STATUS OF WOMEN
Findings

e Authorities in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) have in-
creasingly treated women’s public participation as politically
sensitive. Cases of official retaliation or punishment against
women who have gone public with criticism of the Chinese
Communist Party and PRC government are well documented
during Chinese leader Xi Jinping’s first decade in power. This
past year, public security officials reportedly focused on identi-
fying “feminists” among those detained for participating in the
November 2022 anti-COVID lockdown (White Paper) protests.
e In May 2023, a U.N. expert committee reviewed China’s
compliance with the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). Submis-
sions from independent nongovernmental organizations to the
CEDAW Committee focused on authorities’ widespread use of
gender-based violence and harassment against women political
and religious prisoners in China.

e The 20th National Congress of the Chinese Communist
Party in October 2022 illustrated the underrepresentation of
female Party members in the Party’s seniormost ranks, reflect-
ing male-dominated institutional barriers to political leader-
ship in the PRC. No women were among the 24 individuals se-
lected to join the 20th Party Central Committee Political Bu-
reau or its 7-member Standing Committee, China’s paramount
policy and decisionmaking body led by Xi Jinping.

e China’s “huge arsenal of laws designed to combat and punish
domestic violence” is failing Chinese women, including those
women who have turned to the courts for personal safety pro-
tection orders, according to a U.S.-based scholar. According to
official data, judges throughout China granted 4,497 protection
orders in 2022. In contrast, a domestic violence hotline app in
China reportedly received 13,000 calls in August 2022 alone.

¢ International reports about gender-based violence in China
this past year raised concerns about an official policy that co-
erces Uyghur women to marry Han men; the use of strip
searches to humiliate women rights defenders in detention;
and the use of online harassment and threats against women
journalists of Chinese and Asian descent as a way to silence
their reporting on China.

Recommendations

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

O Publicly and privately urge Chinese officials to respect the
freedom of expression and assembly of all rights advocates and
to refrain from harassing and intimidating independent wom-
en’s rights advocates who seek to increase awareness of gender
inequality and sexual harassment. Raise the cases of women
whom PRC authorities have detained for their efforts to advo-
cate for human rights, to document social and political develop-
ments, to peacefully express their opinions on social media,
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and to practice their religious faith without government repres-
sion, including Huang Xueqin, Li Qiaochu, He Fangmesi,
Rahile Dawut, Niu Xiaona, Li Kangmeng, Xu Na, Kamile
Wayit, and other women mentioned in this report and in the
Commission’s Political Prisoner Database.

O Urge Chinese authorities to publicly expand the commitment
to gender equality through measures such as increasing the
number of women at the highest levels of political leadership,
instituting gender equality and anti-harassment training in
government workplaces, and challenging discriminatory atti-
tudes based on gender, through public education.

O Acknowledge recent legal developments in China aimed at
promoting the welfare of women and gender equality. These in-
clude the amended PRC Law on the Protection of Women’s
Rights and Interests and new guidelines that include provi-
sions to improve women’s rights and conditions in the work-
place. Encourage the government to strengthen formal support
services for implementation—for example, by increasing fund-
ing for health services or shelters for women experiencing vio-
lence, providing funding and support for lawyers to provide
legal services, and allowing independent lawyers and advocates
to assist with the promotion and implementation of laws re-
lated to gender equality through lawsuits and public cam-
paigns.

O In light of the lack of sufficient data on women’s conditions
in China, as raised by experts on the U.N. committee that re-
viewed China’s compliance with the Convention on the Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Discrimination against Women in May
2023, encourage the collection, analysis, and public availability
of data on disparities in economic and social factors based on
gender so as to monitor changes and develop policies and pro-
grams that contribute to gender equality and rights protection
for women, including those with disabilities, the elderly, and
ethnic minorities.

O Support international exchanges among academics, legal ad-
vocates, nongovernmental organizations, and others that focus
on the implementation and enforcement of recently adopted
laws promoting gender equality. In particular, facilitate and
support technical assistance programs that would help all
those working in and with the judiciary to effectively imple-
ment the PRC Anti-Domestic Violence Law and the PRC Law
on the Protection of Women’s Rights and Interests. 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 government officials to implement
new provisions that hold employers responsible for enforcing
protections against gender discrimination and sexual harass-
ment in the workplace.
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Introduction

Chinese Communist Party and PRC government 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, digital privacy, and rights re-
lating to childbearing and familial relations and participation in
political and public life. Moreover, by not adequately implementing
laws and regulations aimed at protecting women from discrimina-
tion, domestic violence, and other practices harmful to women, the
government failed to fulfill its obligations under China’s domestic
laws and policies and its commitments under the U.N. Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW), which it ratified in 1980.1

Political Representation and Public Participation

TWENTIETH PARTY CONGRESS: NO FEMALE REPRESENTATION IN TOP
LEADERSHIP BODY

In October 2022, Xi Jinping secured a third term as the Chinese
Communist Party’s General Secretary during its 20th National
Congress, breaking with the two-term norm established in the post-
Mao period.2 Xi did not break the longstanding underrepresenta-
tion of women in the Party’s seniormost ranks,3 however, neglect-
ing to select a senior female Party member to join the Central
Committee Political Bureau (Politburo) despite the presence of at
least one female Party member on the Politburo over the past 20
years.* The exclusion of women from seniormost positions of polit-
ical power is a consequence of the Party’s male-dominated system,
according to experts.5 Official statements that support female cadre
inclusion® have not been met with institutional and cultural
changes to facilitate career advancement for female cadres.” Thus,
24 men, including Xi Jinping, sit on the 20th Central Committee
Politburo, 6 of whom were selected by Xi to join him on the Polit-
buro Standing Committee—the PRC’s paramount political decision-
and policymaking group.® One researcher observed that Xi’s cen-
tralization of power and appointment of male loyalists around him
has further marginalized Chinese women’s overall participation in
politics.? Further evidence of the lack of women in Party leadership
is the absence of female Party Secretaries for any of China’s 31
provinces and province-level municipalities and autonomous re-
gions,10 a senior-level position seen as a potential channel for pro-
motion to the Central Committee.1! The inclusion of 11 women
among the full 205-member 20th Central Committeel2 and 22
women among the 171 alternate members!3 is consistent with pre-
vious rates of female representation.'* [For more information on
developments during the 20th Party Congress, see Chapter 6—Gov-
ernance. |

POLITICAL SENSITIVITY OVER WOMEN’S PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

China’s authoritarian suppression of women’s public participa-
tion continued this past year at the same time that officials es-
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poused high-minded rhetoric on gender equality and amended leg-
islation to strengthen the legal framework for women’s rights.15
The suppression has been ascribed to Party leaders’ perception that
women’s public participation may be politically sensitive,1¢ particu-
larly women’s public claims of sexual harassment.l” When tennis
star Peng Shuai accused retired male Party leader Zhang Gaoli—
formerly a Politburo Standing Committee member and Vice Pre-
mier of the State Council—of sexual assault in November 2021,18
the All-China Women’s Federation, the Party’s “bridge” to women,
is not known to have commented publicly about Peng’s claims.1®
Moreover, Zhang was highly visible during the 20th Party Con-
gress, sitting with other senior leaders in the front row of seats,20
while Peng has been incommunicado since February 2022.21 Cases
of official retaliation against, or detention of, women who have
criticized the Party are well documented during Xi Jinping’s decade
in power,22 including former Central Party School instructor Cai
Xia, feminist advocate Zheng Churan, critic Dong Yaoqiong, and
publisher Geng Xiaonan.23 This past year, public security officials
focused on identifying “feminists” among the November 2022 anti-
COVID lockdown (White Paper) protesters, some of whom were
later detained.24 [For further information on the detention of anti-
lockdown protesters who were targeted for feminist interests, see
Chapter 1—Freedom of Expression.]

CEDAW Review in May 2023

In May 2023, the U.N. Committee on the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women

(CEDAW Committee) reviewed the Chinese government’s compli-
ance with CEDAW.25

WOMEN POLITICAL AND RELIGIOUS PRISONERS

Reports from independent nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) to the CEDAW Committee described the PRC’s use of gen-
der-based violence and harassment against women political and re-
ligious prisoners in China. As evidence, the NGOs described dozens
of cases in which PRC authorities used arbitrary detention2é and
prolonged detention;2? sexual violence against Uyghur and other
Turkic-speaking women;28 strip searches and other forms of phys-
ical and emotional torture while in detention;29 the denial of ade-
quate food and medical treatment, unsanitary conditions;3° and re-
prisals against women in detention.31 Although the total number of
women detained in China for the peaceful exercise of their human
rights is not known, the San Francisco-based Dui Hua Foundation
has entered over 14,700 cases of women political prisoners in its
database, of whom more than 2,000 were believed to be in deten-
tion at the time of its written submission to the CEDAW Com-
mittee in April 2023.32 Select cases of women in detention as of
June 30, 2023, include the following.33

e He Fangmei has been a target of official harassment for her
advocacy of vaccine safety following the illness of one her chil-
dren from a defective vaccine.3* Authorities have kept her in
detention in Xinxiang municipality, Henan province, since Oc-
tober 2020.35
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e Li Qiaochu is detained in Linyi municipality, Shandong
province, in connection with exposing online the torture in de-
tention of her partner—citizen rights and legal advocate Xu
Zhiyong—and lawyer activist Ding Jiaxi.36 Authorities de-
tained Li in February 2020 the day after Xu was detained, and
released her on bail in June 2020, yet have denied bail since
her formal arrest on February 26, 2021, despite her serious de-
pression and other ailments in detention.37

¢ Rahile Dawut, a Uyghur folklore scholar and former faculty
member at Xinjiang University, was “disappeared” by officials
in December 2017.38 It is believed that authorities initially
held her in a mass internment camp, and it was later con-
firmed that she was criminally prosecuted and sentenced to a
prison term of unknown length.3°

¢ Niu Xiaona is a disabled Falun Gong practitioner whom au-
thorities in Heilongjiang province sentenced to 15 years’ im-
prisonment in 2022 under Article 300 of the PRC Criminal
Law—the crime of “organizing and using a cult organization to
undermine implementation of the law.”40 She suffers from
rheumatoid arthritis and is unable to walk or attend to her
daily needs without assistance.#l The Dui Hua Foundation
commented that Niu’s sentence is “one of the longest prison
sentences known to have been given to Falun Gong practi-
tioners convicted of the sole offense of Article 300.” 42

CHINESE WOMEN’S RIGHTS IN LAW

The PRC delegation’s presentation on May 12, 2023, to the
CEDAW committee and its prior written documentation featured
the Chinese government’s passage of laws as a means of strength-
ening women’s rights.43 They highlighted the PRC Anti-Domestic
Violence Law (passed in 2015),44 a provision in the PRC Civil Code
(2020) regarding sexual harassment,*> and extensive revisions to
the PRC Law on the Protection of Women’s Rights and Interests
(Women’s Rights Law, 2022).46 While the amended Women’s Rights
Law, which went into effect on January 1, 2023, contains com-
mendable legal provisions,*? practitioners*® and scholars*® alike
have previously pointed to gaps between the law in theory and in
practice in China, finding that the “social reality rampant with
gender inequalities has rendered most gender legislation in China
merely guidelines instead of implementable laws....”5% Addition-
ally, experts have linked the Party’s public focus on “defining wom-
en’s interests” and the promotion of women’s rights legislation with
Party efforts toward “consolidation of power and societal stabiliza-
tion.”51 Considered within this context, a Hong Kong-based legal
expert described the amended Women’s Rights Law as “an appa-
ratus response to President Xi Jinping’s frequent mention of gender
equality.” 52

CHINESE INFLUENCE EFFORTS AT CEDAW

PRC authorities’ efforts to influence the U.N. system were evi-
dent in advance of and during the May 2023 CEDAW review and
demonstrated the “worrying ways in which China pursues influ-
ence over the composition, role and attributions of the [U.N. Treaty
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Bodies], and active government efforts to deter inputs from inde-
pendent NGOs, while facilitating inputs from government-aligned
organisations,” according to the NGO International Service for
Human Rights.?3 One indication of China’s “pursuit of influence” is
the election in late 2020 of an All-China Women’s Federation
(ACWF) vice president, Xia Jie, to the 23-member CEDAW Com-
mittee for a standard three-year term (2021-2024).54¢ Xia did not
appear to have an active role in asking Chinese delegates questions
during the two public CEDAW Committee sessions on May 12,
2023,55 but her ACWF affiliation®¢ is seemingly at odds with the
Committee mandate for experts to “serve in their personal capac-
ities, and not as representatives of the States parties which present
their candidature.”57 Organizations affiliated with the Chinese
Communist Party and PRC government58 submitted more than
one-third of the 52 nongovernmental reports to the CEDAW Com-
mittee.?® Several of these purported “nongovernmental” groups
gave oral reports to the CEDAW Committee on May 8, 2023, dur-
ing time reserved for NGOs.60

Gender-Based Violence

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE: TOO FEW PROTECTION ORDERS

China’s “huge arsenal of laws designed to combat and punish do-
mestic violence” is failing Chinese women, including those who
have turned to the courts for personal safety protection orders, ac-
cording to a U.S.-based legal scholar.1 According to the data pro-
vided in the Supreme People’s Court (SPC) annual work reports to
the National People’s Congress, judges granted 11,272 protection
orders between 2017 and 2021.62 In March 2023, an SPC vice
president claimed that the courts granted 34 percent more protec-
tion orders in 2022 over those issued in 2021, which equals 4,497
protection orders, based on the SPC’s report of 3,356 orders issued
in 2021.63 A domestic violence hotline app using WeChat as a plat-
form reportedly received 13,000 calls in August 2022 alone.6¢ The
government does not publish comprehensive data about domestic
violence in China,®5 complicating research, policymaking, and the
provision of services to domestic violence victims.66

The SPC released Provisions on Several Issues on the Applica-
tion of the Law in Handling Cases of Personal Safety Protection
Orders (“Provisions”) in July 2022,67 adding to regulatory and guid-
ing documents issued in the past three years aimed at improving
access to protection orders.®® Judges, however, have hindered the
granting of protection orders by turning to mediation between the
domestic violence victim and batterer;6° not accepting many forms
of evidence; and maintaining an overly high standard of proof to es-
tablish domestic violence claims.’® The new Provisions attempt to
clarify the scope of acceptable evidence in protection order applica-
tions and expand the circumstances that constitute domestic vio-
lence, including emotional abuse.”! The Provisions also highlight
that applications for protection orders are no longer linked to di-
vorce proceedings,’? as they were prior to the PRC Anti-Domestic
Violence Law.”3
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SEXUAL HARASSMENT AND ASSAULT

Reports of sexual harassment and assault in China continued to
be a focus of public concern this past year,’* including accusations
on social media of sexual harassment at universities?> and in the
workplace,”® and in videos and photos of brutal assaults of women
by men.”” In one of the most notorious incidents recently captured
on video and widely shared on social media, a man and his com-
panions assaulted four women in June 2022 at a restaurant in
Tangshan municipality, Hebei province, after one of the women
rebuffed a sexual advance.”® Authorities reportedly prevented
many domestic journalists from reporting about the Tangshan inci-
dent, and harassed and detained journalists Mao Huibin® and
Zhang Weihan.8? Hundreds of social media accounts reportedly
were shut down for alleged rumormongering.8! In September 2022,
a court in Langfang municipality, Hebei, sentenced the main as-
sailant in the Tangshan incident to 24 years in prison on multiple
charges, mostly related to organized crime.82 Critics were con-
cerned that authorities had downplayed the gender-based nature of
the violence, noting that authorities attempted to allay public opin-
ion by claiming only a few “bad actors” were involved,®3 empha-
sizing law and order,%¢ and censoring content linked to gender and
women’s rights.85

The Commission also continued to observe reports this past year
about PRC authorities’ use of sexual harassment, censorship, and
violence to target women they deem threatening to the Party, in-
cluding the following:

¢ Coerced interethnic marriage in the Xinjiang Uyghur
Autonomous Region (XUAR). In November 2022, the
Uyghur Human Rights Project reported on the Chinese govern-
ment policy since 2018 to coerce ethnic intermarriage between
Han men and Uyghur women as part of its “de-extremification”
program in the XUAR.86 In some reported cases, Uyghur
women agreed to marry Han men due to threats that the wom-
en’s family members would be placed in mass internment cen-
ters or that an interethnic marriage would lead to the release
of detained family members.87

e Women human rights defenders strip-searched in po-
lice stations and detention centers. In an April 2023 re-
port, Chinese Human Rights Defenders reported findings from
a series of interviews it held with about a dozen women human
rights defenders in China.88 Interviewees described instances
of being taken into detention centers or police stations during
which public security officials subjected them to strip searches
as a form of punishment or reprisal for their rights advocacy.8°
e Harassment of women journalists of Chinese or Asian
descent. The Foreign Correspondents’ Club of China docu-
mented the online harassment of Chinese and Asian women
journalists in its 2022 survey of working conditions in China.9°
This is consistent with a report from the Australian Strategic
Policy Institute (ASPI) in June 2022, which documented gen-
der-based cyberstalking and cyber-harassment of women jour-
nalists of Chinese or Asian descent outside China.?! One of the
ASPI researchers described the motivation behind the harass-
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ment as an effort “to silence the view of these women and also

[to] serve as a deterrence against others reporting critically on
China ....”92
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