by Wang Jiaxiang

L'auteure donne une vue d'ensemble
des préparatifs des femmes de la Chine

qui ont vraiment commencé en 1993

Mother and child, Beijing 1995,

pour la Conférence de Beijing. La
Conférence a rendu les préoccupations
des femmes de Chine plus visibles et,
conséquemment, les ONG des femmes se
sont multipliés.

In China, the United Nations Fourth
World Conference on Women has
had a great impact on the Chinese
women’s movement. Non-govern-
mental organizations (NGOs), quite a
new idea in China before prepara-
tions for the Conference started, have
since flourished as people become
more aware of the issues confronting
women. Currently, in China, we have
grown from only six women’s studies
centers to 497 such centres.
Although alot of women are aware
of the issues, in China it is a little bit
different than in many other parts of
the world. I grew up not realizing
what the “sexual” issues were but I
was very much aware of political is-
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Chinese Women After Beijing
The Impact of the Conference

sues. In China, at least before “open-
ing up” to western markets, what was
most important, whether you were a
man or a woman, was your political
stance. If you were politically “right”
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you got a job, if you were politically
“wrong,” you didn’t have anything.
So, if a woman was criticized for
wearing a beautiful dress, it was not
because she was a woman wearing a
dress, but because she was a woman
with bourgeois ideology. That beau-
tiful dress was a symbol of the bour-
geois, capitalist life style. It was nota
gender issue or sexual issue but an
issue of political stance, or whatever
reflects your political belief.
Women have become aware of gen-
der issues since China opened up.
Three things hit us around the mid-
eighties. The first was the discussion
of whether women should go back to
the kitchens, what we call “little
homes.” Since 1949 the Chinese
Constitution has guaranteed that men
and women are equal in China. The
government has in fact done a lot to
get women out of their homes and
into the workforce. However, as soon

as the country opened up there were
not enough jobs for everyone. Thus,
the discussion of whether women
should go back to their homes and be
dependent on their husbands hit us.

Furthermore, the re-structuring of
the economy meant that a lot of
workers were laid off. The percent-
age of women workers that were laid
off was much higher than the per-
centage of male workers that were
affected. And that is what led us to
the second thing. Women were paid
maybe 6O per cent of their original
wage and then they were told to stay
home.

The third thing which hit us was
that our female students graduating
from university found it difficult to
get jobs. Whereas before jobs were
allocated to everybody, all of a sud-
den employers who wanted to hire
university graduates preferred boys.
At the some schools over 50 per cent
of the students are girls and it is very
difficult to find jobs for these girls.
And, these girls are very good stu-
dents, sometimes much better than
the boys who get jobs easily.

Preparing for the un Conference

We realized that a lot of old issues
resurfaced because of this “economic
restructuring” and that’s why we be-
gan forming women’s studies groups.
Women’s studies groups and wom-
en’s NGOs really flourished after the
preparations for the Fourth World
Conference on Women. Preparing
for the Conference allowed usto com-
municate a lot with the outside world
and many of the taboo issues such as
violence against women, women’s
humanrights, sexual harassment, and
the environment are now researched
and talked about. We particularly
talk about women and development,
because in China, the official ideol-
ogy is that if a village or an area is
developed economically, of course
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everyone benefits, including women,
IE’s just that simple. But now we, as
women, can say, “Wait a moment,
it’s not that simple.” Development
does not necessarily mean progress
for women. It is now possible to talk
about these issues because they have
been talked about in newspapers and
journals. It is beginning to get into
peoples’ heads.

Also, because of the international

Students at the Chinese Women's College, Beijing 1995.

exchanges developed in the last four
or five years, Chinese women have
been able to liaise with networks of
the outside world. We share the same
kind of interests with women outside
of China and we are now able to look
globally and in comparison look at
our own country to see what women
in China need. Because of the uN
Conference, women’s issuesin China
have become more visible.

The government has actually es-
tablished a program for the advance-
ment of women into the year 2000.
However, if we women don’t do any-
thing about it ourselves it will remain
on paper. But because we had the un
Conference and our government
made commitments there, it is possi-
ble for Chinese women’s NGOs and
Chinese women to push for imple-
mentation. And I think that is very,
very useful because otherwise if you
didn’thave these lawsand you pushed
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for something, you might get into
trouble. When it is the law and you
do something, you are enforcing the
law. I think that Chinese women are
making use of all these commitments,
laws, and programs to advance wom-
en’s causes in China. The Conference
has made it possible for us to look at
the major issues facing Chinese
women today and examine what we
should do.

Photo: Marion Lynn

Major issues after the Conference

The first part, of course, is to make
use of all existing laws. The second is
to identify issues. In China, we think
that there are not enough women in
powerand decision-making positions
at all Jevels of the Chinese govern-
ment. The government says that in
every county or province thereshould
be women as governors or as county
heads but usually, most of the women
getsecondary positions—vice-mayor,
vice-governor, or whatever. We might
meet the quotas but we don’t really
have decision-making power. One
woman, adeputy magistrate, told me
that in some counties there is one
county magistrate, and eight deputy
magistrates, however, when it comes
to voting there is only one female
vote. The woman are pushed to look
after family planning, education, cul-
ture, health issues, and other related

things. It is not enough to simply
have the percentages. Percentage-wise
women might hold up to 20 per cent
of the seats in the Peoples’ Con-
gress—which is like your Parlia-
ment—Dbut at the top levels we still
need decision-making power. It not
enough to simply putawoman in the
Congress. It is also important to raise
the awareness of the women that are
there.

After the Beijing Conferencea vice-
minister, a woman, said to me, “Now
I realize what it means to beawoman.
I have never thought of myself as a
female minister.” I replied, “Well, a
female minister is just like 2 male
minister.” But she now realizes there
are issues that a female administraror
can specifically affect. Thus, raising
women'’s awareness is very important
and something that we need to pro-
mote in China. Right now it is still
basically the more educated women
or women living in urban areas who
are most aware of the issues. In the
large rural areas this kind of con-
sciousness raising is very important
for our work with women.

The second thing we are looking at
is what we call the feminization of
agriculture in China. The “opening-
up” policy allowed the entry of for-
eign capital and the private sector in
business. Many people who used to
work in rural areas moved to the
cities. Who moved, who where the
most mobile? Men, first of all. They
just up and went. And then younger
women in their late teens to early
twenties who were not married,
women without children, or family
responsibilities. Who got left behind
in the rural areas doing farm work:
raising pigs, cows, chickens, vegeta-
bles and then looking after the fam-
ily? The young and elderly married
women. Eighty per cent of Chinese
women live in rural areas and some
70 to 80 per cent of the rural work is
now done by women. These women
have triple burdens. They are living
in poverty because the men left. They
are doing the farm work and every-
thingelse. If the women are too loaded
down by their triple burden, there is
only one decision they can make that
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Chinese women, Beijing 1995.

is up to them and that is to pull their
daughters from the schools. There-
fore, we also have a very high drop-
out rate for girls in rural areas. Moth-
ers will try their utmost to keep their
sons in school but when they can’t
cope with the workload, they pull
their daughters out. This issue is very
grave and the government and a lot
of NGOs are working on solutions.
One strategy geared to bringing

girls back into schools is the Spring
Back project. The problem is moth-
ers who say, “I don’t have to spend
any money on my daughter whenshe
goes to school. She has everything,
books, bought for her. But the trou-
ble is I need the money she brings in
if she doesn’t go to school. If she
doesn’t go to school, she works. She
can bring in money or she can help
with my work.” It is not enough just
to see that the girl is looked after
financially, that her school expenses
are covered, because theiilliteracy rate
is already pretty high. There are 1.8
billion illiterate people in China and
I'would say 95 to 98 per cent of them
are from rural areas. Furthermore, of
the 1.8 billion, two-thirds, or 1.2
billion, are women.

Irisvery important to bring educa-
tion to the women. If women are
illiterate, there a lot of things you
may want to do to help them but
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can’t. For instance, you may want to
help them get practical skills so that
they don’t have to work with hoes in
the fields. Science and technology
would help them, but then that means
they need a bit of education. Thus,
the need for literacy plus practical
skills training. This is a major issue
for a lot of the women’s NGOs. There
is a program in place called the Hand
in Hand Movement in which female
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university students work with women
in villages. Students from medical
colleges assist the village doctors or
midwives, helping with the health
checkups and providing some train-
ing. Others work with village teach-
ers. Students from agricultural col-
leges help teach farm women new
techniques for growing things or for
raising chickens and runningchicken
farms, how to prevent disease, etc.
These things are very, very helpful
and is has largely been possible for
NGOs to engage in such activities be-
cause of the UN Conference.
So,alotof peopleleft thevillages to
go to cities—of course more men
than women—but lots of women,
young women left. One study claims
that 50 million women have left rural
areas since the opening up. Forty
million of these migrantwomen work-
ers work in cities nearby what we call
“township enterprises,” small indus-

tries not very far from their homes, so
that they are still able to look after
their families. But ten million have
moved into the larger cities and that,
of course, raises a lot of problems.
Ten million young girls work in far
away bigcities like Beijingand Shang-
hai and their jobs are not guaranteed.
They heard it was easy to get a job,
that there are lots of new factoriesand
job ventures, but that doesn’t mean
that everyone who moves to the city
can get a job. This makes these young
girls vulnerable to “traffickers,” peo-
plewho trick girlsand say “Hey Thave
gotajobsomeplace, follow me.” They
are then sold in remote areas or forced
into sex jobs in massage parlours.
Trafficking of women is a criminal
act, strictly forbidden, and the police
are very harsh on the traffickers, yet it
still happens. Who is going to protect
these women’s rights?

Even when they find jobs in
opened-up areas, many new factories
are just sweatshops. About two years
ago a big fire broke out in a toy
factory, and the workers couldn’t get
out because the windows were barred
with iron and of the four doors into
the factory, only one was unlocked.
Thegirlscouldn’tget out. Many died.
Because of these things, women work-
ing in the labour union, in the wom-
en’s federation, and in other NGos,
are investigating such cases and mak-
ing suggestions to the government
that labour unions be established in
all factories, job ventures, or foreign
capital financed operations. Of course,
the issue is still enforcement because
sometimes local Chinese authorities,
in order to attract foreign capital, will
turn a blind eye. Who can look after
the interests of these women when
the locals are more interested in their
own economic gain? Women’s NGOs
are now coming in, doing investiga-
tion work and making suggestions to
the government and women’s federa-
tions to protect the interests of these
women.

In urban areas, workers are now
being laid off because of the restruc-
turing of our state-owned industries.
Sixty per cent of the people being laid

off are women. The reason for this is
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Chinese woman Huairou 1995.

that they are considered a little bit
old, over 35, and their educational
level is not high enough compared to
men. They might only have junior
high school whereas men have a bet-
tereducation. Thewomen don’thave
any special skills, anybody can do the
job, and so they get laid off. They also
get laid off in favour of the influx of
people from rural areas which pro-
vide cheap labour. Some new busi-
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nesses don’t want to hire people from
Beijing, but they will hire people
coming from rural areas because they
can pay them less.

For all these reasons, helping rural
women has become quite an issue
with the government and also with
women’s NGOs. Job re-training to
build up their confidence is one op-
tion. Recently, however, there is a
regulation, a kind of bonus incen-
tive, that any unit that hires a laid-
off worker—women over 35, men
over 40, and their contract lasts for
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two years—then the unit receives
3,000 yen a year as compensation.
That is to ensure that employers who
hire these people don’t suffer eco-
nomically. So there are ways of try-
ing to cope with the issue but it is
still one that a lot of the women’s
NGOs are working on that.
Violence against women was also
not really looked into until five years
ago. Now, a lot of the researchers are
women and women’s organizations.
We used to think that this was not a
very serious issue in China but that is
not the case. A lot of women are
victims of domestic violence and they
justdon’twantto tell people about it.
Now that we have a mediation sys-
tem of sorts—if you are abused at
homeyou can go to your work unitor
your husband’s work unit. Your hus-
band’s work unit would then talk to
him and say this is no good. In China
itis very important not to lose face in
your work environment, and the
stigma of being a wife beater might
control him a litcle bit. The family

" and the women’s federation would

also help to mediate. Women’s law-
yers are also now stepping in.
Talking about the laws we have,
good laws protecting women’s inter-
ests, have helped. Butthe thing is that
the majority of women, especially in
rural areas, do not know about these
laws and therefore they cannot use
them to protect themselves. Some-
times this is also true in urban areas.
For example in Beijing, a girl was
hired by a Japanese company and she
became pregnant. Her employer
wanted to kick her out. She felt terri-
ble and was ready to accept it until
someone in the Women’s Studies
Group told her, “No! No way you
should take this lying down.” She got
a copy of the law and gave it to the
pregnant woman and told her to place
it on her boss’s desk then wait to see
what would happen. Well, sure
enough, he never mentioned kicking
her out again. But of course, after her
pregnancy benefits and maternity
leave, she decided not to stay because
she was sure her boss would “give her
a pair of small shoes to wear to pinch

her feet.” She felt she wouldn’t be

comfortable there. So she fought, she
got herrights, she was notkicked our,
but left after her maternity leave was
over. So, if a city girl in Beijing does
not know how to use the law to
protect herself, what about women in
remote areas? Legal education is im-
portant to women. Most of the wom-
en’s journals and the newspapers are
now helping women become aware
of the laws that protect their rights.
Asking publishers of rural women’s
newspapers and journals to do the
same would help.

I know a few lawyers, professors,
and lecturers, in the Law Department
of Beijing University, who have
formed a group that provides free
legal advice to women on women’s
issues such as divorce. Women don’t
even know to protect themselves in
terms of divorce. When their hus-
band says I wanta divorce, and he has
already transferred all of their money
into otheraccounts and the wife can’t
lay her hands on it, she doesn’t know
how to protect herself. The issue of
women'’s right to property is still very
new in China, but women lawyersare
helping. The Beijing Conference pro-
vided an opportunity to help us fur-
ther those women’s causes which are
currently not very advanced. I think
in this sense, it has helped a lot.

Many of the women’s NGOs still
want to concentrate on projects in
rural areas as well as programs which
provide training to women workers
laid off in cities. But I don’t think
things will change overnight. I want
to end with a little anecdote about
Australia. I was at Kangaroo Island
recently and we were looking at the
sea lions in Seal Bay. The guide was
telling us what was the major killer of
the seal population was actually the
bull—the male seals. I asked “how
come?” And he replied, “because the
bull sniffs around and if he decides it
is not his cub, he rolls over and kills
it.” I don’t know how true it is. I
don’tknow about seals. I said, “Wow,
can’t the mother protect them?” and
he replied, “oh, no, no, you know the
females, can’t do anything.” I said,
“That’s not right.” This guide was
leading a group of teenagers, boys

CANADIJAN WOMAN STUDIES/LES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME



and girls. He said “yeah, that is the
way nature works. It’s no good. You
cannot change the power structure
between males and females.” I said,
“Do you mean human beings, too?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Oh Jesus Christ,” I
tell myself. I don’t think the uN Con-
ference is going to effect his ideologi-
cal thinking, whatever decisions we
as women make.

I think the one thing that can
change him though is the effort of
Australian women—and maybe
through his wife—to change tradi-
tional thinking, traditional culture.
If we can make all Australian women
aware of the issues, then maybe we
can help change some of the ideo-
logical and traditional ways of think-
ing of men. In China it is the same. It
is all about changing peoples’ tradi-
tional ideas about men and women,
about gender roles. You see it all the
time on television, in commercials,
when you see a happy woman, happy
just because she was able to find the
best brand of washing powder. So I
think we have got to change all of the
stereotypes of women. Otherwise,
no matter what happens at the inter-
national level itwon’teffect our lives.
I believe in thinking globally but
acting locally. That is where real
changes begin.

Excerptedfrom a talk given at the Sixth
International Interdisciplinary Con-
gress on Women, held in Adelaide,
Australia, from April 21-26, 1996.

Wang Jiaxiang is a Professor of English
Literature in the English Department
at the Beijing Foreign Studlies Univer-
sity. She has been a member of the
Women'’s Studies Forum since 1988 at
that University andfrom 1986 to 1988,
she was a Henry Luce Scholar in the
Department of English and Women'’s
Studies Program at Cornell Univer-
sity, New York. She was very involved
in the PrepCom meetings for Copenba-
gen and Vienna as well as with the
preparations for the Beifing Conference.

This paper was received courtesy of

Angela Miles.
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An Interview with Wang Jiaxiang

Could you tell me about your role in preparation for the World Women's
Congress? 1 have been involved since the first PrepCom in Vienna. I and
others went to a lot of conferences, mainly NGo Forums and also the Asian
and Pacific Regional Forum to familiarize ourselves with the issues and
common kinds of concerns of the women of the world, especially the
developing countries since China is a developing country. We wanted to
be able to communicate to the outside world in their language, because if
we were speaking different languages the understandings would be
different. Later on I helped compile training materials about the major
concerns of international women’s NGOs for the volunteer interpreters
who worked in Huairou helping visitors at the Forum. So at least these
young people would know something about what women are concerned
about and then we could really dialogue with them. I also organized a
workshop at the Forum about Women and Education in China.

What do you mean when you say that you and others worked to ensure that
the Chinese women would be speaking the same language as other women at
the NGO Forum? As Chinese women we were very worried that the UN
Conference, and especially the NGO Forum, would become something of
an academic Forum. This is the usual Chinese understanding of this kind
of thing. Everybody comes with a paper ready and reads the paper and
that’s it. But the first time I participated at Vienna at the NGo PrepCom
I realized that this was totally different. If we prepared for the NGO Forum
along those lines it would be a total catastrophe. So we informed the
Women’s Federation who was responsible for the preparations what NGO
Forums were like. Later on many members of the Women’s Federation
were able to go to a lot of NGO Forums. At first they paid more attention
to the government meeting. We thought that the government meeting
was less complicated than the NGO Forum because it is the NGo Forum that
is totally new to the Chinese concept. So, basically, in those two and a half
years we were trying to really bring this concept of the NGo Forum home
to the Chinese official people and I think we helped.

So you were cultural links, cross cultural interpreters, and educators both
ways? Alot of us who were active in women’s issues and who had a chance
to learn about the international women’s concerns and issues at some of
the NGO Forums worked very hard to help a lot of the Chinese NGos who
prepared specific workshops, many of them, at first, like an academic
seminar. Each Province in China had their own provinical delegation.
Some people were critical of the fact that many of the delegates for the NGO
Forum came from among Women’s Federation officials and so on, but we
said it doesn’t matter because they came to the Conference and were
exposed to all the issues. The Chinese women said it had opened their eyes
and broadened their vision. Wherever I went and talked about the issues
that concerned women internationally Chinese women found “it’s the
same thing here.” Not many women can go abroad and communicate
with the outside world, so what we have been doing is make it possible for
the Chinese woman to understand more of the outside world and for more
of the outside world to understand the Chinese woman.

Excerpted from an interview of Wang Jiaxiang conducted by Angela Miles at
the Sixth International Interdisciplinary Congress on Women, held in
Adelaide, Australia from April 21-26, 1996.
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Since these awards are a part of the Institute’s Development Studies Programme, work to be carried out

Women-and-Development Awards
for the Academic Year 1997-98

The Shastri Indo-Canadian Institute, with funding from the Canadian International Development
Agency, invites applications in the following categories:

1. Faculty Research Fellowships
2. Doctoral Research Fellowships
3.  Pilot Project Awards

4.  Visiting Lectureship

during the tenure of the fellowships must have a clear developmental significance.
General Eligibility

Candidates must

i)  be citizens or permanent residents of Canada

ii) have a clear and focused plan of work which can reasonably be implemented during the tenure
of the award, and

iii) be prepared to leave for India no later than 1 January 1998 if selected.

Duration:

i)  Faculty awards—four months between 1 September 1997 and 30 April 1998.

ii) Doctoral awards—up to eight months between 1 September 1997 and 30 April 1998.

iii) Pilot project awards—up to two months between 1 September 1997 and 30 April 1998.

iv) Visiting Lectureship—three-week lecture tour in India between 1 September 1997 and 15
March 1998.

Value:
i)  excursion-rate airfare between Canada and India, and
ii) avariable living and accommodation allowance.

Please write for the application forms and detailed guidelines to:
Programme Officer—Development Studies
Shastri Indo-Canadian Institute
1402 Education Tower
2500 University Drive N.W.
Calgary, Alberta T2N 1N4
(403) 220-3820 (T)
(403) 289-0100 (F)
sici@acs.ucalgary.ca (E-mail)

Deadline for receipt of applications is 31 October 1996.
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