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KEY FINDINGS

STATUS OF WOMEN

e Despite numerous policies, laws, and regulations aimed at
promoting gender equality and eliminating gender-based dis-
crimination, women in China continue to face forced abortion,
sterilization, and serious discrimination in many domains, in-
cluding employment, wages, education, and through the non-
enforcement of laws and regulations intended to protect wom-
en’s rights and interests. Some commentators expected that
the already widespread problem of pregnancy-based workplace
discrimination was poised to worsen after the government’s an-
nouncement of its new three-child policy in May 2021.

e According to the List of Issues the UN Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination against Women sent to the Chi-
nese government in March 2021 in advance of its upcoming re-
view, women in China “remain seriously underrepresented in
legislative bodies, decision-making positions and public institu-
tions at both the central and local levels.”

e The Chinese Communist Party and government tightened
control over feminists and others advocating for women’s rights
to freedom of expression and peaceful assembly and associa-
tion. Little physical space remained for feminists to organize
and protest during the reporting year, so their online presence
and community became increasingly important. Many promi-
nent feminists, however, were attacked online during the
spring of 2021, and several popular social media platforms
shut down their accounts. The Party and government likely
played a role, either directly or indirectly, in this move to si-
lence feminists’ voices online.

e Although the Chinese government continues to take meas-
ures aimed at improving the implementation of the PRC Anti-
Domestic Violence Law—such as the Supreme People’s Court’s
release of 10 new “typical cases” warranting personal safety
protection orders—protection orders are rarely issued and do-
mestic violence remains a severe problem. Several high-profile
cases highlighted the severity of the problem of domestic vio-
lence, and new research published in early 2021 relating to di-
vorce courts’ handling of domestic violence claims underscored
the failure of the legal system and law enforcement authorities
to protect women’s rights and interests. Some observers in
China have expressed concern that the new PRC Civil Code’s
provision that requires couples seeking a divorce to first go
through a 30-day “cooling-off period” could make the situation
for women in abusive marriages even more precarious.

e Sexual harassment is widespread in China, and it was only
with the recent adoption of the PRC Civil Code (effective Janu-
ary 1, 2021) that a specific definition of sexual harassment was
codified, detailing the kinds of conduct that could be considered
sexual harassment, creating liability for perpetrators, and obli-
gating employers to institute measures to prevent and stop
workplace sexual harassment. The challenges facing victims of
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sexual harassment who seek redress through the legal system
were highlighted in the landmark #MeToo case brought by
Zhou Xiaoxuan (also known as Xianzi), a former college intern
at CCTV, against a popular CCTV host, Zhu Jun.

e Reports of gender-based violence against ethnic minority
women in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR)
continued to emerge during the reporting year. Uyghur and
other Turkic Muslim women who were formerly detained in
mass internment camps in the XUAR have reported being sub-
jected to coercive birth control measures, including forced im-
plantation of intrauterine devices (IUDs), forced sterilization,
and forced abortion. The former detainees also described beat-
ings, systematic rape, and other forms of abuse and torture.
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Zhou Xiaoxuan (also known as Xianzi), a former college intern
at CCTV, against a popular CCTV host, Zhu Jun.
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ings, systematic rape, and other forms of abuse and torture.

Recommendations

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

O Urge the Chinese government to provide the UN Committee
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW
Committee) with accurate and comprehensive information in
response to the questions raised by the Committee in advance
of its upcoming periodic review of China’s compliance with the
CEDAW treaty. Encourage the Chinese government to effec-
tively implement the CEDAW Committee’s recommendations
from its 2014 review, and engage in good faith with the Com-
mittee during the upcoming review.

O Urge the Chinese government to cease the harassment, in-
timidation, and other forms of mistreatment, offline and on-
line, of women’s rights activists. In conjunction with the
CEDAW Committee’s next review of China, organize a con-
ference and/or UN side event that features Chinese women’s
rights activists now based outside of China, and provide sup-
port, and a platform, for diaspora groups working to improve
the human rights situation for women in mainland China and
Hong Kong.

O Noting the recent legal developments aimed at promoting
women’s rights and interests, such as the inclusion of an anti-
sexual harassment provision (Article 1010) in the PRC Civil
Code that took effect on January 1, 2021, and local government
initiatives to address sexual harassment in the workplace, and
urge the Chinese government to ratify International Labour
Organization (ILO) Convention 190, the Convention Con-
cerning the Elimination of Violence and Harassment in the
World of Work (2019).



STATUS OF WOMEN

Introduction

Chinese government and Communist Party authorities—through
policy, law, and action—continued to violate women’s human
rights, including women’s rights to freedom of expression, freedom
of association and assembly, privacy, and rights relating to familial
relations and participation in political and public life. Moreover, by
not adequately implementing laws and regulations aimed at pro-
tecting women from discrimination, domestic violence, and other
practices harmful to women, the government failed to fulfill its ob-
ligations under China’s domestic laws and policies and its commit-
ments under the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), which it ratified in
1980.1

Political Participation and the Right to Participate in Public Life

As in previous years, women held few positions in the top levels
of influence and power in the Chinese government and Communist
Party structure.2 For example, only 25 percent of the delegates ap-
pointed to the 13th National People’s Congress in 2018 were
women.3 There is only one woman among the 25 members of the
Communist Party Central Committee Political Bureau (Politburo),
and no women serve on the Standing Committee of the Politburo.*
Research conducted in late 2020 by ChinaFile found that “[lless
than 9 percent of Party secretaries and heads of local governments
at the provincial, municipal, and county levels are women.”5 More-
over, based on 2018 figures, of the 90 million members of the Chi-
nese Communist Party, only 27 percent were women.®

In March 2021, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Dis-
crimination against Women (CEDAW Committee), the treaty body
of 23 independent experts mandated to monitor compliance of
States Parties with the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination against Women (Convention), sent the Chinese
government a List of Issues including “major areas of concern” that
will serve as a focus for China’s upcoming review.?” With respect to
political participation, the CEDAW Committee stated that the data
the Chinese government provided in its most recent State Party re-
port demonstrate that women “remain seriously underrepresented
in legislative bodies, decision-making positions and public institu-
tions at both the central and local levels,”® and asked what meas-
ures the Chinese government had taken to “accelerate women’s full
and equal participation in elected and appointed bodies.” 9

The Chinese government and Communist Party continued to vio-
late women’s rights to freedom of expression, and freedom of peace-
ful assembly and association.l® Since 2015, the government and
Party have directly or indirectly (through intimidation and harass-
ment) forced the closure of most grassroots women’s rights non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), thereby depriving women’s
rights advocates of the space and platforms to organize, engage in
advocacy, and participate in public life.11 A rare gathering of at
least 100 supporters outside a Beijing municipality courthouse in
December 2020 to support Zhou Xiaoxuan (also known as Xianzi),
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a plaintiff in a high-profile sexual harassment case, lasted for
hours, but not without police harassment and intimidation.12 [See
Landmark #MeToo Case Highlights Challenges in Seeking Redress
for Sexual Harassment in this section.]

Women’s rights advocacy suffered another blow during the re-
porting year as intimidation and harassment of those engaged in
discussion and advocacy of issues affecting women increased. As a
result of shrinking civic space in China over the past several years,
social media online platforms such as Weibo have come to play an
even more significant role in feminist activism, particularly as the
movement has reached across borders to Chinese feminist activists
and allies located abroad.l3 In late March 2021, nationalist
influencers on Weibo with massive followings targeted a prominent
feminist activist, which led to Weibo closing her account and then
the accounts of 10 other feminist activists in China and abroad
after they defended the original victim.'* By April 29, Weibo had
shut down a total of at least 20 Chinese feminist activists’ ac-
counts.1’®> Weibo said it closed the accounts after receiving com-
plaints about posts that allegedly included “illegal and harmful
information.” 16 The Party and government likely played a role, di-
rectly or indirectly, in this move to silence feminists’ voices on-
line.1” A Fudan University sociology professor told the Guardian,
“it is clear there are no social platforms in China that are friendly
to women and women’s rights issues.” 18 Several of the feminists
Who}ie accounts were shut down have filed lawsuits against
Weibo.19

Discrimination

The Chinese Communist Party and government continued to dis-
criminate against women in multiple domains during this reporting
year, including employment,20 wages,2! education,?2 and by the
nonenforcement of laws and regulations intended to protect wom-
en’s rights and interests.23 In addition, rural women continued to
face discrimination with respect to their land-use rights and land
tenure security.2¢ Following the government’s announcement of its
new three-child policy in May 2021, and its ongoing propaganda ef-
fort encouraging women to stay home and raise (more) children,
some commentators expected that the already widespread problem
of pregnancy-based workplace discrimination would only get
worse.25

Contrary to its international human rights commitments, the
Chinese government still has not defined specifically in legislation
the meaning of “discrimination against women.” 26 Nor has the gov-
ernment adopted comprehensive anti-discrimination legislation,
gespitze7 repeated calls by UN treaty bodies and experts for it to
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Gender-Based Violence
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND DIVORCE

Two of the most pressing problems facing women in China—
domestic violence and the difficulty in obtaining a divorce—gar-
nered substantial attention during this reporting year.28 Several
high-profile cases highlighted the severity of the problem of domes-
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tic violence and the failure of the legal system and law enforcement
authorities to protect women’s rights and interests, despite the
PRC Anti-Domestic Violence Law (ADVL), which took effect in
2016.29

Judges handling contested divorces often fail to adequately im-
plement laws and regulations that were created to protect women’s
rights, including the ADVL.39 Chinese courts handle more than 1.5
million contested divorce cases annually, and approximately 70 per-
cent of those cases are initiated by women.31 According to research
recently published by Xin He, a law professor at the University of
Hong Kong, claims of domestic violence are often asserted in di-
vorce petitions, but are frequently dismissed or trivialized by
judges.32 Xin He found that institutional concerns and incentives
that prioritize efficiency and social stability play a significant role
in judicial decision-making, which has resulted in detrimental judg-
ments for female plaintiffs.33

Similar institutional incentives, including the perpetuation of
cultural biases as a means to efficiently close cases, explain why
judges rarely issue personal safety protection orders.3¢ During the
period from when the ADVL (and its protection order mechanism)
took effect on March 1, 2016 until the end of December 2019,
judges nationwide had issued only 5,749 protective orders.25> The
Chinese government has not made public data showing how many
protective orders were sought during that time period, but Xin He
described earlier figures for petitions and approved protective or-
ders as “ludicrously low.” 36 Nevertheless, the Chinese government
continues efforts to promote the implementation of protection or-
ders.37 In November 2020, the Supreme People’s Court, along with
the Chinese Association of Women Judges and the All-China Wom-
en’s Federation, issued 10 new “typical cases” warranting personal
safety protection orders to further clarify and expand its applica-
tion in certain situations.38

Domestic violence is widespread in China.3° According to an offi-
cial media report published in 2017, one-quarter of married Chi-
nese women have suffered domestic violence at some point in their
marriages.4© While experts said domestic violence rose substan-
tially during the COVID-19 epidemic due to lockdown orders and
rising tensions in households, there is no current official nation-
wide data available on domestic violence, either before the COVID-
19 outbreak and lockdowns, or after.41

A particularly shocking case that received widespread attention
in 2020 was the killing of Lhamo, a 30-year-old Tibetan farmer and
social media personality with hundreds of thousands of followers,
who live-streamed short video clips of her daily life on Douyin (the
Chinese version of TikTok).#2 One evening in September 2020,
while she was live-streaming from her kitchen, her ex-husband—
who had abused her for years—appeared, and the screen went
black.43 He then poured gas on her and set her on fire.4¢ Lhamo
died several weeks later, and a storm of public outrage ensued on
Weibo, with internet users calling for better law enforcement and
more accountability for domestic violence perpetrators.#> Lhamo
had sought assistance from the local branch of the All-China Wom-
en’s Federation and the police, but they failed to protect her.46
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Some observers in China have expressed concern that provisions
of the new PRC Civil Code that require couples seeking a divorce
to first go through a 30-day “cooling-off period” threaten to make
the situation for women in abusive marriages even more precar-
ious.%?” Concerned about declining marriage and birth rates, and a
rising divorce rate, the Chinese government included a mandated
“cooling-off period” in the new Civil Code, which took effect on Jan-
uary 1, 2021, with the aim of discouraging divorce, keeping more
couples together, and ultimately increasing the (Han Chinese) birth
rate.4® Based on the limited data from the first quarter of 2021, it
appears to have had some effect: 72 percent fewer divorces were
granted from January through March than in the final quarter of
2020.49 The new “cooling-off period” may lead to the unintended
consequence of more young people deciding to forgo marriage en-
tirely.?0

STATE-SPONSORED GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE AGAINST
ETHNIC MINORITY WOMEN

Reports of gender-based violence against ethnic minority women
in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR) continued to
emerge during this reporting year.5! Uyghur, Kazakh, and other
Turkic Muslim women who were formerly detained in mass intern-
ment camps in the XUAR have reported being subjected to coercive
birth control measures, including forced implantation of intra-
uterine devices (IUDs), forced sterilization, and forced abortion.52
The former detainees also described beatings, systematic rape, and
other forms of abuse and torture.53 In its List of Issues submitted
to the Chinese government, the UN Committee on the Elimination
of Discrimination against Women asked the Chinese government to
provide information about “measures taken to reduce the number
of women in detention, including in extralegal detention facilities
and so-called ‘re-education’ camps, and to address gender-based vio-
lence and torture against those women.”54 [For more information
on forcible population control measures used against ethnic minor-
ity women in the XUAR, see Section II—Population Control and
Section IV—Xinjiang.]

SEXUAL HARASSMENT AND ASSAULT

Sexual harassment is widespread in the workplace®> and else-
where 56 in China. The Chinese #MeToo movement brought greater
attention to the issue with several high-profile cases that went
viral and prompted widespread discussion of the problem.57 While
Chinese law generally prohibits sexual harassment against women,
it was only with the adoption of the PRC Civil Code in May 2020
(effective January 1, 2021),58 that a specific definition of sexual
harassment was codified, detailing the kinds of conduct that could
be considered sexual harassment, creating liability for perpetrators,
and obligating employers to institute measures to prevent and stop
workplace sexual harassment.5°

Experts and advocates have noted that while the new anti-sexual
harassment legislation is an important development, it lacks clarity
and specificity with respect to remedies for victims and penalties
for offenders.60 In March 2021, nine government departments in
Shenzhen municipality, Guangdong province, jointly took action to
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address some of the gaps in the national legislation by releasing an
official guidebook that provides “a unified standard for sexual har-
assment policy at schools and workplaces,” %1 and addresses sexual
harassment prevention as well as recommended punishments for
offenders.62

Landmark #MeToo Case Highlights Challenges
in Seeking Redress for Sexual Harassment

The high-profile #MeToo case involving Zhou Xiaoxuan, also known by
her online alias, Xianzi, highlights the many challenges facing victims of
sexual harassment who seek redress through the Chinese legal sys-
tem.63 Sexual harassment cases in China rarely make it to court, and
this case is particularly challenging because the defendant in Zhou’s
case is a high-profile, popular TV celebrity, Zhu Jun.6* Zhu, “a house-
hold name”%5 in China, is a host on China’s state-run CCTV, where
Zhou Xiaoxuan, then a 21-year-old college student, interned in 2014.66
Many #MeToo supporters have observed that while many women have
been inspired by Zhou’s pursuit of justice and view her as a role
model, %7 the difficulties and delays Zhou has faced since 2018 when she
first shared her account of what happened may lead to fewer sexual har-
assment victims deciding to come forward.68

In 2018, Zhou wrote an essay that went viral after a friend posted it
on Weibo, in which she accused Zhu of sexually harassing her in 2014.69
Afterwards, Weibo and other platforms began to censor her story and
related posts per government directive,’® and Zhu sued Zhou for defa-
mation.”1

Zhou then sued Zhu, claiming an “infringement on personal dignity”
rather than sexual harassment, because it wasn’t until January 2019
that a sexual harassment cause of action was recognized by the Su-
preme People’s Court.”2 Zhou and her lawyers sought to have her case
reclassified under this new cause of action.”3

During a hearing that lasted more than 10 hours at the Haidian Dis-
trict People’s Court in Beijing municipality on December 2, 2020, the
court denied Zhou’s motion to reclassify her case and made several other
evidentiary rulings that disadvantaged Zhou, and adjourned without a
verdict.”4 Despite repeated requests that the defendant Zhu appear in
court for pre-trial and trial hearings, he never did.”> The court ruled
that his appearance was “not necessary.” 76 At least 100 of Zhou’s sup-
porters showed up outside the court building holding signs with mes-
sages such as “#GoXianzi,” “Together we ask history for an answer,” and
“#MeToo0.” 77 Many other supporters gathered online, as censors deleted
posts with hashtags related to the case and #MeTo00.78

The court abruptly postponed a second trial hearing in Zhou’s case
scheduled for May 21, 2021, without explanation and without announc-
ing a new hearing date.”® Afterwards, Zhou wrote: “When I filed my
case in 2018, I was hopeful I would win. Now, in 2021, I still believe in
myself when I walk into the court, but I can only hope for some due
process and the basic decency that any human being deserves.” 80
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