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Introduction 

Gender quotas, as an instrument to promote gender equality in politics, have been adopted 
worldwide since the UN Fourth Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995. During the decades prior 
to the UN Conference on Women, say between 1930s and 1980s, only ten countries in the world 
that actually practiced gender quotas (Du, 2012a; Chen, 2010:13) and these are mostly developed 
countries. After the UN Conference on Women and under the influence of the “Beijing Platform 
for Action” which designates the proportion of women in decision-making bodies at various levels 
should be no lesser than 30 percent, more than one hundred countries in the world, mostly 
developing countries, have introduced gender quotas of various kinds to achieve greater gender 
balance in politics within their respective national, cultural, political and institutional contexts 
(ibid.). And the result is evident. While the Nordic countries are still taking the lead in having 
between 39% and 44 % of women in their respective national parliament, Rwanda and Andorra 
have created the highest record in human history by bringing 50% women and more into politics. 
According to the 2012 data of world classification from the website Women in National Parliament, 
China ranks nr. 66 on the world list of gender ratio in national parliament. 1 The countries that rank 
lowest on the international scale of gender political equality include Egypt, Yemen and Kuwait, 
where women account between only 2 % and 0 % of the national parliament.2   
 
Quotas have been widely used in China’s social and political life for various purposes.3 To speak 
gender quotas in politics alone, China is actually one of the earliest nations in the world to adopt 
gender quotas. Already in the Republican period in the 1910s and 1920s, waves of feminist 
suffrage movements surged, demanding the right for women “to vote and stand for election” 
(Edwards, 2008:1). As a result, several provinces provided women equal political rights with men 
in their constitution and “women were elected to provincial legislatures” (Edwards, 2008:2). In the 
various Communist-controlled “red” areas in the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s, gender quotas were 
also widely practiced to promote women’s participation in the local Soviet affairs (Gu, 2010; Du, 
2012a). In 1946, women suffragists “won a guaranteed minimum 10 percent quota of seats for 
women” in the Nationalist controlled areas (Edwards, 2008:2). Since the founding of the People’s 
Republic of China in 1949, gender quotas have been applied through different sub-periods of the 
PRC, though with varied degree of enthusiasm, commitment and effects. In a way, gender quotas 
have followed the every historical steps China has taken towards the direction of a modern nation 
and modernization in both the last and this millennium.  

                                                           
1
 http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm 

2
 http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm 
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 See for instance Chapter Six: Production Team Times, in Moral Landscape in a Sichuan Mountain Village, a digital 
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China’s post-1949 experience with gender quotas, however, shows a number of paradoxes. First, 

there has been a weak and rather unstable causal relationship between the existence of gender 

quotas and an actual steady (or rapid) increase of women in politics. In the Scandinavian countries, 

it took “approximately 60 years for Denmark, Norway and Sweden to exceed the 20 per cent 

threshold, and 70 to reach 30 per cent” (Dahlerup & Freidenvall 2003:2). This may be referred as 

“the incremental track to equal political representation of women and men” (ibid.). In Latin 

America and Africa, a historical leap in women’s representation has taken place within a relatively 

short period of time, given that gender quotas were first introduced into these countries after the 

Beijing Platform. In Costa Rica, as Dahlerup & Freidenvall report, the per cent of women in 

parliament jumped from 19 to 35 in one election, while in South Africa women won 36 per cent of 

the seats in the country’s very first democratic election (ibid.). This is often referred as “the fast 

track” to increase women’s representation in politics. China fits neither of the two tracks, for the 

proportion of women in the Chinese national parliament, the NPC, stagnated around 20-22 per 

cent for more than a half century (Min2, 2012). It seems that while some kind of quota mechanism 

does have guaranteed the presence of women in the Chinese national assembly, a “glass ceiling” 

effect is at work to freeze women in the marginal position of 20 per cent.   

Second, there is a time lag between the momentum of women’s representation in China and the 

development of the international gender equality regime represented by the UN and various 

gender-related UN treaties. China witnessed a strong rhetoric of gender equality and the 

proliferation of equality-aimed gender policies during the socialist period, especially in the 1960s 

and 1970s when China followed the policy of “self-reliance” and was largely isolated from the rest 

of the world except diplomatic relations with some third-world countries. The left-wing movement 

and feminist movement in the later 1960s in Europe and the Northern America has fundamentally 

shaken up the social structure and gender norms in these countries, but these remained largely 

unknown to China until almost two decades later. Since the reform and opening up in the early 

1980s, China has gradually integrated itself into the international community and played a growing 

role in global economy and global politics. China ratified the UN Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 1980 4 and hosted the UN fourth 

Conference on Women in 1995. Chinese women NGOs have also come into direct contact and 

cooperation with international women NGOs and feminist activists (Liu, 2001; Hsiung et al., 2001). 

Ironically, it is during this period that gender equality has suffered a historical backlash in China 

(Wang, 1999a; Min1, 2012). In the era of growing international influence and transnational 

network, where gender equality and gender mainstreaming has become the trend around the 

                                                           
4
 See Ratification of International Human Rights Treaties – China, University of Minnesota, Human 

Rights Library http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/research/ratification-china.html, accessed 25-01-
2013.   

http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/instree/e1cedaw.htm
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globe, China has gone in the opposite direction with an alarming record of stagnation and decline 

in women’s representation and deterioration of gender equality in socioeconomic lives.   

Third, the historical zigzag course of gender equality and women’s representation in China seems 
to run counter to the core of the Western theories of fair representation by both genders. 
Although in the world today gender quotas “are found in many different political systems, 
included countries without democratic elections” (Dahlerup & Freidenvall 2003:6), fair 
representation in gender “has political significance as it is essential in the credibility and legitimacy 
of the democratic regime” (Sun, 2005:150). This is because the mandate of a democratic 
government is rested upon the trust of citizens, and the responsibility of a democratic government 
is to “ensure the equal rights and opportunities of citizens” (ibid.). In other words, women’s under-
representation can be seen as a moral deficit of democracy, as a democratic system is expected to 
have greater potential than non-democratic systems to allow a fair representation of both genders 
(Phillips, 1995). There is, however, little evidence from the Chinese experience to support the 
coupling between women’s representation and democracy. One, gender quotas worked better 
and women’s representation reached the highest record in China’s history during the heydays of 
the Chinese totalitarian regime in the 1970s; Two, both the concept of “rights” and the idea of 
“equal rights” (between citizens) were a nonexistent in the political rhetoric of gender equality in 
the 1970s. Women’s representation gained a historically breakthrough not due to a “equal rights” 
argument but rather because of the emphasis on their “equal” obligation to make a contribution 
to the nation and the state. Three, the economic development, growing degree of mobility and 
freedom, and the gradual establishment of rule of law to safeguard citizens’ equal rights in post-
Mao China has led to a growing “rights” awareness among Chinese citizens, but this somewhat 
“democratic” development is ironically accompanied by the open infringement of many people’s 
rights, especially women’s rights, including their rights to be fairly represented in politics.  Gender 
quotas, as a device and an idea, met much stronger resistance and challenge in today’s China than 
three decades ago (Wang 1999a; Wang, 2001).        

This paper aims to understand and explain these paradoxes. It argues that the significance of 

gender equality and women’s representation has been kept at a highly “symbolic” level in China, 

and all the above-mentioned paradoxes are both an outcome and a manifestation of this 

symbolism. There is, however, an underlying methodological challenge needing to be addressed 

concerning the study of gender quotas in China. General literature on quotas and women’s 

representation focuses primarily on how gender quotas work, given that gender quotas are 

“efficient methods” applied to “reach a gender balance in political institutions” and that quotas 

“present one such mechanism” by which “a dramatic increase in women's representation” can be 

achieved.5  Studies in this aspect would typically focus on the type of quotas and how various 

quotas work in combination with various different electoral systems (Caul, 2001; Htun and Jones, 

2002). A same focus In the Chinese case, however, would lead to nowhere because of the 

ambiguous nature of the gender quota itself, the (still) lack of electoral system based on one man 
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one vote, and more important, the lack of a greater quantitative “jump” in the number of women 

in politics as a proof that gender quotas have actually worked.    

Thus, instead of asking how gender quotas technically work in China, this paper will look into the 

trajectory of China’s political development since 1949 and try to spot the junction/disjunction 

between gender equality (gender quotas) and the overall political agenda for social and political 

development overtime. This junction/disjunction, I argue, is the key to understand the 

characteristics of gender quotas in China and the paradoxical results they have brought with.  To 

do so, I will adopt a historical approach to trace the origin of gender quotas in China (the 

Communist-led China) and cast a light on the historical and political conditions under which 

gender quotas came into being and how they were applied. I will then outline the trends of 

political development in PRC in two major sub-periods to show how the relevance of gender 

quotas was defined/ redefined and how gender quotas were administrated in the political 

recruitment process. A central thread of the analysis will be the fitness (or the coupling point) 

between gender political equality, as both an idea and a recruitment practice, and the overall 

political discourse and structural changes. The following paragraphs will be divided into five 

sections: Section One discusses the nature of gender quotas in China in relation to internationally 

recognized gender quota typologies; Section Two introduces the “four basic causal stories” of 

international quota adoption as a framework for discussing the Chinese case; Section three traces 

the historical origin of gender quotas in China and examines the work of gender quotas during the 

socialist period; Section four examines the legacy of the socialist period; and section five studies 

the fate of gender quotas in reform China. Finally, a few lines of concluding remarks will be 

presented to conclude the finding and the main points of this study.                                

A Sketch of the Gender Quota System in China 

Internationally, three categories have been used to classify the different quota systems operating 
around the world. They are: 1). Reserved seats; 2). Party quotas; 3). Legislative quotas (Krook, 
2007; Dahlerup, 2006; Sun, 2005). In her book, Women, Quotas and Politics, Professor Drude 
Dahlerup of Stockholm University offers a clearer explanation of how to distinguish “between two 
separate dimensions in the definition of quota systems”. The first dimension “covers the questions 
who has mandated the quota system”, while the second dimension “indicates what part of the 
selection and nomination process that the quota targets” (Dahlerup, 2006:19-21). 6According to 
Dahlerup’s mode of distinction, gender quotas, when concerning the dimension of mandating, can 
be divided between legal gender quotas “mandated either by the constitution”…or “by the 
electoral law” and voluntary party quotas “decided voluntarily by political parties themselves” 
(ibid.). As to the dimension of target, a distinction can be made between gender quotas that target 
at aspirants, at actual nomination of candidates, and finally quotas as reserved seats which require 
that “certain percentage or number among those elected must be women” (ibid.).  
 

                                                           
6
  Cited from Quota Project, Global Database of Quotas for Women http://www.quotaproject.org/, 
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Where China is placed among these various definitions of gender quotas? Which of these 

categories characterizes the gender quotas that have been practiced in China? Skimming through 

some of the literatures on gender quotas, one may find China in a rather awkwardly indefinite 

position when the type of gender quotas is concerned. In Table 1: Gender Quota Policies by Date 

of Adoption, Region, and Quota Type that appendixes her paper, Krook lists China as a country 

that adopted gender quotas in the 1950s and the type is party quotas (emphasis added by the 

author) (Krook, 2007:15). In another article on gender quotas, however, Krook stats that “special 

measures to promote women in politics first emerged in Pakistan and the Soviet Union in the 

1950s, and in a handful of other countries in the 1970s and 1980s” (Krook, 2003:2), China was not 

mentioned at all. In Sun’s study of gender representation in Taiwan and Asian countries, China is 

placed among the six countries (of total 17 cases) that having “no electoral quotas for women” 

(emphasis added by the author) (Sun, 2005:153). On the webpage of the Quota Project, Global 

Database of Quotas for Women http://www.quotaproject.org/, one can search quota information 

for each individual countries. According to the information on China from this webpage, China is a 

country that practices reserved seats (emphasis added by the author). It further states that there 

are neither legislated quotas for sub-national level, nor voluntary party quotas in China.7       

These very different and mutual-contradicting definitions indicate a high degree of confusion 
about the very nature of the gender quota system in China. And yes, the Chinese gender quota 
system is indeed much more complicated than any of the three commonly-held categories have 
suggested. One major source to the mismatch between the Western quota categories and the 
Chinese quota system lies in the fundamental difference of their political system. Despite decades 
of gradual political reforms and adjustment in party-state and central-local relations, China today 
is still a one-party state with the CCP as the only legitimate ruling party in power. On the one hand, 
the ruling party’s will, be it economic reform or gender equality/women’s representation; will 
always be reflected in the working agenda of the state and the legislation in one way or another. 
On the other hand, the executive and the legislative power of the state have to follow the 
guideline of the party and respond to the overall political and policy priority of the party (Zheng, 
1997). Due to so, it does not make much sense to distinguish who mandated the quota system, 
the constitution, the law or the party, for it would be unthinkable to image that under the Chinese 
political system the party adopts quotas within the party organization itself without taking the 
state and the legislation on board. Or the other way around, electoral quotas and reserved seats 
were endorsed by the constitution and electoral laws without the mandate of the party. 

In fact, there is a whole cluster of actors involved in the mandating of gender quotas in China. 
Technically speaking, the work to promote women’s representation (through gender quotas) falls 
within two lines of jurisdiction and is accordingly entrusted in the hands of two party authorities. 
One is the party’s woman-work line handled by the party’s woman-work authority which was the 
Woman-Work Committee of the CCP Central Committee8 and the All-China Women’s Federation 
and the other is the cadre-recruitment line handled by the party’s organizational departments. 
These two lines of jurisdiction run from the national level all the way down to the county/district 
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 See Quota Project, Global Database of Quotas for Women http://www.quotaproject.org/, accessed 29-12-2012. 
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level, which is the lowest level of the country’s administrational hierarchy. The All-China Women’s 
Federation (ACWF, Fulian in Chinese), as the official national organization for women, was 
originally founded to take in charge of the “work related to women or “women work” with the 
“main task” “to galvanize women and inspire them for involvement in socialist construction” 
(Wang, 2006:919, quoted from John 2010:13), and it has been the main actor in promoting gender 
equality besides the party (Howell, 2008:73). The ACWF coordinates with the CCP’s Organizational 
Department, making recommendations and short-term, long-term plans for the recruitment of 
women, at the same time the ACWF also rely on its own organizational capacity to recruit women 
and incorporate them into various leadership positions with the ACWF system (Howell, 2008:74). 
It was said that, in the early 1950s, the first generation ACWF leaders developed an effective 
“appointment system” to boost women’s political participation at various levels (Li, 2001; Min1, 
2012a; Wang, 1999a).9 
 
The difference in political system is perhaps also the main reason to explain why the Chinese 
gender quota system has a rather different look and why the course of women’s participation and 
gender equality in China has taken a distinctively different route. A direct application of the 
Western gender-quota categories to China without careful deliberation may thus not be able to 
fully capture the distinguished features of Chinese politics and gender politics. Interesting enough, 
in the vast body of quota research in China, the word “gender quotas” is frequently mentioned 
and the pros and cons of gender quotas have been heatedly debated over decades, but little has 
been mentioned or said about the type of quotas being practiced in China. In other words, 
although gender quotas in politics are a hot topic in both academic research and public debate, 
the question of what kind of quota exists in China and how (if more than one kind) these quotas 

work differently has been rarely touched upon. How should we then interpret this “omission”? 

One thing is clear that the “omission” cannot be attributed to ignorance because Chinese quota 
researchers are very knowledgeable about the various different types of quotas that have been 
operating around the world. In her article on women’s political participation in 2012, for instance, 
Du Jie describes the various types of quotas employed internationally, especially since 1995. These 
include “reserved seats” (India and Pakistan), “legislative quotas” (France and Argentina), and 
“voluntarily party quotas” (the British Labor Party, a number of parties in Sweden, India’s Congress 
Party, the Democratic Party in South Korea, and KMT and DPP in Taiwan) (Du, 2012a).      
 
None of these typologies have ever been used by Chinese quota researchers to describe the quota 
system in China because what accounts for gender quota in China is a whole cluster of stipulations 
and provisions involving a number of actors across various political institutions at various levels. In 
other words, the gender quota regime in China is much more wide-ranging and all-embracing than 
any of the quota systems found in the world, and none of the three internationally accepted 
typologies alone is broad enough to cover the full range of the Chinese gender quota system. 

                                                           
9
 Several Chinese internet sources have attributed the emerging of women in leadership positions in the 1950s to 

these measures.  In general, it was described as weiren zhi (the “appointment system”), but details of the system and 
of its function are difficult to find. See for example http://www.pwccw.gd.gov.cn/vote/pjdetail.asp?id=274, 
http://www.nongjianv.org/nvcunguan/html/sndt/zjkd/32.html, http://www.china-
woman.com/rp/fs/open/html/xbpddlzq/llyj/23.html 
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According to Du Jie, the Chinese law and policy body concerning women’s representation consists 
of three parts: 1).the constitution as the overall framework, the electoral Law and the Women’s 
Law (The Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Protection of Women’s Rights and Interests) 
as the legal basis; 2). The stipulation and provision clause issued by the relevant Party and 
government authorities as the guideline and goal; 3). Local-level plans, actions and methods as the 
concrete measures to implement the designated goals (Du, 2012a; Du, 2012b). And since the three 
parts depend, supplement, and coordinate each other, none of them could work alone without 
the cooperation of the other parts, it becomes superficial, and to a certain extent unnecessary, to 
label the Chinese quota system according to any of the three internationally-applied categories, 
whether “reserved seats”, “legislative quotas” or “voluntarily party quotas”. The Chinese quota 
system is simply a big pot of mixture, containing all these three elements, and they are not 
separable from each other.  
 
Examples for the first part of the quota system in China include the Chinese Constitution in 1954 
which stipulates that “women have the equal rights to vote and to be voted with men”.10 In year 
2004, the Electoral Law of the People’s Republic of China prescribes that among the 
“representatives of the National People's Congress and the Local People's Congresses (there) 

should be an appropriate number of women representatives, and the proportion of women 

representatives should be gradually increased" (Du, 2012b). Further in 2007, the fifth meeting 
session of the 10th People’s Congress in China passed the “Decision on the number of delegates to 
the 11th People’s Congress and issues concerning the election of the delegates”. The decision 
requires that “the proportion of women delegates to be elected to the 11th People’s Congress 
should be no less than 22 %” (ibid.). It is based on this decision that the Quota Project, Global 
Database of Quotas for Women, has classified China as practicing the “reserved seats” kind of 
quota.11  The Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Protection of Women’s Rights and 
Interests12 also stipulates that “there should be an appropriate number of women among the 
representatives of the National People's Congress and Local People's Congresses, and the State 
shall take measures to gradually increase the proportion of women representatives of the National 
People's Congress and Local People's Congresses (article 11.2).” Article 11.3 specifies that "women 
should occupy an appropriate proportion of the seats in Residents Committees and villagers' 
committees”. Article 12: "States actively train and select female cadres”." State organs, social 
organizations, enterprises and institutions should adhere to the principle of equality between men 
and women in the process of cadre training, selection and appointment, and an appropriate 
number of women should be incorporated into party-government leadership crews at various 
levels." 13 

 

                                                           
10

 See article 86 of the 1954 Chinese Constitution http://baike.baidu.com/view/1326562.htm.  

  
11

 See http://www.quotaproject.org/uid/countryview.cfm?ul=en&country=47. 
 
12

 Adopted at the 5th Session of the Seventh National People's Congress on April 3, 1999 and amended according to 
the Decision of the 17th Session of the Standing Committee of the Tenth National People's Congress about Amending 
the Law of the People's Republic of China on the Protection of Women's Rights and Interests on August 28, 2005.  
13

 See an article posted to the Pingxiang Municipal Government Website by the Women’s Federation in Pingxiang 

Municipality 2012-03-20 15:41.  

http://baike.baidu.com/view/1326562.htm
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For the second part of the Chinese quota system one can mention the following examples of policy 
initiatives. In 1988, the Organizational Department of the CCP Central Committee and the All-
China Women's Federation jointly issued a document (document no. 6 1988) in which they put 
forward a series of specific comments and clear requirements on how to cultivate and select 
women cadres under the circumstance of deepening economic reforms. 14 Two years later, in 1990, 
as a result of the persistent lobbying efforts of the All-China Women's Federation, the 
Organizational Department of the CCP Central Committee and the ACWF held in Changchun the 
first national forum on the work of training and selecting women cadres. The meeting calls party 
committees at all levels to firmly grasp the task of promoting women in cadre training and 
selection. They should, according to the joint circular issued after the meeting, devote at least one 
meeting per year to discuss in specific the work related to women cadres. The goal is to “strive to 
achieve within five years, at least one female cadre in the county-level Party and government 
leading bodies, at least one female cadre in the country more than 50 percent of the township 
party and government bodies” (The Central Organizational Department and the National Women's 
Federation, 1990). In the end of 1995, the Chinese government promulgated the "Development of 
Chinese Women” and proposed explicitly the goal of women's political participation.15 In April 
2001 the Organization Department of the CCP Central Committee introduced “the Proposal on 
further improving the job of training and selecting women cadres, female party members”. It 
provides that "Party committees of provinces, autonomous regions and municipalities directly 
under the Central Government and each leadership crews of the party committees, the people's 
congresses, governments, CPPCC at the city (prefecture, prefectures and leagues) levels must 
incorporate one or more female cadres; the party committees and leading government bodies of 
counties (cities, districts and banners) should each contain one or more female cadres; and the 
percentage of female cadres among the reserve cadre force for future leading party-government 
positions at the provincial, municipal and county level should be not less than 10%, 15% and 20% 
respectively” (Du 2012a). 
 
The third part of the Chinese quota system consists of local initiatives and plans within the general 
framework of the policy guidelines formed at the upper levels, and there are numerous examples 
to be given. Just to mention a few: after the Chinese government promulgated the "Development 
of Chinese Women” and proposed the goal of women's political participation in 1995, the party’s 
organizational departments at all lower levels have accordingly issued their own special 
preferential policies, targeting at, for instance, 100 per cent of the party and government bodies at 
the county (city and district) level and 50% of that at the township/village level should have one 
female leader among their respective leadership crew. 16 Another example is the 11th Women’s 
Congress of Beijing Municipality held in August 2003. On 9th August, the Congress put forward a 
new goal to improve women’s political representation in Beijing area: within the next five years, 
the proportion of women should be increased to more than 28% at all levels of the municipality’s 
party committees, People's Congress, and the CPPCC; the percentage of women cadres in various 
leadership teams shall be raised: above 20% at the bureau level and more than 25% in party and 
government organs at the division level. 17 
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 See http://www.women.org.cn/allnews/110302/25.html.  
15

 See http://women.sohu.com/45/84/blank212188445.shtml visited 07/01/2013 
16

 Ibid.  
17

 Ibid. 
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The Chinese Gender-Quota Story - four scenarios?   
Despite the concerted effort between the party, the government and the women’s organization   
to architect and advocate gender quotas and the comprehensiveness of the gender quota system 
in China, Chinese women still have a long way ahead in order to become truly the “half sky” in the 
country’s political life and an equal holder of political power with men. Over the last three decades 
women’s representation in China has shown a tendency of decline or, slightly better, stagnation 
(Wang, 1999a; Min2, 2012). Pessimistic and critical-toned views over the pessimistic situation are 
not difficult to spot in the Chinese cyberspace. To cite the words of Professor Li Huiying from an 
article she posted to the website www.people.com.cn, “the participation of Chinese women in 
political power is still hovering at a rather low level” (Li, 2006). She specifies that during the first 
15 years of the reform and opening up, say from 1978 to 1993, women’s representation in the 
National People’s Congress, NPC, has stabilized at 21 per cent (ibid.). This, according to Li, has led 
to a continuous decline of China’s position in the international ranking order of women in 
parliament. China was no. 12 in 1994, whereas in 2005 China sank to no. 42, a drop of 30 rank 
steps (ibid.)! An article posted to the Chinese Women's Research Website recently cited other 
examples to portray the stagnation of women’s representation in China. According to the author, 
China ranked no. 16 in 1997 now has dropped to no. 56 in the world-wide ranking of women in 
parliament (Min2, 2012). The percentage of female provincial governors has been kept around 3% 
over the last thirty years; with only four women have ever had the position as province governors 
throughout the entire PRC history (ibid.). Regarding the percentage of female officials at the 
ministry level, the author states that China lags far behind other developing countries such as Chile 
and South Africa (ibid). Clearly, gender quotas have not generated the anticipated change of 
gender balance in politics and politics in China is still an overwhelmingly male-dominated domain 
of business.  
 
Why China has not succeeded in bringing a proportionally appropriate number of women into 
politics/leadership positions in spite of the existence of a rather comprehensive gender quota 
system? Or why gender quotas have not been able to achieve greater gender balance in politics as 
they were supposed to be? While a number of problems at the structural level have been 
identified as the obstacles to women’s political representation, such as women’s double roles, the 
lack of participatory consciousness among women, gender discrimination on the labor market, 
gender stereotypy in the mass media and etc., 18recent scholarly research within China has 
increasingly steered the critique toward the built-in flaws of the gender quota system itself. 
According to Du Jie, “there is a great gap between the worldwide trend of increase of women in 
politics and the legal, policy provisions of gender quota in China” (Du, 2012a). Firstly, Du points out, 
the goal of the Chinese quota policies has been unambitious. China today still maintains the 
relatively conservative provisions of the 1990s requiring only “at least one female person” to be 
included in each leadership groups. Secondly, there are some holes in the covering range of the 
existing gender quota system. For instance, no specific quota provisions so far have been made to 
regulate the cadre selection at the intermediate levels. Thirdly, the various existing quota 
formulations have no binding effect due to the lack of penalty provisions in case of violation. For 
example, the proportion of female deputies of the National People's Congress so far has not 
reached the requirements of no less than 22% as stipulated by the Fifth Session of the Tenth 
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National People's Congress, but no corrective or punitive measures have ever been taken to 
penalize the provinces that have elected less than 22% female delegates (ibid.). For another 
scholar named Yu Ping, the problem also lies in the lack of an ombudsmen system or a monitoring 
body to supervise the actual implementation of gender quotas (Yu, 2012).       
 
But the story of gender quotas in China is not one with failure only. There have been ups and 
downs, and both the vitality and the effect of gender quotas have varied from period to period. 
Thus, to understand the unpromising situation for women in politics today and the incompetence 
of the gender quota system to generate genuine change in present time, we must look back into 
the PRC history and see how gender quotas came into being and how the quota system functioned 
through different political periods. This historical cruise will provide us with the key to unlock the 
myth of gender quotas in China. To put the Chinese gender quota story in perspective, let’s first 
turn to the “four basic causal stories” that international scholars have offered “to explain quota 
adoption” by national states around the globe. According to Krook, the “rapid diffusion of gender 
quota policies raises the question” of “how and why these measures have been adopted in diverse 
countries around the world”? (Krook, 2007:3), and four scenarios have been manifested by the 
cases around the world. These are: “Women mobilize for quotas to increase women's 
representation”; “political elites recognize strategic advantages for supporting quotas”; “quotas 
are consistent with existing or emerging notions of equality and representation”; and “quotas are 
supported by international norms and spread through transnational sharing” (Krook, 2006:303; 
2007:3-4). In the Chinese case, the history of quota adoption and maintenance involved all these 
four explaining factors, though different periods saw a different combination of them. To speak 
the history of pre-1949 revolution and post-1949 socialist development, the reason for gender 
quota adoption and endorsement seems to fall within the second and the third category, and that 
is political elites (the Chinese Communist Party in this case) saw the advantages of increasing 
women’s participation in politics and quotas are consistent with the socialist ideology of 
egalitarianism and equality the Party adheres to.  
 
 
Gender Quotas in Tailwind  
 
As early as in the 1920s and the 1930s the CCP adopted gender quotas in its’ controlled base areas 
to give women 25% of the seats in local Soviets and Soviet governments (Du, 2012a; Gu, 2010).19  
The adoption of gender quotas at that time was based on both the CCP’s theoretic standing on 
women and the pragmatic need for women to run the base areas. Generally speaking, “women, as 
a group and as individual activists, were an instrumental part of the Chinese Communist Party 
from its beginning in the 1920s” (Johns, 2010:9). The CCP’s theory on women derives partly from 
the May Fourth Movement in 1919 which “criticized ‘traditional’ Chinese culture and the cultural 
oppression of women”, especially “the so-called oppressive structure of the Chinese family” (Johns, 
2010:10; Gilmartin, 1995), and partly from the work of Friedrich Engels who saw women’s 
oppression as stemming from “women’s exclusion from ‘productive’ labor”, i.e.  “labor outside the 
home” (Johns, 2010:10). For the Chinese Communist Party, women’s liberation can be achieved 
only when women “left home and participated in production” because they would then “no longer 
need to rely on husbands and male family members for survival” and they with “their economic 
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independence” would enjoy an equal position with men in society (ibid.; Croll, 1978). On the other 
hand, it was of strategic importance to mobilize peasant women into production and local political 
affairs in the base areas, for women were urgently needed manpower when adult peasant men 
were drafted to the Red Army, fighting in the front for the survival of the base areas (Hershatter, 
2007:59). The CCP won’t be able to have a strong footing in these areas if women’s cloistering 
within the home remained unchanged. Training and selecting local peasant women cadres and 
activists became thus vital for the successful mobilization of the local women mass, and the CCP 
had developed a series of measures to propagandize the idea of women’s participation as well as 
sets of recruitment practices to rapidly increase the number of women cadres (Gu, 2010).     
     
After the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 the CCP inherited the ideology and 
strategy of women’s liberation from the earlier periods and spread it to every corner of the 
country’s vast new territory. Although policies towards women’s productive participation 
oscillated (Phyllis, 1976), political participation of women was accorded with high priority, 
especially during the time of massive economic campaigns. According to Ding Juan, a researcher 
affiliated to the Institute of Research on Women under the All-China Women’s Federation, two 
waves of high tide in women’s political participation were witnessed in Mao’s socialist China, one 
arrived in the 1950s and one in the 1970s (Ding, 2006). Apart from the somewhat abstract 
statements like “women in China enjoy the equal political, economic, cultural, social and familial 
rights with men”, “women enjoy the same rights to vote and to be voted with men”, “the state will 
see to train and select women cadres” found in the 1953 Electoral Law and the 1954 Chinese 
Constitution, however, little details have been found to illuminate the nature, the range and the 
scale of gender quotas at that time. A number of Chinese Internet sources have mentioned that 
during the 1950s, as a result of the strong push by high profiled WF leaders such Cai Chang and 
Deng Yingchao, a set of effective preferential policies had taken form to target at women in 
political selection on the basis of an appointment system.

20
 But, so far, little has been found and 

said about these policies and how the “appointment system” worked exactly (Min1, 2012a:2). 
Most of the inference/impression that some kind of preferential treatment must be at work to 
promote women’s representation at that time derives from a variety of evidences showing a 
nationwide increase of women’s representation at different levels (Han, 1998; Min1, 2012a). In 
her book chapter “State-Society Relations and Women’s Political Participation”, Wang pinpoints 
the correlation between the growing productive participation of women and the need for female 
cadres to accommodate women-related issues (Wang, 1999a:19). Seen from this light, the up-
going tendency in women’s representation in the 1950s might not be the sole result of some 
(quota-like) policies but rather a combined result of these policies and the large social 
transformation process which moved women into social production and the public sphere of life in 
large scale.           
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The 1970s went down history as a golden age for women’s representation in China and is still 
remembered as such. The record of women’s representation created during the Cultural 
Revolution period was after all the peak in the PRC history (Wang, 1999a; Wang, 1999b), whether 
it concerns the highest decision-making body of the CCP, the Politburo, the CCP Central 
Committee, the National People’s Congress, the central Government or local governments. The 
Cultural Revolution period not only “marked the high tide for women at the top of the political 
system”, but also “introduced” “important changes” “at middle and lower levels” (Rosen, 
1995:328-329)  A close examination of the Cultural Revolution period (1966-1976) shows that 
women’s political participation, as an indispensable part of the women’s liberation and gender 
equality course, was situated in the centrum of some much larger ideological and political forces 
which were determined to make a wholesale transformation of the society, and it was through the 
work of these powerful ideological and political forces that waves of radical and sweeping social, 
political changes took place which in turn opened the pathway to politics wider for women and 
facilitated a remarkable increase in the number of women in politics (Wang, 1999a; Howell, 2008; 
Min1 2012). In other words, women’s historical rise in the political horizon of the 1970s might not 
be possible, or might not be possible in such degree, had the issue of men-women (political) 
equality (Min1, 2011) not occupied such a central place in Mao’s radical vision of social change 
and resonated with the spirit of the transformative (often utopian) social and political projects 
that Mao’s leadership plunged China into.   
 
To sketch out these larger ideological and political forces that blew a strong tailwind for women’s 
political participation in the 1970s one can start with Mao Zedong, then China’s paramount leader 
until he died 1976. Having achieved a “God -like” status during the Cultural Revolution, Mao the 
person had an ultimate impact on the course of political development in China and his 
mind/words left a deep-pressed mark on the outlook of the social, economic and political policies 
of that time. A radical left-wing youth of the May Fourth generation he himself, Mao believed in 
an egalitarian society and revolution/continued revolution as the means to transform human 
relations and social structures.21 Women, as the most oppressed social category in traditional 
Chinese society, represent the ultimate value of class revolution and social change through which 
they will be liberated and stand equal with men in society. Thus, although Mao’s personal life 
stories reminisces little indication of genuine gender equality (Chang & Halliday, 2005), he as a 
statesman saw women a great resource which should be fully taped to the advantage of socialist 
development. 22 Since the early 1960s, Mao grew frustrated with the bureaucracy and the 
conservative party leaders around him and decided to launch a total revolution to shake up the 
bureaucracy and sweep out the conservative elements once forever. The Cultural Revolution was 
thus “Mao’s last desperate attempt to revive a revolution he believed was dying” (Meisner, 1999: 
291). In this large, zealous and somehow mad political project, mass (including women) 
participation acquired an unprecedentedly pivotal role, for it not only symbolizes the core value of 
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Maoism but also constitutes the main force to actually execute the political project Mao intended 
to carry out. 23  
 
Women’s political participation (both together with other mass groups, such as peasants, workers 
and soldiers, and as part of these groups) was thus instrumental in accomplishing the Cultural 
Revolution project, given that Mao “saw patriarchy and gender inequality as antithetical to the 
new socio-political order he sought to create” (Yin, 2010:3). Thus, during the CR, the question of 
getting more women into politics was neither discussed nor handled as a matter of merely 
procedural or methodical nature. On the contrary, it was treated as a highly ideological and 
politicized subject that separates the correct, revolutionary stance from the wrong, 
counterrevolutionary one (Wang, 1999a; Min1, 2012). As Howell points out, the party” produces 
the official gender ideology, works out the strategies for resolving female oppression, and 
organizes the process of social change” (Howell, 2002:48), and the party’s monopoly “on the 
explanation of women’s oppression on the management of social change and on the imagination 
of an alternative” (ibid.) proved to be exceptionally powerful in ruling out all, overt if not covert, 
oppositions and resistance and in creating a conducive psychological, cultural and social 
environment for women to pursue an active leading role in society. Since the early 1960s and all 
the way through the 1970s, waves of compelling and sweeping ideological and propagandist 
campaigns arrived one after another to boost the idea that “women can do whatever men can”. 
Young female labor models mushroomed from agriculture and industry. Their heroic deeds were 
widely publicized, and they themselves were honored and emulated nationwide as the living 
example of the true revolutionary spirit Mao had called upon (Sheridan, 1976; Han, 1998). As the 
heroic social, productive participation/performance of manual laborers was authenticated as the 
genuine revolutionary merit many of these female labor models were subsequently rewarded with 
high political positions and became the new political stars at Mao’s court (Han, 1998; Wang, 1999; 
Sheridan, 1976; Wikte, 1975). During that time, to become a well-known labor model was often 
the first step to move upward politically.  
 
The strong tailwind for women’s political participation during the Cultural Revolution manifested 
not only in terms of ideology but also in terms of the power vacuum Mao’s struggle against the old 
party apparatus had created (Wang, 1999a; Han, 1998). As the result of the violent seize-power 
movement by the various Red Guard and worker’s groups in 1967 the conventional party and 
government bodies at the provincial and lower level were stripped of power. Chaos set in, and a 
new power structure had to be erected to replace the old one and to restore order. To 
compromise between the pre-cultural revolution establishment, represented by the old cadres, 
and the rebels, represented by the Red Guards and masses, and the order keepers during the most 
violent stage of the CR, the PLA, a tripartite body with the name of Revolutionary Committee came 
into being first in Shanghai and then spread gradually to other parts of the country (Wang, 1999a). 
The RC constellation opened the gateway to politics wider than before for women (Howell, 
2002:45), given that one third of the leading positions in provincial Revolutionary Committees 
would go to the category women belong, namely mass representatives in terms of Red Guards and 
outstanding workers and peasants (Wang, 1981; Wang, 1997; Johnson, 1983; Wang, 1999a). This 
organizational reshuffle in an almost “blood transplantation” fashion mandated by Mao’s 
leadership resulted in a quantitative increase of women in various leadership positions (Johnson, 
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1983; Maloney, 1975; Wang 1999a; Wang 1999b). At the national level, Mao, with the help of the 
Red Guards violence, had successfully swept away his opponents and replaced them with his close 
associates, such as Jiang Qing, Mao’s wife and loyal soldier, and Ye Qun, wife of Lin Biao, Mao’s 
once designated successor, and the new “blood” from outside, i.e. a number of nationally well-
known labor models, such as Wu Guixian and Li Suwen (Wikte, 1975; Wang 1997; Wang 1999b; 
Rosen, 1995). This was how, for the first time in the CCP and the PRC history, a whole cohort of 
women made entrance into some of the highest and most powerful positions, such as the all-
powerful Politburo and State Council.  
 
The legacy of the Cultural Revolution  
Though the Cultural Revolution period brought significant changes in gender equality, “gender” 
was not the primary framework of thinking for what women had achieved during the CR. On the 
contrary, the entire Cultural Revolution counted as one gigantic, systematic class classification and 
discrimination project, which turned the previously existed social order upside down and switched 
the place of the privileged with the underprivileged, or less privileged. Women figured centrally in 
this process, not because of their gender, gender identity and feminist gender politics, but rather 
because they were members of the politically favored class, i.e. workers and peasants. In other 
words, while women’s active involvement in social and political affairs represented a highly 
symbolic value of mass participation and egalitarianism, the term “women” itself was not 
necessarily a gender category connoting the other sex and the biological and sociocultural 
attributes attached to it, but rather a class category meaning proletarian women, i.e. the female 
face and body of the proletariat (Wu, 2003). “Gender construction” during the Cultural Revolution 
“was largely based on a de-sexualisation of both men and women (Harper-Hinton, 2009:6; Leung 

2003). A simple but vivid illustration of the class dimension of the political changes during the CR 
was that, on the one hand, signs of gender differentiation, biological or social and cultural, were 
denied and, in the words of Young, even “erased” in both life and mind (Young, 1999; Wu, 2003), 
and, on the other hand, worker-peasant women (mostly labor models) were incorporated into 
politics and became part of the “new blood” in the new power structure at the price of the 
previous cohort of women leaders/cadres who were removed from their posts and exposed to 
severe purge due to their non-proletarian class background and their affiliation to the old party 
apparatus which Mao was determined to overthrow (Wang, 1999b; Shen & Zhao, 1995:137; Han 
1998). I have argued in my Ph.D dissertation “National and Sub-National Elites: Women in Chinese 
Politics 1949-1990” that the rise of women in politics during the CR was a rise of the proletarian 
women (workers-peasants), a type shift caused by the overall “paradigm shift” in Chinese politics 
(Wang, 1997).  

 
While the class-based mode of political participation during the CR brought an unprecedentedly 
quantitative increase of worker-peasant women in national and sub-national politics, it left a 
number of qualitative questions unanswered, and this legacy has exerted a tremendous impact 
on both the actual course of women’s political participation and the discourse of gender equality 
in post-Mao China. One question concerns the effect of the new “worker-peasant” blood in 
politics. What roles/functions should the worker-peasant type of women play in politics and were 
they effective in playing the roles? Due to the general denial and erasure of gender identity in the 
discourse of the CR, the “difference” argument that “women have different experience and 
interests” had zero relevance at that time. Instead, what legitimized women’s increase in politics 
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was the “sameness” argument that “women can do whatever men do” (Wang, 2001), so the 
value of women’s political participation” lies in the value of “mass (workers and peasants) 
participation” and in these women’s being part of the revolutionary mass.  However, despite the 
high-pitched vibration of the mass-centered tone and the actual move of the masses into 
managerial and political leading positions, the CR did little to bridge the huge gap between the 
working class origin/culture, the innocent down-to-earthness of the mass representatives and the 
highly elitist, intrigue-full, manipulative and perplexing nature and culture of high politics. Largely 
due to this reason, many of these mass representatives, men and women, found themselves in a 
hopeless “window dressing” role once they got their feet inside the politics. They were isolated 
and marginalized, feeling like an “outsider” within, unable to influence the course of politics 
(Wang, 2003; Wikte, 1975).       

 
According to Kanter Beckwith, a “substantial increase in the number and proportion of women 
elected for the first time” (highlighted by the author) could paradoxically “undermine women’s 
ability to promote women’s substantial representation” due to “newness” (Beckwith 2007:38; 
Nielsen & Agustin, 2011:7). The so-called “newness” is “characterized by uncertainties: both 
among the newly elected about their capacities and among the incumbents about the behavior of 
the newly elected” (Nielsen & Agustin, 2011:7). To understand the role of women (of the worker-
peasant type) in politics during the Cultural Revolution, “newness” is a useful concept to borrow. 
The “newness” of the new worker-peasant political stars, men and women lies first and foremost 
in their lack of literary and analytic skills. Being manual laborers from either the industry or the 
agriculture (or other economic sectors), the majority of the worker-peasant women political stars 
during the CR did not possess a good education to allow them a high degree of literary and 
analytic flair needed in political communication, political maneuvering, manipulation and political 
games. Wu Guixian, the then vice Premier of the State Council, read only Mao’s small quotation 
book and demonstrated no profound knowledge in international affairs (Wikte, 1975). The second 
dimension of their “newness” lies in the shortage of political experience. Being promoted directly 
from the basic-level manual labor, these worker-peasant political stars were both inexperienced 
and ill-prepared to the political job they were given, and there lacked proper training to 
compensate the shortage of relevant political experiences of various kinds. In a time when 
factional struggle, personal rival and intrigue permeated the politics at Mao’s court, good manual 
laboring record would bring these women nowhere near the center of power and power struggle 
(Wang, 2003).  
 
Although the Cultural Revolution succeeded in physically incorporating women of worker-peasant 
origin into high politics, it was much lesser successful in fully integrating them into the power 
structure of high politics. Actually, the Cultural Revolution showed a high degree of ambivalence in 
how to treat these “newcomers” in terms of remuneration and rank classification. On the one 
hand, these former workers and peasants were turned into high-level political office-holders, who 
according to the normal cadre management etiquettes and protocols should be given an 
accordingly high rank status with all the welfare and privilege provisions ascribed to it. On the 
other hand, it was the intension of Mao’s leadership to shield these “new blood” away from the 
tendency of extravagance and decadence of the high society so that they could stay clean and 
fresh forever (Wang, 2003). To serve this end, a part-time scheme and a disproportionally low rank 
status with low degree of privilege provision was introduced as a special treatment package for 
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the new worker-peasant (women) political stars. The intension was to prevent them from being 
corrupted through a systematic manipulation of the existing cadre protocols to create a mismatch 
between a job title and the corresponding rank status (bid.). According to this package, the new 
worker-peasant (women) political stars would work only one third of their calendar year in 
Beijing24 and keep their original level of rank status and salary as ordinary workers and peasants 
(Ding, 1977; Pan, 1999; Wang, 2003). This policy, with whatever good intensions, turned the 
worker-peasant (women) into part-time, disproportionally low-paid politicians who formed a 
“second class” within the “first class” with an exceptionally limited leverage to demand and 
commend political as well as material resources. Thus, although the sheer number of women 
increased in top politics, the qualitative effect of this increase remains rather vague and 
unconvincing. Because of so, some Chinese researchers call the increase of women in leadership 
positions during the CR straightforwardly as “false prosperity” (Han, 1998) or a “historical error” 
(Shen & Zhao, 1995:138).            
               
Another legacy of the CR concerning women’s political representation was the way in which 
women, and the new worker-peasant blood as a whole, were brought into politics. With the 
absence of election and open electoral methods in political selection under Mao’s reign, top-down 
appointment has been the central channel of political recruitment (Lee, 1991; Wang, 1997) with 
the party’s organizational authorities as the main gateway keepers.  The CCP has, through its’ long 
history of evolution and development, established a full-fledged cadre selection and management 
system and developed a whole set of selective criteria and methods to guide and supervise the 
actual political recruitment process (ibid.) During the CR, Mao’s fight against the established party-
state bureaucracy had not only created series political vacancies, but also led to the invalidation of 
the normative procedure of political selection and recruitment formalities (Manion, 1985:205; Lee 
1991; Wang 1997). The priority given to the selection of women and mass representatives in the 
recruitment process, at that time, was often a direct result of top-control, top-down command in 
an ad hoc manner and the center’s interfering in individual recruitment cases, often bypassing the 
relevant recruitment authority at the lower levels (Wang, 1997; Wang 1999a). A typical 
recruitment practice during the CR was the so-called “helicopter rise”, i.e. one big jump from non-
political to political function and from basic-level positions to high national-level of positions, 
skipping many intermediate steps on the hierarchical ranking ladder which would be impossible to 
skip normally and would take a lengthy period of tests and trials to advance from one to another 
(Wang, 2003; Shen & Zhao, 1995). In other words, the political chaos during the CR, the strong 
center intervention in political selection, and the wide usage of abnormal recruitment practices in 
ad hoc manners had helped to open the access and clear the structural obstacles that might have 
obstructed women’s (and the mass’) advancement to high politics.  
 
 
Gender Quotas in Headwind  
The story of gender quotas in Post-Mao China is a different one. Entering this period, the two of 
the “four basic causal stories” applied to international studies of gender quota adoption - political 
elites recognize strategic advantages for supporting quotas, quotas are consistent with existing or 
emerging notions of equality and representation - which explain well the promising situation of 
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women’s representation during the CR have lost their significance due to the overall “paradigm 
shift” from socialism to a market economy (and hence a more capitalist-featured society, though 
“socialism” is still upheld as one of the four cardinal principles of the Chinese Communist Party) 
and the fundamental change in state-society relations (Wang, 1999a). China’s transition to a 
market economy, to the acknowledgment of Chinese as well as international observers and 
scholars, has borne “devastating consequences” for gender equality in general and women’s 
political representation in particular (Wang, 1999a; Rosen, 1995; Guo &Zhao, 2009). In a sharp 
contrast to the tendency of increase in women’s political representation worldwide, China has 
over the last three decades, stood still and presented a pessimistic record of decline and 
stagnation in the number of women in politics (Yu, 2012; Min1, 2012:3; Du, 2012). Ironically, apart 
from the 1954 Constitution, the major body of the Chinese quota system consists of law articles, 
party and WF documents and local provisions issued rather recently, i.e. in the 1990s and onwards. 
If the Cultural Revolution period created a wonder in enlarging the number of women in politics 
through “state-mandated official quotas” (Rosen, 1995:339), then the development of a 
comprehensive gender quota system in reform China has so far not been able to break through 
the nationwide stagnation in women’s representation and move one step forward. The question is 
then why? Why women’s representation has to suffer in the economically affluent and politically 
relaxed reform China? Why the record of women’s representation created during the Cultural 
Revolution period cannot be maintained to today or simply reduplicated? What happened in Post-
Mao China that can count for the downturn of gender equality and women’s representation and 
the failure of the quota system in making a difference?   
 
On the political level, the issue of gender equality and women’s representation in post-Mao China 
has slide away from the core of the party’s overall political agenda although in principle gender 
equality is still held as one of the fundamental state policies of China. The post-Mao Chinese 
leader Deng Xiaoping is a pragmatist who stands for pragmatic policies (Morton, 2004).  Different 
from Mao’s idealistic and somehow utopian vision of society, Deng Xiaoping’s major concern was 
plain and realist one: how to develop the economy and let people get rich. To reach this goal, the 
center of the party’s work has been shifted from “class struggle” to production, and private 
economies were restored to compete with the state-own economies in order to create a favorable 
condition for the growth of the market. Deng Xiaoping’s reform policies set in motion a series of 
structural as well as perceptional changes due to which the historical centrality and glory of 
gender equality and women’s representation has lost. First of all, when “enemy classes no longer 
existed in China, and class struggle was no longer the main contradiction of Chinese society” (Ding, 
2001:8), the glory of the great proletariat has faded away and women also ceased to be part of the 
revolutionary mass whose liberation and participation once symbolized the party’s ultimate goal 
of wholesale transformation and social change. That is to say that the historical alliance between 
the party and the women mass cracked from the moment the party abandoned its’ revolutionary 
radicalism and turned to pragmatism. Secondly, since the early 1980s the economic reforms have 
fundamentally altered the organizational structure of the economy and led to the collapse of 
collective agriculture in rural areas and the abolishment of the “danwei” system, which provided 
life-long employment, housing and other welfare facilities to employees, in the urban areas (Ding, 
2001). When the economic structures that once had facilitated women’s socioeconomic 
participation were gone, women’s position in Chinese society is not stable and secured any longer.  
Rural women returned to family after the adoption of the “household Responsibility” system in 



18 
 

the early 1980s, whereas urban industrial women began to lose jobs and became unemployed 
(Howell, 2002).  
 
In line with the growing economic disparity/inequality in society and the disadvantages that the 
economic reforms has brought to women, the significance of gender equality was seriously 
challenged and the legitimacy of women’s representation through preferential policies, such as 
quotas, was met with strong doubt, skeptics and resistance. For the idea of gender equality is 
apparently at odds with a number of thinking and development trends in today’s China. One is the 
growing importance of knowledge in social mobility and the increasing emphasis on skills and 
ability in political selection after “four modernizations” have been set as the ultimate goal for 
China to achieve (Lee, 1991; Wang, 1997; Morton, 2004). Although quotas by no means rule out 
the question of candidate quality/ability, counterarguments always contradict “gender” with 
“ability” and see gender quotas an insult on fairness and the “holy” principle of “fair competition” 
(Wang, 1999a). The legality of gender quotas was further challenged by the increasing adoption of 
open competition as a method of cadre selection. According to Professor Li Huiying, there co-exist 
three different cadre-selection mechanisms in current China. The appointment system for cadres 
at bureau level and above; contract and open competition for cadres at the depute-bureau level 
and below; and democratic election for cadres at village and township levels.25 As the last two 
methods are gaining more and more weight in today’s cadre selection process in China, gender 
quotas are increasingly losing the ground as they run counter to the principles behind: fair 
competition, equality before merit and the survival of the fitted.       
 
Another trend of development in reform China is political decentralization and democratization at 
the basic levels. The result is a changed power balance between the central party and government 
and the regional/local party organizations and governments, specifically when the power to select, 
investigate and appoint cadres is concerned (Lee, 1991; Manion, 1985; Bruns, 1987). Prior to the 
reform, it was the party center that directly supervised the selection of women with the help of its’ 
strong ideological will, its’ centralized control over “personnel assignments” (Manion, 1985:205), 
“mass campaigns and the manipulated reinvention of revolutionary struggle” (Howell, 2002:45). 
Through the 1980s, however, nomenklatura reforms have been introduced to decentralize the 
cadre management by reducing the number of posts controlled by the party’s Central Committee 
(Bruns, 1987). More autonomy on personnel matters was granted to local party authorities as the 
central power of personnel control was restrained from three-level-down in the 1960s to two-
level-down in 1980 and then further to one-level-down in 1984 (ibid.; Manion, 1985). The 
loosening up of the central control on cadre appointment is meant to give regional and local party-
government a greater degree of autonomy, to spur local initiatives and hence to stimulate local 
developments (Bruns, 1987). While the importance of local autonomy for economic development 
is needless to say, the central party in Beijing has simply lost the commanding capacity it had 
before to impose the demand for more women upon local party authorities (Wang, 1999a; Howell, 
2002). In reform China, regional and local party authorities have much more to say than before on 
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matters regarding cadre selection and appointment. This, however, does not suggest a progressive 
and proactive party center (in terms of gender equality) vis-à-vis conservative and traditionalist 
regional and local powers. As a matter of fact, the party center itself is not the front-runner of 
gender equality in politics any longer. The CCP’s 11th   National Congress in 1977, for instance, 
elected no women at all to the full membership of the Politburo.     
 
Since the early 1980s, direct elections have been introduced to elections at the village-township 
level to promote democracy and citizen’s influence on local affairs. This democratic development, 
however, has so far had a mixed effect on both local democracy and gender equality. In principle, 
fair representation of gender is the core of democracy and also represents the true value 
democracy and a democratic government (Phillips, 1995). Worldwide, the experience of quota 
implementation in various regions suggests that “the transition to democracy, or the reform of the 
political system, has provided opportunities for putting women’s rights on the political agenda and 
introducing potentially controversial measures such as quotas” (Pande & Ford, 2011:5).  In China, 
however, the experience proved to be just the opposite. The landslide decline of women cadres at 
the basic level in the 1980s was actually a direct result of the first-round direct election that took 
place in the countryside (Wang, 1999a; Min1, 2012; Howell, 2006; Rosen, 1993). According to 
Professor Li Huiying’s speech at the symposium “gender consciousness and public policy” held by 
the Women Studies Center of the CCP Central Party School in 2001, there is a wide spread 
tendency among rural voters to identify/associate women candidates with their traditional gender 
roles and hence avoid voting women for major leadership positions.26   Evidences from Jilin and 
Hebei Provinces show that the majority of voters see male candidates as more capable than 
women to number-one position and other managerial, technical leading functions, and female 
candidates were often be associated with woman-work and other minor functions (ibid). Thus, 
although in theory the transition to local democracy should create a better condition for gender 
equality and bring women more opportunity to run for public offices, conservative gender 
ideologies and voter prejudices are at work, leading to the minimization of women’s opportunity 
to be elected (Guo et al. 2009; Wang, 1999a; Howell, 2006; Rosen, 1995).27  According to Professor 
Li Huiying’s statement in 2001, quotas have actually ceased to function in village elections and the 
subsequent appointment of village cadres.28 In 2010, the Standing Committee of the 11th NPC 
passed an amended version of the Organic Law of Village Committees which stipulates that 
“village committees must contain female members” and that “women should make one third and 
more of the villagers representative committees” (quoted from Min1, 2012). This is seen as the 
first formal legislative quota for the election of rural village committees.  
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Then what is the place of gender quality and women’s representation in the current trends of 
ideological and political thinking in China? In other words, how the question of gender equality, 
socioeconomic as well as political, weights in the political mind-setting of China and how the 
various present-day ideological and thinking currents respond to the idea that political 
representation should be fair to both genders and that both genders should have an equal share 
of political power? China entered the reform period at the end of the 1970s following a drastic 
shift of the overall political priority and a wholesale rejection of the Cultural Revolution policies.29 
And because of the odd combination of the CR as both a golden age for women’s representation 
and a dark period of political chaos characterized by lawlessness, factional struggle, brutal purge 
of intellectuals and political oppositions/dissidents, the political denunciation of the Cultural 
Revolution triggered a traditional return in Chinese society concerning gender and gender 
relations (Wang, 1999a; Rosen, 1995). Mao’s socialist project went down history as a human 
disaster, and the socialist legacy of gender political equality was also discarded a part of the 
Maoist madness. This ideological relocation, if necessary for Deng Xiaoping’s reform program to 
take off, proved to be decidedly unfortunate for the course of gender equality and women’s 
representation, for the political dismissal of the Cultural Revolution overshadowed the historical 
experience of the CR in promoting women’s representation and denied its’ exemplary relevance 
and “spillover” effect for today.                      
 
In reform China, two trends of political thinking have pressed a deep mark on the country’s 
ideological landscape and influenced the direction of state policies. One is neo-liberalism and one 
is the so-called “New Left” (Christensen, 2010; Song, 2008, 2012). Neo-liberalism advocates a free 
market and the primary role of the market principle in governing human relations (Song, 2012). It 
is the thought behind privatization, the separation of production with reproduction and hence the 
minimization of welfare policies. According to Professor Song Shaopeng, neo-liberalism and the 
series economic policies coined in accordance with neo-liberalism have borne serious detrimental 
consequences for Chinese women. Not only the neo-liberal preoccupation with the market left 
little space for gender equality, but also the prevalence of neo-liberalism in economic as well as 
social polices has worked strongly against equality in any sense (ibid.). The “New Left” argues for a 
strong state and the role of the state in regulating production and in redistributing social wealth. 
Though social disparity is a central concern of the “New Left” and they urge the state to reverse 
societal polarization through the development of social policies and welfare schemes, gender 
equality, especially gender political equality, is not the primary concern of the “New Leftists”. As 
Song Shaopeng points out, the contention between the neo-liberalists and the “New Leftists”, 
down to the bottom, is the question of more market or more state. Neither of them cares about 
women’s situation/position in society, nor are they willing to discuss gender related issues and 
questions (Song, 2012). The “New-Left” publically declared that “gender is a trivial problem” and 
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that “gender (concept, added by the author) derives from Western social theories and hence does 
not apply to China” (Song, 2008).  
 
Moreover, the revival of Confucianism in the 21st century China posed another potential 
ideological challenge to Chinese feminism and the course of gender equality. The revival, 
according to Song, came as a result of the concerted effort of “government officials, educational 
institutions, intellectual input, the “New-leftists’” avocation for a Confucian socialism and the 
general public yearning for tradition and traditional culture” (Song, 2008). While the far-reaching 
consequences of China’s return to Confucianism is still too early to say, Confucianism’s comeback 
as China’s cultural hallmark in the era of globalization might evolve into a form of cultural 
hegemony domestically, and the lift of Confucianism to the status of “culture” may deter a healthy 
criticism towards the element of gender bias and gender hierarchical thinking in Confucianism 
(ibid). The daunting challenge for women’s representation in China today is how to find a 
connecting point between the idea of gender equality, i.e. equal political participation and 
representation, a legacy of the past socialism (continuity) and the total transformation in the 
direction of market economy and capitalism (disruption). This has not been an easy task so far and 
will not be an easy task in future either. In principle, the party and the Chinese state are still the 
guardian of gender equality and gender equality remains untouched as one of the fundamental 
state policies (Guo & Zhao, 2009:53), but due to the rise of the market, political decentralization 
and the change of state-society relations the commanding capacity of the party and the state has 
reduced to a degree that it “can no longer do this as effectively” (Howell, 2002:54; Wang, 1999a).  
 
While “state-derived feminism has become increasingly unable to resist any backlash against 
women in the changing circumstances of market reform” (Howell, 2001:54), two forces have come 
to the fore in reform China to defend women’s representation and gender equality. One is the All-
China Women’s Federation, the old national organization for women acting in a new NGO fashion 
(Howell, 1996) and the numerous newly emerged women NGOs following the loosening up of the 
party’s political control of society (Howell, 2004, 2007; Morton, 2006; Croll, 2001). These women 
NGOs consist of both university-based academic women’s studies and project/issue-based 
activists’ organizations and networks (Hsiung, 2001; Milwertz, 2002; Howell, 2003).  Operating 
within their demarcated political spaces, both the “old” and the new women’s organizations have 
developed a highly active profile and become the main actor in advocating gender equality and 
voicing pressing gender issues in society. They demand a more ambitious gender quota and more 
effective measures to fully implement the designated gender quotas. The ACWF, for instance, “has 
continuously made efforts to promote and reemphasize affirmative action since the 1990s” (Guo 
& Zhao, 2009:59). The other is the growing international influence and pressure on China following 
China’s opening up to the outside world and the increasing transnational and international 
cooperation and exchange on gender-related issues. China signed CEDAW the UN Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women in 1980, and China hosted the UN’s 
fourth Conference on Women in 1995. “Affirmative action was re-established”….”as China 
responded to the international community before and after the Fourth World Conference on 
Women in Beijing” (ibid., pp.54). The international ranking of female parliament members has also 
a kind impact on China, as it affects China’s image in the world and the result of the ranking is also 
often used by women’s organizations and scholars to elicit keener government and policy respond. 
Various projects under the joint auspices of international organization and Chinese women’s 



22 
 

organizations have been set in motion to spur a greater degree of women’s participation. A most 
recent example of such project is the “Promoting women's political participation in China project” 
which was launched jointly by the UN Women and the All-China Women’s Federation. 30 The 
project, unfolded in three provinces, Hunan, Helongjiang and Shan’xi, will run from 2011 to 2014 
with the aim to improve women’s participation and representation in these selected areas.    
 
Contrasting the socialist period, the story of gender equality and gender quota in post-Mao China 
is more like one that “Women mobilize for quotas to increase women's representation”, and 
“quotas are supported by international norms and spread through transnational sharing” (Krook, 
2006:303), i.e. the other two of the “four basic causal stories” that international scholars have 
offered “to explain quota adoption” by national states around the globe. Min confirms this by 
saying that since the mid-1990s the “outside (international)” influence has been a major pushing 
factor for women’s representation in China (Min1, 2012:10). Guo and Zhao also agree that 
“women’s political participation” during the 1990s “was spurred by international factors” (Guo & 
Zhao, 2009:54). They further point out that the open-door policy “has accelerated the alignment 
of Chinese women’s pursuit of equal opportunity and favorable gender policy with international 
norms” (ibid., pp.51). Meanwhile, Chinese scholars also acknowledge the revitalized vigor of “top-
down pushing factors” in terms of party-government policy input (Min1, 2012). Since 1995, 
“various gender-oriented regulations” have been made to “boost women’s political involvement” 
(Guo & Zhao, 2009:52) followed by various training programs, compulsory quota and the 
“establishment of an index of women’s participation among the officials’ evaluation criteria” (ibid., 
pp.55). These policy-inputs are a positive sign, given the dominance of some hegemonic political 
discourses that ignore gender; the work of organizational conservatism in the actual cadre 
selection process; and the rise of popular conservatism among voters that discredit female 
candidates (Yu, 2012; Howell, 2006). In order for the affirmative gestures of the government to 
generate a tangible and notable effect, However, China had to find a place for gender fairness and 
balance in politics (equality of result) in the prevailed market principle and competition mentality 
which favors “equal opportunity”; to develop some workable organizational and institutional 
praxis that accommodates gender equality in a society where inequality has stricken a deep root in 
every walks of life; to do away the tendency of formalism and symbolism in gender policies; and to 
make series heartfelt efforts to oblige the gateway keeper, the party’s multi-layered recruitment 
machinery, to actually take the responsibility for recruiting women.  
 
Concluding remarks 
In comparison to the adoption and the work of gender quotas in other parts of the world, the 
Chinese story is a different one. First of all, the quota system operating in China does not fall 
neatly into any of the three categories defined in the international studies of gender quotas. 
Rather, it embraces all the three elements and looks like an amalgam of all the three different 
kinds. Some part of the Chinese quota system reserves parliament (The People’s Congress) seats 
for women, and some parts of it resembles the Western legislative quotas or/and party quotas. 
Also, multi-actors are found behind the various existing quota provisions, ranging from the Party, 
the state, the state’s organization for women, the Party’s organizational authority in charge of 
cadre recruitment and management. These institutions have their regional and local counterparts 
at various levels. The quota system is a joint architecture of all these forces. Secondly, China’s 
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historical trajectory of quota adoption and endorsement involved all the four possible scenarios 
used by international gender quota scholars to explain the adoption of gender quotas in diverse 
countries around the globe. The CCP, China’s political elites, adopted quotas “for strategic 
reasons”, and gender quotas seemed to fit well the emerging notion of socialist society with 
gender equality as its benchmark. Later on, when the party and the state have retreated from its’ 
early commitment to socialism and gender equality in order to facilitate the transition to a market 
economy, women’s organizations, old as well as new, have come to the fore to defend/demand 
gender quotas with the aid of international norms and UN influences. Lastly, China’s experience 
with gender quotas has shown both a fast and a slow track, and the entire itinerary down the road 
of gender quotas took a zigzag course, with one step forward (in Mao’s China) and one step 
backward (in post-Mao China). The question of gender quota and women’s representation in 
China is thus not a narrow and technical question of which type of quota would function better 
and bring more result, but rather a more general and fundamental question of defining and 
redefining the place gender equality in the larger process of national development which has 
under the way changed directions. The change of direction has made gender quotas and women’s 
representation highly desirable at a time and extremely vulnerable at another time.   
 
While the instrumental role of gender quotas in bringing more women into politics has been 
proved worldwide, the fate of gender quotas in China, both in terms of technical design, numerical 
goal and in terms of actual implementation, remains uncertain and obscure. In the time when the 
CCP and Mao’s socialist regime aligned with the working class men and women, strong central 
initials were taken and forceful affirmative actions, though often in an ad hoc fashion, were set 
into motion to bring about the anticipated/demanded result (if that was to have more women in 
leadership positions). Apart from a few lofty statements from the then China’s paramount leader 
Mao, a well-signed scheme of gender quotas did not actually exist at that time. It seems that the 
proactive and totalitarian regime of Mao had such confidence in its power to accomplish whatever 
goals it had in mind that it did not even bother to count on gender quotas for help. Works toward 
a more systematic and comprehensive structure of gender quotas began in full scale in post-Mao 
China when Mao’s radical vision and version of socialism has become a history. The developing of 
somewhat modern and explicit gender quota system in China following the UN Conference on 
Women in 1995 and the footsteps of many other countries, especially the developing countries, in 
adopting gender quotas, however, coincided with the triumph of the market economy, the 
collapse of the socialist mode of production and social structure, political decentralization, and the 
contraction of the state power vis-à-vis society. These changes have not only opened a backdoor 
for social/gender inequality, but also straightjacketed the capability of the party and the state to 
sincerely deal with women’s underrepresentation in politics. The quota provisions remain, thus, 
rather as a symbol of good will, gesturing a sense of moral justice and politically correctness, 
without the necessary mandatory power and effective policy tools in place to make them actually 
work.    
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