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"China" is a vast and complex country with immense differences: linguistically, with many languages and dialects; culturally, between different generations, backgrounds and traditions; geographically, between the north and the south; economically between the coastal and the hinterland regions; ethnically among the many nationalities; socially between rural and urban areas; politically between the centre and the periphery, and so on. I can only be very selective in highlighting some issues pertinent to the theme of resurgent patriarchy in the last two decades.


For feminists, China offers an interesting and intriguing case study on the theme of resurgent patriarchy. Since 1949, many laws and state policies have been adopted to improve on the status of women and to strive for equality between the sexes. Improved rights for women go beyond legal and political dimensions, for in social participation and economic life, women have also been encouraged to go into the public sphere. Changing social conditions have come along with changing familial relationships and personal development. China prided herself on some figures of women's political and social participation. For instance, in the early 1990s, women constituted 12.3% of members in the National People's Congress, and 41.5% of the industrial workforce in state-owned enterprises. Though many of these changes were induced by state intervention, the changes in women's lives are usually seen in the women's movement and leftist circles within and outside China as actual gains by women under "socialism" to exploit new opportunities, achieve a higher status, and counter forces of patriarchy at home, in the community and in society at large.


When the Reform policy was launched at the end of 1978, the situation was complicated. With the state reducing its intervention or guarantees, as "market" mechanisms were introduced and so-called "free" competition set in, women faced both challenges and opportunities. On the one hand, the break-up of enforced collectivism under the planned economy and the introduction of competition in the name of equal opportunities have favoured the rise of some women in taking up leadership positions in enterprises or institutions. A large number of female factory directors, managers and entrepreneurs have been presented as women surf-riding the waves of the new era (Liu Xiaochong, 1995). On the other hand, decades of planned economy and state policies of gender equality and equal-work-equal-pay are disrupted with the introduction of mechanisms of competition. Thus, most women have been compelled to enter into competition in terms defined by the new era, and find themselves in disadvantaged positions (Chan, Liu and Zhang, 1996). Gender relationships supposedly based on equal partnership now appear to have turned into a relationship defined as that between the strong and the weak. The idea of equality seems to have given way to a neo-liberal conservatism that champions the jungle law of the survival of the fittest.


Several adverse phenomena are immediately visible: serious discrimination against women in college admission or work allocation, permanent or temporary laying-off of women workers, murder of baby girls or abuse of mothers who give birth to girls; increased domestic violence and rape; abduction or trafficking of women; resurgent prostitution. Women's bodies have become major objects for the promotion of commodities; abducted women are sold in the bride trade; women in prostitution have their bodies used as a direct means of income. Hand in hand with such practices, discourses have developed which challenge women's right to work, advocate pushing women back into domesticity, and promote gender roles that place women in positions of "natural" inferiority and subordination.


Yet, new opportunities for women are also opening up in this complex configuration of political and social changes. There is more mobility of women as labourers, and many rural women go to the cities for temporary jobs. Quite a large number of young rural women are exposed to urban life and are potential agents of change countering patriarchal relationships back in the village. A rising divorce rate signals greater choice for women in the resolution of familial crises. Changes in values and practices of sexuality are liberating for women in their resistance against entrenched patriarchal practices for disciplining the self. Debates on the pros and cons of the Reform on women's status and lives are conducted in the media and in academia, testifying to greater freedom of expression and people's assertion of their rights, frustrating political control from the centre or from above.


It is impossible to state in a few words if the developments in the last two decades are positive or negative for women. While the many freedoms and rights Chinese women in general enjoy are envied by their sisters in many other Asian countries, the phenomena of the resurgence of patriarchal values and practices cause one to wonder how profound (or vulnerable) the social and cultural changes in the first three "socialist" decades of the People's Republic of China (PRC) are, and what the soil is in which such resurgence of patriarchal values and practices can take root. It would be too general a statement to make to say that women in China enjoy more rights and privileges than their Asian sisters because they have gone through a “socialist” phase, or to say that women in China have been victimised by the onslaught of capitalism since the Reform began. It is inappropriate to either romanticise the gains of women in the first three decades of the PRC, or to dismiss such gains as bubbles in the face of onslaughts of patriarchal/capitalist forces. It would be more instructive to look into the compromises, negotiations and resistances of different women in different situations, and the way different strategies or practices are effected by the resources women can draw on from their experience of the past decades in addition to constraints and opportunities they face in the new era.

Legitimation of social differentiations

After 1978, with social Darwinism as the guiding ideology underpinning the Reform policy and promoting competition and personal success, the jungle laws of survival of the fittest and elimination of the weakest are conjured to explain away successes and failures — the determining factor being the capability and competence of the person. What is downplayed are social and political factors such as power relationships which facilitate the accumulation of wealth and appropriation of resources, influential control by foreign capital or by bureaucrat capital which has developed with the privatisation of state property, corruption and graft which uplift some people into the nouveau riche, scramble for immediate gains at the expense of future generations, or the prioritisation of economic development over and above human development and ecological considerations.


In this context of rising social differentiations and polarisation of the rich and the poor, the developed and the underdeveloped, and the privileged and the disadvantaged, gender serves as a rationalising justification. The victimisation of women, especially older women, who have been compelled to quit their jobs and return to domesticity, is narrated as a natural and inevitable process in which the "weaker sex", being inferior and vulnerable "by nature", is relegated to the periphery or the back stage. The "naturalness" of biological differences is employed as the groundstone of extended social differences, and its apparent irrefutability helps legitimise social differences unrelated to biological differences between men and women. Gender is one major ideological weapon to legitimise social differences or hierarchies (Scott, 1989). In the post-1978 period, when social differentiations grow more acute, gender discourse also becomes dominant in rationalising the changes.


If we compare pre- and post- 1978 discourses, the discursive differences stand out distinctly. Before 1978, the discursive emphasis was on selfless sacrifice for social development, economic building and socialist modernisation. All sorts of differences — between manual and mental labour, between urban and rural needs, between classes or strata — were artificially levelled off. Concurrently, the biological differences between men and women were tuned down or "forgotten". For instance, women and men wore short hair and the same asexual clothes, and whatever men could do women endeavoured to follow suit. Every person was a grain of sand paving the path towards socialist modernisation.


This contrasts strikingly with post-1978 discourse which explains and justifies increased social differentiations, redistribution of power and property, and reshaping of power relationships through an insistence on fundamental gender differences. Social darwinism finds a cornerstone in the gender discourse.


The discourse of gender differences, with women being the weaker sex, plays a role not only in legitimising increasing social polarisations, but also in actually depriving women of their social and economic gains. It is now argued that the traditional division of labour in the family and in society should be restored. A reinterpretation of the "women's liberation" of the first three decades of the PRC is underway. Zheng Yefu, a male researcher from the Beijing Social Sciences Institute, calls for reversing the abnormality of the pre-1978 policy. His interpretation is, in his words: "A strong administrative force has supported the weak and repressed the strong, has sabotaged and interfered with normal division of labour between the strong and the weak in the family, has even misled the weak to believe that they are not weak, and has caused the strong to lose the confidence they should have. First of all, it has deprived China of its 'masculine men', and has also deprived China of its women.... The era of 'gender equality'.... has formed a new, a more ridiculous, type of inequality: the expropriation of the strong by the weak. It has also caused chaos and inefficiency in family life." (Zheng Yefu, 1994)


It is simply unimaginable that such comments could be voiced in pre-1978 days. The fact that they are voiced and repeated today points less to greater freedom of speech than to the general assault on and scapegoating of women in an era of resurgent patriarchal values acquiring such currency.


This resurgence of patriarchal values and practices corresponds with the changing social reality in China today: streamlining of the office or factory, reduction of the labour force, shift of state or collective responsibilities to individual families. Individual families are required to cut down on their living standards with reduced income and increased responsibilities, while within the family, women are made to be subordinate to the men, and to care for the young and the aged. Labour unions or the women's federations started launching campaigns in the late eighties to applaud and accredit "the good domestic supporter", affirming the silent, selfless sacrifice of women for the family and for society.

Reinforcement of gender differences

Discourses from women's organisations or even some self-proclaimed feminists in general go along with the neo-liberalism of market reform, and do not challenge the assertion that women are "of inherent inferiority". Responses to the offensive on women's rights are of several types. One is appeal for the retention or restoration of pre-1978 protective laws and policies for women. This argument almost tacitly accepts that women are the weaker sex and hence need protection. The state as the macro patriarchal force is called on to protect women from their husbands or employers, the micro patriarchal forces. 


Another is the recognition of the dilemma for working women, thinking that women going home and shedding their double roles is “conducive to social stability, enterprise development, men devoting all energy to work, and women enjoying an easy life," though it is recognised that this means women give up actualisation of their social values. (Li Xiaojiang, 1990)


Yet another discourse manifests the schizophrenia of the times. A woman social scientist offers the following recipe to working women:


"The working woman should regard herself as an autonomous individual and not as a woman. She must rely on her own abilities, and independently and responsibly attain the success of her role. She must not demonstrate any feminine weakness, helplessness or passion. One major reason why so many strong women can be successful in their social role today is that they possess qualities such as ruthlessness, determination, audacity and forthrightness, all qualities that are masculine, and this is why they can succeed in competing with men. However, when they return home, and take up the role of wife and mother, they must manifest tenderness, passion, considerateness and kindness. Because the gentleness, care, affection and some delicate charm will make the husband feel happy and relaxed as well as experience male dignity and power." (Han Bingjie, 1991)


Such advice demonstrates that while demanding from the woman femininity as wife and mother in her private life and personal relationship with men (so that female inferiority boosts the strength and spirit of the male), the discourse of the "iron woman" as a masculinised rival with men in her career is subsumed under the discourse of individuality and modernity. As an economic person striving for personal gains or national strength, the individual is without sex or even a human face. The grand nationalist and statist narrative of modernisation, nation-building and economic take-off forms the overarching narrative. Since the turn of the century, the humanist and modernist discourse of the "small self", the individual, has always been positioned and constrained by the "large self", the nation (Lydia Liu, 1993). Whether in socialist modernisation or in capitalist modernisation, the same type of idealised subjectivity, liberation of personality, and development of individuality, is projected. Most feminist discourses simply add the "female" dimension to the humanist discourse of developing the self and establishing individuality, without transcending the terms of modernity and nation-building embedded in the discourse.


Without any radical subversion of the gendered cornerstone of rationalist discourse, after three decades of talk of gender equality and administrative levelling off of differences of all kinds, stereotypes of "woman" and "femininity" have returned with a vengeance and ferocity. In popular women's magazines, newspapers, TV shows, advertisements, and academic writings, binary oppositions of the yin and the yang, the feminine and the masculine, the strong and the tender, are abundant. The problem lies not only in the oppositions, but also in their hierarchical relationships. The man and the masculine represent the strong, the superior, the desirable, whereas the woman and the feminine represent the weak, the inferior, the detestable.


According to a survey of 1,197 prime time television advertisements from five major cities in China during August to December 1994, the stereotyping is found to be serious, reflecting considerable gender discrimination and derogation of women. Commodification of women goes hand in hand with the promotion of commodities. The study points out that besides the usual stereotypes (for example, of the male figures, 85% take up active roles in the advertisements, such as providing answers, giving instructions, taking action; of the female figures, 87% take up passive roles, such as asking questions, being the objects of gaze, posing sexy postures, etc.), interestingly, there is a mix of aspiring to life in the West and conjuring images of traditional women. In the former, 13.6% of the people appearing in the advertisements are foreigners (mostly Caucasian), showing off western fashion and luxuries, with the women appearing as the ones who are fed and protected, seeking vanity and luxury. In the latter, women from ancient China are shown, such as emperor's concubines fighting each other to dote fondness from the master (Liu Bohong, Pu Wei and Chen Xinxin, 1996).


The resurgence of such stereotypes in the post-1978 age of commodities and business may be understood in the historical context of three decades of repression of gender and other differences, and repression of desire and pleasure through political and administrative measures and through ideological propaganda. When the previous dogmatism no longer holds control, a reversal goes to the other extreme together with the unrestrained promotion of money-minded pursuits and individual interests. The desire for money, women, joys of life, etc., may no longer be seen as a shameful "bourgeois rottenness", to be denounced and rejected, but their attainment a demonstration of personal success and wealth. Women being commodified is sometimes related to a corresponding proliferation of pornography and violence in comics. The violence goes beyond representation and flows over into daily reality, manifested in a sweeping surge of violent crimes, murders, robberies, gangsterism, and, violence against women such as rape and domestic violence.

Agency and resistance


The nature of Chinese society since 1978 has been a subject of debate. Officially, it is now in the "preliminary stage of socialism". Unofficially, different labels have been attempted: "market socialism", "state capitalism", "bureaucratic socialism".... From the perspective of some feminists, the last two decades saw mixed developments in the macro and micro scenes in relation to women's lives and in the organisation of social lives, which cannot be conveniently categorised as socialist or capitalist, or as signs of a resurgent patriarchy or signs of women's liberation. Amidst the complexities, some observations can be made.


In the first three decades of the PRC, for women in general and for urban women in particular, the discursive emphasis on gender equality and equal opportunity, and the material reality of education and employment, had offered what is usually termed "economic autonomy". Although women's contribution to the economic project of nation-building was very much inscribed in a masculine, rationalist, modernist discourse, and women's labour was much more exploited compared to men's, the changes that were incurred in women's self-esteem, expectations, lifestyles, and gender relations, were substantial, especially in the urban sector.


After 1979, with the market laws of competition and social differentiation as the drive behind economic development, what accompanies the assault on women's right to work is the resurgence of ideologies of gendered division of labour justified by naturalised gender differences. However, this has encountered women's resistance. The right to work is still an ideological cornerstone of the women's movement. Transformed family patterns and gender relations within the family also cannot be undone without strong resistance put up by women. In their fight for the right to work, women resort to "socialist" discourses for equity and liberation as their ideological weapon.


On the other hand, relaxation of residency control and need for cheap labour (especially in factories with foreign investment) have induced a massive flow of rural labourers into the urban and coastal areas. Among them are many young women who are super-exploited for their labour; this has aroused concern from international labour rights groups and also women's groups in China. This certainly demands radical change. Yet, these young women must not be seen as victims, for they have chosen to go into these jobs because of the new horizons opened up for them and the economic gains which are quite significant given the poverty in the countryside. Before 1978, mobility was very restricted and few opportunities existed for ordinary women, whose travelling distance would normally be that between their parents' home and their husbands'. After 1978, the need for cheap labour has offered them job opportunities. Such a force of transformation has never existed in the rural scene. These young women, having lived a temporary urban, worker life, and having their horizons widened, are important agents of change in unsettling entrenched patriarchal values and practices in the countryside.


Another factor disrupting the patriarchal values and practices in the countryside is the impact of the mass media. Apart from putting earned income into building houses, a peasant family usually selects as its first item to acquire, a television set. While consumers of the dominant discourse and TV-advertised products are predominantly urban, the influence on rural life and rural women must not be under-estimated as to new outlooks and new desires. Urban-rural borders are being constantly crossed. State-imposed barriers of the pre-1978 era have given way to quite uncontrollable market forces and new desires, no matter whether these desires can be fulfilled.


Yet another major development of the eighties and nineties is the question of sexuality.


In pre-1978 years, sexuality, male or female, was very much repressed. Political and public concerns were hegemonic, and personal desire was socially regarded as shameful, at times "unpatriotic", and detrimental to the public good and public interests. Literary works on sad romance of the Cultural Revolution years often present the conflicts of lovers who could not openly express their love for each other or were stuck in dilemmas of political choices.


After 1978, with economic liberalisation, cultural diversification, and commodification of sex, the resurgence of prostitution and pornography is often negated as a "social evil" or moral degeneration. Yet, at the same time, literary works by well known writers (or writers becoming well known by such literary works) are very forthright in exploring male and female sexuality and desire. This is a relatively safe area compared to straightforward and outspoken political critique, this is a shortcut to fame and income, but this is also a potentially deeply subversive subject. Discourses on sexuality and desire, though usually officially denounced as manifestations of "bourgeois decadence", may offer liberating possibilities for the self, challenging disciplining state measures and repressive patriarchal practices. Some popular literary themes include the championing of the idea of women enjoying sex and asserting their sexuality, transforming the image of woman as sex object, passive receiver, or vulnerable victim; the deconstruction of the patriarchal order of rationality and modernity, mocking the vanity and impotence of such patriarchal projects; the rethinking of gender relationships and the exploration of homosexuality and so-called "deviations"; the articulation of the personal in contradistinction to the state-defined "political". Female writers like Zhang Jie and Wang Anyi, or male writers like Mo Yan and Jia Pingwa, just to name a few, have produced works that caused heated debates, gained wide acclaim, and made strong impacts. Sex and desire are often presented as strong factors of revolt of the individual, re-read against a whole history of domination and resistance.


I would like to end by quoting an insignificant comment of an insignificant "ordinary" woman, whose voice seldom finds its way into the mass media, quite unlike those of academics, professionals or other elites. The story goes like this: a woman worker was laid off from her factory job and later got herself a job as baby-sitter, travelling everyday on her bicycle for two hours and working for four hours, earning a meagre wage of 24 RMB (350yen). When interviewed by a newspaper reporter eager to get some "ordinary folk's response" to the debate on Women Go Home, she said, "If I want to buy myself a hairpin, I will have to ask my husband. I cannot bear to see the look on his face!" (Guo Yanqiu, 1995) The hairpin speaks of a being and a desire which cannot be addressed or repressed by such grand narratives as gender equality, or national strengthening, or modernity.
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