the state. its enterprises and individuais has also changed. 

Economic refonns have re-introduced a labour market which was abolished in 

Mao's tirne. Labour costs are becorning the concem of SOEs and in response the 

enterprises are reducing their social responsibilities. The danwei 's functions have 

decreased, but the social security safety net for those who canot  cope with the results of 

this cornpetition has failed to keep Pace with need. With the partial withdrawal of the 

state's 'protection', women are canying most of the burden of the adjustment to the new 

system. 

Government plays an important role in Chinese society. In the new socialist 

market economy, the govemment's roie in production administration and the extent to 

which it interferes with personai lives is gradually receding. Govemment must still be 

able to effectively deal with social issues and has chosen to move ahead by enacting and 

enforcing laws instead of by policy instrument and dictating mass movements as in 



Mao's time. How effective the measure will prove to be in allowing woman to fùlly 

participate in society is not clear. 

Another significant impact of reform has been the changes in social values. Many 

of the new values are in conflict with those of the Mao penod and a much wider range of 

values are now tolerated. Also, the market economy is pulling Chinese society to become 

more materially-oriented and less idealistic. 

Finally, there is the change in perception of what role women should play in 

society. In the Mao period, almost al1 women in urban China between the age of 

completing full-time education and the age of retirement were employed in the labor 

force and worked hll-time as members of a work-unit. Women were educated, 

encouraged and conditioned to work in the public sphere as equals to men. They feel 

their contribution in Mao's time has proven their capabilities and thus women should play 

an equal role to men even after reform. 

Discussion 

Two Chinese administrative systems have been outlined and examined in this 

paper, one characterizing the pre-reform years and the other dominating the reform era. 

By comparing their structures and their effects, we have a better understanding of what 



phenomenal changes have taken place in China during the past fifty years. These changes 

have redefined the cross-relationships between the state, enterprises and individuals. 

This paper has focused on how such changes have afZected urban women but 

recognizes most of Chinese society has also been changed. With the introduction of a 

new system, the state now plays a very different role respecting both the economy and the 

individual. 

By most measures, the reforms in China should be viewed as a resounding 

success story, especially when compared with other transitional economies in former 

socialist countries. Although China is generally considered, perhaps often times 

unjustifiably, a political pariah by the West, it has in recent years as a result of economic 

reform outperformed not only its foxmer socialist brothers but also most other countries 

throughout the world. 

By giving the country much needed order and stability, the state has allowed not 

only enterprises to prosper but also that the individuals can adjust themselves to the new 

conditions. As a result, the overwhelrning majority of the Chinese population now enjoy 

not only unprecedented living standards but aiso significacitly more equality and fieedom. 

This can be compared to the social adjustments experienced in other socialist 

countries. For instance, Russian commentators noted that "[olne of the bitterest lessons of 

the 'transition' is: You can have bread without fkeedom, but you cannot enjoy fieedom 



forever without bread."' China may have had to decide between such choices. A common 

feeling is expressed as follows. In Mao's time, we may have had more equality, but with 

little to share among people. Now, with refonn, we have more to share but with less 

equality. Which aspect should have priority, equality or economic development and how 

should the state balance them? So far, the success of refonn seems to outweigh the costs 

but there is no definite answer. 

With reform, China has moved in the direction of pnvatization but a closer look 

has shown this move to be more Iike embracing the concept of corporatization. Many 

large and medium-size enterprises in China now are a result of this practice. They have 

been transferred h m  totally state owned and controlled into joint-stock companies with 

public ownership spread across a variety of state institutions and enterprises. In this way, 

majonty 'state' ownership is maintained, though the centrai govemment has little or no 

direct role in running the Company. The role of managers has been strengthened and they 

have more control and responsibilities for their companies' business performance. 

The Chinese experience in refoms calls into question the current role state sector 

pnvatization has played in refoming other centrally planned economies, and it expands 

the tems of debate and the h e s  of reference by offering alternatives to the dominant 

Eastern Euopean paradigm. 

The Chinese reforms are still on-going, and the full impact of those refoms has 

yet to reveal itself. The full implications of China's reformed administrative structure 



remain to be fathomed in the years to corne. People's relationship to property, to the 

ownership and control of the means of production, and to the enterprises remains to be 

determined. There is still a significant gray area in the relationship behueen the 

enterprises and the state. China will have to sort out these problems diligently and 

meticulously. But it is clear that the country has been proceeding under the guidance of 

different models nom those that are prevalent in the West. China is making a transition to 

an economy with different conceptions of property rights and ownership and a host of 

other issues. So far. China has been successful in terms of economic development. One 

wonders what the fùtwe holds not only for China but also for the new administrative 

mechanisms that China has used to achieve its present success. 

The structure of production and reproduction under Mao provided the conditions 

for gender equality in socialist China through equal access to employment and education. 

That society produced and distributed material and other benefits in a more equal way but 

as became apparent in cornparison to other societies it suffered fkom inefficient 

production. Compared to industrial capitalist societies, women played a much greater role 

in producing the material things their society needed. This was achieved by putting the 

burden for reproduction on the wider society. 

In a capitalist society there is a sharp institutional separation of the production and 

reproduction functions. n i e  former is located in enterprise and the latter in the private 

family and this structure is the basis of comrnon patterns of inequality between men and 

women. in Mao's China, the socialist production relationship and administrative system 



provided a structurai basis in which the social f'unctious of production and reproduction 

are not so clearly separated. As a consequence, many of the pressures generating and 

maintaining gender inequality in western capitalist societies could and were resisted. 

The economic reforms introduced by the post-Mao leadership are intended to 

raise the efficiency of SOEs by subjecting them to market 'disciplines'. Enterprises are 

now expected to maintain their own hancial independence without subsidy fiom the 

state. Also, enterprises unable to become profitable under market conditions will go 

banlaupt and cease to function. 

The labour market abolished by Mao is now being re-established. Labor is now a 

cost for the danwei which has to be used 'efficiently' and the dariwei management is 

trying to cut off al1 'non-productive' functions. The more the danwei is constrained to 

behave like an enterprise, the more the nature of the pre-reform danwei is seen to contain 

contradictions. It becomes increasingly difficult for the danwei manager who is required 

to make the unit profitable, to continue treating workers as 'members' rather than as 

'employees' . 

As employees, women carry most of the reproductive responsibilities and lose the 

state's protection. Labour reproduction therefore lost out as the SOEs reduce their social 

responsibilities for their own profit. As discrimination against women in finding jobs 

grows the representation of women in the workforce is decreased. The intra-household 



bargaining power of urban women is reduced as opportunities for women to work outside 

the home decrease. 

The state plays an important role in how changes in women's position in society 

are made. Different instruments such as laws, incitement of mass movements and setting 

policy (imposed quota) can be adopted to serve this purpose. However, different 

instruments can bring about different effects. It is hard to foresee if the means to promote 

women's status adopted nowadays will be more effective than the mass movements used 

in Mao's time. 

in the Mao period, goveniment fully controlled al1 aspects of Chinese society 

politically, econornically and socially by means of setting production relations, initiating 

mass movements and through propaganda. Such control is possible in a closed society 

because of the limited access to information. The gras roots population can be therefore 

be comparatively easily led or rnisled by govenunent by means of education and 

propaganda. Govemment continues to play a very important role in today's society 

because China is still a comparatively closed society. 

Since the beginning of economic refonn in 1978, the govemment's role in 

enterprise has been reduced in an effort to improve efficiency of production. Now 

government emphasizes eficiency of production and not as much who you are or what 

you do. in this shift to impersonal market forces, women's interests and gender equality 

have suffered. However, the government still can and does play an important role in 



protecting women's interests by enacting and enforcing rules and laws which are different 

instruments h m  those used in Mao's tirne. 

With econornic reform, the govemment must play two important roles: one is 

promoting matenal production and the other maintaihg social hamony. Until recently, 

the former has been given pnority and some compromises with women's nghts have 

been made. Such discrimination against women in the labour market is a destabilizing 

factor in society and the govemment is making efforts to deal with this concem 

Mao's principle of "equal work, equal pay" is rooted in Chinese women's 

ideology. Their society also pushes them in that direction: "most women are warned that 

having no job may jeopardize their position".' Women feel they have proven their in 

Mao's time and refuse to believe that wornen should be submissive and leave the work 

force. 

Future Prospects for Women 

It is evident that enterprise reform is still in its preliminary stages and there is 

insufficient data to determine the full extent of its impact on women. However, women's 

unemployment can be expected to increase more, at le& temporarily, when redundant 

state workers are laid off. Problems limiting women h m  developing their hiIl 



capabilities will continue to exist h m  changes of their income source. Although 

women in China will continue to face social, economic and cultural pressure h m  the 

impacts of refonn, an economy that continues to grow rapidly provides hope of new 

opportunities to women. Oppomuiities in the private sector may open more sources of 

income and the improvement of living standard which will contribute positively to urban 

women's capabilities and entitlements. China is in a transitional penod. What is going on 

today may not be permanent, though the decisions presently made will certainly affect the 

fiiture. 

Chinese women will continue to face some unfavourable factors resulting fiom 

economic refom such as the revival of old values prejudicial toward women. There is a 

long way to go before Chinese women achieve complete gender equality in every aspect 

of society and reach the goals set by the 1985 UN-sponsored "Nairobi Forward-Looking 

Strategies for the Advancement of Women to the Year 2000". It is, however, also clear 

that the many achievements gained in Mao's China are a fundamentally irreversible 

foundation for further progress. 

Finally, the Chinese government recognizes the problems involved in women's 

issues and will continue to strive for social harmony. The Chinese government is making 

great efforts to develop the economy and strengthen the legal system in order to eliminate 

outmoded concepts and prejudice toward women. More effective rules and laws for 

pmtecting women's nghts and interests will be enacted and their implementation will be 

crucial to women's fbtwe. 



This study has looked at Chinese women's expenences in the past fifty years, a 

history that just in the past fifty years includes extrema impossible for western people to 

imagine. Women today, as their society becomes more open and they adjust to a new 

economic reality, are eager to compete and succeed in an environment that offers some 

hope and much nsk. They also realize that women's equality can not be achieved in one 

day. It will take the effort of many generations to reach that goal. 

Women's issues continue to draw wider attention. The Mayor of Nantong, 

endorsing the need to 'protect' the interests of women's employrnent, said, "The 

responsibility of giving birth and bringing up children that women shoulder is by no 

means a private or a domestic matter, but it is their great contribution to the development 

of the society".' The problems faced by women have provoked a public alam by the 

women and their families. An article on public and private responsibilities of women in 

Women of China concluded. "women's taking part in politics requires opportunity, 

ability, and family support. The unfaimess of this situation demands our consideration.'* 

This presents that more people have realized that women not oniy need to develop their 

own abilities to meet the competition requirement, but also need support fkom their 

families and society. Society can provide women with oppomuiities to use and fûrther 

develop their capabilities. To improve women's situation in today's China will require 

more effort by more people. The retum on such effort will be a better and ncher society. 



Summary 

In the past fifty years, Chinese women have expenenced extreme changes in their 

society. Since 1949, starting with a nation in chaos after 100 years of revolution, tumioil 

and poverty, they stmggled to build a new society h m  scratch and learned that they 

have nghts but also responsibilities and obligations to their society. These commitments 

were carried out with will and energy at least comparable to that show by men. With 

reform, women have had to adjust further as their society changes direction again. 

Perhaps the biggest challenge for Chinese women as a result of reform will be their 

ability to make a significant contribution to a much more open world. 

This paper expresses my understanding of the women's employment issue in 

China's economic reform process. Different views must exist on this subject and M e r  

studies are needed to identifi and document them. 1 am open to other views. 
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2 In the work place, 20-29 1 8.12(27) 8 1.88(122) -- 1 OO.OO(149) 
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Business 
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Table 1 1 : Reasons for Unemployment 
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unemployment 
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relief 
recipients 
(1 0,000 people) 

Percentage of total 
relief (%) 

Entexprise 
banlcruptcy or 
disbandment 

Termination of 
labor contract 
with enterprises 

Fired or otherwise 
released 
Other 140 
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Table 13: Survey of Male Students' Attitude Towards Family and Women's Career, 
Hangzhou University, (1 992) 

Question Yes % No % No Comment % 
1. In the work place, women 69 3 1 - 
with no doubt can compete with men 

2. Generally, women deserve more important 
positions than they have achieved. 82 12 6 

3. No matter how successfiil a 
woman's career is, she should 
be a good wife and good mother 

4. A happy family is extremeiy 
important to me. 

5. A woman will lose " woman's channs" 
because of her successful career. 28 72 - 

6. Career is important but 
a woman would have more fiilfiliment 
nom a happy family and children. 67 31 2 

Source: Second International Conference on Women's Studies, Women's Studies Center, 
Peking University, 1 993, p9 1 . 
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-- 

Annual average wages 
ûwnership status (yuan) 
State owned 2878 

Urban collective 2109 

Other: 3966 
Joint Ventures 3973 
S tate-Private 431 1 
State-Collective 3134 

Source: China Statistical Yeurbook 1993, p 1 16. 

Table 15: Percentage of Women in the Labour Force Aged 15 and Over 

1982 
(in %) 

1990 
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China 70.5 
Canada 46.7 

Source: China, 3rd and 4th National Censw, Beijing; 1 982, Statistics Canada, Women 
in Canada: A Statistical Report, 3rd ed., Ottawa, 1995, p7 1. 
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