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ABSTRACT

THE ALL-CHINA WOMEN'S FEDERATION, CHINESE WOMEN AND
THE WOMEN'S MOVEMENT: 1949-1993

By

Naihua Zhang

My dissertation is perhaps the first systematic study of
the All-China Women's Federation (ACWF), the national women's
organization set wup in 1949 for the mobilization and
representation of women. This study documents the evolution
of the ACWF; changes in its organizational goals, structure,
activities, and perceptions of women's issues within the
context of broader political, economic and social changes
taking place in the country. It reveals the close yet often
uneasy relationship between the gender interests of the
women's movement and the class interests of the developmental
state. The study of the ACWF as an intermediate structure
between women and the state provides a unique lens to examine
state policy on women, women's position in society and women's
participation in politics. It sheds light on the complex
organizational relationship between women and a party/state
that claims women's liberation as part of its mandate, showing
how this specific context shaped the development of the
women's movement in China. My research is based on an
analysis of official documents, new studies which have become

available in recent years, and in-depth interviews.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

This dissertation focuses on women and the women’s
movement in contemporary China by looking at the role played
by the All-China Women'’'s Federation (ACWF, often called
Fulian, the Chinese term for Women’s Federation) through a
historical documentation of its changing structure, goals and
activities.

1. What is the ACWF?

The All-China Women’s Federation is the national women’s
organization set up in 1949 for the dual mission of
mobilization and representation of Chinese women.! Until the
latter part of the 19808, the ACWF was the only umbrella
national women’s organization in China. The ACWF has a semi-
official and semi-popular status. Since there is no
governmental department in China in charge of women’s affairs,
the ACWF has the authority and resources to interpret and
implement state policy on women. As of 1994, it had over
98,000 full-time cadres on the state payroll. The Fulian
system now publishes more than 40 women'’s newspapers and

magazines. It has 28 women cadres’ schools with research units

! When it was created in 1949, it was called the All-
China Democratic Women’s Federation. It changed its name in
1957.
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within them and 24 women’s occupational schools. This makes
it a central source for shaping the public discourse on women
and a base for women’s political participation and non-formal
education and training. As the sole official representative
of Chinese women in contacting their counterparts in other
parts of the world, the ACWF often takes part in
international activities on women on behalf of the government.
It has contacts with over 300 organizations of women and
children throughout the world, receiving funds from
international organizations for projects related to the
welfare and development of women in China (Zhang, 1988:1).

In contrast to government organs, though, it has no
administrative or legislative power over the making of policy.
Its functions rely on hundreds of thousands of grassroots
activists in a comprehensive network reaching the great
majority of Chinese women. Vertically, it has a five-tier
system from the national center to rural villages and urban
neighborhoods. Fulian cadres at the rural township and urban
residential district level and above are on the state payroll.
Below that 1level are Fulian’s grassroots (or primary)
organizations called women’s delegate meetings in rural
villages or urban neighborhoods. They are sustained by unpaid

women activists.? Horizontally, it is connected to various

2 Wwomen’s Delegate Meetings (WDM) are the gathering of
adult women in the local area who elect women delegates. The
core of women delegates forms the WDM group. When the Fulian
system was first established, all directors of WDMs and women
delegates were volunteers. In rural areas, after
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women’s groups which join the ACWF at all 1levels as
institutional members (see Appendix A4).

Statistics show that at the end of 1992, Fulian had over
60, 000 branches above the rural township and urban
residential district levels, over 81,000 women’s delegate
meetings at the grassroots level, and over 5,800 institutional
members (PRC, 1995). 1In the 1995 state report on the PRC’s
implementation of "Nairobi Forward Looking Strategy for the
Advancement of Women," the ACWF was termed a non-official
women’s organization (NGO) and it calls itself the "largest
NGO in the world." Such organizational strength has attracted
international organizations since the 19808 to work with the
ACWF in the projects they do in China.

The ACWF officially incorporates women into CCP politics
and social structure, providing a space for women to voice
their gender-based concerns and to push for their interests.
Yet like the other mass organizations what were created under
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)’s theory and practice of

"mass line" and mass organizations to serve as an intermediate

establishment of communes, the directors of WDMs started to
receive workpoints for the time they engaged in doing work
related to women (going to meetings, attending training
classes,etc.). In urban areas, all positions in women’s
delegate meetings and in the Neighborhood Committees that were
mainly staffed by urban housewives and retired workers were
unpaid. Around 1980, the Civil Affair Bureau started to give
a meager stipend to the directors of Neighborhood Committees.
Directors of WDMs who concurrently held the position of
directors or deputy directors of Neighborhood Committees
received the stipend. All along, the women delegates or
neighborhood activists received no payment.
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structure between Party/state and society, the ACWF does not
exist only to make special gender-based demands. The gender
interests of women are often downplayed when there is conflict
between women and the state interests. Further, it is by no
means an autonomous dJroup. Crucial decisions about the
organization were made by the Party; even its organizational
structure and democratic centralism guidance principle were
modeled after the CCP. Obviously, such a structure is better
suited for transmitting messages from the top down rather than
from the bottom up. This was especially true in the years
when there was less attention to women’s issues. During
China’s 10-year political upheaval, the Cultural Revolution
(1966-1976), the ACWF, like other mass organizations, was
rendered powerless and disbanded.

Due to its dual mission and dual status, the ACWF
embodies contradictions and complexities. People have
different, often contradictory views, about its role. 1In its
development over the past four decades, the ACWF has been
greatly influenced by the traumatic course of politics in
China. 1In turn, it has also acquired a unique position in
society, helping shape the course and the direction of the
Chinese women'’s movement, and women’s image, self-perception
and life experiences. Such a role has increased especially in
the reform era. As the state loosens its control and retreats
from the private sphere, the ACWF is taking a stronger stance

on women’s issues. Most recently the ACWF was entrusted by
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the Chinese government to host the 1995 NGO Forum of the
Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing. This gave it
high profile and visibility, and in a way, highlighted the
necessity and timeliness of this study.
2. Why Study the ACWF?

The ACWF is an important player in the women’s movement
and part of the social structure that shapes women'’s lives.
It merits systematic study. To the best of my knowledge,
however, there has not yet been such a study due both to lack
of access to data and lack of interest.

Many researchers were frustrated by the many restrictions
on field research in China. This remained a problem even when
China started to open up in the 1980s. The reportedly
uncooperative and suspicious attitudes of some ACWF cadres
toward scholars who were engaged in such endeavors® were a
major obstacle. The scarcity and dispersion of data on the
organization were also hurdles.*

A more fundamental reason perhaps is that many feminist
scholars regard the ACWF as an appendage or a mouthpiece of
the Party, thus dismissing its relevance to feminist

scholarship. After all, as Phyllis Andors (1983:30) noted,

3 See Margery Wolf’s description of her research
experience in China in Revolution Postponed, 1985. In my
interviews, I also learned about scholars who wanted to study
ACWF but could not get access.

4 pata and collected documents on the Chinese women’s
movement did not appear until the ACWF started to work on them
in 1982. See Chapter IX.
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"(it) was not a feminist group either in theory or in
practice." As one of the three major "mass organizations"® in
China, it subordinates itself to the Party leadership and, in
playing its dual function of mobilization and representation,
it has given primacy and loyalty to the former, especially
when there is a conflict.

Indifference to the ACWF is also related to many
scholars’ notion of the women’s movement. The western type of
autonomous, bottom-up women’s movement certainly does not
exist in China. In a place where the women’s movement is
subordinated to the larger social movement, could there be a
women’s movement at all? Could the ACWF, as a hierarchically
built, top-down women’s organization led by the Party, have
any role to play in the women’s movement if the movement did
emerge?

Interest in the ACWF has increased in recent years,
though, with increased recognition of different approaches to
woman’s issues, with western scholars’s increased contact with
China, the ACWF and their growing interests in Chinese women’s
organizations, and with the increased visibility the ACWF
gained through its role in the organization of the NGO Forum
of the Fourth World Women'’s Conference.

I decided to focus on the ACWF for several reasons.

First, I chose to study it to enrich our knowledge about the

5 The other two are the All-China Federation of Trade
Unions and the Chinese Communist Youth League. See Chapter II
for more detailed discussion on the mass organizations.
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organization itself and also about the situation of Chinese
women in general. I believe that women’s condition in
contemporary China cannot be properly understood without a
systematic study of the role the ACWF has played in
constructing women’s lives as well as in shaping their
collective behaviors.

In particular, the ACWF provides a unique vantage point
from which to analyze women in China. As the ACWF acts as a
medium between women and the state, the study of the ACWF
helps bring together state policy and women’s lived
experiences, especially women'’s participation in politics,
thus shedding light on the organizational relationship between
the CCP and women. Moreover, this approach puts women back in
the center of analysis by treating them not as passive
recipients of state policy, but as active agents interacting
with the party/state through the ACWF and other organizations.
I think there is a dialectical relationship between women and
the state. To place the ACWF in the center of analysis allows
us to reveal the connection and conflict between the women’s
movement and the larger socialist movement more fully and in
more concrete terms.

Second, I hope to further study of the women’s movement
in contemporary China as a process and in context. We must
"look at the liberation of women in any society as a process
in which the goals are not predefined but are invented through

the process" (quoted from Record and Record, 1976:404).
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Moreover, as the ACWF is the major national organization
mobilizing women to participate in activities and a central
source for shaping and disseminating state ideology on women,
a systematic study of the ACWF helps reveal the three major
aspects a women’s movement shares with other social movements
-- shared ideology, organization, and organized activities.

Finally, I want to engage important issues in feminist
studies about women and women’s movements. The research will
provide another opportunity to examine the mixed legacy of the
CCP’s approach to the woman question, to assess the effect of
a party-led and hierarchically managed organization for the
women’s movement, and explore the specific route and
characteristics of the women’s movement in China. This will
add to current scholarly debates on the women’s movement in

socialist states and raise new questions for further inquiry.

3. Research focus

This study is a historical analysis of the ACWF,
documenting changes in its organizational goals, structure,
operation, activities and perception of the woman question
within the context of broader political, economic and social
changes taking place in the country. The post-1949 history of
the women’s movement and development of the ACWF will be
examined in three periods:

1. the high tide of the women’s movement, establishment

and consolidation of the ACWF: 1949-1956;
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2. Setbacks in women’s movement, bureaucratization,
radicalism, disruption, and restoration of the ACWF:1957-1978;
and

3. The emergence of the women’s movement from below,
transformation and change of the ACWF: 1979-1993.

The analysis focuses on four major topics.

1. The changing structure and functions of the ACWF

The study will show that the ACWF was not a monolithic
organization with a fixed organizational structure from its
inception. It has gone through changes, from a more autonomous
coalition of women’s organizations in the early 19508 to
mainly a political tool of the Party in the early 1960s, and
then in the late 1980s and 1990s to its more independent
identity as a women’s group. Its dual status is both its
strength and its weakness. The effort to meet the competing
demands coming from its dual mission was the central source of
tension manifested in different forms in different periods.

2. The women’s movement in contemporary China: agenda,
characteristics, and challenges

A major characteristic of the women’s movement in modern
China was the close connection between the women’s movement
and national ©political movements and the subsequent
incorporation of the former into the latter. The CCP’s
influence on the women’s movement at the national level
started to be felt in the 19408 wunder the specific

circumstance of women responding to the CCP’s patriotic
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messages during the anti-Japanese war and building their
movement around the cause of national independence and
liberation. The ACWF, established in 1949, was an extension
of such a coalition. The women’s movement in the early 1950s
in the newly founded People’s Republic of China (PRC) was more
the climax of this previous women’s movement, with its goals
connected to the anti-feudal, anti-imperial democratic
revolution. The year 1957 marked the setback of the women’s
movement because, with the state’s declaration of the arrival
of socialism in China, ACWF leaders were pressed to switch
away from leading women’s continued struggle for liberation
and equality to family building and service provision. The
women’s coalition was also damaged. The new women’s movement
was able to emerge only in the 1980s under the context of
economic reform and political 1liberalization and with
reappraisal and critique of the CCP’s previous theory and
practice on women under socialism. The women’s movement in
different periods had different agendas and social bases.

The women'’s movement in the post-1949 period had to deal
with the central issue of women’s relation with the state and
to adopt a strategy that combined top-down and bottom up
approaches. It also had to deal with tensions coming from the
complicated social relations including:

-- class vs gender

-- women’s liberation vs sexual equality

-- woman work vs women'’s liberation
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-- women'’s collective liberation vs individual

liberation

-- women’s strategic gender interests vs practical

gender interests, and

-- western feminism vs women’s liberation Chinese

style

3. The legacy of the CCP on the women’s movement under
socialism

The experiences of the ACWF and the women’s movement in
post-revolutionary China are a result of their interaction
with the CCP. The CCP policy on women left a mixed legacy of
emancipation and continued subordination. This is due to the
strengths and limitations of the CCP’s theory and practice on ‘
the woman question, particularly the practice of establishing
mass women’s organizations and doing woman-work. These two
aspects are perhaps most characteristically "Chinese."

4. ACWF’'s future and the development of a '"civil
society"

The development of the women’s movement needs space and
its fate will continue to be closely connected to that of the
country. Democracy and China’s transformation to a "civil
society" are imperative for the future development of the
women’s movement. In a brief discussion about the present day
ACWF and development of intermediate structures in China, I
argue that China is moving in the direction of a "civil

society" and the ACWF has a role to play in that transition.
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Of course, what will happen exactly to the ACWF will depend on
the way society is transformed as a whole.

The research project and arguments are laid out in the
following chapters. The second chapter includes a literature
review of scholarship on this topic; the third chapter covers
research methodology; the fourth chapter discusses the CCP’s
theoretical framework on women. The following five chapters
focus on history, with Chapter Five on CCP’s organizational
relationship with women in pre-1949 China, Chapter Six on the
so-called "golden age" of 1949-1956, Chapter Seven and Eight
on the frustrating years of 1957-1978, and Chapter Nine on the
reform era of 1979-1993. The 1last chapter includes the

analysis and conclusion.



CHAPTER II
LITERATURE, THEORY, AND RESEARCH

The scholarship that frames this project was drawn mainly
from three sources. First, the literature on women and the
women'’s movement in China since 1949 indicates the gap this
study fills and the unique angle it provides. Second,
research on mass organizations and mass line theory and
practice in China sheds light on the organizational structure
and behavior of the ACWF and the political environment in
which it operates. Third, comparative studies on women’s
movements in the third world and actually existing socialist
countries' stress the importance of understanding the social,
political, economic, and historical contexts in which women’s
movements are carried out as well as the unique
characteristics of those movements. This is the research
principle I will follow in this study to reveal the unique
pattern of the contemporary women’s movement in China and the
specific context in which it has developed, and the role

played by the ACWF.

! As defined by Molyneux, 1989. Of course, some of them
are now "former socialist societies."

13
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Chinese Women and the Women'’s Movement

A number of western scholars have written about Chinese
women in the People’s Republic,? and such studies have grown
especially since the 1970s. The development of this
scholarship was affected by the timing of the scholars’
contact with China and with the women’s movement at home. It
went through stages, from sympathetic writing about Chinese
women in the early 19708, looking China as a model and
inspiration for women’s liberation, to disappointment in the
late 19708 and early 1980s, criticizing the failure of China’s
socialism in liberating women, and most recently to the
research that comes closer to reality’.

In terms of the content of the inquiry, many of these
major works can be roughly grouped by where they fall on the
two ends of Chinese society -- between state (and the CCP) and
women. Some depicted the social condition and life experience
of Chinese women in post revolutionary China. Works by Parish

and Whyte (1978), Whyte and Parish (1984), Honing and

2 My literature review does not include works by Chinese
scholars on Chinese women. Extensive discussion on women’s
issues occurred in China in the early 19508 and in the reform
era starting from the 1980s, but only in the reform era was
there development of women’s studies and active academic
debate on women’s issues. See Chapter III on official gender
ideology in China and Chapter IX on the development of women’s
studies.

3 For a more detailed discussion on the trend of
development of scholarship on Chinese women, see Xialan Bao,
1991, Lieberman, 1991 and discussion by Delia Davin at the
"Engendering China" conference in Boston, February 1992.
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Hershatter (1988), and Wolf (1985), for example, provide an
illuminating description of women’s living conditions in both
rural and urban areas and their personal experience in
contemporary China. Some focused more on changes in state
policies (or ideology, or programs) and their impact on women.
Research by Stacey (1983), Croll (1983), Hemmel and Sindbjerg
(1984), and Davin (1991) represents the effort to document the
changes in the State’s development strategy and other policies
and their impact on Chinese women. Following the same line,
still others are interested in examining the dynamic relation
between women’s experiences and the large social forces
shaping them. Both Stacey (1983) and Johnson (1983), for
instance, looked at women and the reconstruction of rural
Chinese families and social life as the result of the Chinese
Revolution, while Croll’s work (1978) examines the history of
the Chinese women’s movement -- characterized by the
interaction of two social forces, the wider revolutionary
movement and the separate and organized women’s movement
throughout this century.

As illuminating about women in China as these works are,
none of them has taken the gorganizational relationship between
the state and women as the central analytic concern. Davin’s
study (1976) centered around the CCP’'s work among women.
"Woman-work, " a term she coined to describe such effort, has
become popular among China scholars (Croll, 1978). But her

study about women and the Party in the post-revolutionary
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period focused primarily on the 1950s8. Thus, more research
needs to be done to fill the gap left by previous studies on
Chinese women and the women’s movement, especially on the role
and function the ACWF plays in mediating the relationship
between women and the state.

In the extant literature, many scholars have included in
their work a discussion of the role of the ACWF in Chinese
society. In some cases, it is a brief description about the
operation of the Women’s Federation at the grassroots level:

Another organization in the village is the Women’s
Federation. All women by virtue of their sex belong, and

the organization is nebulous in form -- there are no
special badges, dues, or even a fixed schedule of
meetings. At the Brigade 1level, the women’s

representative dedicates much of her efforts to mass
agitation. At meetings on International Women’s Day and
at occasional meetings through the year, she agitates for
planned births and family hygiene. She also encourages
women to work in the fields (Parish and Whyte, 1978:39).
In other cases, the discussion involves a more elaborate
description of the nature of the organization. For example,
in her book on women’s changing position in China, Phyllis
Andors documented the variety of activities the ACWF was
involved in and pointed out:
the Women’s Federation has often promoted Party policies
toward women in places of work or residence as it acted
as a promoter of specific women’s interests within the
Party itself or between the Women'’s Federation and the
CCP. It is in this broader context that the role of the
Women’s Federation must be viewed (1983:30).
Croll (1983), in her discussion about women in post-
revolutionary China, well described the dilemma of the ACWF

with its dual tasks of acting both as a separate pressure
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group in defence of women’s interests and as a mechanism for
soliciting support for the Party and government, especially in
the social context where the interests of the Party and of
women are assumed to be one and the same. She pointed out
that such a difficult position and the contradiction between
the rhetoric of independence for the Women’s Federation on the
one hand, and the adherence to the Party line on the other,
was perhaps best revealed in a much publicized speech by the
Secretary of the Communist Party Central Committee in 1980
which stated:

All the organizations of the women’s Federation should

bring into full play the role of women in working

independently under the leadership of the Party, and
according to the Party’s line, principles and policies
and give full play to women’s merits on the basis of

their specific characteristics (1983:123).

In the few discussions about the Women’s Federation, the
most interesting thing is perhaps the conflicting opinions
scholars held about its role and function. Some believed that
the Women’s Federation had no importance whatsoever to the
lives of Chinese women -- it was referred to by some as "a
women organization that bore little meaning even for Chinese
women themselves" (Bao, 1991:8). And to some scholars, it was
only an arm of the Party:

Despite its feminist-sounding title it is not an

organization through which women struggle for equality,

but through which they are mobilized by the Communist

Party. It is in fact an extension of the Party, led by

top party women, whose institutional priorities are a

mirror of the current party line (Mosher 1983:200, quoted

in Franklin, 1989:14).

But there are also enthusiastic defenders of the ACWF:
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Certainly the Federation works within the existing
structures, and certainly it accepts far more than would
please an ardent Western feminist, but its goals and
strategies seem to be well adapted to its actual
situation. Given that it works within the system, it has
a solid record of achievements to its credit (Franklin,
1989:14).

In the minds of many China watchers, the ACWF has a
powerless and passive image, engaging only in trivial
activities assigned by the Party. Yet, there is also an
opposite image portrayed by some other scholars. Tani Barlow,
in discussing the shaping of funu (women) in socialist China,
states:

the importance of Fulian lay in its power to subordinate

and dominate all inscriptions of womanhood in official

discourse. It is not that Fulian actual represented the

"Interests" of women, but rather that one could not until

recently be "represented" as a woman (emphasis original)

without the agency and mediation of Fulian. That fact is
a measure of its success and its importance (1991)¢.

It is evident from the scattered discussions on the ACWF
cited above that the inadequacy of the research on the subject
and the complexity of the organization call for a more
detailed and systematic study of the ACWF, so it can help
provide a rounded picture of the organization and find out its
place in women’s lives and in the women’s movement in China.
This is the gap this project aims to fill.

It should also be noted, however, that these previous
studies about women in China that have laid the foundation for

this project. China scholars’ observation and analyses about

“ For a discussion that presents a similar view of
Fulian’s role, see Lydia Liu, 1991.
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Chinese Revolution and women, for example, about state
economic development strategy and its impact on women (Andors,
1983, Croll, 1983, Leader, 1973), women and the family
(Stacey, 1983, Johnson, 1983, Parish and Whyte, 1978),
socialization of women and sexuality (Honing and Hershatter,
1988), tension between larger revolutionary goals and feminist
pursuit (Croll, 1978, Stacey, 1983, Wolf, 1985), and
relationship between women and the CCP (Davin, 1976,
Stranahan, 1983, Johson, 1983), will be drawn upon when I
document and analyze the ACWF’s policies and its activities in
these areas. Woman-work, the term Davin created to refer to
work among women, will be used in this project. As pointed out
by Davin, the term has a rich content of ideology and practice
of CCP’s contact with women. Davin explained that she used
the term "woman-work" for the Chinese funu gongzuo, for it
seems more preferable to the usual but misleading translation
"women’s work." The term covers all sorts of activities among
women, including mobilizing them for revolutionary struggle,
production, literacy and hygiene campaigns, social reform, and
so on (Davin, 1976:17). Croll also agreed that woman-work is
a popular term describing the education and organization of
women for struggle within their own and the wider
revolutionary movement. Women’'s work 1is reserved for
reference to work or occupations to which women are

traditionally confined (Croll, 1978:3). In a word, these
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previous studies have made possible this research, which has

a more specific angle but touches on a wide range of issues.

Mass Organizations and Chinese Society

Although the CCP stresses the importance of a national
women’s organization such as the ACWF in supporting the
development of the women’s movement in China, the ACWF is not
the sole product of the CCP’s policy on the "woman question."
It is also the result of the CCP’s idea on how society should
be organized and the way social transformation should be
carried out. In this sense, "the story of Communist China to
this day is still one of organization" (Schurmann, 1968:11).

In the newly founded PRC, the three major political
institutions were the CCP, the People’s Liberation Army, and
the State. They were the center of political power, connected
to society by a fourth element -- "mass organizations" --
organizations with 1large memberships and devoted to the
political mobilization of their members and the population at
large.’ They were used as means through which the CCP
attempted to extend its reach to broader segments of the

populace.

5 This definition comes from James Townsend, who gave a
more detailed description of different kinds of "mass
organizations" (1969). For the purpose of this discussion,
the term is used to refer to the three organizations
mentioned above. For other definitions of mass organizations,
see Barnett, 1951, Hinton, 1973, Tang, 1957, Dittmen, 1979,
Blecherm, 1986, and Benewick and Wingrove, 1988.
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As in other societies, intermediary structures such as
mass organizations in China provide a vantage point for
examining interactions between the political center and the
masses. What is special about mass organizations in China is
that they are not independent structures but a creation of the
CCP. Thus, the three major mass organizations -- the All-
China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU), the Chinese
Communist Youth League (CCYL) and the ACWF -- share much in
common. For example, major decisions about mass
organizations are made by the Party; the timing of the
congresses of these organizations (see Table 2.1.) and the
recruitment of their leaders (Wilson, 1979) are all similar.

Townsend (1969) pointed out four common characteristics
of these:

First, they are all firmly controlled and supervised by
the CCP. This is done through placement of Party members
and non-Party activists in leading positions and the
governmental regulation of registrations.

Second, they all proclaim "democratic centralism" as
their guiding principle. Of the two parts in this concept,
the emphasis is on the latter:

As 1is the case in state and Party structure,

"centralism" (minority submission to majority, and

lower levels obeying higher levels) is much more

conspicuous than "democracy" (regular convening of
congresses at all levels and free discussion before
decisions are reached). All major decisions are made at

the top, and higher levels can review and revoke the
decisions of the lower level (Townsend, 1969:153).
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Table 2.1
National Congresses of the 3 Major Mass Organizations:
1949-1993

All-China
Women'’s
Federation

All-China
Federation of
Trade Unions

Chinese
Communist
Youth League

4, 1949, 1lst

4, 1953, 2nd

6, 1948; 6th

5, 1953; 7th

4, 1949;6th

6, 1953; 7th

9, 1957; 3nd

3, 1968,
ceased
operation

9, 1978, 4th

12,1957; 8th

1, 1967,
ceased
operation

10,1978, 9th

5, 1957; 8th

6, 1964; 9th

1, 1967,
ceased
operation

10,1978; 10th

10, 1993;

10, 1983; 10th

10, 1988; 11th

12th

12,1983;

5,1988;

5,1993;



23

Third, they all share a well-developed basic level
organization to encourage maximum participation and obedience
to higher directives by individual members and to develop as
many activists as possible.

Finally, all perform the same general function in the
Chinese political system, acting as the Party’s "transmission
belts," the "essential ties with which the Party links itself
to the masses" (Townsend, 1969:153-154). This means they were
given two overarching missions: to carry out Party dictates
regarding mass mobilization, and to support the interests of
their mass memberships (Wilson, 1979).

In this study, I show how the ACWF exhibited these
characters. In examining the dual function of the ACWF, I
borrow the "welfare vs mobilization" paradigm Wilson (1979)
used in her study. According to Wilson, the ACWF has two
organizational goals: welfare and mobilization. She defined
"welfare" as a goal the ACWF adopted to advocate benefits for
women in general and/or the mass membership of the Women’s
Federation, while "mobilization" was used to extol women to
participate in collective tasks approved by the Party (1979).
I modify Wilson'’s paradigm, substituting representation for
welfare. Representation is a higher organizational goal than
welfare (even though, in the Chinese official rhetoric, it
does not mean exactly the same thing as it does in Western
parliamentary democracy), and it naturally includes fostering

members’ welfare and interests. Further, the ACWF itself
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specified the representation as one of its objectives in some
of its constitutions.

How well a mass organization such as the ACWF can perform
its representative function as prescribed on paper is an
empirical issue this research considers. In theory and
practice, the Chinese style of political participation
emphasizes Party leadership, the supremacy of the collective
interest, and the mass line principle.® Thus, the goal of
mobilization takes unquestionable precedence over
representation, and make political participation quite
different from that under the Western democratic style,
although both have in common a claim to provide representation
of popular interests and a demand for extensive popular
participation in political life.” These differences have to
be kept in mind when we examine the ACWF.

Consider the supremacy of the collective interest for
example. When the CCP speaks for the collective interest, it
means not only the total interests of the "people," but also
the interest of the state, which is said to represent the
people’s interest through the dictatorship of the proletariat.
No individual is allowed to compete with this highest order of
interest, because, according to Party theory, "personal

interests are indivisible from the public interest of the

¢ For a more detailed discussion on the principles of
CCP’'s style of political participation, see Townsend, 1969:65.

7 For a discussion of the differences between the two
systems, see Townsend, 1969:3-4.
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country and society ... they are one and the same" (Liu Shao-
ch’i, 1955, quoted in Townsend, 1969:68). Thus, )

[t]he most that the CCP concedes is that "partial and

temporary interests" of the masses may come into conflict

with their "total, 1long-range interests." When this
happened, the Party states flatly, the former must be

subordinated to the latter (Townsend, 1969:68).

Such an approach eliminated the possibility that a mass
organization such as the ACWF would claim women’s interests
were incompatible with that of the Party and the state and
would oppose a Party policy even if it did see conflict of
interest. Having said that, I will show below that, on some
occasions, the ACWF did take its own stand. Moreover, in the
reform era, there is also increased recognition of individual
interests although collective interest continues to hold
supremacy when the two are in conflict.

The mass line theory and approach has a great impact on
the organizational behavior of the ACWF. The mass line is
described as a fundamental political and organizational line
of the CCP. It is viewed as presenting two propositions to
guide Party work: a general statement of Party’s dependence on
the masses and the need for constant contact with them; and a
more specific statement on the correct method of exercising
Party leadership. It demands extensive mass participation in
the political process, but unlike the western democratic
style, which is defined as exerting popular influence on
political decision, this participation is designed to produce

popular execution of the Party policy. The mass line blurs
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the distinction between governmental and nongovernmental
activity by using state organs, propaganda media, mass
organizations to secure popular acceptance and execution of
Party objectives (Townsend, 1969). Later discussion will show
how this blurring allowed the ACWF to acquire a semi-official
and semi-popular status. I will argue that this actually
affected the way the ACWF functioned in Chinese society.

Although the details of the structure of the Chinese
political and social system and mass organizations are not the
major focus of this study, these aspects provide background
information about what Jancar (1978) calls the "political
environment" in which the ACWF operates. It shaped the course
of the ACWF’s development and will continue to influence the
direction of its future change.

On this note, it is helpful to look at the tradition of
state-society relationship in China. Martin King Whyte (1991)
compared politics in traditional China and that of the PRC and
argued that despite the CCP’s dramatic effort to transform the
relationship between state and society after it took power in
1949, there was no fundamental change in the way such a
relationship was perceived because both perspectives believe
the

state should dominate society and should coopt, replace,

or control grass-roots social groups to prevent

autonomous forms of social life and culture from emerging

and gaining influence (1991:260).

Thus, Whyte argued that the CCP adopted a combination of

Soviet and traditional Chinese organizational ideas and
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measures, including setting up Soviet-style "transmission
belt" organizations to assist the CCP in establishing state
dominance and control. In his words,
The term transmission belt, drawn from the Soviet
literature, conveys the idea that the primary goals of
these organizations involved transmitting the policies of
the party to selected subgroups of society, rather than
serving the interests of those subgroups and pressuring
the party (1991:272).
In a word, in both the traditional and CCP conception of
the state-society relationship:
there is no place for ideas dear to Western liberal
tradition -- the individual pursuit of self-interest as
a good in itself, the "market place of ideas" as a source
of social dynamism, or politics as centered on the
competition among autonomous interest groups (1991:256).
Whyte’s discussion is interesting because it raises the
question of whether a mass organization such as the ACWF is
just a means for the state to exert control over the very
constituency that the organization is supposed to serve. My
study will explore this question. His discussion also
suggests a fundamental difference between the Chinese society
and western society. If the women’s movement is a product of
the society it emerges from (that is, in China’s case, a
society where there is a lack of conception of autonomous
individuals, self-conscious interest groups, and competing
ideas and values -- conditions crucial for the development of
the feminist movement in Western societies), can there be a
women'’s movement at all? And if there is, how did it start

and what were the social forces that pushed it forward? What

were its characteristics and strategies for struggle? This
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area of inquiry leads us to look at the specificity of the
women’s movement in the Third World and actually existing
socialist countries to see some of the commonalities that
China, as both a developing country and a socialist state,

shares with its counterparts.

Women’s movements in the Third World and Socialist Countries

Studies on women and the women’s movement in non-Western
societies exist in the West. In recent years, criticism has
been raised on the limitation of such studies. On studies of
the Third World women, some scholars argue that:

Unlike the history of Western (white, middle-class)

feminism, which has been explored in great detail over

the last decades, histories of Third World women’s
engagement with feminism are in short supply (Mohanty,

1991:3) .2
It is further pointed out that many people in the Third World
are not aware that their countries have a history of active
feminism, or that early movements for women’s emancipation
were supported both by women and men reformers existed. 1In
the West, too, there is a Eurocentric view that the movement
for women’s liberation is not indigenous to Asia or Africa,

but has been a purely Western European and North American

phenomenon, and that where movements for women’s emancipation

8 It is recognized that there exists a large body of work
on "women in developing countries" or women in liberation
movements, or on the role and status of women in individual
cultures, but this scholarship, it is said, does not
necessarily engage feminist questions or feminist historgraphy
(Mohanty, 1991).
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or feminist struggles have arisen in the Third World, they
have been merely imitative of Western models (Jayawardena,
1986) .

Studies of existing socialist societies, in contrast, are
criticized for the way in which they were conducted. For
example, one criticism of some studies of Chinese women
argues:

By portraying women in non-western societies as identical

and interchangeable, and more exploited than women in the

dominant capitalist societies, liberal and socialist
feminists alike encode a belief in their own cultural
superiority.... For instance, studies on women in post-

1949 China inevitably discuss how they are doubly

exploited by the peasant family and by socialist

patriarchy, reflecting the more immediate concerns of

American socialist feminists than perhaps of Chinese

women themselves. By using China as a "case study" of

the socialist experiment with women’s liberation, these
works are part of a whole network of Western academic and
policy-making discourses on the backwardness of the non-

Western, non-modern world (Ong, 1988:85 quoted in Chow,

1991:93).

To counteract what some scholars termed "imperial
feminism" -- "ways in which a particular tradition, White
Eurocentric and Western, has sought to establish itself as the
only legitimate feminism in current political practice" (Amos
and Parmar, 1984:3)-- "Third World feminism" emerged in the
United States and Third World countries. Third World
feminists® "recognize and analytically explore the links among

the histories and struggles of the Third World women against

® The term "Third World" is used here by scholars to
refer to "underdeveloped/overexploited" geopolitical entities,
and to refer to oppressed nationalities from these world areas
who are now resident in "developed" First World countries
(Johnson-0Odim, 1991).
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racism, sexism, colonialism, imperialism, and monopoly
capital" (Mohanty, 1991:4). They are sensitive to indigenous
feminist thought and practice in developing countries and to
the fact that these thoughts and practice grew under a
political, social, economic and historical context that is
different from that in the West.

What, then, are some of the features women’s movements in
the Third World have in common? And how do they compare to
those in Western societies?

Studies of the women’s movement in Third World countries
discovered that most of Third World countries share a history
of either having been directly subjected to aggression and
domination by imperialist powers or indirectly manipulated
into serving the interests of imperialism. It is in the
context of resistance to imperialism and various forms of
foreign domination on the one hand, and to feudal monarchies,
exploitative 1local rules and traditional patriarchal and
religious structures on the other, that struggles for women’s
emancipation were carried out and they are an essential part
of national resistance movements (Jayawardena, 1986).

Third World women,? due to their difference in

sociocultural and historical locations, formulate different

0 7 am fully aware that it is difficult to speak of Third
World women as a singular entity. Here I am using the notion
borrowed from Mohanty under the context of Third World women
and the politics of feminism as "imagined community of women
with divergent histories and social locations, woven together
by the political threads of opposition to forms of domination
that are not only pervasive but also systematic" (1991:4).
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relationships to feminism. The term feminism is itself
questioned by many Third World women. Yet many still refuse
to give up the term feminism. Rather, they distinguish
between a limited, liberal "women’s rights" focus and a more
productive focus on
feminism as philosophy and movement for social justice
that was inclusive of their communities, in which they
were equal participants, and which addressed the racism,
economic exploitation and imperialism against which they
continued to struggle... (because) they find that the
source of their oppression cannot be limited or perhaps
even primarily attributed to gender alone (Johnson-0Odim,
1991:316) .
Therefore, some scholars argue that there is and must be
a diversity of feminisms, responsive to the different needs
and concerns of different women, and defined by them for
themselves (Cagatay, Grown, and Santiago, 1986, cited in
Johnson-0dim, 1991:325). The priorities and strategies for
struggle should be set by women according to their particular
cultural and socioeconomic conditions (Johnson-Odim, 1991).
In contrast to the women’s movement in western societies
that is situated within a cultural context of modernity
(Farganis, 1987:63), the women’s movement in Third World
countries takes place in modernizing societies. This means
that the degree of material scarcity and the low level of
productive forces seriously limit the available resources to
improve the living conditions of women, and even the general
populace for that matter. That is why, as Steady (1985) wrote

that "in the developing world, equality of women is often

viewed [by women] as linked to national and economic
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CHAPTER VI
THE WOMEN’S MOVEMENT AT HIGH TIDE: 1949-1956

The First National Women’s Congress was convened on March
24, 1949, in the ancient capital city of Beijing. The city the
CCP led army just had just taken over from Guomindang troops.
The civil war between the CCP and GMD haa been going on for
over two years and victory by the CCP was apparent. The All-
China Democratic Women’s Federation (ACDWF) was established at
the congress. Its name reflected its central task: to "unite
all women of the country" to accomplish the task of the
democratic revolution -- "liberating the whole country and
building a new China. " Half a year later, on October 1, Mao
Zedong claimed the founding of the People’s Republic of China.

The first years of the ACDWF reflected the time
immediately after the revolution. China, which had been
humiliated, assaulted and occupied by foreign powers since
1840, was now independent. A resumed national pride was
evident in Mao’s announcement on the founding of the PRC: "The
Chinese people, one quarter of the human race, have now stood
up!" A spirit of optimism, enthusiasm, and high hopes
permeated the land.

The period was eventful. There was land reform, the

Korean war, political campaigns, establishment of political
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institutions, industrialization and agricultural
collectivisation to develop the economy. Destruction and
construction were occurring at the same time. Sweeping

changes were taking place in the country and in people’s
lives.

For the masses of women, it was a period of progress. The
attack from above to dismantle the old social order included
attacks on the patriarchal family system and traditions that
discriminated against women. Women, who had played a vital
part in the victory of the CCP, were also crucial for the
success of economic construction and social transformation of
new China. Now that the people’s government was in power, it
would deliver on its promises to women.

Thus, in addition to the general state policies that
benefitted the masses, many efforts were made directly for
women, such as full legal rights, the campaign to publicize
and implement the Marriage law, regulations to protect women
employees, efforts to improve the health of women and
children, 1literacy campaigns, drives to engage women in
production and political activities outside home.

The ACDWF was instrumental in organizing women to
participate in these programs. In the process,it also
developed. By the time it held a second congress in 1953, it
had already established a national network and gathered around

itself a core of women cadres and activists.
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Judged from women’s mobilization, organization and
participation in social production and public affairs and from
the gains and progress they made, the period from 1949 to
1957 can be regarded as the first "high tide" of the women’s
movement in post-revolutionary China. This period was marked
by official commitment to women’s liberation. Yet, signs of
contradictions between the gender interest of the women’s
movement and the interests of the state and the Party emerged
during this honeymoon period. As the organizational structure
and practices of the ACDWF formed and its place in the state
and society were established, its impact on the course of the
women'’s movement and the lives of Chinese women would become
apparent only in later times. In a word, the 1949-1957 period
witnessed the first drama of the women’s movement in post-1949
China and set the stage for its further development. In this
chapter, I will document the founding of the ACDWF, its active
involvement in promoting both the causes of the state and

women, and its effort to establish itself in Chinese society.

Founding of the ACDWF
The formal preparation work for the founding of the ACDWF

formally began on January 12, 1949, when the Preparation
Committee for the First National Congress of Women was
established. The 73-member committee was made up of

representatives from Women’s Federations in CCP occupied
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areas, various women’s organizations in GMD-controlled areas
and other well-known women.

The committee was initiated by the Women'’s Federations in
the CCP occupied areas. But the decision to hold the congress
and to establish the national woman’s federation was made at
a Politburo meeting of the CCP in September 1948 (Bangongting,
1991:1). Later, the CCP further specified the number of
delegations and delegates from various regions.! Similar
decisions were made for the convening of the first national
congress of the New Democratic Youth League (Bangongting,
1991:519). These decisions reflected the CCP’s belief that
the key to victory lay in the organization of people. A CCP
directive on woman work issued in December 20, 1948 recognized
the value of a strong, separate women'’s organization to carry
out woman-work.?

The proposal for the congress met with warm responses
from women’s organizations all over the country. When the
congress meeting opened on March 24, 1949, 474 voting
delegates and 265 non-voting delegates were present
(Ren,1989). The agenda included reports on issues concerning

the women’s movement, and, on the last day of the meeting,

! Two hundred and fifty delegates to be elected from the
CCP controlled areas and about 100 from GMD-occupied areas.
See "Notice on the convening of the national congress of
women, " December 5, 1948 in ZYDAG, vol.14:435-438.

lSee CCP, 1948.
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the All-China Democratic Women’'s Federation (ACDWF) was
formally founded.

The nascent organization had a hierarchical structure,
with the National Women’s Congress as the lead body.® The
day-to-day business of ACDWF was handled by the Standing
Committee* and the seven departments under its supervision
(see Figure 6.1). Of the 17 members of the Standing
Committee (including the chairwoman and vice chairwomen),
eight were from the CCP, the rest were from other parties’ and
non-partisan women’s organizations. He Xiangning, a veteran
left-wing GMD member who led the Women’s Department in the GMD
during the first United Front between the two parties in 1923-
1924, was elected Honorary Chairwoman. Later, Soong Chingling,

widow of Dr. Sun Yet-sen, was invited by the ACDWF standing

3 It was stipulated in the organization’s constitution
that the National Women’s Congress would decide on the
principles and tasks of the federation, mend its constitution,
accept new members, and hear and examine reports on the work
of the Executive Committee it selected. It would convene
every two years. When the National Congress was not in
session, the Executive Committee would hold power. It would
meet every half vyear, implementing the decisions of the
National Congress, examining the work reports of its Standing
Committee and convene the next National Congress. The
Standing Committee selected by the Executive Committee was to
deal with the day-to-day affairs.

‘In the Second Constitution adopted in 1953, a
secretariat was set under the leadership of the Standing
Committee to be in charge of the daily routines of the
Federation. That has been the case ever since.

5 "The other parties" refer to the so-called "democratic
parties" in China. There were eight there. For a detailed
discussion on these parties, see James Seymour’s China’s

Satellite Parties.Armonk, N.Y.:M.E. Sharpe, 1987.
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committee as another Honorary Chairwoman. Cai Chang, a CCP
veteran, became Chairwoman. The vice chairwomen were Deng
Yingchao, CCP veteran, Li Dequan (widow of General Feng
Yuxiang), an educator and non-partisan women’s movement
leader, and Xu Guangping (widow of writer Lu Xun), a writer
and newspaper editor. Although these women all had prominent
husbands, they were leaders of the women’s movement in their
own right.

According to the constitution, the federation accepted
institutional membership only. First members of the ACDWF
included: the Preparatory Committee of the Women’s Federation
of the Liberated Areas, Women’s Federations of various
liberated areas, the Women'’s Christian Temperance Union, the
Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA)® and Women's
Friendship Associations. The last three were non-partisan
women’s organizations located in GMD-controlled cities.

Such a composition of leadership and membership qualified
the ACDWF as a "united front organization of democratic women
of all social strata and professions" as defined in its
constitution (ACDWF, 1949a:24). It represented the CCP’s
dream of "grand unity" of the women’s movement, where women

joined forces for a new cause. The leadership of the ACDWF

6 According to my interview of a YWCA member in 1992,
although Deng Yuzhi, the General Secretary of YWCA was
executive member of the ACDWF at ACDWF’s inception, the YWCA
formally decided to join the ACDWF as an institutional member
at a national enlarged YWCA Board meeting in 1951.
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had worked together in the two previous united fronts. This
had laid the foundation for their continued cooperation within
the ACDWF.’

But the alliance was also new -- led and shaped by the
CCP. The organization acknowledged the leadership of the CCP
and announced whole-hearted support for the CCP policies. The
Women'’s Movement Committee of the Central CCP, then headed by
ACDWF Chairwoman Cai Chang, was in charge of CCP’s woman work.
Within the ACDWF, as in other mass organizations, there were
CCP branches at levels where there were enough Party members
to form a CCP group; the highest was the Leading Party
Members’ Group (Party Committee in a state organization, or
ministerial level, called dang zu) of the central ACDWF. The
ACDWF claimed to follow the organizational principle of the
CCP -- "the principle of democratic centralism" in its
constitution (HUIBIAN, II:25). The CCP also exerted influence
on the organizational goals, practice and ideology of the

ACDWF. Thus, the ACDWF’s aims were:

7 Take the 22-member Executive Committee of the ACDWF as
an example. Both Deng Yingchao and Cai Chang worked under He
Xiangning in the Women'’s Department of GMD during 1923-1924.
During the anti-Japanese war alliance between the two parties,
the transformed Women’s Guiding Committee in 1938 under the
leadership of Madam Chiang included non-partisan women
advocates Li Dequan, and CCP member Deng Yingchao, Kang
Keqing, and Chao Mengjun, as well as Salvation Party member
Shen Zijiu (these were all executive members of the ACDWF).
The Shanghai Women’s Salvation Society formed in 1935 and
included shi Liang, Shen Zijiu, Hu Ziying, Du Huijun, and Luo
Qiong. The Association of Shanghai Salvation in 1936 included
Soong Chingling, He Xiangning, Shi Liang, Chao Mengjun who
became executive members of the ACDWF (Qing et al, 1989, :110).
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to unite the broad masses of women from all strata and
nationalities, together with all people of China, to
thoroughly oppose imperialism, destroy feudalism and
bureaucratic capitalism and build a united, democratic
people’s republic, and also to make great effort to fight
for the abolition of all traditional and feudal customs
that are against women, to protect women’s interests and
children’s welfa<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>