


Before Mao came to power in 1949, women in traditional China did not have many rights and were very much seen as a piece of property for men. Women could not own property and had no political voice (Bunce,Clements,Flint 2015). By the time Mao had come to power, many women in the west already had many rights including the right to vote, so it is safe to say that China’s liberation of women was long overdue. It is not a surprise that women gained more rights and freedom under Mao. He had always been critical of the subservient role that Chinese society gave to women. Mao described women as ‘holding up half the sky’ and the communist party themselves stated that women were ‘an indispensable force in defeating the enemy and building a new China’ (Bunce,Clements,Flint 2015). This poster looks at how women were treated in traditional China and some of the new liberties introduced under Mao as well as a comparison to the other largest communist society at the time and a more in-depth comparison of women’s rights in the west and of those in China.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Women in traditional china were subjected to follow the so called ‘Three Obedience’s’ which were: To their father when young, to their husband when married and to their son in old age. Even in modern family dynamics it is not a new thing to see a Chinese woman be submissive to her husband or son. However, during Han times if the husband died before their son was of age the widow would become head of the household (Ebrey, 2018). Most marriages in traditional China were arranged. It is estimated that before 1949, 95% of all marriages were arranged (Unknown, 2010). Men would often marry so their wives could be a trophy of how wealthy they were, the more beautiful the wealthier they were, while poor men hoped for another labourer to join their household (Bunce,Clements,Flint 2015). Women were obviously forced to have children for their husband and sometimes had to share him with concubines. Concubines were mistresses kept by rich men. Emperors were known for having several at a time for sexual pleasures (Ebrey, 2018).

Foot binding was the process in which a little girl normally around the ages 4 -9 would have their toes bent forward and bandaged up for weeks at a time, making the bones break to make their feet smaller.  Feet that were bound were known as lotus feet and to have lotus feet would make you incredibly sexually desirable but also to show how wealthy a household was. A family with women who had bounded feet were useless and unable to work, therefore the pressure was on men to make all the money (Worldie, 2017). Foot binding originated from the ruling class but eventually passed down to the lower classes. Despite being banned in 1911 due to pressure from Christian missionaries the act which was rooted so deep in Chinese culture did not officially stop until the Cultural Revolution (1966-76) when government officials would storm people’s houses and forcefully remove women’s bandages and hung them in the front of the house to shame the women (Seinfeld, 2015).

Education or work was not something openly available to women in traditional China. Sources suggest that in the Song period women undertook a range of activities such as; Inn’s run by windows and midwives delivering babies, women did not just get opportunities to ‘work’ in these fields but girls also learnt to read alongside their brothers. In the Qing period more and more women were learning to read and write, there was a boom in poetry from women in this period (Ebrey, 2018). A survey of rural China in the 1930’s suggested that only 1% of females over the age of 7 had the acquired level of literacy required to read a simple letter, in comparison to the 30% of males. In the same survey it was noted that while 45.2% of boys had received schooling only 2.2% of girls had (Bunce, Clements,Flint 2015). The only paid work women really did in traditional China was weaving or sewing, while some peasant women worked in the fields with their husbands (Ebrey, 2018).
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Women’s liberation under Mao

The 1950’s brought along a new wave of female liberation in the form of the new marriage law. Mao’s commitment to improving women’s lives in China was key, which is why it is not a surprise that one of the first pieces of legislation that was introduced after the civil war was this law. For the first time in China’s history women received legal equality, they could now hold property and seek divorce, arranged marriage and the paying of dowries was not illegal and neither was marriage for anyone under 18. This law did not just protect women and their rights but children’s too. Child brothels were made illegal, children born out of wedlock had the same rights as a child born inside of a marriage. Men and women could file for divorce and if one did not agree it would go to the courts, a man could not divorce his pregnant wife until the baby was a year old and once divorced any land the woman owned before getting married was to be returned to her and joint land to be split via the court system (White, 1950). China took a modern western approach to divorces and women’s rights, something that was long overdue. This was not the end of gender issues, however. Men disliked the new marriage law, saw the introduction and enforcement of this law as a loss of a financial investment as men who had paid a bride wanted to reap economic rewards from their marriage and now were unable if the woman chose not to marry them. This was seen as incredibly problematic for poor peasant families. The new marriage law also led to a rocketing divorce rate, with 1.4 million petitions filed in 1953 (Bunce,Clements,Flint 2015). Men also feared that only rich men would be able to find wives. The new marriage law was practically ignored in Muslim areas of China such as Xinjiang, so much so that the party thought it was necessary to launch a second campaign to try and promote it in those areas.

While kindergartens do not exactly target women directly it was something new brought in by Mao that did have an effect on women. The kindergartens in China were not like the ones in the west. They were run by the state and women would be separated from their children for weeks on end as priorities were to make mothers go back to work rather than stay at home with the children like they did in traditional China. It is noted that many mothers anguished over the marginalisation of their role when they gave up their child-rearing responsibilities to the kindergartens. The kindergartens were often housed in run down buildings where children had to sleep and eat on the floor and were staffed by hurriedly trained elderly or very young women. Basically, if you were not able to do manual work in the fields you would work at the local kindergarten. The kindergartens did not last long and by the end of the Great Leap Forward they had collapsed, forcing exhausted women to try and care for their children as well as work (Bunce,Clements,Flint 2015).

Mao’s belief of mobilising the masses did not just apply to men. The creation of The Women’s Association encouraged political activism and had around 40,000 staff members in 83 cities (Bunce,Clements,Flint 2015). The Women’s Association did not just encourage political activism in women but also organised classes to improve literacy and for the study of political ideas. Financial aid was available to help women weave uniforms for the People Liberation Army (PLA). Without a doubt, this association was in aid of the women and helped them feel a part of something bigger, as well as helping their self-confidence.

Employment opportunities for women under Mao boomed. In February 1951, an advertisement in the New Hunan Daily aimed to recruit professionals, skilled workers and female students to go to Xinjiang to exploit its natural resources such as oil. Some of the main incentives included paid study in the Soviet Union or becoming an actress in PLA entertainment troupes. This allowed rural women to escape their poverty and start new lives (Bunce,Clements,Flint 2015).
























Conclusion
(Shanghai renmin chubanshe propaganda group 1973)

[image: Strive for an abundant harvest, amass grain, 1973]Overall, women were respected a lot more once the communists took control. They were no longer seen as property to men and had actual rights, as did their kids. But just because the government believed that women needed rights and to be respected this does not mean that the men of China believed this too. Cadres in particular took advantage of their position and actively discriminated against women. Archives show evidence that expectant mothers forced to work throughout their pregnancy would miscarry, and in one commune when pregnant mothers refused to work, they were forced to undress and break ice in the middle of winter. 
Historian Frank Dikotter said that as the family unit collapsed so did the boundaries of moral decency. ‘Rape spread like a contagion through a distressed moral landscape’ (Bunce,Clements,Flint 2015).
Women were supposed to be respected under Mao. That is what his policies were meant to support and enforce but the reality is much like most of Mao’s policies - they failed and there was no solid foundation for them to grow and become a part of normalised society. Policies like the 1950’s divorce act were ahead of their time in some cases. One example was the illegalisation of arranged marriages. The first known case of someone being charged with forced marriage in the UK was in 2015 (BBC, 2015).







 
[image: Xin Liliang - New view in the rural village]
Women & the Cultural Revolution 

Women were politicised to the same extent as men during the Cultural Revolution. Both men and women wore the same Maoist uniform, representing an escape from gender expectations. Women and girls led Red Guards in their violent denunciations. Women were exalted as revolutionary heroes in ballets like ‘Red Detachment of Women’ that described female soldiers fighting against the Nationalists in the civil war (Bunce,Clements,Flint 2015).  Women were respected under Mao, something which was liberating. considering their trophy wife past.
(Xin Liliang 1953)
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