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Abstract

Chinese Women: Active Revolutionaries or Passive Followers?
A History of the All-China Women’s Federation, 1949 to 1996

Justina Ka Yee Tsui

This study centers on the history of the All-China Women’s Federation (ACWF) from
1949 to 1996. The ACWF was the first nation-wide women’s organization in the
People’s Republic of China and has been the official leader of the Chinese women’s
movement. By reviewing the origins, ideology, structure and functions of the ACWF,
this study examines how the Federation has worked to liberate Chinese women from
tradition, to involve them in the socialist revolution and to promote their welfare, as
well as their social status in China. Emphasis is placed on tracing how the dual roles of
the ACWF as government agency and as representative of Chinese women’s interests
were at times incompatible, and consequently affected the growth of the Chinese
women’s movement. In conclusion, this study suggests that both the ACWF and the
Chinese women’s movement entered new stages of development when Chinese society
began to undergo fundamental changes as a result of its economic reforms during the

1980s and the 1990s.
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Introduction

Similar to women in other great civilizations, Chinese women were oppressed for
centuries. The dawn of their emancipation came together with the collapse of the last
dynasty of China. At the turn of the century, Western science and technology, political
ideas and systems were increasingly appealing to Chinese intellectuals who were becoming
more and more enthusiastic about modemnizing China. The practices of women’s
segregation and foot-binding which were symbols of China’s backwardness and women's
oppression were part of the past that Chinese revolutionaries wanted to eliminate.
However, in the first half of the twentieth century, China experienced constant political
turmoil which was generated consecutively by warlords’ partition of the country, power
struggles between the Guomindang (GMD) and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP),
Japanese invasion (1931-1945), and the Civil War (1945-1949). Women’s issues, similar
to many others, were largely not dealt with systematically and comprehensively.

Chairman Mao Zedong’s (1893-1976) proclamation of the establishment of the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949 marked a new phase of Chinese history. The
CCP leaders envisioned a socialist China in which imperialism, wars, and class exploitation
would be replaced by stability, peace and equality. Among many promises made and goals
set, women’s liberation stood out as one of the most revolutionary and anti-traditional. In
order to govern and control China’s huge population and vast territory, the CCP
developed a very complex political structure within which economic and social activities,
including the Chinese women’s movement, were highly centralized. The All-China
Women’s Federation (ACWF) is a vehicle with which the CCP has led and supervised the

Chinese women’s movement. The importance of the ACWF lies not only in its originality,



but also in its contribution to Chinese women’s liberation and what it symbolizes. The All-
China Democratic Women’s Federation, the predecessor of the ACWF, which was the
first nation-wide women’s organization in China, was officially established in 1949. To
mobilize women to build a socialist China and to promote Chinese women’s social and
political status have been the two main responsibilities of the ACWF. Its work has
touched almost every aspect of the lives of women in China since 1949. Ironically, many
women in China do not know about the Federation’s significance and contribution. This is
mainly because the ACWF has had multiple roles which may not always have been
compatible, but also because it has lacked consistency in representing women’s interests.
In short, the ACWF symbolizes not only the desire of the CCP to liberate women and the
unprecedented large-scale political participation of Chinese women, but also the
paternalistic and bureaucratic nature of the Chinese government since 1949.

Generally speaking, all cadres in the ACWF are engaged in so-called funu gongcuo
which is the main focus of this study. The term furne gongzuo is commonly used in China.
Literally, it means “women work” or “women’s work.” Perhaps, “work concerning
women” reflects more the actual meaning. This term appears to be generated first by an
assumption that since women had been inferior, they needed guidance, help and self-
improvement in order to become equal to their male counterparts. This was precisely the
ultimate goal of the Chinese women’s liberation movement. As the official leader of the
Chinese women’s movement, the ACWF is responsible for providing such assistance. All
of its major and minor undertakings to help Chinese women to improve their situations

and to acquire equality is regarded as “women’s work,” and therefore as the content of the



Chinese women’s movement. The substance of women’s work varies in different periods
of time because Chinese women’s needs have evolved as Chinese society has developed.
This study is mainly the result of research that I conducted in Beijing from
February to July 1996. Through the arrangements of the Quebec Education Ministry and
the Chinese Education Ministry, I was able to stay in Beijing University (Beida) for one
semester. The experience was extraordinary and very precious. In the course of the
research, I encountered many difficulties and received a lot of help. With the help of the
Cultural and Scientific Affairs office of the Canadian Embassy in Beijing and the State
Education Commission of China, I had opportunities to interview two women cadres of
the ACWF. Both of them work at the international office of the ACWF where visiting
students, like me, are usually hosted. Unfortunately, many questions, especially those
related to statistics and to the results of their activities, were not answered in these two
interviews. They attempted to persuade me to put more emphasis on the current
achievements, rather than on the history of the ACWF. One of the possible reasons for
what happened could be the fact that the requirements for a master’s thesis in China are
not the same as those in Canada. Therefore, the cadres did not understand why I wanted
to know more about certain subjects. Nevertheless, it was very interesting to meet with
these two women cadres who appeared to be very enthusiastic about their work. On the
other hand, with the help of the History Department of Beida, I was able to visit and use
some of the materials in the Women’s Studies Institute of the ACWF. I also interviewed
three staff members of this Institute and a professor of women’s studies at Beida. As
opposed to the interviews with the women cadres, all these interviews were much deeper

and more inspiring. The conversation I had with these experienced women who are indeed



activists in the Chinese women’s movement enabled me to understand more about the past
of the ACWEF, the current situation of Chinese women and their concerns. I am indebted
to Hu Yuehun and Professor Dai Ying-hua for their generosity and openness.

The source material for this study is largely derived from Funu Gongzuo which is

the internal journal of the ACWF; and from Chinese secondary sources, including books
and magazines which were mostly published by the publishing house of the ACWF,
Zhongguo Funu Chubanze. Many of its major publications are collections of official
documents concerning the Chinese women’s movement. This includes letters and speeches
of prominent leaders such as Soong Chingling, (1893-1981) and Deng Yingchao, (1904-
92), directives from the CCP and from the government, significant articles that had been

published in Renmin Ribao' and reports of crucial meetings and of the annual congress of

the ACWF. The most outstanding collections of works are Zhongguo Funu Yundong

Yundongshi? (1840-1949) and the Zhonghua Funu Yuandong Wenxian Ziliao Huiji (1949-

83). *Another example was Funu Jiefang Luncong which is a collection of speeches,
reports and articles that Luo Qiong (b. 1911) made or wrote from 1952 to 1980.* She was
the vice-president of the ACWF from 1978 to 1988. These collections are essential
sources for further studies on Chinese women’s emancipation movement. ZhongHua

Quanguo Funu Lianhehui Xishinian is another important reference. This book is indeed a

very detailed chronological table which lists all the historical events and activities of the
ACWEF spanned from 1944 to 1989.° Written material in China, as in many other
countries, has often been used to serve certain political or ideological purposes. It is
evident that the pictures, statistics and reports that these sources contain reveal only part

of the reality. This problem is particularly serious with material that was published before



the Cultural Revolution. Nevertheless, these sources undoubtedly provide much important
information and some insights.

This study centers on the history of the ACWEF. Chapter One looks at the
accomplishments and limitations of previous studies, both in English and in Chinese
language, about Chinese women’s history. Chapter Two focuses on the origins of the
ACWE. Chapter Three traces its ideological development. Then, the following Chapter
investigates its structure. Chapter Five examines its functions and activities. Chapter Six
explores the satisfactions and frustrations of its cadres. Lastly, an evaluation of the
effectiveness of the ACWF as the leader of the Chinese women’s movement is provided.
By looking at the history of the ACWF, this study aims to explore how effective the CCP
has been in promoting women’s status and in anticipating the future development of the

Chinese women’s movement.



Chapter One: Historiographical Analysis

Western scholarship on Chinese women’s history began to appear in the 1970s.
This is primarily attributable to the western feminist movement. The second-wave of
feminism (beginning in the 1960s) has had a strong impact upon the western academic
world. In the case of history, having become aware of the fact that women have been
omitted from historical records throughout the ages, western scholars have been striving
to write “herstory” in order to understand the oppression of women which has been
unquestioned, institutionalized and deeply rooted in our civilizations. Consequently, many
studies have come out about women of the past. Chinese historians in the west have been
greatly influenced by this development. On the other hand, women’s history started to
interest Chinese intellectuals, initially mainly women, only in the mid-1980s. Gradually,
they have also recognized the need to recover the place of women in Chinese history. The
history of Chinese women is a history of oppression and liberation. Chinese women have
reacted to and challenged repression in the context of rapid social, political and economic
changes in China since the turn-of-the-century. Chinese women’s battles against various
forms of oppression and their attempts to achieve liberation have been inter-woven with
the larger revolutionary movements in China. Although Chinese women have improved
their social status to a remarkable extent, China is still far from the ideal of gender-
equality. Many historians of Chinese women attempt to analyze the progress that Chinese
women have made and the current challenges that they face. The following
historiographical analysis will examine how fifteen English language books and articles, as
well as twelve Chinese language books and articles trace and evaluate the Chinese

women’s emancipation movement.



The Chinese women's emancipation movement was always blended with larger
revolutionary movements. Since the turn-of-the-century, except for the women's suffrage
movement in the early republican period (early 1910s), Chinese women have rarely
organized themselves to fight for their own rights and to protest against their oppression.
Even the suffrage movement was just an ad hoc and isolated episode in modern Chinese
history. In order to uncover the history of the Chinese women's emancipation movement,
western scholars have investigated the causes of women's oppression, including traditional
ideologies and government policies; evaluated the progress that Chinese women have
made within the context of national revolutions prior to 1949 and subsequent notable mass
political movements; and discussed theories that could explain the failure of the
communist victory to liberate Chinese women completely.

In order to provide historical context for the Chinese women's emancipation
movement, western scholars have traced the origins of women's oppression in Chinese
tradition. In this regard, K. P. Gupta's "Emancipation and Enslavement of Women in
China: Confucian and Communist Variations" (1975) investigates the source of
discrimination against women in ancient times. It traces how legalist and moralist
ideologies caused institutional changes in the state, in the family and in gender relations
during the Han Dynasty (20 B.C.-A.D. 220).° Kay Ann Johnson's Women, the Family. and

Peasant Revolution in China (1983) and Judith Stacey's Patdarchy and Socialist

Revolution in China (1983) include detailed discussions about the patriarchal nature of
Confucianism. The former explores how the traditional, patrilineal and patrilocal kinship

system kept women's social status inferior.” The latter examines how patriarchal authority



was implemented and exercised through economic, social and ethical aspects of the

Confucian family.® Patricia Stranahan's Yan’an Women and the Communist Party (1983)

also looks at women's position in traditional peasants' family in Northwest China prior to
1930.° This study is significant because it is probably the only work which presents the
characteristics of Chinese women's lives in the Shaan-Gan-Ning border region prior to
1949. Several western scholars argue that some policies of both the Guomindang (GMD)
and the CCP governments contributed to the oppression of Chinese women. Elizabeth
Croll's Feminism and Socialism in China (1978) examines how the Guomindang's New
Life Movement (1934) attempted to restore Confucianism and the traditional sexual
division of labor.'® Similarly, many works study how the CCP's economic and land reform
policies reinforced Chinese women's inferior social and economic status. Phyllis Andors's

The Unfinished Liberation of Chinese Women 1949-80 (1983) looks at how the First Five

Year Plan (1953-57) strengthened the traditional pattern of the gender division of labor,

which kept women dependent on their male relatives. Elizabeth Croll's Chinese Women

Since Mao (1983) examines how the economic reforms generated by the goal of "four
modernizations" put women back to work in the household. Ellen R. Judd's Gender and

Power in Rural North China (1994) explores how the decollectivization of land in 1979

and the emergence of the notion of socialist commodity production in the 1980s have led
to the commercialization and feminization of agriculture. These phenomena continue to tie
women in rural areas to the family and prevent them from being more active in the public
sphere and competitive in the economy.'

According to some western scholars, the CCP's Marriage Regulations of 1931 and

its Marriage Laws of 1950 and of 1980 can be seen as a source of Chinese women's



oppression. The effectiveness and implications of the marriage law is a very controversial
topic. The marriage law abolished the practice of arranged marriages and ostensibly
enabled both men and women to have an equal right to initiate divorce. But many western
scholars maintain that since most women did not have equal social, political and economic

power, they were unable to benefit from the marriage law. Yan’an Women and the

Communist Party discusses the failure of the marriage law during the Yan-an period

(1936-45) . It argues that the objective conditions and men's hostile reaction to the CCP

made it impossible for women to initiate divorce.'> Margery Wolf's Revolution Postponed:

Women in Contemporary China (1985) assesses the effectiveness of the Marriage Law of

1953. It maintains that traditional marriage practices were still prevalent, especially in rural
areas where young men and women had relatively less chances to meet, and match makers
and parents continued to play a crucial role in marriage. Emily Honig and Gail Hershatter's

Personal Voices: Chinese Women in the 1980s (1988) examines how Chinese women

could be abused by the Marriage Law of 1980. It also looks at the limited alternatives that
divorced women have and the social pressures that they face in modern China.'?

The CCP birth control policies are very controversial as well, but western scholars
have not reached a consensus about whether these policies are sources of Chinese

women's oppression or liberation. Andors's The Unfinished Liberation of Chinese Women

1949-80 (1983) argues that the CCP's population control policies should be regarded as a
setback for the women's emancipation movement in China because they emphasize
women's predominant role in contraception and because the practice of forced abortions
endanger mothers’ lives. On the other hand, having investigated the effectiveness of the

one-child family policy, Croll's Chinese Women Since Mao (1983) argues that the success



of this policy released women from responsibility for child care and enabled them to work

outside their households.!* Wolfs Revolution Postponed: Women in Contemporary China

(1985) provides a comprehensive and objective discussion about the negative implications
of the CCP's population control policies for women's welfare and about the seriousness of
female infanticide."’

Apart from specific government policies, such as the birth control policies, western
scholars have also focused on the conflicting implications of different CCP policies for
Chinese women. Many works talk about the CCP's dilemma and about how women

became victims of the CCP's decisions which prioritized different revolutionary goals and

the party's interests. For example, Kay Ann Johnson's Women, the Family and Peasant
Revolution in China (1983) clearly traces how Mao Zedong (1893-1976) was caught in
the contradictions that were generated by multiple goals during the Yan-an period,
including the liberation of Chinese women from traditional familial bondage and the need
to gain support from poor male peasants. Since the dignity and sense of manhood of the
male Chinese peasant were based in large part upon their ability to establish families and to
keep their wives subordinate, it was with great reservations that the CCP enacted its
marriage regulations, which enabled Chinese women to have unprecedented rights to

initiate divorce, in the Soviet areas.!® Moreover, Stacey's Patriarchy and Socialist

Revolution in China (1983) includes a discussion on how land reform restored patriarchy.
The CCP's land reform of the 1950s promised women equal rights to land. However,
according to this study, since land was distributed to the head-of-the household, who was
typically a male, women, except the divorced and widowed, did not receive land. Thus,

economic power was still in the hands of men during the first decades of the People's

10



Republic.'” Andors's The Unfinished Liberation of Chinese Women 1949-80 (1983) and

Croll's Chinese Women Since Mao (1983) both discuss the contradictions between two

national goals of communist China: economic development and women's emancipation.
They maintain that the tensions between the two center on keen competition for resources
and on unequal pay and ineffective job allocation in the labor market and gender division
of labor in the family.

Since Chinese women have not had a separate emancipation movement, western
scholars have found it very important to examine the extent to which mass political
movements in China since 1949 have brought about changes to the lives of Chinese
women. The implications of women's participation in the Great Leap Forward (1958-61),
the Cultural Revolution (1966-76) and the Anti- Confucius Campaign (1973-76), their
gains and losses in these movements have been studied in great detail. In this regard,

Johnson's Women, the Family, and Peasant Revolution in China (1983) is outstanding.

According to Johnson, during the Great Leap Forward, although women's participation in
production significantly increased, they were burdened by double workloads. In the
Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), women's problems were not recognized as separate
issues and they were not fully understood because the conception of class was used as the
primary analytical tool to explain social problems. In the Anti-Confucius Campaign,
although the traditional roots of the oppression of women in China were identified, there
was no subsequent redefinition of gender roles.'® Other works such as Croll's Feminism

and Socialism in China (1978), Gupta's "Emancipation and Enslavement of Women in

China: Confucian and Communist Variations," (1978) Andors’s The Unfinished Liberation

of Chinese women, 1949-1980 (1983) and Croll's Chinese Women Since Mao (1983)

11



basically come to the same conclusion that all these mass movements failed to liberate
Chinese women completely. Among them, Gupta's argument provides a unique insight
into the pattern of development of the Chinese women's emancipation movement. She
maintains that every time that the women's movement made a progressive step through
mass movements, male domination subsequently reasserted itself in new forms. As Andors
points out, within mass movements, sex interests were dialectical.’ In the same vein, Croll
urges Chinese women to start their own revolution.?

In order to present the achievements of the Chinese women's emancipation
movement, western scholars have also compared and contrasted the conditions of Chinese
women in different periods of time and traced Chinese women's changing status in both

family and society. In this regard, Vibeke Hemmel and Pia Sindbierg's Women in Rural

China: Policy Towards Women Before and After the Cultural Revolution (1984) assesses

women's educational opportunities; their representation in the government and in the CCP;
their living and working conditions; their job nature and positions as compared with those
of men's, and gender division of labor within the family before and after the Cultural
Revolution. They argue that the status of Chinese women improved after the Cultural

Revolution. Claudie Broyelle’s La Moitie du_Ciel: Women's Liberation in China is a

first-hand account of women's conditions in communist China during the Cultural
Revolution. It describes how the collectivization of child-care and domestic work such as
cooking and production, liberated women from traditional and conventional conception
and definition of femininity.*!

The theoretical discussion about Chinese women's emancipation movement is also

important for some western scholars of Chinese women. Croll's Feminism and Socialism in

12



China (1978) traces the incompatibility of feminism and socialism on both ideological and

practical levels in China. Andors' The Unfinished Liberation of Chinese women,

1949-1980 (1983) traces the irrelevant arguments of Marx, Engels and other western
theorists' about the causal relationship between economic and industrial advancement and
the promotion of women's status. By looking at the complex causes of Chinese women

workers' militancy, Emily Honig's Sisters and Strangers: Women in the Shanghai Cotton

Mills, 1919-1949 (1986) questions the relevance to China of the Marxist revolutionary

framework, which suggests the sequential relationship between industrialization, the
formation of the working class, the rise of class consciousness resulting from economic

exploitation and workers' revolutionary activities.” Stacey's Patriarchy and Socialist

Revolution in China (1983) discusses how far the theories of western feminists, family

scholars, neo-Marxist scholars, sociologists and sinologists can be applied to Chinese
women's experience. She also argues that the patriarchal nature of the Chinese familial and
social structure determined to a significant extent the development of the Chinese socialist
revolution.”

Women's organizations are an indispensable element of the Chinese women's
emancipation movement, but western scholars appear to know very little about Chinese
women's organizations prior to 1949 and there are only a few studies about women's
organizations in PRC. Vibeke Hemmel and Pia Sindbierg's Women in Rural China: Policy

Towards Women Before and After the Cultural Revolution (1984) sheds light on the first

two national conferences of the National Women's Federation of China, but provides little
information about the structure of the Federation.® Li Xiaojiang and Zhang Xiaodan's

"Creating Space for Women: Women's Studies in China in the 1980s' (1994) discusses the

13



role of the National Women's Federation in promoting Women's Studies in China. It also
looks at the activities of non-governmental women's studies groups in different universities
and how they tie in with Chinese feminist movement.?

To provide a more in-depth analysis about one of the most important Chinese
women’s organizations was the first intention of this study. As this work was in progress,
Naihua Zhang and Wu xu’s “Discovering the Positive Within the Negative: The Women’s
Moment in a Changing China” (1997) was published.”® This article traces the role and
development of the ACWF.? With regard to the Chinese women’s movement, the authors
argue that either to stress the improvement of Chinese women’s condition after 1949 or
only to emphasize the failure of socialism to fulfill the promise of gender equality is
inaccurate. It concludes that “the impact of the CCP’s aaproach to women’s issues is a

"% Another recent and important article is Wang Zheng’s “A Historic

mixed legacy.
Turning Point for the Women’s Movement in China.” This article provides many
interesting insights about how the Fourth World Conference on Women (FWCW, 1995)
first enhanced and then hindered the Chinese women’s movement. It claims that as the
FWCW was approaching and became a main focus of international media, the Chinese
government began to watch closely over the activists of the Chinese women’s movement.
Strong foreign interests in human rights and in the issues concerning Tibet’s sovereignty,
as well as the demonstration plans of many western Non-governmental organizations
(NGO) alarmed the Chinese government. It decided at the last minute to change the site
for the NGO forum to a very remote area and to impose many restrictions on admission.

Consequently, many activists of the Chinese women movement were not able to

participate in the forum. Zhang and Xu’s first-hand account of the development of the

14



ACWEF since the Fourth World Conference on Women are precise and accurate.” It serves
as an indispensable source for future studies about the Chinese women’s movement,
especially about the ACWF. It is very encouraging to see that more attention is given to
this topic by devoted scholars in the West.

Western scholarship about the Chinese women's emancipation movement is
inadequate. Many aspects of the women's movement remain unexplored. First and
foremost, western historians of Chinese women need to have a clearer conception of and
provide explanations for such terms as "women's emancipation movement," "liberation of
women" and "feminism" to Chinese women. It is important to avoid being ethnocentric.
Very few works seem to be aware of the significance of distinctive definitions of these
terms in China as opposed to western preconceptions. Second, the relationship between
western feminism and the Chinese women's movement is rarely mentioned. For example,
during the republican era (1911-49), a sizable number of Chinese women had
opportunities for contact with western ideologies. The impact of the first-wave of western
feminism (1910s) upon women students and women revolutionaries in China is still an
unknown. Finally, more studies about women's organization are needed. For example, the
YWCA was a very significant organization in republican China and its contributions to
Chinese women's education and welfare are not yet fully explored.

More in-depth Chinese language literature on Chinese women’s emancipation
movement emerged only in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The number of works remains
trivial. Chinese scholars have used very different approaches to study and present Chinese
women’s struggle against repression and inequality. These works can be categorized into

two kinds: official studies which are supervised by the Chinese government and usually
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focus on the relationship between the socialist revolution and the Chinese women’s
liberation; and unofficial studies which appear to be more objective and tend to
concentrate on the conditions and current challenges that Chinese women face. The
following paragraphs examine the strengths and weaknesses of some literature, including
both English and Chinese language, that are published in China in studying the source of
women’s oppression; the development of the Chinese women’s movement; the changing
status of Chinese women; and the theories of the women’s movement in China.

By examining the source of women’s oppression in China, Chinese scholars
provide an historical context for the Chinese women’s movement. In this regard, Third

International Conference on Women’s Studies Pekine University: Papers (1995) is an

important work in which the roots and forms of women’s oppression in different
dynasties, including the Han dynasty (20 B.C.-220 A.D.), the Sung dynasty (960-1279),
the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), and the Qing dynasty (1644-1912) are explored separately
by several articles.’® Zheng Bijun’s “Reflections on the Spirit of Upright Conduct of
Ancient Chinese Women” (1995) provides a comprehensive thematic overview of how
Confucianism has made Chinese women increasingly subservient in all aspects of life since
the Han Dynasty. It clearly explains the moral standards and behavioral rules which were
set by Chinese classical literature for women to follow.’! Moreover, Ma Yinan’s
“Women’s Status in Ancient Chinese Laws of Marriage and Family” (1995) examines how
Chinese women were deprived by the practice of bride price, unequal relationships
between husbands and wives, the tradition of concubinage and men’s exclusive rights of
initiating divorce.”> Many other works also provide brief and general accounts about

Chinese women’s oppression. Most of them remain superficial as they tend to generalize
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source of women’s oppression and to blame solely Confucianism without acknowledging
variations and changes in different periods of times.

The development of the Chinese women’s movement is often presented in two
parts: the corrupted and stagnant past prior to 1949, and the successful and progressive
era after 1949. Most studies, especially the official ones, follow a similar structure of
writing. They first identify the source of women’s repression from the Chinese tradition,
then provide a sound justification for Chinese women to take part in the socialist

revolution and portray a positive image of the CCP. A quote from The Situation of

Chinese Women (1994) illustrates particularly well this format; it claims
For the women of China, the founding of the People’s Republic of China ended
the thousands of years of feudal oppression and enslavement... With an entirely
new face, they (Chinese women) have stood up and become the masters of new
China like all citizens of the country.”

This book traces how the Chinese government has empowered Chinese women with equal

legal, political, economic, social and domestic rights. In Zhongwai Funu Yundong

Gaikuang, (1992), having provided an account of the development of the Chinese
women’s movement prior to 1949, the author highlights how the GMD failed to improve
women’s status and how the CCP did the opposite by adopting marriage laws and land
reform, as well as carrying out rehabilitation programs for prostitutes.”* Similarly, many
other studies focus merely on the unprecedented and revolutionary content of the Chinese
government’s policies, and see no importance in examining how Chinese women were
benefited or affected by the new policies in concrete terms. Some unofficial studies try to
provide more substance in their accounts for the Chinese women’s movement. For

example, Jiao Runming’s “Lun Jiandai Zhongguode Funu Jiefang Sixiang” (1994)
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examines the ideas and thoughts that prominent reformers, such as Liang Qichao (1873-
1929), and revolutionaries, such as Li Dazhao (1889-1927), had with regard to women’s
liberation. These thoughts were the driving forces for the early women activists to struggle
against oppression, especially during the May Fourth Movement (1919) and the
subsequent students’ patriotic movements.”> “Modermn Chinese Women’s Liberation
Movement under the Influence of Western Culture” (1994) sheds light on how western
imperialism compelled Chinese men to advocate Chinese women’s liberation which was
considered as a significant part of the Chinese national revolution.*

Another way for Chinese authors to reflect the progress of the Chinese women’s
movement in the PRC has been to depict Chinese women’s involvement in political,
economic and social activities. Women’s involvement in mass movements was regarded as
progress for the Chinese women’s movement in the sense that Chinese women were not

anymore solely domestic beings as they used to be. In this regard, Dangdai Zhongguo

Funu (1994) is an exceptional official study. It is one of the few books which contain some
important details, pictures, and relatively more information about Chinese women’s
participation in national mass movements, including the Three-Antis campaign (1951), the
Resist-American and Aid-Korea campaign (1951) and the Five-Antis campaign (1952).*
Besides, this study contains brief biographical information on successful and prominent
Chinese women in different fields in order to illustrate the achievements of the Chinese
women’s movement. But, more importantly, it is one of the few official studies which
provides unusual details about the setbacks that the Chinese women’s movement suffered

during the Great Leap Forward (1952) and the Cultural Revolution. The Situation of

Chinese Women (1994) also provides statistics concerning women’s participation in state
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administration and women’s education to prove that women’s status has been improving
since 1949 However, these studies are inadequate in the sense that they fail to examine
how Chinese women were empowered by participating in public activities, or what
impacts these events had on their lives.

Some recent Chinese studies examine women’s changing status since the

establishment of the PRC. DangDai Zhongguo Funu Jiating Diwei Yanjiu: Women’s

Domestic Status in Contemporary China (1994) evaluates Chinese women’s domestic

status in terms of their marital autonomy, rights in fertility decisions, rights regarding
resources control, rights concerning their own and their children’s future and sexual
division of labor in the households. It is a relatively more sophisticated demographic and
sociological study which is based on survey data of six provinces, municipalities and
autonomous regions.”® Its attempts to reveal the differences between the situation and
behavioral pattern of Chinese women in urban and rural areas are quite impressive.
However, it fails to relate and explain different phenomenon in the context of China’s
political and social development since 1949. Nevertheless, it is a ground-breaking work in
Chinese women’s studies. Another pioneering work of this kind is Gaige Dachaozhong de
Zhongguo Nuxing. (1994) This work examines the impact of the four modernizations
policies and that of the subsequent economic reforms upon Chinese women in both urban
and rural areas. It traces both difficulties and opportunities that drastic social and
economic changes brought to women in urban areas during the 1980s and 1990s and
examines the choices that they had concerning work, marriage, family, divorce and fertility
before and after the Cultural Revolution. It provides unique insights about the phenomena

that Chinese women lack femininity. It claims that this is attributable to the Cultural
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Revolution during which femininity was regarded as women’s weaknesses and hindrance
from the socialist revolution.*® It further argues that current official attempts to encourage
Chinese women to become independent and self-confident reinforce this notion in the
sense that the publicity somehow undermines women’s sentimental and feminine
qualities.*’ This work undoubtedly questions and tries to provide answers to many
interesting and controversial issues. However, the part about women’s conditions in rural
areas appears inadequate as it centers almost exclusively on their marriage pattern.
Thousands of women in rural areas have been affected or have their lives fundamentally
changed by the economic reforms. Their experiences are crucial to the understanding of
the current development of the Chinese women’s movement and deserve much more
attention.

Another important area that Chinese scholars recognize is the theoretical
foundations of the Chinese women’s movement. Prior to the 1980s, official directives and
reports were the only sources which contained any theoretical discussions about the
Chinese women’s movement. Most of these works aimed at justifying the mutually

beneficial relationship between the socialist revolution and the Chinese women’s

movement. These works lack context and in-depth analysis. The Ma Kesi Zhuyi Funuguan
(1990) is one of the most systematic official attempts to present a theoretical framework
for the Chinese women’s movement from the Marxist perspective. Having traced the
pattern of women’s militancy in ancient times, in different dynasties and during the
Republic era, this work argues that women, like the proletariat, need to join together and
to struggle against their oppressors until they are fully liberated through the ultimate

success of the socialist revolution.** Contrary to the official study, Zhongguo Funu Lilun
ary
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Yanjiu Shinian: Women’s Theoretic Studies In China 1981-1990 attempts to address the

theoretical aspect of many women’s issues, including prostitution, education, sexuality,
fertility, political involvement, economic status, from different perspectives. This book
examines how these issues have been studied, questions their rationales, and explores what
it is actually meant by women’s advancement and their future in these aspects in relation
to the Chinese women’s movement at large.*’ It is a ground-breaking attempt to put the
most important theoretical discussions and articles into one book.

Despite the facts that more books have recently been written about Chinese
women and that the quality of these studies has improved tremendously, Chinese
scholarship about Chinese women’s movement remains inadequate. Many issues need to
be addressed. First of all, Chinese scholars need to acknowledge that sweeping
generalizations are inadequate to explain Chinese women’s past and their current
conditions. Chinese women in different regions may share a number of similar experiences;
but they also face many different realities. Perhaps more importantly, there is virtually no
study which examines the relationship between Chinese women in different regions.
Regional heritage continues to play a very important role in shaping the life and the
identity of Chinese people. Conflicting regional interests have possibly prevented Chinese
women from sharing one collective goal of women’s emancipation or have contributed to
the uneven development of the Chinese women’s movement. Moreover, most studies fail
to recognize the fact that tradition continues to shape, although on a decreasing scale,
Chinese people’s mentality and women’s lives, and that the Chinese government has not
been capable of enforcing all the policies to protect women’s rights. A critical examination

of these issues will reveal more truly the state and development of the Chinese women’s
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movement. In short, significant parts of Chinese women’s history are still hidden and need

to be recovered.
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Chapter Two: Origins

During the first half of the twentieth century, China’s domestic and international
political development had a significant impact on Chinese women’s organizations. The
origins of the ACWF was closely linked with the CCP whose existence reflected a strong
urge for fundamental social and political revolution in China. Different forms of women’s
organizations within the party had been established from the very beginning of the CCP.
The subsequent Japanese invasion also stimulated more immediate and severe nationalistic
reasons for women to participate in aiding the country and thus for the rise of both official
and civilian women’s organizations, apart from those linked to the CCP. The political
cooperation and struggles between the CCP and the GMD during different periods of
times had significant impacts on the relationship between women’s organizations of
different origins. Despite their differences in political convictions or principles, these
organizations often shared the common concerns of saving China and of promoting
women’s status. After the establishment of the PRC, many women’s organizations were
merged with or became members of the All-China Democratic Women’s Federation
(ACDWF), the women’s organization of the CCP and the predecessor of the ACWF. The
following paragraphs examine how the ACWF came into existence.

Chinese women's problems and their liberation have always been among the
Chinese Communist Party's (CCP) main concerns. During its second national congress in
1922, the CCP issued a statement which advocated the abolition of repressive Chinese
traditions against women, such as footbinding and women's unequal rights with men in
politics, economy, society and education.* In 1923, the CCP's Third National Congress

approved a document which stated that the CCP' s obligations included the need to
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maintain legal equality between men and women and to ensure that women receive equal
pay.”’ During the first “united front” between the CCP and the GMD (1924-1927), a
women's department was established in the central government; Soong Chingling (1893-
1981) together with several of the CCP’s important women members, such as Deng
Yingchao (1904-92) were put in charge of this department. However, the GMD
government was not driven by an ideology which was particularly geared to uphold
equality for women. In order to provide continuity and stability for the new order, the
GMD government decided to restore and revive Confucian values.*® Consequently, the
women’s department had very limited achievements both in terms of attacking traditional
Chinese repressive values and practices and in helping Chinese women to cope with
extensive social and economic changes in concrete ways in the new republican era. On the
other hand, CCP leaders started to mobilize women workers to demand better and equal
pay, better working conditions and the right to form unions. However, the results of these
attempts were minimal.*’

When CCP members were purged by Chiang Kai-shek (1887-1975) in 1927,
radical ideas about what the further “liberation” of Chinese women could be pursued only
in the communist soviets. In order to evade capture by the GMD after 1927, many CCP
members retreated to the rural areas. One of the established bases was headed by Mao
Zedong and Zhu De (1886-1976) at the border areas of Jiangxi, Fujian and Guangdong
where attempts were made to include women in the political arena mainly in two ways.
First, women’s representation at each level of the CCP could not be less than 25% of the
total number. As well, special women’s committees were set up at each level of the CCP

structure. This inclusion of women in politics was to make sure that women’s interests
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were reflected and respected.*® Other fundamental steps were taken to ensure women’s
equal rights by making new regulations and laws. In November 1927, the Land Law was
first introduced. The confiscation and redistribution of land among hired laborers and
peasants was to be carried out regardless of sex. In other words, women could own land.
Then, the Marriage Regulations of 1930 were introduced. Rights were given to women to
marry according to the principle of free choice, to initiate divorce and to have their
interests considered as equal to those of their husbands. The divorce rate consequently
increased. In the months of April, May and June of 1932, the rate of divorce which was
initiated by women increased from virtually nil to 809 cases.*’ Undoubtedly, the men in the
communists soviets reacted negatively as the Marriage Regulations challenged their
superior positions over their wives. Shortly after, the CCP leaders became alarmed and put
pressure on the women activists to stop encouraging women to initiate divorce. As a
result, more emphasis was stressed on mobilizing women in production. 80% of the male
population aged 16 to 49 joined the Red Army in most of the soviets. As the Red Army
was occupied with the GMD’s annihilation campaigns, women replaced men and became
an essential labor force.® The women cadres mobilized women to take up farming tasks
such as spring plowing, fertilizing and harvesting which were formerly regarded in that
part of China as men’s works and harmful to the crops if they were done by women
because female were unclean.’' All these experiences of mobilizing women in the political
arena and production within the tolerance of the local male population laid a foundation
for the CCP’s future women’s work.

The first women’s federations of the CCP was established in Yan-an in 1938.

Upon the arrival of the Long Marchers in 1935, northwestern China was very poor and its
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economy was chiefly agrarian.’? The social and cultural heritage were not at all upset by
the 1911 revolution because of the remoteness of the area. In 1935 the Red Army led by
Mao and Zhu De arrived at Yan-an which was to become the capital of the Chinese
Communist government for more than a decade. To organize women’s activities and to
introduce revolutionary ideas to women were always part of the CCP’s political objectives
at Yan-an. In March 1938 the Women’s Federation of the Shan-Gan-Ning border region
was established and held its First Women’s Congress. This Women’s Federation then
became the headquarters of women associations in other parts of the soviets. The primary
aims of these associations were to unite women from all walks of life to work for the
liberation of China; to resist Japanese invasion; to mobilize women to take part in political,
economic, military and cultural activities; and to lead women’s liberation from repressive
tradition.*® By 1937, they had about 130,000 women members, 80,000 of whose were
actively involved in public meetings and work projects. These associations could be
regarded as forerunners of the current ACWEF.

Chinese women in the communist soviets were organized by the women’s
associations to take part in various public activities on an unprecedented scale. Women'’s
associations attempted to implement the new laws with which the new government
intended to safeguard women’s rights. Their activities included protecting women from
domestic violence and footbinding; saving women from various forms of abusive
marriages;’* removing superstition and prejudices against women’s sickness and the death
of children; and enacting women’s inheritance rights.”” Cadres of the women’s
associations formed publicity teams to go to villages to promote the content and meaning

of women’s rights. During the winter time when not much work could be done in the
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fields, women cadres also organized training courses to establish relationships with the
local women; to teach them how to read and some political ideas such as election and
nationalism; and to encourage them to practice their rights. In the winter of 1939, 140,000
women students participated in courses offered by the CCP.*® During the Sino-Japanese
War (1937-45), Chinese women became much more involved in, or at least aware of the
activities of the Federation. First of all, the Women’s Federation ran three child-care
centers in the soviets to serve local families and to receive children refugees from other
parts of China. As well, in 1943 large number of women were organized to produce
cotton in order to meet the Red Army’s needs.’’

The effectiveness of the women’s associations and their activities is hard to
measure, but the fact that women cadres who were originally from the urban areas carried
out duties in the rural areas was revolutionary. More young people were able to have a
greater say in their marriages; more scientific and hygienic methods were introduced to
women for the delivery of children; women had a possible way to voice their discontents
and to receive governmental support; and women were organized to take part in
production and education®® These revolutionary phenomena were largely attributable to
the efforts of women cadres. This development consequently entailed the fact that women
could no longer be excluded from the agenda of the new political system after 1949.

Apart from the women’s organizations in the soviets, women cadres of the CCP
were also active in collaborating with women’s organization in other parts of China,
especially after the establishment of the Second United Front (1938-45) between the CCP
and the GMD. In 1938, Soong Meiling transformed her women’s committee, which had

been part of the Department of the New Life Movement, into a new national women’s
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institution. It was meant to lead Chinese women’s war-resistance and nation-building
activities. A congress was held at Lu Mountain. Deng Yingchao, a women CCP member,
was one of the guest speakers. At the congress, several left-wing politicians and some
CCP members, including Deng, were recruited as committee members of the Directive
Commission of Women 7 & f§ % Z R £ (Funu Zhidao Weiyuanhui)
stationed at Chongqing, the capital of China during the Second World War. This
organization had several departments or teams whose work included providing shelters
and care for homeless children and women, raising money for purchasing medical supplies
and training volunteers to serve in hospitals and clinics.”” The CCP women members
remained in regular contact with the Women’s Federation in Yan-an and established close
links with women’s associations in areas controlled by Chiang’s government.** Through
many exchanges in conferences, campaigns and daily cooperation, the positions and
perspective of the CCP with regard to the problems of China and that of the Chinese
women were often presented and appeared relatively more promising, modern and
systematic. This paved the way for smoother collaboration between many women
organizations and the CCP after 1949.

During the civil war period (1945-49), by establishing a preparatory committee of
the Women’s Federation, the CCP attempted to gain political support from Chinese
women in newly liberated territories. The preparatory committee was responsible for
publicity related to CCP policies, the involvement of women in land reform and
collaboration with other women activists in the political realm.®® As the CCP liberated
more and more regions during the civil war period between 1945 and 1949, the

underground communist women’s organizations and other local women' charitable and
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patriotic organizations merged with the Women’s Federation of the CCP. On March 24®
1949 the first congress of the All-China Democratic Women'’s Federation, the predecessor
of today’s ACWF, was held in Beijing.> The initial important organizational members
included the Directive Commission of Women which had been stationed in Chongging; the
Young Women Christian Association of China (YWCA) and the Chinese Women Thnft
Association, both of which had had their headquarters in Shanghai.®® These organizations
had been active in improving women’s conditions and promoting sexual equality by
providing skills training for women who could thus become more economically
independent and by attacking prostitution, opium-smoking and concubinage.®* Except for
the YWCA, which still exists on its own, the other two died out gradually as their leaders
became increasingly involved with the All-China Democratic Women’s Federation in the
1950s. Their operation stopped in 1958.%> The All-China Democratic Women’s Federation
changed its name to All-China Women’s Federation in 1957. This was due to the belief
that China had completed the stage of democratic revolution after land reform and the

nationalization of all industries as well as of all economic activities.
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Chapter Three: Ideology

The ACWF’s ideology refers to the guiding principles of the Chinese women’s
movement. This ideology is intended to provide legitimacy, vision and continuity for the
work of the ACWEFE. However, the ACWEF’s ideology has not been stable but instead has
shifted dramatically several times and has been reshaped by the ideological and political
development of the country in the past five decades. The evolution of the ACWEF’s
ideology can be divided into three phases. The first stage (1949-66) was characterized by
constant and enthusiastic attempts to apply Marxism-Leninism in order to explain the past
and the current phenomena of the Chinese women’s movement, as well as to provide
philosophical direction for the future. In the second phase (1966-75) the ideology of the
ACWF ceased to exist on its own as it was absorbed, modified and dominated by that of
the Cultural Revolution (1966-76). The third stage (since the 1980s) has been
characterized by an openness to other thoughts or ideologies, especially western feminism.
This chapter traces the development of the ideology of the ACWF through these three

stages.

The First Stage (1949-1966)

The ideology of the ACWF was built solely on Marxism-Leninism in the early
phase of the PRC (1949-1966). During this period of time, the ideological aspect of the
women’s liberation movement itself was rarely the center of discussion or treated as a
separate subject. This was due to the assumption of the Chinese communist leaders, both
men and women, and consequently of the ACWF, that Marxism-Leninism provided

adequate guidelines and theories for Chinese women’s liberation. Chinese Marxist thinkers
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believed that Chinese women’s liberation was closely related to the Chinese revolution at
large. Based on Lenin’s argument on the likelihood of women becoming a strong
opposition force to the revolution if they were left out and if their interests were neglected
by the new system. Marxist thinkers claimed that women had to be included in the new
revolutionary order in order to consolidate a socialist victory. Ways to include women
were to recruit them into the fields of agricultural and industrial production.®® These
thinkers also maintained that women’s liberation struggles were indeed part of the
proletarian revolution in the sense that when the exploitative private ownership system
was removed and when all aspects of society were nationalized, women could then be
released from household duties and could involve themselves in political, economic and
cultural activities, as men were. Also, Marxist thinkers were convinced that if half of the
population, the women, was still suffering from oppression, the success of the proletarian
revolution would be only nominal®’ But the Marxist thinkers claimed that women
themselves had to work on their own full liberation by zealously participating in the
economy in order to have equal status with their male counterparts. *® Lastly, new
meaning was given to marriage. Men and women had to be equal in the matrimonial
relationship. Based on common political and ideological beliefs and their sense of
responsibility towards one another, as well as towards their children, couples could
achieve authentic loving relationships and more effectively contribute to socialism.
Sentimental manipulation and extra-marital affairs were regarded as capitalistic behavior
and were unacceptable as they diverted people’s energy from building a socialist country.®’
In short, the women’s liberation movement and the revolution of the proletariat shared a

mutually beneficial relationship as the socialist system provided favorable conditions for
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women’s struggles against oppression and as women provided human resources to build
and reinforce the new system.

During this period a question arouse as to whether Chinese women were really
liberated if their role continued to be primarily domestic in the PRC. Chinese Marxist
thinkers argued that women were liberated since the GMD government had been
overthrown; private property rights had been abolished; and repressive laws against
women had been canceled. They suggested that inequality had been generated, justified
and reinforced by Confucianism prior to 1949; however, as the Confucian cultural,
economic and social framework had lapsed, inequality had lessened and women could be
equal to men in the PRC. Women’s role had remained domestic due to the fact that China
needed to concentrate its resources on developing a socialist economic system; therefore
it was incapable of providing public services to reduce women’s domestic duties.”
Perhaps more importantly, Marxist thinkers clearly spelled out that although socialism was
the prerequisite for women'’s liberation, it itself did not guarantee women’s equality with
men. It was obvious to Marxist thinkers that China was going through a transitional period
during which women’s position in building socialism was to carry out domestic duties,
including child-care, cooking, and other household management tasks. In the future when
labor demand increased and job opportunities became more plentiful after industnalization,
most women would be involved in the labor force; the current phenomena of women
working domestically and men working outside was just a matter of division; they were

»"l Women’s involvement in the

both important labor as they contributed to socialism.
labor force had to increase according to the growth and the needs of the economy. > In

short, Marxist thinkers tried to give the same recognition to women’s labor that was
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dedicated to household tasks as men’s labor to industries. For the moment, in order to
promote women'’s status and enable them to acquire full equality, work had to be done on
eradicating traditional values and customs of society in general and of men in particular, as
well as on motivating women to get actively involved in public activities which were
organized by mass organizations. These were indeed the responsibilities of the ACWF.”
Obviously, this issue concerning the genuineness of women’s liberation continued to stir
up extensive discussion. Even in the conference on national women'’s work of the year
1958, Dong Bian, editor of the Zhongguo Funu at the time, gave a speech on a similar
question of whether Chinese women were liberated. He maintained that women had been
victimized by tradition, that they appeared backward and less competent in public
activities and that they would be truly and fully liberated when communism was fully
realized.™

During the 1950s controversies which centered on the bond between women and
domestic work continued to arise and indeed reflected the struggles between two political
strains: those who believed that the adoption of socialist social and economic models
could be beneficial if it was gradually done, and those who wanted to accelerate the pace
of the Chinese revolution. The former focused on resuming the operation of established
enterprises and on developing industry strategically. They also encouraged people,
especially women, to give a revolutionary meaning to the task, that they had been doing.
The latter maintained that to increase production rapidly was the way to extend and
intensify the revolution and should be regarded as the first national priority. Therefore, to
release women’s labor from the household was crucial and should be done as soon as

possible. They argued that domestic duties should be addressed by public enterprises. The
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urge for revolution became dominant in the late 1950s when Mao Zedong initiated the
Great Leap Forward (1958-61). During this period, extensive involvement of women in
production took place as many domestic duties were socialized and publicly organized.”
Prior to 1966 the ideology of the ACWF was characterized by constant attempts
to use Marxism-Leninism to explain women’s situation, or actually, to fit the women’s
movement into the framework of Marxism-Leninism. The Chinese understanding or
interpretation of the Marxist-Leninist perspective on women’s liberation was rather
simplistic; owing to the assumptions that traditions were dying as a result of constant
denunciation and the passage of time and that objective conditions now allowed women to
become as educated and trained as men, equality was feasible and guaranteed by the
future. Women could enjoy equality with men when they could make same achievements
and prove themselves to be as competent as their male counterparts. Therefore, women
had to work on improving themselves. On the other hand, since the objective conditions
were not yet ripe and industrialization was not extensive enough to provide jobs for all
women, they could be good housekeepers, wives and mothers for the moment in order to
contribute to socialism. However, all these arguments tended to neglect and undermine
women’s uniqueness, both their physical qualities and specific needs. Nevertheless, this
explanation undoubtedly provided a positive direction for the women communist leaders
and all the Chinese women.”® Moreover, the ACWF found a comfortable and justifiable

position in the political framework at large.”’



The Second Stage (1966-76)

The ideology of the ACWF developed into its second phase as the Cultural
Revolution (1966-75) was raging. This period was characterized by people’s devotion to
Mao Zedong who was portrayed as the symbol of the Chinese revolution. Mao’s thoughts
were regarded as the only legitimate source of direction for the Chinese revolution and for
the women’s movement. Based on Mao’s writing, people questioned, criticized and
attempted to eradicate the residue of the so-called “capitalist past” in extremely intensive
ways and on an extensive scale. By so doing, they believed that they were deepening the
revolution. During this period, the concept of class conflict was used to explain all social
relations and phenomenon; “class struggle” was the way to resolve contradiction.

During the Cultural Revolution, the debates of the 1950s about the ties between
women and domestic work became almost irrelevant. Whether Chinese women were
liberated or to what extent they were liberated was not any longer measured only by how
much they were actively involved in production, or by how much they were free from
household chores, or by how much rights and opportunities that the socialist system could
offer them. Women were to liberate themselves from tradition, the capitalist past and
practical constraints by devoting themselves to production and by giving new meaning to
what they had been doing. With regard to women’s double work load, women themselves
were responsible for adopting a correct attitude. This argument was built upon the idea
that all work, including domestic duties, was important and worth the same if it was
carried out for the revolution. Women who were determined to build socialism would be
able to work, to manage household chores, to study Mao’s thoughts and to be active in

political activities. In other words, the bond between women and domestic duties was not
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viewed as problematic. Moreover, women’s self-interests, including any pursuit of
happiness or satisfaction from career or/and from family, were regarded as bourgeoisie-
originated and therefore to bg eradicated. The extent of such liberation was dependent on
the pureness or correctness of women’s political thought. The more selfless and
collectively conscious a woman could become, the more she could be equal with men. In
other words, the women’s movement had to lose itself within the revolution. Since there
was no more need for leading or organizing a separated women’s movement, the ACWF
ceased to function during the Cultural Revolution.

The ideology of the Chinese women’s movement was hardly enriched by the
Cultural Revolution. The sole emphasis on the concept of class conflict did not add a new
dimension to the explanation of women’s oppression. If women’s unique experiences and
different needs were neglected in the 1950s, they were totally denied during the Cultural
Revolution. The impact of the Cultural Revolution on Chinese women’s liberation was
crucial in the sense that it undermined the credibility of the CCP and that of the ideology

which it stood for.

The Third Stage (Since the 1980s)

The ideology of the Chinese women’s liberation movement developed into a new
phase in the 1980s. At that time, efforts were first made to recognize the significance of
the CCP, that of Marxist-Leninism and of Maoism in the history of the Chinese women
liberation movement in order to consolidate the position of the CCP. An important article
entitled “If there was not the CCP, there would not be the liberation of the Chinese

women” was written by Kang Keqing (1911-1992). Besides narrating how the CCP had
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changed the position of the Chinese women “from slavery to the master of the country,””

Kang pointed out that it was a mistake to rush the process of socializing or nationalizing
household tasks and to degrade women’s characteristics during the Cultural Revolution.
Blame was put on the ‘Gang of Four.” Kang further argued that the allocation of work to
women should take into consideration their physical strength and special talents.” Division
of labor between the sexes was viewed as necessary, appropriate and good for individuals
and for the country. Also, the collective good was emphasized; once again, women were
encouraged to make sacrifices. It is obvious that to recuperate from the ‘ten years
disaster,” as the Cultural Revolution is still described by the Chinese and to reestablish
stability were the main goals of this period.

In the mid 1980s, Chinese Marxist thinkers provided justifications to support the
interdependent relations between China’s “four modernizations” and Chinese women’s
complete liberation. Deng Xiaoping’'s (1904-1997) four modernizations of agriculture,
industry, science and technology, as well as national defense marked a new era for the
PRC during which China was reopened to the outside world. According to the Marxist
argument, women’s position in China’s four modernizations was to utilize their qualities in
order to enrich the country and to safeguard the fruits of the revolution from which
Chinese women were benefiting; simultaneously, women’s liberation would be extended.
As China became modemized, women would become economically independent when
jobs were generated by economic revival after a prolonged stagnation during the Cultural
Revolution; they could then be released from heavy-labor production which could cause
severe harm to their health as industrialization became extensive. Moreover, Marxist

thinkers claimed that modemnization could generate sufficient resources and material
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means to provide public services which would carry out household tasks; consequently,
women would be released from domestic responsibilities and able to be fully involved in
public activities. The rationale of these arguments were indeed very similar to those of the
1950s.%° But the whole idea of modernization gave a new and positive direction to the
Chinese who had been exhausted by mass movements and were bitter about the Cultural
Revolution during which the government and the economy had been paralyzed, all aspects
of life had been politicized and class struggle had been the only acceptable way to live.
The policies of the four modernizations provided space, time and opportunities for
Chinese, both men and women, to experience and explore further the validity of Marxist-
Leninism. Through this, the ideological setup of China was brought into contact with and
challenged and enriched by western ideologies, including feminism.

In the late 1980s as a result of the more open and tolerant political atmosphere,
Marxist thinkers and other intellectuals were able to carry out more systematic,
sophisticated and critical discussions on the ideology of the Chinese women’s movement.
It was commonly agreed that although Marxist views on women’s liberation had laid
down important fundamental principles, they should not be regarded as dogma because the
theories of women’s movement had not been fully articulated and should continue to be
developed in line with Marxism and its analytical methods.®! In addition, as some Chinese
intellectuals began to be interested in women’s studies in other countries, new
perspectives emerged to affect the development of the Chinese women’s liberation
movement in the 1980s. The nature, state and future of the Chinese women’s movement

were the subjects of discussions.
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On the one hand, Chinese Marxist thinkers again attempted to draw a linear
ideological pattern for the Chinese women’s movement. They insisted that the women’s
movement was in pace with the revolution at large. They argued that oppression took
different forms in capitalist societies. The capitalist private ownership system which
generated class exploitation; the labor intensive production model of a pre-industrial
economy which made women’s labor inferior; the sex division of labor which solely
reinforced women’s roles as wives and mothers were all considered to be the sources of
women’s oppression. Women were liberated in socialism and would be completely
emancipated in communism.*> They believed that when their situation was compared to
women in other developing countries, Chinese women enjoyed higher social status. This is
due to the socialist system of China. They argued that Chinese women should continue to
struggle for full participation and realization in politics, economy and society after being
liberated from their families.

On the other hand, new insights and new questions emerged in the 1980s and
shaped the ideclogical development of the Chinese women’s movement. With regard to
the source of oppression, some intellectuals realized how cultural and historical factors in
China which had contributed to the subordinate position of women were overlooked or
underestimated.®® They argued that the abolition of the private ownership system and the
establishment of a socialist system were insufficient to guarantee women’s equal status.
This was due to the fact that China had been a patriarchal state for centuries and that the
unequal relation between men and women was part of the self-perpetuating culture.
Although changes had deliberately been made in the social and economic systems in the

first two decades of the PRC, the cultural heritage continued to form the mentality of



people and to shape their way of living. In other words, women might enjoy equal rights in
the society and the economy of China; yet, they remained subordinate. This led to
questions about what women’s liberation meant and what the standard of measurement of
such liberation was. Chinese women were to struggle for equal opportunities between the
sexes in all aspects of society; or for the transformation of Chinese women’s self-
perception and self-image of being less capable, less intelligent and worth less; or for
restoring the recognition and celebration of women’s qualities and culture; or for all of
these goals.®*

New perspectives which emerged in the 1980s challenged the official position of
the Chinese government concerning the status of Chinese women. Unconventional
arguments were raised about the relationship between the Chinese women’s movement
and the Chinese revolution at large. Some scholars suggested that women’s liberation was
granted from above by the CCP, long before such need was felt by most Chinese women,;
therefore, Chinese women remained dependent on the established authority and incapable
of obtaining a genuine and full liberation. Moreover, Chinese women might appear to have
higher social status; however, this was mainly due to the fact that the possibility of
working and thus contributing to the familial income was provided and institutionalized by
the socio-political system, as well as reinforced by economic needs. Critics argued that
their relative higher status might be superficial and was not necessarily a reliable sign for
how far Chinese women had been liberated especially when they were still burdened by a
double workload.® Also, it was evident that equality was true only on paper in most cases
because the mentality of people, both men and women, had not been changed and

consistent with the principles of the laws.*
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The ACWF faced unprecedented challenges and pressure in the 1980s. It was
caught in the turbulence of debates which were no longer limited by the parameters set by
the CCP. Strictly speaking, the ACWF owed loyalty to Marxism. On the other hand, it
needed to come up with sufficient ideas and means to cater to both the ideological
challenges posed by Chinese and foreign intellectuals, to perform its duties as the link
between the government and the Chinese women and to serve as the official leader of the
Chinese women’s liberation movement. To make the ACWEF’s position more difficult,
almost all of these new inputs into the women’s movement were urban-based; 70% of
Chinese women lived in the rural areas and their issues were largely excluded. The ACWE,
as the only organization with such national scale, undoubtedly faced the challenge of
reconciling the gap between the urban and rural. Nevertheless, the ideological
development of the past two decades has affected the ACWF to a considerable extent in

terms of its nature, sense of mission and functions.
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Chapter Four : Structure

The ACWEF is the largest women’s organization in China. Its membership is limited
to organizations and other units, rather than individuals. In order to reach every part of
China, the ACWF has a very elaborated structure in which cadres work closely with the
CCP committees and the government. The following paragraphs map out the ACWEF’s
internal structure, both vertical and horizontal, its network which is formed by its members
and affiliated organizations.

The ACWF has bureaus spread across the country. The headquarters of the ACWF
has always been located in Beijing. Under the ACWF, there are four levels of women’s
federations: sheng, shi xiashi, and zizhiqu; di; xian; xiang, zhen and jie (See figure 1).

Figure 1
ACWF

U
1¥ —  sheng (province), shi xiashi (city directly governed by the central

government) and Zizhiqu (autonomous Region)

U
2™ _ di (region):
shi (city), qu, meng and zhou (area)
U
3" —  xian (county):
shi (city), qu and qi (district)
U
4" —  xiang, zhen (township) and jie (street):

cunmin weiyuanhui (villager Committee);

Jjumin weiyuanhui (resident Committee)
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These four levels correspond to the state administrative structure. In 1988, there were
altogether 30 sheng, zhi xiashi and zizhiqu; 370 di; and 2810 xian®’ Also there were
65,145 xiang, =hen and jie. Under them, the so-called women’s representative committees
of the grass-roots level (jiceng funu daibiahui) were formed in 771,437 villager
committees and 88,498 resident committees. At this level, every thirty persons would
usually choose one representative. The representatives were under the leadership of the
CCP committees of the same level. *®

The highest body of the ACWF is the National Congress of women. The Congress
meets every five years to study and approve the reports of the Executive Committee; to
decide the principal guidelines for the women’s work of the coming session; to amend the
constitution if it is necessary; and to elect the Executive Committee which then elected a
Standing Committee. When the Executive Committee is in recess, the Standing Committee
exercises leadership with the help of its secretariat in order to administer the daily
operation of the ACWF. At each level of the women’s federation, there is a congress of
women. At the xian level and above, the congresses meet every five years. Below the xian
level, women’s congresses meet every three years. According to official reports, except in
some isolated mountainous areas and minority regions, most congresses have been
conducted regularly since 1978. At each of these levels, the women’s federations have
their executive committees and standing committees formed with the same election
methods as the ACWF. However, besides following the guidelines set by the ACWF, these
committees also have to carry out the directives of and to report to the CCP committees

of the corresponding administrative level.*
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Women'’s federations at all levels set up different departments to carry out various
functions. The number and precise functions of the departments that women’s federations
at all levels have set up are not uniform throughout the country. In 1989 the ACWF
consisted of eight departments: the General Affairs Department; Personnel Department;
International Liaision Department; Urban-Rural Department; Children’s Affair
Department; Women’s Rights and Interests Protection Department; Publicity Department;
and Retired Cadres Department. They all reported to the Standing Committee. These
departments were not permanent. Adjustments were made according to the changing
emphasis on different functions in different periods of time. Moreover, a CCP committee
has always been present in the ACWF. Women’s federations at the dr level usually have
five to nine departments. At the xian level, there are usually three to five departments. The
numbers vary and are dependent on the priorities, resources and needs of different areas.”

Besides its formal and separate structure, one part of the ACWF penetrates into
the state administrative machinery. First and foremost, there are women’s committees in
the CCP, in the government and in the systems of education, science, arts and medicine
ENR, BRI RESHLE RS (dangzheng jiguan, jiaoke wenwel xitong funu
weiyuanhui) . They are elected also by the national and local women congresses. Besides
following the guidelines of the ACWF, these committees work under the established
leadership and report to the CCP committees of their own units. Their specified
responsibilities include to represent and protect women’s legal rights and interests in their
own units; to promote women’s status and sexual equality; to recommend competent
women to the CCP, the government and the ACWF; to organize recreational activities to

their fellow women cadres; and lastly to help conducting women’s work with minority
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women and with Chinese women whose husbands or families are in Taiwan or overseas in
their own working environment.”!

In addition, the ACWF has several affiliated departments or organizations. For
example, the Chinese Women Cadres Management College; the Women’s Studies Center
of the ACWF; the Chinese Women’s Traveling Agency; the Chinese Women’s Publishing
House; and Women’s Activities Center which were financed by the government via the
ACWE, especially in their earlier phase, and are supposed to be independent in their
administration. However, even after becoming financially self-sufficient, they are still being
supervised by the ACWF to a certain extent. People who work in these affiliated
departments are cadres and receive salaries and other benefits from the state. Moreover,
the ACWF has numerous group members. They include the All-China Federation of Trade
Unions, Chinese Women Scientific and Technological Workers Association, All-China
Women Lawyers Association, Beijing Women Journalists Association and many other
professional and interest groups. There are at least 23 national and regional organizations
of this sort.”

With a vast network formed by its nation-wide offices, representatives at the grass-
root level, maturing affiliated departments and numerous organizational members, the
ACWEF, at least in theory, is able to reach and to provide leadership to all women in every
sector of China. This also requires the ACWF to carry out different activities and perform
different functions to cater to the needs and interests of women from all walks of life. In
addition, the fact that the ACWF has a similar structure and close working relationship
with the CCP committees and the government of different levels has significant

implications. The ACWF is capable of imposing the party directives or government
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policies on women and of revealing women’s interests to the government or lobbying for
women’s rights. In fact, this i1s the dual-mission of the ACWF. However, the former
mission always appears to override the latter, despite the fact that the mass organizations
were officially recognized in the early 1990s as supervisory bodies of the effectiveness of
the government on behalf of the people. Nevertheless, the ACWF has become increasingly

active in protecting women’s right since the mid 1980s.
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Chapter Five: Functions

The functions of the ACWF refer to tasks that it has performed and activities that
it has organized or in which it has been involved. The ACWF has had a wide variety of
functions which can be classified into four categories. First and foremost, the ACWF is a
political tool of the Chinese government. Being referred as “the ties and bridges” that the
CCP and the Chinese government have to link with Chinese women, the ACWEF, similar to
all other mass organizations in China, has been pre-destined to follow the direction of the
government. The ACWF is responsible for implementing government policies concerning
Chinese women. Secondly, the ACWF is the official leader of the Chinese women’s
movement. The ACWF mobilizes Chinese women to struggle for their rights and
represents women’s interests. Thirdly, the ACWF safeguards the welfare of children in
China. Lastly, the ACWF is the international representative of Chinese women. The
following part of this chapter thematically and chronologically examines the functions of

the ACWF in these four categories from 1950 to 1990.

The ACWF: A Government Agency

Being a political arm of the Chinese government, the ACWF has been responsible
for indoctrinating Chinese women with Marxist and other official political thoughts and
for mobilizing Chinese women to follow government policies and programs. In the 1950s,
the government initiated several mass movements such as the Resist-American Aid-Korea
Campaign (1951), the Three-Antis Campaign (1951) and the Five Antis Campaign (1952)
to achieve different political ends. Moreover, economic policies such as the land reform

(1950-52), the collectivization of land (1953-57), the nationalization of private industry
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(1953-58) and Mao Zedong’s Great Leap Forward (1958-61) also needed massive public
involvement and support. The CCP believed that through these mass movements or
campaigns people could experience revolution and undergo socialist transformation.
Violence, brutality and humiliation were often part of this form of education. Besides,
mass movements also reflected the different ideological and political orientation and
beliefs of CCP leaders. Mass campaigns might have goals, directives and content which
conflicted with the other mass campaigns. The duties of the ACWF in these mass
movements, followed a pattern: to indoctrinate women with any political propaganda that
was generated; to ensure that women were not excluded from the agenda of various
campaigns at each administrative level; to popularize the campaigns by pervasive
propaganda or publicity; and to involve women in mass campaigns by providing concrete
directives and organizing large-scale parades, demonstrations and meetings in which
intense discussions were often conducted. These tasks reveal the dual-nature of the
ACWEF: its duty to follow the party and the government; and its respensibility to represent
women by ensuring that women and their interests are not neglected. In order to
understand more about this particular political function of the ACWF, the following
paragraphs examine its work during the nationalization of private industry in the urban
areas during the early 1950s and the collectivization of land (1935-57) in the countryside.
Then the focus will shift to examine how the ACWF easily re-oriented its work and
ideological direction which basically contradicted its previous stand on certain issues
concerning women’s welfare during the Great Leap Forward (1958-61). Such change
tends to indicate the possibility that national priorities and CCP’s directives could

overwhelm women’s interests for the ACWFE.
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The pattern of the ACWEF’s political function concerning mass movements in the
urban areas was revealed during the nationalization of private industries in the early 1950s.
Immediately after the establishment of the PRC, the ACWF attempted to gain the support
of Chinese women from all walks of life, especially those from the merchant class families
and those who were well-educated in the newly liberated cities. Such efforts became
particularly important and forceful after 1953 as the government launched its first Five
Year Plan (1953-58) which included incorporation of private industry. In this regard, the
ACWEF was responsible for publicity about the campaign in order to provide ideological
education and directives to women, especially to those who were to be affected. The
publicity aimed at criticizing the previous political and economic systems as sources of
oppression against women and convincing women who were successful in the commercial
sector and financially independent that their privileged status was not genuine, as
imperialism continually exploited the country and as society never truly respected
women’s capabilities and their achievements outside the household.”® The publicity
explained how the CCP’s political beliefs and its policies could lead to a real liberation for
women. The ACWF urged Chinese women to reform their mentality by renouncing
capitalistic ideas, such as enriching oneself by exploiting others, by cultivating patriotism
and by adopting socialist ideas, such as the primacy of the collective good.*

Having explained the political framework for the nationalization of private
industries, the ACWF outlined the position and the duties of Chinese women in this
campaign. For example, women were to encourage themselves and their relatives to
cooperate with the nationalization of their own and of their families’ businesses. Also,

women were to be responsible for building united and harmonious families by being
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diligent and thrifty household managers.” Women were to stop under-estimating the
importance and value of physical labor and to stop depending on maids or servants to
carry out household chores. Labor that was put into domestic duties was to be seen as
honorable and rewarding. All women, including housewives were to continue their
political studies.”® Apparently, the regional women’s federations played an important role
in compelling women of the merchant class to adapt to the new era and to the
revolutionary changes which were brought by the incorporation of private industry.
“Relatives study committees” were set up in the capital cities of many provinces to
provide help and instruction to women who had been relying on maids to coordinate their
housework, study and social and political activities, including public meetings.”” In short,
the ACWF was the “mouthpiece” of the Chinese government and was responsible for
persuading women in the newly liberated cities to accept and cooperate with the new
policies.

In the rural areas, although the ACWF used similar methods to involve women in
the campaign for the collectivization of land which was becoming increasingly intensive
and extensive during the 1950s, it appeared to have made greater efforts to protect
women’s welfare. The ACWF maintained that land reform was the way to achieve
women’s liberation and the improvement of the peasantry.”® On the one hand, to the
Chinese women, the ACWF provided political education in order to promote their
enthusiasm about and understanding of the importance of the mutual-aid teams and the
producers’ cooperatives.” The ACWF publicized the work of the cooperatives and
women’s responsibility to become members of the cooperatives and women’s right to

receive equal pay; the propaganda encouraged women to take part in production and to
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1% Considering the nature of

achieve the target of working for 120 days or more annually.
these duties, the ACWF was a government agency which implemented government
policies concerning women. On the other hand, the ACWF attempted to reduce women’s
double-workload by urging the producers’ cooperatives to make realistic target and
production plans;'®' the ACWF further suggested that the allocation of work for women
should take their age, household responsibilities and health conditions (especially during
menstruation, pregnancy, and the aftermath of childbirth) into consideration. Moreover,
the ACWF maintained that women should be assigned to tasks, such as piggery and
silkworm keeping, the schedules for which were more flexible; therefore, they could
manage household duties.'® The idea was that household management should not be
secondary to production. Moreover, by trying to ensure that the division of work between
men and women was fair in the sense that tasks assigned to women were less demanding
physically, the ACWF assumed the role of protecting women’s rights.'®

The functions and principles of the ACWF appeared to alter fundamentally as a
result of sudden national political changes. During the campaigns for the nationalization of
private industries and the collectivization of land in the first half of the 1950s, the ACWF
identified women closely with family and household. In the urban areas, women were to be
good and thrifty household managers in order to enable the country to concentrate its
resources on industrialization. In the rural areas, women were encouraged to take part in
production only after household duties were well managed. These ideas were upheld as
women'’s ways to build socialism. In the same light, the ACWF insisted that household

duties should not be socialized or centralized and that women were more suitable to carry

out those duties. Although initiatives were made by some rural cooperatives to provide
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day-care and other services to reduce the burden of household work during harvest
seasons, such endeavors were not encouraged by the ACWF.'" However, towards the
end of the 1950s, the importance of production enhancement became superior. Therefore,
the ACWF had to shift its focus to encourage women to be more involved in production.
The responsibility for providing social services to reduce the burden of household chores
was handed to the ACWF and later became its primary duty.

The ACWF changed its view on the socialization of household services as the
Great Leap Forward (1958-61) was introduced. In early 1958, the Chinese government
claimed that as the collectivization of land was completed, China became more and more
ready for socialism. Mao launched the Great Leap Forward which aimed at increasing
steel and coal production in order to surpass British industrial capacity by 1972.
Immediately, to increase production became the first priority of all mass campaigns and
government policies in China. In early 1959 the ACWF maintained that its primary
function should be to mobilize women to carry out the party-line which was to build
socialism by rapidly increasing production. It attempted to explain that although the
directives which had been set at the 3™ National Women’s Congress (1957) did not focus
on production enhancement, they were consistent with the spirit of the Great Leap
Forward as they had also aimed at accelerating the revolution.'*® However, the welfare of
women appeared to become secondary. The functions of the ACWF were greatly changed.

In order to increase production rapidly, which was the main goal of the Great Leap
Forward, the ACWF worked to involve more women in the labor force by providing
services to reduce their domestic workload in households. The ACWF underlined the

importance of providing training for women to use agricultural tools and to become more



involved in certain stages of the production process, such as fertilizer accumulation and
production, seedling cultivation, field management and insect prevention. Perhaps more
importantly, the ACWF initiated the idea of “organizing daily life by developing collective
social services” to further liberate women’s labor.'” During this period, the ACWF
became increasingly involved in providing leadership for and coordination of day-care
centers, kindergartens, public bathrooms and cafeterias. Under the leadership of women’s
federations at different levels, teams for sewing, washing, hair cutting, and flour grinding
were set up in the People 's Communes of many xian across the county'’ According to
official statistics, by the end of 1959 there were altogether 390,000 cafeterias and 390,000
day-care centers in the country.'®® Yet, the ACWF underlined that such endeavors had to
be carried out in the light of Marxist-Leninism theory concerning the value of domestic
labor in a socialist society. Women leaders were aware of the possibility of down-playing
the value of domestic labor if the publicity made a direct link between women’s
emancipation and socialization of household chores. Women cadres were reminded that
the publicity had to avoid leading to a belief that the establishment of People’s Communes
was equivalent to communism.'® From 1949 to 1957, the total number of women workers
increased by only 2 million. From 1958 to 1959, it increased by 4 million.'"® But, much
less effort and attention were given to the struggle for women’s rights, such as equal-pay
with their male counterparts.

However, this trend of getting more and more women involved in production did
not last long. As the Great Leap Forward lost its momentum towards the end of the
1950s, the ACWE’s enthusiasm for running public enterprises to reduce women’s

domestic workload diminished. Some enterprises which had become well-established,'"!



especially day-care centers in urban areas continued in operation. But, most of them were
quickly closed down. In fact, in 1961 Deng Xiaoping criticized the ACWF for neglecting
its own responsibilities and blindly following the general directives at the risk of
disconnecting itself from realities during the Great Leap Forward. He claimed that much
work of the ACWF had been impractical and useless. Immediately, the ACWF re-adopted
the principle of thrift as the guideline for women’s work.'"?

Since the ideology of the Chinese women’s movement was incompatible with that
of the Cultural Revolution, the ACWF was basically paralyzed from 1968 to 1978. When
Mao Zedong first launched the Cultural Revolution in 1966, the ACWF responded very
enthusiastically. Cadres of the Federation were strongly encouraged to study Mao’s
thoughts and to internalize the spirit of revolution. However, as the Cultural Revolution
developed the Chinese women’s movement became irrelevant and the need to have an
individual women’s organization was questionable to both the CCP and the Chinese

'* Women’s work, which was supposed to serve mainly women’s interests

government.
was considered as bourgeois-originated, divisive and anti-revolutionary. Consequently, the
ACWF was closed down in 1968 and its offices were occupied by the army. Many women
cadres were sent to the rural areas to do labor-intensive work. Only after the “gang of
four” was arrested and the Cultural Revolution was officially ended in 1976, was the
preparatory committee for the Fourth National Women’s Congress able to rehabilitate the
cadres of the federations, to restore the operation of the ACWF and to organize the
National Women’s Congress which took place in September 1978. Immediately, the

ACWF announced its full support to the government and its reform policies concerning

the four modernizations.



Owing to the fact that the ACWF is a government agent, its operation is bound to
be affected by political development in the country. The content of its political functions
varied according to the political development in the PRC. From the 1950s to the 1960s,
the ACWF was greatly involved in many mass movements which were initiated by the
Chinese government. In the 1980s and the 1990s, as the Chinese government worked to
maintain political stability in order to facilitate the economic development of the country,
political activities ceased to be the dominant function of the ACWF. In fact, the ACWF
has never become directly involved in any of the subsequent mass political campaign, as
happened during the Great Leap Forward. Since the Cultural Revolution, the Chinese
government has stopped launching similarly large-scale mass movement to achieve
political goals. As a result, the ACWF has been able to concentrate more on its other
duties, especially those related to the welfare of women and children. But the ACWF
continues to be the “mouthpiece” of the Chinese government and to be responsible for
publicity about government policies and ideologies. For example, in the 1980s there was a
“Five Stresses, Four Beauties” Campaign which aimed at restoring the courteous culture,
positive spirit and comradeship among the Chinese people.!'* In the early 1990s, the CCP
introduced the idea of building a socialist country with Chinese characteristics. Overall,
the ACWF has continuously and strongly supported the party-line.'"’ In the aftermath of
the Chinese student movement in 1989, the ACWF openly criticized the movement as an
anti-revoiutionary and anti-government turmoil, as what the CCP claimed."'® In a nutshell,

the ACWF has always remained faithful to the CCP and the government.
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The ACWF: Official Leader of the Chinese Women’s Movement

The second category of the ACWEF’s functions centers on the Chinese women’s
movement. To enhance Chinese women’s consciousness about sexual inequality and to
cultivate their self-confidence was always among the ACWF’s main concerns. Perhaps, the
ultimate goal of its attempts prior to the Cultural Revolution could be summarized by one
of the publicity campaigns which aimed at removing the traditional beliefs that women
were inferior and that their incapability was a virtue. The slogan of this campaign was
“women could do everything.”'"” The ACWF saw women'’s participation in production as
the key to change people’s mentality. Therefore, to depict women as competent,
productive and effective worker became the most commonly used publicity approach. This
led to wide circulation of elaborate reports on the first group of women pilots, women
tractor drivers, or women miners in the 1950s and the early 1960s."'® Their experiences of
becoming professionals in fields which had been primarily male-dominated were portrayed
and romanticized as breakthroughs for the Chinese women’s movement and as a proof for
the well-known slogan that women are “half of the sky in China.”'”® This idea of
promoting Chinese women’s self-awareness and of motivating them to strive for sexual
equality has increasingly become the core of the ACWF’s mission since its resumption of
operation after the Cultural Revolution. This strong urge was fully revealed by the so-
called “four self” slogan which was first introduced at the 5™ (1983) and then adopted
again at the 6™ National Congress of the Chinese women (1988); the slogan urged Chinese
women to enhance their sense of self-respect, self-confidence, self-improvement and self-
reliance.'?® Since then, the “four-self” slogan has served as the principal guideline for the

work of the ACWF.



The celebration of International Working Women'’s Day, March 8", has been one
of the main annual activities that the ACWF organized to promote the Chinese women’s
movement. To give the “March 8" Red Flag Bearer” awards to successful women in
different fields became an indispensable part of the celebration. Awards have been given to
workers, peasants, cadres, professionals, politicians, as well as to members of the people’s
army. Besides looking at their accomplishments at work, the criteria for the awards
extended to women’s political profile and to their decisions concerning family plamning.121
In addition, the award of “March 8" Red Flag Organization” have been given to
enterprises or units which usually had women as the majority of the staff members and
were outstanding in their performances. Obviously, no fixed quota on these awards were
made. According to Zhongguo Funu Tongji Ziliao, in 1979 “March 8" Red Flag Bearer”
award was given to 8,960 women while “March 8" Red Flag Organization” award was
given to 1,042 units.'2 A decade after, the former award was given to 1,948 women and
the latter award was given to only one unit.'® Nevertheless, by providing evidence to
prove that women could be as capable as men, the ACWF has intended to promote
Chinese women’s self-confidence and to reduce public prejudice against women.

The ACWF organized the “Five Good Family” campaign to integrate the Chinese
women’s movement into Chinese families. This campaign was first introduced in 1956. At
the time “five good” referred to good at establishing mutual-aided relationship with
neighbors; managing family life; educating children; keeping the cleanliness and hygiene of
households; and studying.'** This campaign undoubtedly aimed at acknowledging
women’s contributions to families and at reinforcing the idea that domestic duties and the

stability of family were crucial to the building of a socialist state. Perhaps more
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importantly, it was intended to make women more conscious of the political and social
implications of the efforts that they put into family. After the Cultural Revolution, the
“Five Good Family” campaign was launched again in a format of competition. It strongly
emphasized the importance of acknowledging good wives, good mothers and good
daughters-in-law in order to revive Chinese familial values and bondage which had been
severely undermined and destroyed during the Cultural Revolution.'” Decisions
concerning birth control were considered as an important criteria. Besides, the ACWF
decided that there was no need to establish a standard criterion for the whole country.
Consequently, each region set its own requirements and conducted its own selection.'?®
Model families would be chosen and awarded certificates. In the year 1981-82, 3.8 million
families were designated as “Five Good Families.”"*’ By giving public acknowledgment to
successful or “good” families, the ACWF highlighted the fact that women continue to play
a crucial role in family and that women’s contribution is important for the Chinese
women’s movement and for the state.

The ACWF has also concretized the Chinese women’s movement by introducing
vocational training programs and campaigns to improve women’s abilities and their
competitiveness. The most basic training that the ACWF has provided has been “Chinese
character learning” classes which aim at reducing the number of illiterate young women
mainly in the rural areas. This service was started in the 1950s and has become the
responsibility of the local women’s federations. However, it appears that no systematic
program was adopted and that sporadic efforts were obviously inadequate and ineffective.
According to the official statistics, there were more than 230 million illiterate people in

China in 1983. Of those, 70% were women'?® The introduction of the “double learning
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and double competing campaign” which was launched in 1989 brought the campaign of
eliminating illiteracy to a climax.'® The “double learning and double competing
campaign” aimed at promoting literacy, increasing the technical knowledge of women,
and bringing relief to poverty in the rural areas. New approaches were used in this
campaign to enable women in rural areas to share in the prosperity of the economy. The
local women’s federations in many provinces actually established enterprises and played
the role of entrepreneurs to run business in fields of the primary industries, including
agriculture, forestry, fishery and animal husbandry, etc. Women were hired and trained to
become skillful workers in one or two tasks.”*° Some women’s federations came up with
investment proposals and cooperated with both private and public investors. Other
women’s federations collaborated with government ministries to run enterprises. In most
cases, the women’s federations were responsible for providing “Chinese character learning

! The most revolutionary

classes” and skill-training programs to women workers."
initiative was undoubtedly that the women’s federations acted as financial guarantors for
skilled women workers who wanted to start their own business and did not have enough
capital or credibility. Consequently, these women were able to obtain loans from banks. "
Besides, the ACWF applied for and obtained financial assistance from various international
funding sources which were geared to help developing countries. There are at least 38
multilateral and bilateral projects which can be linked in one way or other to the “double
learning and double competing campaign” in the province of Gansu.'> The results of this
campaign seem promising. According to official statistics of 1996, 120 million women

took part in the campaign and over 90 million of them became capable of mastering one or

more skills. Moreover, over 3 million women became literate. 134
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The ACWF needed new strategies to deal with setbacks suffered by the Chinese
women’s movement in the early 1990s as the result of China’s economic reforms. Because
of the four modernizations, the Chinese economy was transforming drastically from a
highly centralized and protective model to a increasingly decentralized and competitive
model. Consequently, Chinese women workers in the urban areas faced unprecedented
challenges. Working conditions became complicated and unfavorable to women who were
still generally less educated and less skillful. In order to increase efficiency and
competitiveness, many enterprises had to find ways to cut their production costs. Women
workers, especially those who were in their 40s and 50s, were the first to be laid-off."’
On the other hand, many enterprises, especially those that had been financed by the state,
simply could not survive the economic changes. Consequently, thousands of women
workers became unemployed. Many of them encountered a great deal of difficulty finding
similar jobs elsewhere as many manual tasks had been replaced by machines.”* The
situation was worsened by the fact that many enterprises started to violate women
workers’ rights and discriminate against women workers in their hiring processes.
Matemnity leave and other related benefits were perceived as additional expenses.
Enterprises’ managers saw women having a stronger tendency to take more days off to
attend their familial needs, such as to take care of a sick child at home. Therefore,
managers tended to avoid hiring women in general.”’ Consequently, Chinese women
became increasingly financially dependent on the male members of their families in many
cases. Women leaders saw these phenomenon as setbacks to the Chinese women’s

movement.
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The ACWF made efforts to help urban women workers to meet the new challenges
and demands of the labor market in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The ACWF introduced
“rendering meritorious services” activities which aimed at promoting urban women
workers’ competitiveness so that they could avoid being left out of the technological and
economic progress of the country. This campaign concentrated on maximizing women’s
talents and their opportunities to be involved in developing tertiary industries in China. By
providing various kinds of vocational and technical training, including garment design,
cosmetics, cookery, clerical tasks, and management of small business, the women’s
federations encouraged unemployed women to start their own business and to look for job
opportunities in the tertiary sector of the economy. Small restaurants and businesses which
provide services, such as word-processing, typing, photocopying, flower arranging,
custom-made clothing, hair-dressing and cosmetics styling grew quickly in cities.*® Some
women’s federations established affiliated agencies to play the role of middleman between
unemployed women and employers. Agencies of this kind have been particularly
successful in helping laid-off women to become full-time nannies or household helpers."*’
According to official statistics, 37.26 million urban women took part in the “rendering
meritorious services” activities. '*°

The most important outgrowth of the new approaches, such as the “double
learning and double competing campaign” and ‘“rendering meritorious services”
activities is the fact that the ACWF was officially approved to run profit-making
enterprises. In 1992 the State Council released a document which explained in detail
practical issues concerning the ACWF’s efforts to develop tertiary industries. Directives

which ranged from the source of capital to the obligation to pay taxes were included.
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According to this document, the objectives of the ACWF in this regard should be to
promote job opportunities for women, to strengthen the ACWF, and to provide service to
the mass.'*! These new developments have had very important implications. Firstly, the
content of women’s work has been greatly diversified. Economic functions in terms of
engineering investment projects, recruiting women workers and generating profits are
carried out in an unprecedented scale. Moreover, being able to retain part of the profits to
finance the ACWF and the women'’s federations at all levels, the ACWF has become less
dependent on the government and stronger on representing women’s interests.

In order to promote the Chinese women’s movement, the ACWF has not only
organized activities and publicity campaigns, it has also attempted to safeguard Chinese
women’s rights and to represent their interests. As has been discussed earlier, during the
first decade of the PRC the ACWF tried to ensure that opportunities for women’s
participation in politics, production and all kinds of social activities were guaranteed and
that women’s welfare was not ignored in political movements such as the Great Leap
Forward. Apart from this, the achievements of the ACWF in improving legal protection
for women’s rights and interests in China were also evident.

One of the prominent examples to show that the ACWF was the representative of
women’s interests relates to the marriage law. The marriage law of the PRC was first
promulgated in 1950. Its content was very similar to the Marriage Regulations that had
been used in the previous communist soviets.'*> The ACWF played a particular role in
assisting in the execution of the marriage law. The People’s Court, together with the
ACWE, established a so-called “jury system” in many provinces. With such a system,

cadres of women’s federations could become members of juries in divorce lawsuits. '
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Perhaps more importantly, by conducting private talks with women who were involved in
divorce cases and intimidated by the court procedure, women cadres of the ACWF were
able to have a more comprehensive understanding of the situations and to help those
women to claim what they were entitled to according to the marriage law.'*

Aside from their direct involvement in the legal process of divorce, the women’s
federations played an important role in executing one part of the marriage law which
stated that “when one party insists on divorce, the crganizations concerned may try to
effect a reconciliation...”"** Having received complaints from women who suffered from
difficult marriages, cadres of the women’s federations would carry out investigations of
the situations. Cadres always attempted to help the couples to resolve their problems and
to improve their relationships mainly by re-educating couples with the content and spirit of
the marriage law which was founded on the notion of sexual equality. 146 By criticizing the
absurdity of traditional Chinese marriage norms, including the superiority of husbands in
households, the dependence of wives, and the general acceptance of violence against
women as well as of polygamy, federation cadres tried to convince couples, and especially
husbands, to give up their traditional views on and related behavior in marriage
relationships.'*’ Lastly, women’s federations of all levels were responsible for publicity
about the marriage law. Women cadres were constantly reminded that both men and
women were target audience of the publicity campaign and that the emphasis should not
be placed solely on the section relating to divorce."**

Partly due to the efforts of the ACWF, in 1981 certain amendments were made to
increase the flexibility of the marriage law. The ACWF had continuously reflected the

limitations of the original marriage law with regard to helping women to escape from
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problematic marriages. With almost no or very little social and familial support and being
mostly financially dependent on their husbands, many women remained victims of unhappy
marriages. Applications for divorce were never easily and smoothly accepted, as many
personnel in the legal system, including judges and lawyers, who were mostly men,
continued to have strong prejudices against divorce. Very often, requests for divorce were
refused by the People’s Court. As a result, many women resorted to suicide to escape
from their marriages.'* The new Marriage Law of 1981 contains important amendments
with regard to divorce. Article 25 of chapter four of the marriage law was changed;
instead of “divorce may be granted,” it has become “divorce should be granted in cases of
complete alienation of mutual affection and when mediation has failed.” This change
drastically reduced the power of people who work in the legal system to hinder divorce.'*
By playing a particular role in the execution of the marriage law, women’s federations has
been able to provide assistance to women who are caught up in problematic marriages in
various concrete ways.

The responsibility for protecting women’s rights and interests took a new shape as
women’s safety was seriously threatened in the 1980s. As a result of the four
modernizations policies and the subsequent open door policy, the Chinese economy began
to grow on an unprecedented scale. The living standard of the coastal areas was greatly
enhanced as commercialization developed at a rapid pace. However, another result of this
development was that women and children were treated as commodities by some people.
The practice of selling and buying women has its roots in the past and had virtually ceased
during the first three decades of the PRC. The trade became rampant again in the 1980s

during which the public has been often shocked by reports about women being tricked or
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abducted. Most of these women were then sold to old peasant bachelors as wives or
forced to become prostitutes in big cities or lured to participate in other illegal endeavors.
Tens of thousands of cases of this kind were reported by the Chinese official press.””! The
ACWF was urged to promote and protect women’s legal rights. The ACWF responded to
the situation by firstly intensifying the publicity about the fundamental principles of sexual
equality which was guaranteed by the constitution of the PRC and then attacking the idea
that women were men’s property and could be legally transferred. Moreover, it established
numerous legal advisory bureaus at different levels of the women’s federations throughout
the country to provide legal consultation and assistance to women in need.'*?

Due to the efforts of the ACWF, in the 1990s a new committee was established in
the State Council and new set of laws was adopted to protect women’s rights. It was
obvious to the ACWF that the existing system and laws, which were mainly set up since
the beginning of the PRC, were inadequate to protect women’s rights from the current
abuses and new challenges of the 1980s and the 1990s. In 1989, the ACWF suggested to
the State Council that it should establish a coordinating committee to improve the current
work concerning women and children. Consequently, a committee on women and children
was established in the State Council in 1990."** Being at the top level of the administrative
structure, this committee actually has had much more influence than the ACWF. In
addition, mainly due to the efforts and lobbying of the ACWF, a committee which
consisted of cadres of many organization, ministries and units, such as the ACWF, the
People’s Court, the Labor Ministry, was formed to work on a draft of laws to protect
women’s rights in 1989."** In 1992 the “Law of the People’s Republic of China on the

Protection of Rights and Interests of Women” was adopted. There are altogether 54
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articles in eleven chapters which articulate the principle of equality between men and
women,; the responsibility of the state to protect women'’s special rights and interests; and
the prohibition of any kind of discrimination against or maltreatment of women."*®
Moreover, the ACWF is designated by the law to be the representative of all Chinese
women’s rights and interests.'*® However, it is still too soon to evaluate the effectiveness
of this law.

Being the leader of the Chinese women’s movement, the ACWF has worked to
enhance Chinese women’s consciousness about sexual inequality and to motivate them to
improve their situation by organizing many activities. The ACWF has also been committed
to represent and safeguard women’s rights and interests in marriages, workplaces and in
society at large. It is fair to say that the ACWF has been consistent in its goals to lead the
Chinese women’s movement. However, the approaches of the ACWF vary at different
periods of times. Prior to the Cultural Revolution, publicity was the major part of the
ACWE’s work. This was attributable to the belief that a new culture and mentality could
be implanted effectively by pervasive and constant indoctrination. During this period,
symbolism and appearance were more important as they verified certain beliefs. It was in
this context that campaigns, such as the March 8™ Celebration and Five Good Families
Competition were launched. Model women workers and model mothers symbolized the
success of socialism and that of the CCP. In the 1980s, the ACFW became more mature in
its work concerning the promotion of women’s welfare. The fact that it advocated the
modification of the marriage law and that it lobbied for the need of adopting and helped
drafting the “Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Protection of Rights and

Interests of Women” shows that the ACWF was aware of the limitations of the existing
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system. In addition, instead of solely praising government policies, the ACWF openly
addressed the problems that economic reforms were bringing to women and attempted to
help them in very concrete terms. Consequently, the “Learning and Competing Campaign”
and the Rendering Meritorious Services” activities were introduced. Moreover, the ACWF
has been trying to be more responsive to the new needs of the Chinese women since the
late 1980s. Following the successful example of another women’s group, the ACWF
opened a women’s hot-line to the public in Beijing in order to provide assistance and
consultation to the callers who were usually troubled by familial disputes, unhappy
marriages, their husbands’ extra-marital affairs. New approaches and initiatives provoke
self-examination among the cadres. Many of them began to identify the goals of improving

women’s welfare and of establishing sexual equality as the primary duty of the ACWE.

The ACWE: The Protector of Children’s Welfare

Another important responsibility of the ACWF relates to the welfare of children in
the country. In this regard, the first duty was to educate Chinese women with modern and
scientific knowledge about child-care. To remove Chinese women’s deep-rooted
superstition and their traditional methods for birth giving and child-care was a big
challenge, especially in the 1950s and 1960s.”7 The ACWF assisted the Health
Department in training mid-wives whose skills and methods were considered unhygienic
and dangerous. According to official statistics, 100,000 mid-wives went through training
courses in 1951. Moreover, 10,000 child delivery centers and health care centers for the
newborns were established. The goal was to set up a child-delivery center for every five

villages by the end of 1952. The ACWF was also responsible for publicizing the
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importance of immunizing children against smallpox and tuberculosis and the absurdity of
superstition.'*®

In the 1950s, the ACWF was mainly responsible for ensuring that day-care
facilities were available in China. Prior to the Great Leap Forward, women’s federations at
all levels tried to reflect to different units such as factories and bureaus the needs of
working women in terms of day-care services for their children. In the urban areas, day-
care centers and rooms for breast-feeding were set up at workplaces. In the rural areas,
the women’s federations assisted the cooperatives in taking care of children during the
harvest seasons when women’s labor was needed in the fields. In fact, the ACWF was
trying to ensure that substantial efforts were made to welcome or include women in the
labor force and that women’s involvement in production would not be hindered by
maternal duties.'*® The nature of this particular function was changed during the Great
Leap Forward during which women’s federations, especially those in the countryside,
became very involved in running day-care centers at the people’s communes.' After
1962, the ACWF returned to its original role to assist or at times, to pressure different
units to establish day-care facilities. The ACWF regularly conducted investigation into the
conditions and development of different day-care facilities. Statistics of the total number
of day-care centers and the enrollment rate of children always appeared in its annual
reports.

In the 1980s and 1990s, the ACWF became very involved in the promotion of
children’s welfare. In February 1981, the central committee of the CCP released a
directive which assigned the ACWF to be the leader in “nurturing, cultivating and

educating” children and adolescents of the country. This meant that the ACWF was to link
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up and coordinate different departments and units concerned. Shortly after, the ACWF set
up three new committees. The first one was responsible for enriching the cultural and
educational materials, including television programs, movies, books and songs, for
children and adolescents.. The second committee was responsible for the living conditions
of children. It took care of the availability and accessibility of food, clothes, toys and other
daily necessities for children. The last committee included members from the first two
committees, cadres from the Central Committee of the CCP, and cadres from the ACWF
to evaluate and discuss the current situation in order to make plans for future
development.'®" In 1992 the program for the development of children in China in the
1990s was released.'®® Moreover, since 1981 the ACWF has organized the annual
celebration of children festival on June 1. A large publicity campaign was always part of
the celebration which promoted the importance of the younger generations and the
importance of their welfare for the country.'® As a result of the ACWF’s lobbying, the
Central Committee of the CCP approved the proposal of building a Chinese Children and
Adolescents Activity Center in 1982.'% Moreover courses on working with children and
adolescents were introduced in the women cadres’ school.'®”

Certain aspects of the one-child policy apparently caused tension between the
ACWEF and the Chinese government in the 1980s. The one-child policy which was
introduced in 1979 was intended to be a carrot-and-stick approach to limit the population
of China to 1.2 billion by the year 2000. Families which complied with the one-child policy
would be rewarded. Additional benefits such as maternity leave up to six months for
mothers and subsidized or free education and health care for the child would be granted. If

the couples had a second child, all the benefits would be withdrawn. Moreover, the second
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child would not be entitied to any public welfare services, including medical and
educational benefits. Couples with of a third child would have to pay penalties and have
their salaries reduced in many cases. In the early 1980s, abortion was often forced on
women with two or more children, regardless of the length of pregnancy. Moreover,
sterilization was compulsory for these couples. The ACWF was responsible for publicizing
the rationale, importance and content of the one-child policy, and promoting the use of
different contraceptive measures. Women cadres also assisted the birth control bureaus
which were set up throughout the country to persuade couples to comply with the policy.
The ACWF underlined the important role that men should play in family planning and
criticized the absurdity of the general assumption that women were solely responsible for
such matter.'®® However, the ACWF faced a dilemma when thousands of women were
traumatized and their health was jeopardized by severe and punitive measures. On the one
hand, it had to support and reinforce the government’s policy. On the other hand, it was
obvious that the victims of the one-child policy were primarily women whose interests
were ACWE’s main concerns. All that the ACWF could do was to repeatedly emphasize
that cadres of women’s federations at all levels would first comply with the one-child
policy themselves in order to set a good example; then strive to promote the policy to the
largest scale possible; but strongly protest against any coercive approach.'®’ This was
indeed a subtle way to question the government’s policy and one of its most fundamental
rationales which maintained that the collective good always surpassed individuals’ rights.
The principles of protecting women’s and children’s rights and welfare compelled
the ACWF to protest against abuses to female infants and their mothers. The one-child

policy fully reflected the fact that the Chinese population, especially those from rural
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families, continued to have very strong desire to have at least one son. Great
disappointment was almost certain if the first born happened to be a daughter as the
possibility of having a second child was low or at least costly. This led to a dramatic
increase in instances of female infanticide and abuse of women who had given birth to
female babies. The ACWF was alarmed and determined to intensify its publicity campaign
to attack the mentality of valuing sons more than daughters and the practice of killing
female babies.'s® In addition, it carried out an extensive investigation into the conditions of
women who were affected by the ome-child policy in any way. The results of the
investigation uncovered how the one-child policy caused severe harm to women’s health,
maltreatment of female babies and their mothers, and the widespread public resentment.
The ACWF openly reported on and criticized the prevalent practice of female infanticide
which had been officially denied; consequently, tension was created between the
government and the ACWF. However, the ACWF was not able to provide help to women
and female babies who were victims of the one-child policy. It appears that the
effectiveness of its protests was very limited.

The functions that the ACWF has performed with regard to children’s welfare
have had significant implications. Having assumed that the largest women’s organization
would be the best care-giver to children, the Chinese government appointed the ACWF as
the protector and promoter of children’s welfare in the country. The ACWF has become
an embodiment of the close association or linkage between womanhood and motherhood
that the Chinese continue to perceive. Ironically, the coercive measures of the one-child
policy pushed the ACWF to conffont the government. The ACWF’s criticisms of certain

aspects of the population control policy demonstrate that the ACWF has started to act as a
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pressure group which speaks on behalf of women’s and children’s interests and rights.
Also, additional responsibilities, especially those which were assigned after 1981, put a
greater strain on the women’s federations at all levels. Some cadres actually expressed
their concerns about the lack of consistency in their duties and about how to set priorities
between women’s work and children’s work. In the mid 1980s these issues triggered

wide-spread discussions about the limitations of the ACWF and the need for its reforms.

The ACWF: International Representative of Women in China

International activities belong to the fourth category of functions that the ACWF
carries out. The ACWF has been the official international representative of Chinese
women since the establishment of the PRC in 1949. The ACWF’s international activities
have been largely shaped by China’s international relations and foreign policies. During the
early phrase of the PRC, the ACWF was often used as an instrument to make first
contacts with other countries, especially those that were less-developed. The nature of
these activities was mainly bilateral. The ACWF has become increasingly involved in
multilateral activities since the Cultural Revolution. The following paragraphs trace
ACWTF’s liaison activities with other countries and its involvement in the United Nations,
especially its participation into World Conferences On Women.

The ACWF has played an important role in creating and diversifying China’s
relationships with other countries. In the early phase of the PRC, U.S. sanctions against
the PRC made it very difficuit for the Chinese government to establish diplomatic
relationships with many countries, especially those in Western Europe. In this context, the

ACWF first organized the “Asia Women’s Representatives Conference” in December
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1949. One hundred ninety-seven representatives from 23 countries participated in this
event.'® In 1953 and 1954, the ACWF hosted women’s delegation from Japan. In 1955,
women’s delegations from France and Italy expressed the willingness of their governments
to support the establishment of normal diplomatic relationships with the PRC.' The
success of the ACWF in making contacts with women’s organizations in other countries
enabled China to break through its diplomatic isolation in the 1950s. This tactic remained
useful after the Cultural Revolution. For example, the restoration of Sino-Soviet
diplomatic relations started with exchanges between women’s delegations of the two
countries in the early 1980s. Another example is that when the U.S. imposed sanctions on
China after the Tiananmen Square Incident of 1989, the ACWF invited American
women’s organizations to take part in a conference on women’s issues in Beijing in 1990.
There were altogether 250 American women and 200 Chinese women participants.'” In
short, by making unofficial contacts with women’s organizations overseas, the ACWF has
been able to open up different possibilities for the Chinese government to break diplomatic
ice.

The foreign activities of the ACWF were greatly affected by the Cold War. Being
one of the biggest communist countries, the PRC played an important role in
strengthening and expanding the communist camp by making alliance with many so-called
“third world” countries. In this context, the ACWF always put a great deal of emphasis on
its liaison activities with the less-developed countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America,
especially those which were at odds with the United States.'”” For example, the ACWF
hosted a delegation from Algeria in 1957 and a delegation from countries of South-

Western Africa in 1964. In these activities, the ACWF often tried to demonstrate how
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socialism enabled Chinese women to take part into the revolution and to enjoy higher
social status in a socialist society.'” In addition, token supplies were sent to women’s
organizations in Korea, Vietnam and Palestine to support their struggles against
“American imperialism” during different periods of time."™ Moreover, the ACWF sent
delegations to 26 countries in Africa and 5 countries in Asia between 1978 and 1983.'”
Most of these activities were centered on strengthening the relationships between China
and these countries.

The ACWF has become increasingly involved in the United Nations since the
1980s. In 1971, the PRC officially became a member of the United Nations. In the
following year, China was elected as a member state of the UN Commission on the Status
of Women. Since then, China has always been very active in participating in UN activities
related to women.'”® One of the first important international events in which the ACWF
participated was the First World Conference on Women which took place in Mexico City
in 1975. Later, the ACWF also participated in the following two World Conferences on
Women which took place in Copenhagen (1980) and in Nairobi (1985) respectively.l-'7
These conferences had significant implications for the Chinese women’s movement. By
signing the “World Program of Action” (1975), the “Convention on Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women” (1980) and the “Nairobi Strategies” (1985),
China committed itself to improve the status of Chinese women with reference to an
international standard.!”® Moreover, China became a member of two wery important
committees in the 1980s: the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against
Women (1982-94) and the International Research and Training for the Advancement of

Women (1985-88).!” Perhaps more importantly, the ACWF was successful in acquiring
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financial support from United Nations Children’s Fund and United Nations Women’s
Development Fund to carry out production projects in China, such as those of the “double
learning and competing campaign.”'® Consequently, Chinese women benefited greatly.
Through ACWF’s involvement in the United Nations and its constant contacts with many
governments and numerous non-governmental women’s organizations, its foreign
activities have become much more multilateral and diverse.

The ACWF played an exceptional role in the Fourth World Conference on Women
(FWCW) (1995) as China was the host country. First and foremost, Chen Muhua, Head of
the Executive Committee of the ACWF, was the head of the Chinese government
delegation and elected as the president of the FWCW.'®! Besides, the ACWF was
particularly involved in the preparation for the non-governmental organizations (NGO)
Forum on Women which took place in Huairou from the 30" August to the 8" September
1995. There were more than 30,000 participants.'®> The ACWF was a member of the
NGO Forum’s Planning committee which set the overall direction of the program.'® On
the other hand, the China Organizing Committee (COC) for the FWCW had an NGO
Forum Committee which worked closely with and assisted the Facilitating Committee and
the Secretariat of NGO Forum to implement and organize the Forum in Beijing. Huang
Qizao, Vice President of the ACWF, was the Director of the NGO Forum Committee.
The ACWF was a member of this committee as well.’® In other words, the ACWF
actively participated in both the planning part and the executive part of the NGO Forum.
Moreover, together with other members of the NGO Forum Committee, the ACWF

prepared and coordinated forty-seven panels, sixty-three workshops, twelve performances
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and thirty-five exhibits which were presented by and about Chinese women in the NGO
Forum.'®’

The FWCW had a significant impact on the ACWF. First and foremost, in order to
show its support for the Chinese women’s movement and for the FWCW, the Chinese
government built a new and spacious office building in downtown Beijing for the
ACWE."*8 The building is so big that surplus offices are rented to affiliated departments or
organizations, such as Women’s Studies Institute. Consequently, the headquarters of the
ACWF has become a resource center in which many activities that are apart from the
regular operation of the ACWF, but related to the Chinese women, are carried out. In
addition, with the financial support of the Chinese government, the Zhongguo Funu
Chubanze, the affiliated publishing house of the ACWF, was able to publish a number of

books about Chinese women, including Women’s Domestic Status in Contemporary China

and More or Less Half the Sky: Chinese Women Parade.'®’ Some of these books were

ground-breaking Chinese language works in the field of women’s studies in China. Lastly,
in spite of much discontent and frustration which was aroused by the late site change from
Beijing to Huairou, the final success of both the FWCW and the NGO Forum not only
guaranteed the fact that the ACWF can continue or expand its foreign activities, but also
strongly encouraged the ACWF to be more open to other feminist perspectives and
empowered the ACWF to urge the Chinese government to implement the Beijing
Declaration and the Platform of Action.'®® Articles about women’s conditions, feminism
and different aspects of women’s studies have become an indispensable part of the
ACWF’s publication, including newspaper and internal magazine. Undoubtedly, the

ACWEF is in a better position to represent Chinese women’s interests since the FWCW.
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The international activities of the ACWF have been very important to China and to
the Chinese women’s movement. Being the official international representative of the
Chinese women, the ACWF has had major achievements in establishing rapport, making
exchanges and working with other countries through both its bilateral and multilateral
activities. Obviously, its success and experiences have had a positive impact on China’s
diplomatic relationship with other countries. Perhaps more importantly, the ACWF has
become a vital part of the network of the international women’s movement. By
committing itself to international cooperation which was one of the primary objectives of
the UN World Conference on Women, the ACWF has heightened Chinese women’s
awareness of and their interest in global women’s issues and experiences in relation to
their own concerns. Consequently, the Chinese women’s movement has definitely been

greatly enriched.

To sum up, the functions of the ACWF center on four categories: implementing
Chinese government policies relating to women; leading the Chinese women’s movement,
promoting children’s welfare; and being the international representative of Chinese
women. The contents of these functions continue to evolve and are greatly shaped by the
political, social and economic development of the country. However, although each of
these aspects was assigned as the most imperative duty of the women’s federations at one
point, they were not given equal importance. Very often, women’s federations, especially
those under the xian level could manage to perform only a few functions. In general, the
ACWF acted more like a government department or agent and its activities were highly

politicized prior to the Cultural Revolution; the ACWF has increasingly worked to
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represent women’s interests and gradually become more independent from the CCP and
the government since the Cultural Revolution. Such shifts have been made possible by the
relatively stable political conditions in China and were triggered by critical discussions and
major self-reflection among the cadres of the women’s federations in the mid-1980s.
These discussions provide not only some explanation for the change that the ACWF made,

but also interesting insights into the cadres themselves.
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Chapter Six: Cadres of the ACWF

It is not an easy task to contact the cadres of the ACWF and to encourage them to
reveal their thoughts and feelings about their organization. Attempts were made to
interview some cadres during the course of research for this study; but the results were not
very fruitful. The internal journal is another source to discover more about the cadres of
the women federations. Prior to the Cultural Revolution, the internal journal of the ACWF
occasionally published letters from cadres. However, most of their letters simply echoed
the political propaganda of the government. This situation changed in the 1980s when
Deng Xiaoping decided to make some fundamental changes to the structure of the Chinese
government. Cadres of the ACWF started to reveal their opinions and perceptions of their
own organization. Controversial issues such as women’s federations’ relationships with
the CCP and the government, the limitations of the women’s federations and its role in the
Chinese women’s movement were subjects for debate. These debates certainly reflect the
frustration and vision of the cadres.

Cadres of the women’s federations openly discussed the state of women’s work in

a forum which was set up in Funu Gongzuo, the internal journal of the ACWF, in 1986.

The focus of the forum was whether there was a leader and structure for women’s
work.'® For at least six months, cadres from different parts of China wrote articles to
voice their opinions about the limitations of the women’s federations and their suggestions
for reforms. Their criticisms consisted of three aspects. First and foremost, cadres were
dissatisfied with their own organizations. They maintained that women’s federations
lacked authority, independence and flexibility. The ACWF tended to follow closely the

directives of the CCP and tried to be in tune with the Chinese government. Consequently,
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women’s federations became rigid and lacked initiative.'” Secondly, cadres were
discontent with their work. They characterized their duties as being excessive and
miscellaneous, as well as suffering from a lack of coherence. They suffered from an
insufficiency of resources. New duties were often assigned without increasing the number
of staff members and funding. This made it very difficult for cadres to perform all the
duties equally well. Therefore, many projects and duties were dropped or left
unfinished.'! Lastly, women cadres maintained that the CCP and the Chinese government
did not attach enough importance to women’s work. Women cadres felt that they did not
share equal political, social and economic status with their counterparts in other mass
organizations, and claimed that it was because women’s work was looked down upon and
neglected.'®” These feelings and opinions were again reflected by the results of a survey
which was conducted by the women’s federations in Sichuan in 1986. 74.8% of the
participants, claimed that women’s work was not recognized and supported by CCP
committees.'”® These criticisms revealed that women cadres were frustrated with the
operational aspect of the women’s federations and suffered from the lack of political and
social recognition.

Cadres of the women’s federations also made suggestions about how to improve
the quality of women’s work. Cadres argued that they needed to have clearer parameters
for the functions of women’s federations. It was important for the cadres to concentrate
on their current duties and to make this clear to the CCP and the Chinese government.'*
Cadres of the federations also asked for structural reforms which would enable lower level
women’s federations to be flexible enough to cater to local needs.'”> Moreover, cadres

demanded that the ACWF should adopt a more comprehensive management system to

80



centralize certain tasks, including the retirement plan for cadres, recruitment and benefits
of cadres.'® Lastly, some cadres claimed that the time had come for women’s federations
to put more effort into studying the Chinese women’s movement. Since women’s
federations had focused mainly on the practical concerns of Chinese women, analytical
studies of the experiences of women’s work in the past four decades virtually did not
exist. Women cadres believed that theoretical studies of the past and present of the
Chinese women’s movement could provide a better direction for women’s work of the
future.'®” These suggestions primarily centered on the internal reforms that the women’s
federations could make in order to improve its effectiveness.

The forces demanding the reform of the women’s federations gained momentum
again after the 13" National People’s Congress (1987). Several fundamental changes were
introduced during the 13® Congress. One of the most important resolutions was that the
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CCP would slowly separate itself from the administration of government. ™ A forum was

again set up in Funu Gongzou. Discussions were no longer simply about internal reforms

of the women’s federations: controversial issues such as the nature of the ACWE, its
relationship with the CCP and the relevance of its existing functions in relation to its
original mission were to become subjects of debate. Some proposals were quite radical.
For example, many cadres discussed the need for the ACWF, as a mass organization, to
differentiate itself from the CCP and from the government in order to be a true
representative of women’s interests. The argument was that the CCP should remain as the
leader of the women’s federations, but that the CCP would provide only overall directives

and guidelines to the ACWF and avoid directly supervising the daily operation of the
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women’s federations at all levels. Therefore, the ACWF had to take initiatives to
formulate its own plans and to become more independent.'*

Suggestions were also made about clarifying the nature of the ACWF, as a mass
organization, and its relationship with the Chinese government. The cadres of the
federations maintained that the ACWF should have a distinctive structure and functions
different from that of the government. The ACWF and the Chinese government would
share an equal and collegial political relationship, in the sense that the government would
always consult the ACWF in its policy making process to ensure that women’s interests
would not be at risk. On the other hand, the ACWF would continue to assist and
cooperate with the government. ** In addition, many cadres argued that the
responsibilities of the women’s federations should be solely limited to the promotion and
protection of Chinese women’s welfare and rights. In other words, by carrying out other
directives of the government, the ACWF, as one of the mass organizations, had been
exceeding its power and responsibility. Therefore, tasks which were not directly related to
women and had been assigned to the ACWF should be re-allocated to other government
departments.?®! This idea led to the question about the ACWE’s role in the promotion of
children’s welfare. Some cadres argued that it would be more effective and appropriate if
all the tasks that were related to the welfare of the younger generations were centralized
and supervised by the Chinese Education Ministry.?*? Lastly, many cadres suggested that
the ACWF should increase the transparency of its operation and the recruitment of cadres
should be opened to the public.?®® Discussions concerning the public image of the ACWF
were aroused in the early 1990s. Women cadres openly examined why the Chinese public

kept perceiving them as government officials and the impacts of such perception upon
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their work.?® Many cadres concluded that all cadres of women’s federations needed to
adopt an attitude and an image that they were serving the public and to eliminate any
form of bureaucracy.”®

Suggestions that were made by cadres of women’s federations from all parts of
China have significant implications. First and foremost, the fact that a forum was set up for
discussion reflects the maturation of the ACWF. Cadres’ experiences in doing women’s
work enabled them to provide concrete ideas for reforms. Moreover, cadres’ constant
requests for clarifying the identity and the ultimate purpose of the ACWF show that they
themselves had probably been confused in the past about their roles and duties. If this 1s
the case, the Chinese public undoubtedly could not have had a very clear understanding of
the ACWF. Lastly, the content of these discussions was indeed nothing less than cadres’
visions of how the future ACWF should evolve. Obviously, there is a strong tendency for
the ACWF to channel more and more of its resources to enhance women’s status and to
protect women’s rights. Other political and social responsibilities will be gradually reduced

or eventually eliminated from the regular operation of the ACWF.
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Conclusion

Generally speaking, the ACWF went through three stages of development from
1949 to present. Its development has always centered on its relationship with the Chinese
government and the latter’s relationship with Chinese women. In the early phase of the
PRC during which the entire society, including the life of people, was re-organized
according to a new ideology, the ACWF acted primarily as a government agent. It upheld
the belief that the Chinese women’s movement would advance if Chinese women followed
the leadership of the CCP and the directives of the government. Concerning this period,
one can easily criticize the ACWF for its submission to the CCP and the government, or
for its inconsistency in representing women'’s interests, or for its bureaucratic outlook.
But, it appears to have been unavoidable for the ACWF to lead the Chinese women’s
movement in such ways. Considering the fact that Chinese people had had a paternalistic
political structure for ages; and that the forerunners of the ACWF which had been set up
in the soviets had no experience or previous example to follow in operating a nation-wide
organization of this sort; and that its ultimate goal of ending women’s oppression was the
most challenging and revolutionary, it was almost inevitable for both the ACWF and the
mass to rely on the CCP and on the government.

The ACWF entered its second stage of development in the aftermath of the
Cultural Revolution. The Cultural Revolution halted the operation of the ACWEF. But this
period was very important for the future development of the ACWF. The traumatic
aspects of the Cultural Revolution confused many cadres and brought them to question

the CCP and the government. Consequently, the devotion and faithfulness of the cadres
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towards the CCP and the government were diluted. It was in such a context that the
ACWEF resumed its operation in 1976.

In the late 1970s and the early 1980s, similar to other government departments and
mass organizations, the ACWF found itself in a position to evaluate its activities and
functions of the past and to anticipate its role in the current situation of China. With the
benefit of hindsight, many cadres realized that the Cultural Revolution was really a series
of power struggles among the leaders at the highest level. These struggles were carried
out at the expense of the Chinese people. Consequently, cadres tended to avoid
controversial political issues as much as possible and to focus on their daily tasks. This
tendency was reinforced by the fact that the Chinese government itself found it extremely
important to let the Chinese people recuperate from the Cultural Revolution during which
life in general was highly politicized. As a result, a more relaxed political and social
atmosphere was generated. For the ACWF, the responsibility of promoting women’s
welfare and status became more appealing and important than ever. In this regard, the
amendments to the marriage law were a most remarkable achievement. The ACWF made
significant contributions on behalf of Chinese women during this period.

Although it became increasingly clear that the ACWF should specialize its work in
representing Chinese women'’s interests and protecting women’s rights, the ACWF was
not mature and strong enough to set its own parameter of work. This explains why the
ACWEF accepted to be the leader of “nurturing, cultivating and educating™ children and
adolescent of the country in 1981, despite the fact that this duty seemed to be totally
irrelevant to the original goal and the structure of the ACWEF. The subsequent

responsibilities concerning children’s welfare arouse much dissatisfactions among the
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cadres. The one-child policy was also fully implemented in the early 1980s. The conflicting
perspectives between the ACWF and the Chinese government have been discussed.?”® The
response of the ACWF to the adverse impacts of severe birth control policies and
infanticide upon women’s welfare shows that the ACWF was increasingly prepared to
confront the government, although only in subtle ways at first, in order to protect
women'’s welfare. In a nutshell, it appears that the relationship between the ACWF and the
government started to become uneasy, if not tensional, duning this period. As the self-
identity of the ACWF as the leader of the Chinese women’s movement grew stronger, it
appeared to be awkward when the government attempted to achieve certain national goals
at the expense of women’s interests.

The ACWF entered a new stage of development in 1987 as the 13" National
People’s Congress recognized the achievements of China’s economic reforms, confirmed
that China would continue to follow the four modernizations policies, and adopted certain
fundamental changes in the constitution and the political structure of the PRC. These new
political developments provided favorable conditions for the ACWF to become more
mature in its work, especially in those activities related to enhancing the economic and
social status of women. The consequences were startling. Firstly, cadres of women’s
federations demanded internal reforms. They insisted that they should concentrate solely
on promoting women’s welfare in opposition to the traditional practice of accepting
unquestionably other kinds of responsibilities from the government. In other words, cadres
began to attempt to set parameters for the duties of the women’s federations and to be
distinct from the government. Secondly, unprecedented opportunities for running

enterprises made it possible for the ACWF to become more resourceful and financially
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independent from the government. Thirdly, the ACWF took an active part in providing
new job opportunities for unemployed and laid-off women by organizing vocational
training programs in cooperation with both Chinese and foreign investors. As a result, the
ACWEF became more autonomous in helping women. In short, the nature, content and
scale of women’s work were greatly transformed. Since the late 1980s, the idea that the
ACWTF has to represent and protect women’s interests seems to have taken root in the
organization and will continue to shape its daily operation and its future. The maturation
of the women’s work undoubtedly paves the way for the possibility of the ACWF to
become a genuine leader of the Chinese women’s movement in the future.

The history of the ACWF provides significant insights in our understanding of the
Chinese women’s movement. The constitution of the PRC has guaranteed equal rights and
status to women since the very beginning. But, after almost fifty years sexual equality is
still a far ideal in China. The reality of women’s inferiority leads to certain concerns about
the Chinese women’s movement. Similar to the growth and development of the ACWF,
the Chinese women’s movement was always fostered by the CCP and the Chinese
government. If the ACWF, the official and the most established institutional leader of the
Chinese women’s movement, has started to articulate more clearly its goals only recently,
it is reasonable to assume that the Chinese women’s movement is still in an early stage of
its development. Although many Chinese women have probably heard about the idea of
sexual equality from different sources, most women are still burdened by double-
workloads and tend to remain passive in acting on problems concerning discrimination,
abuses and other issues that are related to their gender. It appears that the existing laws

and systems are somehow disconnected from the realities that Chinese women face, and
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fail to provide practicle solutions or alternatives to them. As the ACWF went through a
stage of disillusionment and adjustment in the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution,
perhaps the Chinese women’s movement also needs to take steps to become more focused
on its cause and to avoid being directed by the orders and policies of Chinese authorities.
In fact, there are some encouraging signs concerning the development of the
Chinese women’s movement. China’s four modernizations policies facilitated the growth
of the Chinese women’'s movement in various ways. The relatively relaxed political
atmosphere of the 1980s and the 1990s made it possible for Chinese intellectuals to form
small groups and to establish new departments in universities to study about Chinese
women. Some arguments that are contained in the publications of these groups are not
necessarily in tune with the official interpretations of certain subjects and events.
Economic reforms provided opportunities for many young women to improve their
economic status. To be financially independent from their parents or husbands could be an
empowering experience. The pattern of relationship between genders are definitely being
altered by the economic reforms and the subsequent social changes. Although new
challenges, including keen competition, job insecurity and social discrimination, put many
women in difficult position, they also compel Chinese women to be more militant and to
break out of the protection which had been given by the state. Moreover, international
exchanges which were strongly encouraged in the 1980s and the 1990s have enabled
Chinese women to be enriched by western feminism. Subjects, such as women’s
psychology, women’s health and women’s cultures, that are considered important to the
discipline of women’s studies in the west have started to gain attention from the Chinese

as well. The Chinese government must have been convinced by the success of the FWCW
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that exchanges among Chinese and foreign women’s groups are beneficiary. These signs
suggest that the Chinese women’s movement has started to mature to a new stage.
However, the Chinese women’'s movement is still lacking “bottom-up” vision, immediate
goals and initiatives. Until they make a breakthrough in the women’s movement and
become capable of exercising their equal rights, Chinese women will remain followers of

the revolution.
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