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STATUS OF WOMEN 

China’s Compliance With International Human Rights Obligations 

China underwent a periodic review by the UN Committee on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) in May 2014 1 and will un-
dergo a periodic review by the UN Committee on the Elimination of Dis-
crimination against Women (Committee) beginning in October 2014.2 In 
its concluding observations on the second periodic report of China, 
CESCR noted persistent gender disparities in China, ‘‘especially in rela-
tion to employment, wages, housing and access to higher education’’ and 
highlighted ‘‘with concern the disadvantaged position of rural women.’’ 3 
In preparation for the upcoming Committee review, the Chinese govern-
ment submitted a report in January 2014 on its implementation of the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) from 2006 to 2010.4 The report described progress on 
protecting women’s rights in China’s laws, regulations, and policies,5 yet 
also acknowledged some challenges, including persistent gender dis-
crimination, inadequate implementation of relevant laws, low percent-
ages of female representation in senior decisionmaking bodies, unequal 
treatment of rural women under local village rules, and violence against 
women.6 Non-governmental organizations also highlighted areas for im-
provement in reports to the Committee in January and February 2014, 
specifically noting cases of suppression of women’s rights advocates.7 

Women’s Political Decisionmaking 

Through its international commitments and domestic laws and 
policies, the Chinese government is obligated to ensure gender- 
equal political participation; however, during the Commission’s 
2014 reporting year, women remained underrepresented in govern-
ment and Communist Party positions. In accordance with its com-
mitments under CEDAW,8 the Chinese government has passed sev-
eral laws 9 and issued policy initiatives 10 in prior years to promote 
gender equality in government. Yet, female representation remains 
low or non-existent in central Party and government leadership 
bodies, including the Political Bureau of the Communist Party Cen-
tral Committee (Politburo),11 Politburo Standing Committee,12 
Communist Party Central Committee,13 State Council,14 and Na-
tional People’s Congress,15 and falls far short of the 30 percent tar-
get recommended by the UN Commission on the Status of 
Women.16 Women reportedly held 22.1 percent of village committee 
memberships as of 2012 and 2.7 percent of leadership positions in 
village committees as of 2008.17 Such underrepresentation at the 
village level leaves rural women vulnerable to violations of their 
rights and interests.18 The UN Working Group on the Issue of Dis-
crimination Against Women in Law and in Practice (Working 
Group) noted following its December 2013 visit to China, ‘‘The im-
perative for full integration of a gender sensitive policy framework 
into China’s deepening reform agenda . . . requires the full and ef-
fective participation of women in political and public life at all lev-
els.’’ 19 
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Gender-Based Discrimination 

EMPLOYMENT DISCRIMINATION 

In ratifying CEDAW, the Chinese government has committed to 
take ‘‘all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against 
women in the field of employment,’’ 20 yet women in China’s work-
force continue to face many forms of discrimination. Following its 
December 2013 visit to China, the Working Group issued a re-
port 21 noting China’s accomplishments in women’s rights,22 as well 
as persistent challenges, including gender discrimination in recruit-
ment,23 wages,24 and retirement.25 When applying for civil service 
positions, women report that they continue to be subjected to 
invasive gynecological examinations and inappropriate ques-
tioning.26 In January 2014, in what is believed to be China’s first 
gender discrimination lawsuit, a recent college graduate accepted a 
30,000 yuan (US$4,845) settlement and a formal apology after a 
company refused to hire her because of her gender.27 

EDUCATION DISCRIMINATION 

Gender-based discrimination remains a barrier for some young 
women pursuing a university education in China, despite provi-
sions in the PRC Education Law that prohibit discrimination on 
several grounds, including gender.28 Reports indicate that univer-
sities across China continue to implement gender quotas that re-
quire women to score higher than men on the college entrance 
exam (gaokao) for acceptance into certain schools or majors.29 Some 
schools also ban or restrict women from certain majors, including 
mining, navigation, naval engineering, tunnel engineering, and po-
lice work.30 Reasons given for preventing or limiting women from 
enrolling in these majors included that the jobs that result from 
these studies are not available to women; or are too dangerous, too 
physically strenuous; or would require too much time at sea.31 In 
October 2012, the Ministry of Education (MOE) responded to an 
Open Government Information request, stating that gender quotas 
are permitted in military and national defense, marine and mining, 
and some less-commonly studied foreign language majors.32 In Sep-
tember 2013, two groups of women separately wrote reports to the 
MOE protesting the unfair enrollment practices and requesting an 
explanation.33 

Violence Against Women 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

Domestic violence is prohibited and punishable under Chinese 
law, yet the problem of domestic violence in China remains wide-
spread, affecting approximately one in four families.34 Current 
national-level legal provisions 35 that address domestic violence 
leave many victims unprotected by prohibiting domestic violence 
without defining the term or clarifying the specific responsibilities 
of government entities—such as law enforcement, judicial organs, 
and providers of social services—in prevention, punishment, and 
treatment.36 The UN Working Group on the Issue of Discrimina-
tion Against Women in Law and in Practice called on the Chinese 
government this year to ‘‘urgently adopt’’ a national-level domestic 
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violence law,37 reiterating advocates’ calls from previous years.38 
As of June 2014, draft domestic violence legislation reportedly had 
been submitted to the State Council for review 39 and included in 
its 2014 legislative work plan.40 

In February 2014, the Supreme People’s Court (SPC) issued a re-
port presenting 10 ‘‘typical cases’’ 41 that serve as illustrations for 
lower courts on how they should handle cases involving domestic 
violence.42 According to one international expert’s analysis of the 
report, the SPC’s selection of typical cases provides guidance on 
issuing civil protection orders; expands the scope of who may be 
protected under protection orders to include the elderly and minors; 
clarifies what may constitute evidence in domestic violence cases; 
expands the definition of violence to include non-physical forms; 
and sets a precedent for additional punishments that can be im-
posed for domestic violence, including loss of custody of a child 
even if the child has not suffered physical harm.43 

According to one Chinese anti-domestic violence expert, in the 
absence of the authority of a domestic violence law, protection or-
ders have not yet gained ground in China, as courts ‘‘are afraid of 
being overrun by applicants and of being unable to enforce the or-
ders and therefore becoming a mockery, with the police not cooper-
ating.’’ 44 Advocates reportedly claim that legislation, including a 
domestic violence law, could help standardize the process of issuing 
protection orders, provide a formal definition for domestic violence, 
and counter the widely held belief in China that domestic violence 
is a private matter by assigning responsibility to courts, police, hos-
pitals, and civil society actors to assist victims.45 In one high- 
profile domestic violence case, following Chinese and international 
advocates’ calls for a sentence commutation,46 in June 2014, the 
SPC overturned 47 the death sentence of Li Yan, who killed her 
husband in 2010 after enduring months of spousal abuse.48 The 
Sichuan Province High People’s Court had upheld Li’s death sen-
tence on appeal in August 2012, stating that there was insufficient 
evidence of long-term domestic violence.49 

SEXUAL VIOLENCE50 

Central government authorities have taken regulatory steps this 
year to better protect the rights of women and children who may 
be vulnerable to sexual violence. In apparent response to citizens’ 
outrage 51 over a series of high-profile cases of sexual violence 
against girls last year,52 in September 2013, central authorities 
issued guidelines and a circular, both aimed at strengthening the 
prevention of sexual assault of a child.53 The following month, the 
SPC, Supreme People’s Procuratorate, Ministry of Justice, and 
Ministry of Public Security jointly issued guidelines strengthening 
punishments for child sexual assault.54 Perpetrators had previously 
received lighter punishments if they could claim consent or if 
money was involved.55 Critics have noted that legal loopholes may 
mean that certain circumstances or conduct will still result in 
lighter punishments for perpetrators.56 

Chinese law prohibits sexual harassment yet does not provide a 
clear legal definition or standards for prevention, reporting, and 
punishment.57 Two surveys of female factory workers in Shenzhen 
and Guangzhou municipalities, Guangdong province, released in 
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November 2013 showed that 70 percent of respondents had experi-
enced some degree of sexual harassment in the workplace, and few 
sought assistance from management or the police.58 Legal experts 
have called for strengthened legislation on sexual harassment, yet 
authorities have not announced any progress on such legislation 
during this reporting year.59 

STATE-AUTHORIZED VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

Officials in localities across China continued to employ forms of 
coercion and violence against women—including forced abortion,60 
forced sterilization,61 and forced contraceptive use 62—while imple-
menting population planning policies, in contravention of inter-
national standards to which China has agreed.63 Chinese law 
leaves women unprotected against such abuses.64 In December 
2013, over 1,000 Chinese women signed and sent a letter to the 
National People’s Congress Standing Committee, the Family Plan-
ning Commission, and the All-China Women’s Federation, noting 
that the implementation of China’s population planning policies 
‘‘causes great harm to women’s wombs’’ and calling on Chinese offi-
cials to ‘‘protect women’s right to life and health’’ during the draft-
ing and execution of China’s population planning policies.65 

In February 2014, the Ministry of Public Security launched a 
crackdown on the commercial sex trade, starting in Dongguan mu-
nicipality, Guangdong province, in apparent response to a February 
9 China Central Television exposé on the industry.66 As of July 
2014, Dongguan police reportedly had detained 2,252 people as 
part of the crackdown.67 In past years, women in China have re-
ported suffering unlawful arbitrary detention, extortion, physical 
violence, and forced labor at the hands of authorities carrying out 
enforcement of anti-prostitution laws.68 
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