STATUS OF WOMEN
Findings

e Women’s rights were the subject of recommendations during
the fourth Universal Periodic Review of the People’s Republic
of China’s (PRC) compliance with international human rights
norms in January 2024. With legal provisions weakly imple-
mented in China, rural and urban women are at risk of losing
property rights, face gender discrimination at work, are vulner-
able to gender-based violence, and have limited access to justice.
e At the October 2023 National Women’s Congress, officials em-
phasized building families and the nation, and the role of the
All-China Women’s Federation in promoting family values to
promote population growth.

e The Commission continued to monitor official harassment
and detention of women’s rights advocates, as well as women
harassed and detained for political advocacy and religious be-
lief. These included: Huang Xueqin, Ye Haiyan, Rei Xia, Wu
Qin, Xu Qin, and Tang Hui.

e So-called “everyday feminism” is on the rise in China, but
the overall environment for feminist advocacy in China is high-
ly restricted in the wake of crackdowns on independent and
grassroots civil society advocates and organizations, suspicion
of women’s public participation, and the censorship of feminist
websites and social media.

e Women’s political empowerment in China remains low, ac-
cording to the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Re-
port. Scholarly analysis published this past year concluded that
the Party’s “commitment to gender equity and its quota policy
have failed to integrate women meaningfully into the inner cir-
cles of power so that Chinese politics remains largely gendered.”
e A State Council assessment of the PRC Anti-Domestic Vio-
lence Law in August 2023 highlighted problems with implemen-
tation, such as a minimal use of mandatory reporting in cases
of children harmed by domestic violence, the low number of pro-
tection orders and warnings issued by local courts and public
security bureaus, the vulnerability of women with disabilities,
inadequate funding, and a lack of legal knowledge among front-
line personnel.
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Authoritarian Misuse of Women’s Rights Promotion and Discourse

PRC officials have presented China as a champion of women’s
rights in the international human rights system. In major speeches
at the United Nations (U.N.) in 2015 and 2020, Chinese leader Xi
Jinping extolled gender equality and creating more opportunities
for women to have decisionmaking roles.! At UN. events in 20232
and 2024,3 PRC officials touted the more than “100 laws and reg-
ulations” that protect women’s rights in China.# Scholars examin-
ing authoritarian governments’ use of women’s rights promotion,
however, have highlighted the “nonegalitarian purposes” motivating
such advocacy,® including international prestige® and domestic le-
gitimacy.” With legal provisions to safeguard women’s rights weakly
implemented, Chinese rural and urban women are at risk of losing
property rights, face gender discrimination in the workplace, are
vulnerable to gender-based violence, and have limited access to jus-
tice.® Moreover, as PRC authorities continue to focus on population
decline, the official discourse on women’s rights protection in PRC
domestic policy has become increasingly entwined with facilitating
the goals of the pro-birth population policy.® As scholar Yige Dong
observed, the PRC’s paradoxical policies on women illustrate resur-
gent authoritarian control, with the Party-state “reclaiming its mo-
nopoly over women’s affairs.”10

The fourth Universal Periodic Review (UPR) of China’s compliance
with international human rights norms was held at the U.N. in Ge-
neva on January 23, 2024.11 Nearly one-third of country stakehold-
ers made recommendations related to women and gender in China.12
Recommendations included calls for the PRC government to end the
use of coercive population control measures against women in Chi-
na, particularly Uyghur and other ethnic minority women.13 Before
the UPR session, PRC officials reportedly engaged in lobbying of
friendly countries, requesting that they “render valuable support to
China” through “constructive recommendations . . .,”1¢ in order to
“flood the proceedings with bland or adulatory statements.”1> Those
countries that spoke positively about China’s human rights record 16
nevertheless brought attention to gaps in progress on women’s sta-
tus and rights in their UPR recommendations; for instance, coun-
tries put forth recommendations that called for increasing women’s
public participation.1? According to the World Economic Forum’s
Global Gender Gap Report for 2024, Chinese women’s political em-
powerment ranked 111th out of 146 countries and regions,!'® and
as the Commission previously reported,'® no senior women Party
members were appointed to the Chinese Communist Party Central
Committee Political Bureau, the top decisionmaking body in China,
during the 20th Party Congress in October 2022.20

PROMOTING THE PRO-BIRTH POLICY AND PREVENTING POLITICAL RISKS

The Party’s heightened concern about women was on display at
the October 2023 National Women’s Congress, a gathering held
every five years that features the work of the All-China Women’s
Federation (ACWF).21 Several months in advance of the Women’s
Congress, a compilation of Party General Secretary Xi Jinping’s
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speeches on women over the past decade was released.?22 Excerpts
from the compilation published in People’s Daily expounded upon
Xi’s expectation that the ACWF ideologically adhere to the Party’s
leadership, specifically in its role as one of the Party’s “mass orga-
nizations.”23 While these excerpts made no direct reference to the
three-child policy, the demographic impetus was clear in Xi’s dis-
cussion of building families and the nation, and the ACWF’s role in
promoting family values among women.2¢ Officials at the Women’s
Congress reiterated these points, calling on the ACWF to study Xi’s
ideological guidance 25 and to urge women to “keep their family and
nation in mind, and establish correct views on marriage, childbear-
ing, and the family.”26 Additionally, the ACWF Party secretary?2?
told the Women’s Congress that the ACWF had “established and
improved working mechanisms to strengthen risk prevention, and
political security and ideological security in the women’s field con-
tinued to improve . . ..”28 Toward this end, the ACWF charter was
amended to include “preventing and resolving risks in the women’s
sphere” in the section on responsibilities of ACWF staff.29 An in-
ternational legal expert observed that Party officials are “steadily
moving away from the rhetorical embrace of gender equality, and to-
wards a more full-throated embrace of traditional gender norms as
a core Party political plank.”3% China Media Project experts deemed
the acute focus on family, demography, and nation “a retrograde
movement for women’s liberation.”31 [For more information on the
promotion of the pro-birth population policy at the Women’s Con-
gress, see Chapter 9—Population Control.]

Suppression of Civil Society Advocacy and Association
ACWEF’'S NETWORK OF WOMEN’S “SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS”

The ACWF has seen their remit become even more narrowly fo-
cused on the political priorities of the Party.32 In what one scholar
refers to as the “re-politicization” of the ACWF since efforts began
in 2015 to reform the Party’s “mass organizations,”33 the ACWF has
worked to intensify control over women’s “social organizations”—the
term used by PRC authorities for nongovernmental organizations in
China34—in order to oblige such groups to be more compliant with
Party priorities and directives.35 At the October 2023 Women’s Con-
gress, the ACWF Party secretary emphasized the ACWF’s respon-
sibility to attract women from “new economic organizations, new
social organizations, new media industries, and women active in
cyberspace, and attract them to the Women’s Federation organiza-
tional system as widely as possible.”36 An academic analysis pub-
lished in 2024 examined the work of several ACWF sub-national
branches to create local networks of “trusted” women’s social orga-
nizations, primarily among social welfare service providers.37 Ac-
cording to this research, ACWF branches have not given access to
the network, potential projects, or funding to women’s organizations
they deem to be politically sensitive or otherwise “unreliable,” ef-
fectively marginalizing such organizations.3® Two examples of or-
ganizations that ACWF branches reportedly excluded from network
participation were a nongovernmental organization (NGO) provid-
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ing social services to women factory workers and an organization
that assists single mothers.3°

“EVERYDAY FEMINISM” AND WOMEN’S RIGHTS ADVOCACY

Chinese women in their 20s and 30s may prove to be a “much
more complicated challenge for the Chinese government,” observed
scholar Leta Hong Fincher in late 2023.4° Hong Fincher and oth-
ers have charted the rise of so-called “everyday feminism” in Chi-
na, identifying shifts in life choices, interests, and behaviors.4! One
manifestation of “everyday feminism” is the popularity in China of
books by Japanese sociologist Chizuko Ueno, whose works analyze
systemic patriarchy in Japan.#2 Another is the emergence of Chi-
nese women comedians outside China, whose humor has skewered
patriarchal attitudes.#3 Another widely covered issue in interna-
tional media outlets this past year is Chinese women’s reluctance
to marry or have children.#* While “everyday feminism” may be on
the rise, the overall environment for feminist advocacy in China is
highly restricted in the wake of official crackdowns on independent
and grassroots civil society advocates and organizations, suspicion
of women’s public participation and feminist activism, and the cen-
sorship of feminist websites and social media.*> A pioneering Chi-
nese feminist nevertheless noted this past year that even though
collective action is “almost impossible” in China now, feminists still
represent a “significant bastion of resistance within the current Chi-
nese landscape.”46

The Commission monitored several ongoing and newly reported
cases of harassment or detention of individuals who have engaged
in women’s rights advocacy, including the following:

e On June 13, 2024, the Guangzhou Municipal Intermediate
People’s Court in Guangdong province sentenced journalist and
#MeToo activist Sophia Huang Xueqin to five years in prison,
a fine of 100,000 yuan (US$13,803), and four years’ deprivation
of political rights on the charge of “inciting subversion of state
power.”47 Prior to her detention in September 2021,48 Huang’s
activism included women’s rights and civil society advocacy.4?
e In October 2023, Radio Free Asia reported on local officials’
harassment of Ye Haiyan in the Inner Mongolia Autonomous
Region.59 Ye gained prominence in the rights community more
than a decade before in connection with her efforts to seek jus-
tice for sexually abused schoolgirls, sex workers, and people liv-
ing with HIV/AIDS.51

e Two feminist activists, Rei Xia and Wu Qin, left China
due to harassment and detention or the threat of detention.52
Shanghai municipal public security officials detained Rei, a
“White Paper” protester and feminist activist, three times in
2022 and 2023, including for 37 days at the Xuhui District
Public Security Bureau detention center for exposing phys-
ical and sexual abuse of another White Paper protester by
local police.53 Wu Qin, an arts and media professional from
Beijing municipality, published “A Letter from a Tehran Pris-
on,” disguising her location and name to give an account of
her experience of harassment, intimidation, and detention in
2022 and 2023 in China.54
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Women Detained for Rights Defense and Religious Belief

Individual women who have engaged in human rights advocacy, in-
cluding documenting rights violations, and those associated with reli-
gious groups that the government perceives to be politically sensitive,
continued to face surveillance and the threat of detention. The Commis-
sion continued to monitor multiple cases of arbitrary detention of rights
defenders in its Political Prisoner Database, including the following
selected cases:

e Xu Qin. On March 29, 2024, the Yangzhou Municipal Intermedi-
ate People’s Court in Jiangsu province sentenced rights activist Xu
Qin to four years in prison and two years’ deprivation of political
rights on the charge of “inciting subversion of state power.”55 Xu
co-founded Human Rights Watch in China, and was a member of the
Rose Group, which involved WeChat groups, and a website focused
on human rights education.56

e Tang Hui. In October 2023, a court in Hunan province sentenced
petitioner Tang Hui to four years in prison in connection with her
grievances related to property and healthcare matters.57 Observers
speculated, however, that the punishment was a form of reprisal by
local officials against Tang dating back over 10 years,58 to the peri-
od of time during which she petitioned local authorities to harshly
punish the perpetrators of her young daughter’s kidnapping, sexual
assault, and forced prostitution in 2006.59

e Religious adherents. A February 2024 report by the Uyghur
Human Rights Project (UHRP) analyzed the cases of 408 Uyghur
Muslim women whom authorities had detained in connection with
their religious belief and practice.© The UHRP report found that
there was “a pattern of removing women from positions of religious
and cultural leadership, and subjecting large numbers of women to
long periods of imprisonment for their everyday religious practice.”61
Several women from the Christian house church movement®2 were
in detention or sentenced this past year.63 Women adherents of oth-
er religions and spiritual practices, which the PRC government has
designated as “cults,” including the Church of Almighty God (CAG)
and Falun Gong, continued to be targeted for their religious belief.64
In a 2022 report, the Dui Hua Foundation, a nongovernmental or-
ganization based in San Francisco, analyzed a period of 18 years of
data from its extensive political prisoner database and found that
women constituted 41 percent of individuals detained on alleged
“cult” charges.65

Party Control of Elite Women’s Political Participation

Scholarly analysis published this past year concluded that the
Party’s “commitment to gender equity and its quota policy have
failed to integrate women meaningfully into the inner circles of pow-
er so that Chinese politics remains largely gendered.”66 The Party
and government’s highest ranking woman politician, State Coun-
cilor Shen Yiqin, illustrates a career trajectory that has become
“gendered.”®” Shen, who rose up the ranks in Guizhou province, her
home province, served in deputy and leadership roles at the pro-
vincial Party School, propaganda bureau, politics and legal affairs

146



Status of Women

commission, and “stability maintenance” office.6® Her career peaked
in Guizhou as provincial governor and Party Secretary.®® Provin-
cial Party Secretaries wield considerable power,’0 and the position
can be a channel for promotion to the Politburo.”? But Shen was
not selected to the 24-member Politburo in October 2022,72 and her
portfolio at the State Council consisted of human resources, civil
affairs, and women and children’s issues,”? which are typically con-
sidered to be gendered “female.”’* Breaking with precedent, Shen
was given a joint appointment as president of the All-China Wom-
en’s Federation in October 2023.75 As of June 2024, no woman had
been appointed provincial Party Secretary for China’s 31 provinces,
province-level municipalities, or autonomous regions.”® Eight wom-
en were either appointed or continued to serve as Deputy Secretary
of Provincial Party Committees this past year.”” Two held joint ap-
pointments as provincial governors with Wang Lixia as chairwom-
an of the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region People’s Government
(a position equivalent to provincial governor) and Liang Huiling as
governor of Heilongjiang province.?®

Eight Years In: Weak Implementation of the
PRC Anti-Domestic Violence Law

In the PRC country report for its fourth Universal Periodic Re-
view in January 2024, the government noted the passage of the PRC
Anti-Domestic Violence Law (Anti-DV Law) in 2016 as a mark of
progress on women’s rights.”® The gap between law and practice 8°
has left victims of domestic violence in China vulnerable to continu-
ing abuse even after they have sought official assistance.81 Protec-
tion orders in particular are not playing their anticipated role as
a legal tool in the fight against domestic violence, according to a
March 2024 editorial in Guangming Daily.82 The Supreme People’s
Court (SPC) reported this past year that judges issued 5,695 court
protection orders in all of 2023,%3 while a Chinese media outlet re-
ported that the SPC handled 2.17 million domestic violence cases
in 2023.84 The SPC also issued batches of “model” domestic violence
cases in June 202385 and November 2023.86 The June cases report-
edly were aimed at illustrating the use of harsher sentences for
batterers, to emphasize that domestic violence should not be adju-
dicated with lenient sentencing typically used in family disputes.8”
One November batch included cases of psychological violence, in-
cluding against minors.88 A member of the Chinese public interest
group Purple Ribbon Mothers commented several months later that
the issuance of the November cases led to an increase in protection
orders for children who had been hidden away by one parent in
divorce guardianship cases, but she also indicated that it remained
difficult to get protection orders from the courts.8°

A State Council assessment of the Anti-DV Law presented in
August 2023 highlighted serious problems with implementation,
such as minimal use of mandatory reporting in cases of children
harmed by domestic violence, the low number of protection orders
and warnings issued by local-level courts and public security bu-
reaus, the vulnerability of women with disabilities, inadequate pro-
grammatic funding, and a general lack of legal knowledge by front-
line personnel.?0 The assessment also reportedly raised concerns
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about insufficient and scattered data on domestic violence in China,
which diminishes the accuracy and value of empirical research and
limits service providers from identifying the scope and needs of vic-
tims of domestic violence.?! Despite the uptick in domestic violence
widely reported during the COVID-19 pandemic,2 media coverage
of the State Council assessment of the Anti-DV Law did not mention
whether the assessment addressed this uptick.
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