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Findings 

• The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID–19) outbreak imposed
outsized risks and burdens on women in China due to already
existing gender-based inequalities. Women played essential
roles in the epidemic response, and the unequal gender dis-
tribution of labor, both paid and unpaid, associated with the
epidemic and with mandated self-isolation, meant that women
in China took on greater risk of infection and more of the bur-
den for treatment and containment. UN Women warned that
because of already existing gender gaps in earnings, savings,
and job security, the long-term effects of the epidemic would
disproportionately affect the livelihoods of women, particularly
those at the margins with fewer resources to weather economic
losses.
• In recent years, women in China have been facing persistent
gender inequality that scholars attribute to economic liberal-
ization and the promotion of sexist and regressive gender
norms in official discourse. Women in China experience severe
discrimination throughout their careers, from job recruitment
and hiring to wages and promotions. National laws also man-
date parental leave and other entitlements for women and not
men. These laws enforce the role of women as caregivers and
have led employers to avoid hiring women of child-bearing age
who do not already have children.
• A grassroots feminist movement has persisted in Chinese po-
litical and cultural life in recent years despite government re-
strictions and censorship. Feminist activists continued working
on issues including employment discrimination, gender-based
violence, and the rights of single women to access services and
benefits related to pregnancy and birth—as well as to acquire
legal documentation for their children—for which current poli-
cies require proof of marriage. Young Chinese people outside
China have also played an increasingly important role in femi-
nist activism in China as the government intensifies restric-
tions within China’s borders.
• The inclusion of anti-sexual harassment provisions in the
Civil Code in May 2020 was a sign that women’s rights advo-
cacy is having an impact even as it has been severely sup-
pressed.
• During the COVID–19 outbreak, grassroots volunteers and
civil society organizations brought attention to gaps in support
for women and marshaled donations, services, and volunteers
to address the need for menstrual supplies for frontline work-
ers and to provide support for domestic violence victims.
• Gender-based violence in China remains a serious issue. By
December 2019, Chinese courts had issued only 5,749 protec-
tive orders in the four years since the passage of the PRC Anti-
Domestic Violence Law in March 2016.
• The Commission has also observed reports of gender-based
violence perpetrated by the state against ethnic minority
women in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR):
interviews of Uyghur and Kazakh women released from camps
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have indicated acts of rape, forced abortion, and forced steri-
lization. 
• Domestic violence rose substantially during the COVID–19 
epidemic due to enforced co-habitation and rising tensions in 
households from economic strain and fears about the virus, ac-
cording to experts on gender-based violence. Accountability and 
redress for violence diminished as some local authorities de-
layed approval of protection orders and converted shelters for 
domestic violence victims into homeless shelters. 

Recommendations 

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are 
encouraged to: 

Æ Publicly and privately urge the Chinese government to re-
spect the freedom of expression and assembly of all rights ad-
vocates, and in particular to refrain from harassing and intimi-
dating the independent women’s rights advocates seeking to in-
crease awareness about gender inequality and sexual harass-
ment. 
Æ Urge the Chinese government to publicly expand its commit-
ment to gender equality through measures such as increasing 
the number of women at the highest levels of political leader-
ship, instituting gender equality and anti-harassment training 
in government workplaces, and challenging discriminatory atti-
tudes based on gender through public education. 
Æ Commend the Chinese government for recent legal develop-
ments aimed at promoting the welfare of women and gender 
equality. These include the inclusion in the Civil Code of a pro-
vision targeting sexual harassment. Encourage the government 
to strengthen formal support services for implementation—for 
example, by increasing funding for health services or shelters 
for women experiencing violence, providing funding and sup-
port for attorneys for legal services, and allowing independent 
lawyers and advocates to assist with the promotion and imple-
mentation of laws related to gender equality through lawsuits 
and public campaigns. 
Æ Support international exchanges among academics, legal ad-
vocates, non-governmental organizations, and others that focus 
on the implementation and enforcement of recently adopted 
laws promoting gender equity. In particular, facilitate and sup-
port technical assistance programs that would help all those 
working in law enforcement and the judiciary to implement the 
PRC Anti-Domestic Violence Law effectively and challenge dis-
criminatory attitudes based on gender, sexual orientation, and 
gender identity. Train law enforcement, as the first point of 
contact, to address reports of violence in a way that does not 
undermine victims’ concerns or safety. Urge provincial-level of-
ficials to implement provincial regulations according to the 
PRC Anti-Domestic Violence Law. 
Æ Encourage the collection and analysis of data on disparities 
in economic and social factors based on gender so as to monitor 
changes. 
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Introduction 

Women in China face persistent gender inequality 1 that scholars 
attribute to economic liberalization and the promotion of sexist and 
regressive gender norms in official discourse in recent years.2 
Women’s participation in the labor force is declining, and gender- 
based violence remains a serious issue, including that perpetrated 
by the state against Uyghur and other ethnic minority women. At 
the same time, grassroots feminist activism has become a unique 
and dynamic force within Chinese society, mobilizing campaigns to 
generate changes in government policy and public attitudes even as 
the government is increasing its restrictions on Chinese civil soci-
ety generally.3 Because of existing gender gaps, women have been 
disproportionately impacted in the coronavirus disease 2019 
(COVID–19) outbreak, and experts predict that these gender gaps 
will widen further with the economic and social disruption of the 
epidemic. 

Participation and Discrimination in the Labor Force 

During the 2020 reporting year, Chinese women, who make up 
43.7 percent of the total labor force,4 faced social and economic 
roadblocks to advancing their careers. The labor force participation 
rate among Chinese women, although still fairly strong by global 
standards,5 continued to fall, declining from 73.2 percent in 1990 
to 60.5 percent in 2019.6 

GREATER ECONOMIC AND EMPLOYMENT VULNERABILITY 

Although Chinese women work in a variety of economic sectors, 
a significant proportion work in several industries with weak labor 
protection. For example, nearly one in four working women is in 
the agricultural workforce,7 and as of 2018 women made up the 
majority of workers in the traditional retail sector, where employ-
ers often deny workers entitlements such as social insurance and 
welfare benefits.8 Also, a November 2019 report by China Labor 
Watch describes how female workers in toy factories are preferred 
because they are perceived as more ‘‘docile’’ and are less likely to 
be promoted to high-level management positions.9 

EMPLOYMENT DISCRIMINATION 

Women in China face severe discrimination throughout their ca-
reers, from job recruitment and hiring to wages and promotions. 
Job recruitment listings frequently indicate a preference or require-
ment for men,10 with 11 percent of civil servant job listings in 2020 
containing such specifications despite national laws prohibiting 
gender discrimination in hiring, according to analysis by Human 
Rights Watch.11 Women constituted 16.8 percent of senior and 
leadership roles such as legislators, senior officials, and managers, 
while earning on average 64.3 percent of what men earned, accord-
ing to the World Economic Forum’s 2020 Global Gender Gap Re-
port.12 A working paper published by the International Labour Or-
ganization in 2015 noted that such disparities have increased over 
the current period of economic reform that began in 1978,13 accel-
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erating during the 2000s with the intensification of market liberal-
ization.14 

GENDERED IMPACT OF NATIONAL PARENTAL LEAVE REQUIREMENTS 

National laws mandating parental leave and other entitlements 
for women and not men are a major reason for discriminatory hir-
ing and dismissal. Under these laws, male employees are not le-
gally entitled to parental leave but employers are required to grant 
female employees 98 days of parental leave.15 Some employers re-
ported concerns that generous maternity leave makes women of 
child-bearing age too expensive to hire and promote.16 Human 
Rights Watch reports that discrimination against women has in-
creased since the passage of the universal two-child policy in late 
2015.17 

The Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region became the first provincial- 
level authority to require 10 days per year of child care leave for 
parents of children under three years old.18 A woman from Zhuhai 
municipality, Guangdong province, won a case against her former 
employer for firing her because of her pregnancy.19 

POLICY REFORMS AND DEVELOPMENTS REGARDING WORKPLACE 
SEXUAL HARASSMENT 

National-level officials announced policies to address sexual har-
assment and gender discrimination in employment. For the first 
time, the National People’s Congress (NPC) legally codified a defi-
nition of sexual harassment.20 The new Civil Code, approved by the 
NPC in May 2020, stipulates that ‘‘schools, enterprises, and gov-
ernment offices’’ must institute anti-sexual harassment policies to 
prevent abuses of power.21 

One woman in Chengdu municipality, Sichuan province, won her 
sexual harassment case against Liu Meng, a social worker and her 
former boss, who was legally ordered to apologize for his actions.22 
However, the court did not accept the plaintiff’s demand that her 
employer be held liable for the harassment that occurred in the 
workplace.23 Despite steps towards legal reform, Chinese women 
continued to experience sexual harassment and assault across in-
dustries 24 and faced retribution from employers for reporting 
cases.25 

DISCRIMINATORY LAWS AND INADEQUATE ENFORCEMENT OF 
PROHIBITIONS ON GENDER DISCRIMINATION 

International observers 26 reported that gender-based employ-
ment discrimination in China has not been checked by prohibitions 
against gender discrimination in existing laws 27 or by China’s 
international commitments.28 Chinese laws do not establish suffi-
cient mechanisms for enforcing prohibitions on gender discrimina-
tion.29 In addition, some laws themselves continue to discriminate 
against women by barring them from performing certain jobs—in 
some cases based on whether they are menstruating, pregnant, or 
breastfeeding.30 
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Participation in Public Life 

REPRESENTATION IN GOVERNMENT 

The proportion of female representatives in top levels of govern-
ment and Communist Party leadership remained disproportion-
ately low, ranging from nearly 25 percent in the National People’s 
Congress to none out of 26 ministerial positions and 1 out of 25 in 
the Party’s Politburo (the most powerful governing body in 
China).31 At lower levels of governance in urban areas, women did 
not face the same gender gap and represented 50.4 percent of resi-
dential committee membership in 2018.32 By contrast, rural women 
were underrepresented, making up only 24 percent of village com-
mittee members and 11.1 percent of village committee chairs.33 
Women constituted 27.2 percent of Party membership in 2018, 
which, as a common prerequisite for promotion in government, is 
another indicator of women’s level of participation in governance.34 

GRASSROOTS FEMINIST ACTIVISM 

The grassroots feminist movement that has persisted in Chinese 
political and cultural life in recent years despite government re-
strictions and censorship has been an important form of public par-
ticipation for younger women in China.35 Ever since a major crack-
down in 2015,36 feminist activists have faced increasing censor-
ship,37 prohibitions on organizing and conducting activities,38 and 
restrictions on personal freedom for key members.39 Such restric-
tions have included detention: core #MeToo movement activist 
Huang Xueqin was held in October 2019 for three months,40 and 
women’s and labor rights advocate Li Qiaochu was held for four 
months after being detained in February 2020.41 One leading activ-
ist stated that such repression has taken a significant toll on the 
movement and the well-being of individual activists,42 and one re-
searcher notes that the feminist community has adapted by becom-
ing more decentralized and informal in its organizing and by mak-
ing greater use of online mobilization.43 Young Chinese people out-
side China have also played an increasingly important role in femi-
nist activism in China as the government intensifies restrictions 
within China’s borders.44 

Grassroots engagement with women’s issues in China has been 
affected by major changes shaping China’s civil society environ-
ment more generally. The government’s restrictions on rights advo-
cacy have forcibly shut down non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) and media platforms associated with feminist activism in 
recent years,45 while a government policy promoting the outsourc-
ing of social services to private parties has led to social enterprises 
receiving government funding to provide services like sex edu-
cation.46 Nonetheless, feminist activists continued their inde-
pendent rights advocacy, working on issues including employment 
discrimination, gender-based violence, and the rights of single 
women to access services and benefits related to pregnancy and 
birth—as well as to acquire legal documentation for their chil-
dren—for which current policies require proof of marriage.47 
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Gender-Based Violence 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

During this reporting year, the Commission continued to observe 
domestic violence affecting large numbers of women in China. Fol-
lowing the passage of the PRC Anti-Domestic Violence Law 48 in 
March 2016, the Chinese government has made efforts at the na-
tional and local levels to enhance protection against domestic vio-
lence; however, by December 2019 Chinese courts had still only 
issued 5,749 protective orders in the four years since the passage 
of the PRC Anti-Domestic Violence Law.49 In January 2020, the 
Supreme People’s Procuratorate and the All-China Women’s Fed-
eration jointly issued a proposal encouraging local women’s federa-
tion branches to report cases of domestic violence to local prosecu-
tors who would be required to report back upon the resolution of 
each case.50 In Guangdong province, the provincial government 
drafted regulations in December 2019 to expand the definition of 
domestic violence to include non-physical abuse such as threats, 
stalking, and harassment.51 In June 2020, the local government of 
Yiwu city in Jinhua municipality, Zhejiang province, issued sugges-
tions for developing a domestic violence database accessible to 
prenuptial partners.52 

SEXUAL HARASSMENT AND ASSAULT 

Highly publicized incidents of sexual harassment and assault 
continued to surface in China during the Commission’s reporting 
year. These have included acts of sexual assault against female 
passengers of carpool services,53 between clients of matchmaking 
services,54 and still others implicating teachers sexually abusing 
students.55 The Hong Kong-based NGO China Labour Bulletin has 
in previous years attributed widespread sexual harassment in the 
workplace to a lack of accountability due to vague legal definitions 
of sexual harassment.56 Changes to China’s Civil Code in 2020, 
however, established prohibitions on sexual harassment in the 
workplace.57 The Ministry of Education pledged in September 2019 
to further support the implementation of anti-sexual harassment 
mechanisms at Chinese universities.58 Universities in Beijing and 
Shanghai municipalities fired several prominent faculty members 
after they sexually harassed female students.59 In October 2019, a 
court in Shanghai municipality issued the first criminal judgment 
for sexual harassment on public transportation in Shanghai.60 

GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE AGAINST ETHNIC MINORITY WOMEN AS 
GOVERNMENT POLICY 

During this reporting year, the Commission has observed reports 
of gender-based violence against ethnic minority women in the 
Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR). Women account for 
just over one quarter of individuals in the Xinjiang Victims Data-
base, and many women report having been subjected to gender- 
based violence by state authorities.61 Interviews of Uyghur and 
Kazakh women released from mass internment camps have indi-
cated acts of rape, forced abortion, and forced sterilization.62 In ad-
dition to such sexual violence and measures aimed at minimizing 
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Uyghur and other ethnic minority births, the Chinese government 
has sought to target and control Uyghur and other ethnic minority 
families by removing children from their mothers’ care to attend 
boarding schools, urging couples to have fewer children, and en-
couraging Uyghur women to marry outside their ethnic group.63 In 
an effort to exercise further control over Uyghur and other ethnic 
minority families, in April 2020, the Standing Committee of the 
XUAR People’s Congress incorporated domestic violence into its 
legal code to fight extremism, claiming to protect family members 
against physical and psychological extremist acts.64 

Gendered Impacts of COVID–19 

Public health experts and international human rights groups 
have asserted that consideration of the disproportionate risks and 
burdens that epidemics pose to women is critically important to 
both the protection of women’s equal rights and public health out-
comes.65 In China, even as women played essential roles in the epi-
demic response, they also faced outsized risks and burdens from 
the COVID–19 outbreak due to already existing gender-based in-
equalities that UN officials 66 predict will be further exacerbated by 
the economic and social impacts of the pandemic. [For further in-
formation on COVID–19, see Section II—Public Health.] 

GENDERED DISTRIBUTION OF LABOR: DISPROPORTIONATE EXPOSURE 
AND BURDEN OF TREATMENT FOR WOMEN 

The gender distribution of labor, both paid and unpaid, associ-
ated with the epidemic and mandated self-isolation meant that 
women in China took on greater risks of infection and a greater 
share of the burden for treatment and containment. During the epi-
demic, an estimated 100,000 women constituted the majority of 
doctors and 90 percent of nurses at the frontline in Hubei prov-
ince.67 The unpaid care work for COVID–19 patients at home likely 
also fell largely to women, who were therefore also more exposed— 
the International Labour Organization reports that women in 
China perform 2.5 times more unpaid care work than men.68 

DE-PRIORITIZATION OF WOMEN IN OFFICIAL COVID–19 RESPONSE 

Local anti-domestic violence organizations reported that even as 
domestic violence escalated, victims found that authorities had fur-
ther curtailed protections and services 69 that even before the out-
break had often failed to properly address victims’ rights and safe-
ty.70 Domestic violence rose substantially during the epidemic due 
to enforced co-habitation and rising tensions in households from 
the economic strain and fears about the virus, according to experts 
on gender-based violence.71 Accountability and redress for violence 
was diminished as some local authorities delayed approval of pro-
tection orders and converted shelters for domestic violence victims 
into homeless shelters.72 

CIVIL SOCIETY MITIGATION OF GENDER GAPS IN OUTBREAK RESPONSE 

Grassroots volunteers and civil society organizations brought at-
tention to gaps in support for women during the epidemic and mar-
shaled donations, services, and volunteers to address needs on the 
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ground. A team of grassroots volunteers raised more than 2 million 
yuan (US$280,000) that was used to purchase and ship menstrual 
products to workers in Hubei province.73 Feminist activists re-
cruited a network of volunteers to raise awareness about domestic 
violence and to support victims both online and in their local com-
munities during the quarantine restrictions.74 One anti-domestic 
violence organization in Hubei province worked with local govern-
ment agencies and other civil society organizations to provide psy-
chological counseling and legal support to more than 300 victims 
of domestic violence during the lockdown.75 

LONG-TERM ECONOMIC IMPACTS FOR WOMEN 

UN Women warned that because of already existing gender gaps 
in earnings, savings, and job security, the long-term effects of the 
epidemic would disproportionately affect the livelihoods of 
women.76 In China, this includes informal-sector workers who are 
subject to extreme job precarity in part because their employment 
relationships are not recognized by the PRC Labor Law, like 90 
percent of the roughly 35 million domestic workers in China—al-
most all of whom are women.77 Domestic workers have experienced 
severe economic setbacks; by March 2020 domestic workers faced 
an 85 percent drop in new contracts compared with the same pe-
riod last year.78 
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