STATUS OF WOMEN
Findings

e Women in China face severe discrimination throughout their
careers, from job recruitment and hiring to wages and pro-
motions. Such disparities have increased over the current pe-
riod of economic reform that began in 1978, accelerating during
the 2000s with the intensification of market liberalization.
Gender biases and sexual harassment in the workplace are
major factors contributing to the employment gender gap, as
well as national laws mandating parental leave and other enti-
tlements for women and not men. These laws enforce the role
of women as caregivers and have led employers to avoid hiring
women without children in order to avoid the cost of these
legal entitlements.

e Following widely publicized grassroots campaigns high-
lighting challenges faced by women in the workplace, Chinese
officials initiated policies to address gender discrimination in
employment, including creating a cause of action for disputes
over employment discrimination and sexual harassment and a
series of policies aimed primarily at punishing employers for
discriminatory job recruitment practices. Nonetheless, inad-
equate enforcement and discriminatory laws persist; local bu-
reaus responsible for enforcement seldom take punitive action
in response to complaints, and some laws themselves continue
to discriminate against women by barring them from per-
forming certain jobs.

e Thirty percent of women have experienced some form of do-
mestic violence, yet nearly three years after the passage of the
PRC Anti-Domestic Violence Law in March 2016, Chinese
courts had only issued a total of 3,718 protective orders by De-
cember 2018. News media and expert analysis noted that cul-
tural norms that do not recognize domestic violence as a crime
contributed to the low number of reported incidents, with fam-
ily members and police commonly discouraging victims from
going forward with requesting protective orders or divorce.

e Despite official repression, independent public advocacy for
women’s rights continues to influence public discourse and pol-
icy. Public advocacy in recent years has highlighted gender in-
equities in recruitment and sexual harassment, while news
media and civil society actors have noted a connection to the
issues publicly addressed by national officials this year as a
sign that independent advocacy is having an impact even as it
has been severely suppressed.

e Chinese officials continued censoring online discussion of
topics related to feminism and harassing and threatening indi-
vidual citizens engaging in advocacy. These restrictions were a
continuation of the official repression of women’s rights advo-
cacy beginning in 2015.

Recommendations

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are
encouraged to:
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O 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 rights advocates seeking to increase
awareness about sexual harassment in public areas.

O Urge the Chinese government to publicly expand its commit-
ment to gender equality through measures such as increasing
the number of women in the highest levels of political leader-
ship, instituting gender equality and anti-harassment trainings
in government workplaces, and challenging discriminatory atti-
tudes based on gender through public education.

O Commend the Chinese government for recent legal develop-
ments aimed at promoting the welfare of women and gender
equality. These include the inclusion of a gender discrimination
case among the Supreme People’s Court’s guiding cases and
the creation of causes of action allowing plaintiffs to sue for
sexual harassment and gender discrimination in employment.
Encourage the government to strengthen formal support serv-
ices for implementation—for example, by increasing funding
for health services or shelters for women experiencing violence,
providing funding and support for lawyers for legal services,
and allowing independent lawyers and advocates to assist with
the promotion and implementation of laws related to gender
equality through lawsuits and public campaigns.

O 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. As the first point of contact, law enforce-
ment in particular should be trained in addressing reports of
violence in a way that does not undermine victims’ concerns or
safety. Urge provincial level officials to implement provincial
regulations according to the PRC Anti-Domestic Violence Law.
O Facilitate and support technical assistance programs that
would help the development of gender equality education in
schools and communities.

O Encourage the collection and analysis of data on disparities
in economic and social life based on gender so as to monitor
changes.
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Discrimination in Employment

Although international human rights standards prohibit dis-
crimination on the basis of gender,! women in China continued to
face serious obstacles to equal treatment in employment.

e Women in China face severe discrimination through-
out their careers, from job recruitment and hiring to
wages and promotions. Surveys have found that recruitment
listings frequently indicate a preference or requirement for
men,2 with 35 percent of civil servant job listings for 2019 con-
taining gender specifications despite national laws prohibiting
gender discrimination in hiring.? Women continued to be rep-
resented in the top leadership of only 20.1 percent of Chinese
firms and political institutions while earning on average 64.3
percent of what men earned, according to the World Economic
Forum’s 2018 Global Gender Gap Report.# An International
Labour Organization (ILO) study conducted in 2015 noted that
such disparities have increased over the current period of eco-
nomic reform that began in 1978,5 accelerating during the
2000s with the intensification of market liberalization.¢ A sur-
vey by Chinese online recruiter Boss Zhipin Major found that
three major reasons for the gender disparity in workplace ad-
vancement were the comparatively greater share of domestic
obligations shouldered by women, their lack of outside connec-
tions and social support, and underdeveloped management
skills.?

¢ National laws mandating parental leave and other en-
titlements for women and not men are a major reason
for discriminatory hiring and dismissal. Male employees
are not legally entitled to parental leave, but employers are re-
quired to grant female employees 98 days of parental leave by
the Law on the Protection of Women’s Rights and Interests in
addition to other parental benefits required only for women,
such as allowances and termination restrictions.® One scholar
notes that these laws enforce the role of women as caregivers
and have led employers to avoid hiring women without chil-
dren in order to avoid the cost of these legal entitlements.® One
expert reported that women perceive such discrimination
against them to have increased since the implementation of the
“universal two-child policy” in January 2016, which generally
allows couples to have two children, somewhat loosening the
restrictions under the former “one-child policy.” 1 [For more
information on the “universal two-child policy,” see Section II—
Population Control.]

e The national parental leave policy is also a major fac-
tor in pregnancy discrimination. Gender inequality in pa-
rental leave has led to a rise in the number of labor disputes
filed by female employees against their employers for dis-
missing them or treating them negatively as a result of report-
ing their pregnancies.!l Some employers require female em-
ployees to submit applications to have children or assign them
to a “queue,” dismissing or otherwise pressuring those who
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have children out of turn.12 Such negative treatment is prohib-
ited by national laws,!3 but employers also retaliated against
those who attempted to vindicate their legal rights. For exam-
ple, in December 2018, an employer in Changchun munici-
pality, Jilin province, assigned one employee to work alone at
a site without toilet facilities after she obtained a judgment de-
claring that her employer should continue her employment
contract when she sued over pressure to leave her position
upon reporting that she was pregnant.14

e Gender biases and sexual harassment in the work-
place also contribute to the employment gender gap.
Legal entitlements associated with reproduction and parent-
hood do not fully explain the gender gap in employment: A
2018 study by Renmin University in Beijing municipality
found that employers were actually less likely to hire women
for important positions if they already had two children—and
thus were ineligible for parental benefits.1> A 2015 ILO study
attributed most of the wage differential to discrimination,lé
and Chinese officials have also acknowledged the negative ef-
fect of gender discrimination on female workforce participa-
tion.17 A 2018 study found discriminatory and sexualized views
of women were common in job recruitment advertisements, re-
flecting assumptions that women are less qualified for work re-
quiring strength, intelligence, or mental fitness 18 and that em-
ployers may use the physical attractiveness of female employ-
ees as a condition of employment or as an inducement for re-
cruiting male employees.1? Such assumptions continue to affect
women’s well-being and careers once they are in the workplace:
A 2018 survey of social media posts and interactions of female
civil servants found consistent accounts of sexualized and de-
meaning behavior from supervisors that included requiring fe-
male civil servants to provide companionship in settings (e.g.,
restaurants, karaoke bars) where they would be sexually har-
assed.20

o After a year of social media campaigns highlighting
sexual harassment cases garnering significant public at-
tention,2! national-level officials announced policies to
address sexual harassment and gender discrimination in
employment. The Supreme People’s Court issued a circular in
December 2018 amending the Rules for Civil Causes of Action
to allow disputes over sexual harassment and employment dis-
crimination.22 This was followed in February 2019 by a joint
circular outlining measures to promote gender equality in em-
ployment, citing the need to increase women’s participation in
the economy.23 The measures primarily targeted gender dis-
crimination in job recruitment, outlining plans to develop pro-
cedures for notification and mediation and to investigate and
penalize employers and recruitment agencies that fail to com-
ply.24 The circular also included legal assistance for those
bringing claims of gender-based employment discrimination,
job counseling and training for women, and development of
support for childcare.2> In March 2019, Premier Li Keqiang
also announced support for addressing gender discrimination
in employment in his government work report.26 Assessments
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from rights advocates were mixed, from critiquing the policy
announcements for “lack[ing] detailed measures” to seeing
them as signs that “gender discrimination is something that
the government can and is willing to manage.” 27

¢ Local-level officials also took actions related to gender
discrimination. For example, officials in Dezhou munici-
pality, Shandong province, established a reporting hotline,28
and Beijing municipality officials published anti-sexual harass-
ment advertisements on all subway lines.2°

¢ Discriminatory laws and inadequate enforcement per-
sist. International observers 30 reported that gender-based em-
ployment discrimination in China has not been checked by pro-
hibitions against gender discrimination in existing laws3! or
by China’s international commitments.32 Chinese laws do not
give a clear definition of gender discrimination,33 leading to
the refusal of courts and arbitration committees to accept such
cases.?4 In addition, some laws themselves continue to dis-
criminate against women by barring them from performing cer-
tain jobs—in some cases based on whether they are menstru-
ating, pregnant, or breastfeeding.35

Domestic and Gender-Based Violence

Domestic violence continued to affect large numbers of women in
China. Based on a large-scale study published by the People’s Daily
in November 2018, 30 percent of married women in China have ex-
perienced some form of domestic violence.36 Nearly three years
after the passage of the PRC Anti-Domestic Violence Law37 in
March 2016,38 Chinese courts had issued a total of 3,718 protection
orders by December 2018, approving 63 percent out of a total of
5,860 applications.3® News media identified cultural norms that do
not recognize domestic violence as a crime as contributing to the
low numbers of reported incidents, with family members and police
commonly discouraging victims from going forward with requesting
protective orders or divorce—women who do report do so only after
experiencing an average of 35 incidents.4© As of August 2019,
Yunnan province is the only province to have implemented meas-
ures in accordance with the 2016 law, which includes a mandatory
reporting provision that makes government bodies responsible for
gathering evidence related to domestic violence.4!

Public Participation

¢ Low levels of women’s representation in political lead-
ership persisted. Although Chinese domestic law contains
pronouncements stressing the importance of women’s political
participation,*2 the proportion of female representatives contin-
ued to fall short of the 30 percent target recommended by the
UN Commission on the Status of Women.43 The Chinese gov-
ernment is obligated under its international commitments to
ensure gender equality in political participation.44

¢ Blacklisting advocacy organizations and activists
working on gender equality issues. On January 8, 2019,
the Guangzhou Municipal Department of Civil Affairs in
Guangdong province issued a list of suspected “illegal social or-
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ganizations” that included the Guangzhou Gender and Sexu-
ality Education Center (Guangzhou Xingbie Jiaoyu Zhongxin),
which worked on both gender and LGBTQ issues, primarily fo-
cusing on combating sexual harassment and violence.45 Found-
ed by prominent women’s rights advocate Wei Tingting,46 the
organization had encountered censorship restrictions for a
campaign raising funds to conduct a survey on the prevalence
of sexual harassment and assault on Chinese college campuses,
which it nonetheless conducted and published in April 2018.47
The organization announced on the social media platform
WeChat in December 2018 that it would temporarily cease op-
erations.4® This followed a wave of crackdowns on independent
women’s rights advocacy in previous years that shut down
leading voices such as the social media accounts of prominent
independent media outlet Feminist Voices in March 201849
and the Beijing Zhongze Women’s Legal Counseling and Serv-
ice Center in January 2016.50

e Heavy censorship of content and symbols related to
feminist issues. As activists moved much of their advocacy
online in the face of growing pressure,®! different social media
campaigns in support of victims of sexual assault engaged mil-
lions before themselves being censored.?2 According to Hong
Kong University researchers, reports of sexual misconduct
were “one of the most heavily censored topics on WeChat in
2018.”53 A wide range of WeChat public accounts that had cir-
culated a petition in support of a survivor of an alleged sexual
assault were shut down in April 2019.54

¢ Despite official repression, independent public advo-
cacy for women’s rights continued to influence public
discourse and policy. Public advocacy in recent years has
highlighted gender inequities in recruitment 5> and sexual har-
assment.’6 In addition, news media and civil society actors
have noted a connection to the issues publicly addressed by na-
tional officials this year as a sign that independent advocacy
is having an impact even as it has been severely suppressed.5?
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