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Can a new wave of the women’s movement be identified among the emerging social
movements in contemporary China? According to the historian Wang Zheng (1998) not only
does a new women’s movement indeed exist in reform period China, but this movement is also
nationwide in scope, is launched by women themselves, and is ‘one of the most significant
things happening in contemporary China’. A women’s movement constitutes ‘the conscious
collective activities of women [and men] fighting for feminist goals’ (Dahlerup 1986), while
feminism can be defined as ‘… the critical examination of gender relations from the position of
protest against women’s unequal status’ (di Leonardo & Lancaster 1997). The current wave of
the women’s movement in the PRC began in the 1980s. It was then greatly nourished by the
United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women being held in Beijing in 1995. Major
actors in the movement include the All China Women’s Federation system, academic women’s
and gender studies scholars, professional women’s organisations, various forms of
nongovernmental organising and religious organising (Jaschok, Milwertz & Hsiung 2001).
Each of these groups is engaged in promoting gender justice and challenging the dominant,
unequal gender order by advancing changes in knowledge, attitudes, practices, policies and
legislation concerning gender equality issues. In this chapter we are concerned with one of
these groups within the women’s movement: non-governmental or popular (minjian) feminist
organisations. These are organisations that have been set up since the late 1980s by activists at
their own initiative and whose activities are determined largely by activists, regardless of any
formal affiliation/registration they may have with party-state institutions (Milwertz 2002).

Popular organising started out in Beijing, as well as elsewhere in China, as a reaction to
the increasing discrimination against women that was resulting from economic reforms. It then
evolved to provide a variety of interpretations of and activism against an increasingly broad
range of gender inequalities. Activists began to organise spontaneously to support vulnerable
social groups, to create social change and to challenge gender-based inequalities in society
(Du 2004; Howell 2004; Liu 2004; Milwertz 2002; Wesoky 2002). Such organisations do not
have political change as their motive, and they do not contest for state power. They are,
however, as Howell (2003) has argued, important occupiers of non-governmental space and
components of a public sphere within which they create critical reflection around gender
issues.

One of the defining features of the current wave of organising is the reinterpretation of
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taken-for-granted cultural assumptions about the dominant gender order through the ‘cognitive
praxis’ (Eyerman & Jamison 1991, 1998) of social movement organising. The creation, and
also the dissemination, of new knowledge about gender equality issues take place at several
interconnected sites of interaction and communication. These include: 1) communication within
the movement, 2) interfaces between the movement and the global women’s movement, 3)
interaction between the movement and society - the general public and authorities. Elsewhere
we have built upon the work of Lave (1993), Lave & Wenger (1991) and Lather (1991) to
show how new knowledge about gender relations (specifically related to the issue of domestic
violence) has been generated by activists in a situated learning process and within a
community of practice (Milwertz & Bu 2007). Following Assiter (1996), we have argued that
activists in popular organising have joined a global emancipatory epistemic community that
considers women’s rights to be human rights. Our focus in this chapter is on the third point of
communication mentioned above. We are concerned with the ways in which popular feminist
organisations in Beijing extend the emancipatory epistemic community they have joined by
communicating alternative gender equality agendas to policymakers, authorities and the
Chinese population in general. The question we address is: How is oppositional gender
knowledge disseminated in a context in which the media are tightly controlled by the party-
state.2 With the term oppositional we refer to knowledge (and practices) that seek to challenge
the legitimacy of the dominant gender order and break its hold over social life. In other words,
we are concerned with how activists bring about meaningful social change. Our focus is on
two examples of the various modes of communication by which activists disseminate gender
equality knowledge about violence towards women, particularly domestic violence.3 The two
examples are of two forms of drama – the first is an instance of political theatre in which
activists aim to influence policymakers, while the second concerns the use of documentary
drama to reach out to and include the population in general in the movement.

The promotion of gender equality is one of the Communist Party and People’s Republic of
China state’s central policies. A large number of studies have analysed cultural and socio-
political aspects of gender issues in China, as well as the advances that have been made in
eliminating discriminatory practices and securing women’s rights but also the vast inequalities
that persist.4 The issue of men’s rape of women is one example of the ongoing struggle for
women’s rights and the elimination of violence against women.5 As we will shortly be moving
on to the use of various forms of drama, performance and education as modes of
communication, we illustrate the long-term struggle for change concerning this particular issue
by juxtaposing an old song ‘The Three Main Rules of Discipline and the Eight Points for
Attention’ (translated in Perris 1983) to a recent regulation passed by the Ministry of
Education. The song has been sung since the 1930s by soldiers in China, and it is familiar to
anyone who experienced the Cultural Revolution. The seventh point in the song, which
provides guidelines for proper behaviour, prohibits rape. Statistics on rape are far from
accurate in China. Rape is considered extremely shameful and is stigmatising for the victim
and the victim’s family as reflected in the recent case of Huang Jing, in which the women’s
movement was intensely involved (Ai & Hu 2005). Despite the lack of precise numbers, in
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2003 the reporting of numerous incidents of rape of girl students by male teachers led the
Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Public Security and Administration of Justice to
recognise this as a serious problem that should be addressed by legal means (Jiaoyubu,
Gonganbu & Sifabu 2003). Thus, as in the case of many other gender-related matters, an issue
that has been addressed for many years is as yet unresolved. However, as this example
illustrates in the new context of the reform period, the problem is being addressed in new ways
by both the women’s movement and the state.

This chapter is divided into two main parts. In the first part we describe the emergence and
development of popular feminist organising in Beijing since the mid-1980s as one element of a
new reform period wave of the Chinese women’s movement, and we discuss the relationship
between such organising and the state. In the second part we discuss the use of mainstream and
alternative media in a politically restrictive context, focusing on two aspects of communication
processes. First, we examine how the communication of oppositional gender equality
knowledge is legitimised and how activists experiment within the bounds of acceptable modes
of communication that are also effective in reaching their goals. Second, we look at how the
use of alternative media enables the democratisation of the social movement knowledge
creation process. Popular organising in many ways imitates party-state modes of
communication that use the mass media, street counselling, political theatre and documentary
drama. We argue that when activists use radical and alternative media for public
consciousness-raising, this may democratise the communication process. Activists use this
realm to communicate their ideas to a targeted audience and ultimately engage that audience in
the knowledge production processes that lie at the core of the movement. We argue that the
success of activists’ endeavour to transform society may lie in these kinds of participatory
processes, which may then lead to the widespread generation of emancipatory knowledge that
challenges the dominant, inequitable gender order.

Popular Feminist Organising in Beijing: One Element of a New Wave of the Chinese
Women’s Movement6

This chapter is based on a study conducted from 2000 to 2002 of popular feminist organising
in Beijing in the 1990s and early 2000s. We identified 27 popular feminist organisations,
groups, networks and women’s studies centres established in Beijing between the late 1980s
and the late 1990s. Our data are from several sources. First, we conducted interviews with the
founders/directors of 22 Beijing organisations, groups, networks and women’s studies centres.
Second, we carried out questionnaire interviews with 180 activists about their activism within
these organisations, and, third, we made use of case studies of six organisations engaged in
addressing domestic violence. Five of these organisations were addressing domestic violence
in the 1990s, these were the Women’s Research Institute/Maple Women’s Psychological
Counselling Centre, The Women’s Media Watch Network, The Legal Advice Service Centre,
The Centre for Women’s Law Studies and Legal Services, and Rural Women magazine. One
organisation, the Domestic Violence Network, was established in 2000 and was based upon
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experiences gathered through activism carried out during the 1990s. We interviewed core
activists in each of these six organisations. Our study of the Domestic Violence Network is
ongoing. Data on the involvement of the organisation in the staging of the play The Vagina
Monologues has been collected by Bu Wei, who is also involved in these activities as an
activist responsible for the network website.7

It is difficult to say exactly how many people are involved in popular organising. Based on
the numbers provided by each of the 22 organisations in our study a total of 717 activists had
been active in these organisations up to the year 2000. Of the 717, 482 were reported as
currently active in 2000. This is a very approximate number as the organisations were not able
to provide exact numbers. The 180 activists we interviewed were active in an average of three
organisations. If we assume that the 482 activists reported as currently active were also active
in an average of three organisations, then the total number of activists would be 160 – a
number very close to the number of activists we were able to include in our study. However,
since we are aware that we were unable to include all activists, it is likely that the numbers are
under-reported. It seems that there were in fact approximately 500 active activists in 2000, as
reported by the organisations. This number must then be broken down into those activists
working at the core of organising and others who have looser links. The Domestic Violence
Network, for example, reported 200 activists, of which the majority were employees of the
Women’s Federation, a hospital and local community administrators engaged in Network
projects. The 180 activists included in our survey are mainly female (93 percent), middle-aged
(average age 41 years) and well-educated (98 percent have studied up to or beyond college
level). Half of these people are members of the Communist Party, and about one-fifth consists
of members of the Youth League or the Democratic Parties. In terms of their jobs, the majority
(72 percent) are employed as university teachers or journalists, or else they are university
students. Some 9.2 percent hold jobs as cadres in the government administration or at
government institutions (Bu & Mi 2005).

How do these activists and their organisations relate to the state? On account of the
complexity of the state, which is not uniform in its practices, projects or effects (Yuval-Davis
1997), most women’s movements in the world apply a dual strategy of working both with and
against the state (Basu 1995, cited in Desai 2002). In the controlled political context of China,
working directly against the state would be equal to eliminating possibilities for future
activities. On the one hand, the patriarchal state endorses and maintains unequal gender
relations through its economic policies and overall strategic planning. As Desai (2002,
referring to Borchorst 1999 on feminist theory of the state) has shown in the case of India,
women’s movement activists contest the way the state perpetuates women’s subordination by
defining them primarily as wives and mothers, even when they participate in the paid
workforce, and despite legislation that defines women as equal citizens. A recent obvious
example in China concerned the Women’s Federation slogan ‘Today’s girls – tomorrow’s
mothers’, used to promote education for girls by emphasising the benefit to society in terms of
their later contribution as mothers. The slogan was changed to ‘Today’s girls – tomorrow’s
women’, following contestation by activists from popular organising. On the other hand,
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activists recognise the necessity to work with the Women’s Federation and the party-state in
general to effectuate changes in policies and legislation.

In the early years of popular feminist organising, various forms of interaction with party-
state institutions were employed as strategies for survival and legitimisation and to gain
recognition by the state. The story of the Women’s Research Institute/Maple Women’s
Psychological Counselling Centre, related by its founder Wang Xingjuan (2000), gives a good
impression of the difficulties encountered. Since then, the interaction between popular
organisations and party-state institutions, including the Women’s Federation system, has been
developed into more genuine forms of collaboration. Popular feminist organisations do not
possess institutionalised power in the sense that there are no established formal political
channels through which they can work. In this situation collaboration with party-state
institutions is of the utmost importance for their policy-focused activities to have an effect. In
order to submit reports and law proposals to authorities, popular feminist organisations work
through formal political channels via their contacts with individuals within party-state
institutions. Moreover, they reach out to the population in general via the administrative
structures of party-state institutions and the Women’s Federation system. The fact that the
Women’s Federation is undergoing major changes is also emphasised by activists as being a
significant reason that collaboration is becoming increasingly possible. Such is the pragmatic
side of organising. Importantly, collaboration between activists and the state is also based on
the activists’ ideological sense of sharing with the party-state a responsibility for the well-
being of their society.

Dahlerup’s (1986) definition of women’s movements (mentioned at the beginning of this
chapter) provides a useful framework for understanding the contemporary Chinese women’s
movement and its fluid links between activists, activities and organisations situated within and
outside the formal structures of the All China Women’s Federation system and other party-state
institutions. Popular organisations are part of a movement that is driven by many different types
of organisations, groups and followers – by what Suzanne Staggenborg (1995) has defined as
‘a social movement community’. Moreover, Dahlerup (1986) stresses the importance of
movement activities rather than structures of organisations. In the Chinese case this implies
shifting the focus away from the issue of state control. Almost all popular organisations are in
some way affiliated and registered with party-state institutions, but focusing on this may
complicate rather than promote understanding of the role of these organisations in effectuating
changes in gender relations.8 Additionally, activists share their commitment to a common
cause. What binds the activists, their organisations and their activities together to constitute the
current wave of the Chinese women’s movement is the combination of presenting a collective
challenge to existing practices and of sharing a collective commitment to emancipatory change.
If we focus upon the shared ideology and goals of the women’s organisations rather than on
their various structures, or on the opposition between new forms of organising and the party-
state, the women’s movement may be seen to both protest against the party/state and its policies
and also cooperation with it in addressing practices such as domestic violence. There has been
a shift in China from a single, party-state initiated women’s organisation to the growth of many
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women’s organisations. The way in which these new organisations are dependent upon, co-
opted by or resist the state needs to be considered. However, new forms of organising,
elements of the All China Women’s Federation and other party-state institutions are also joined
together in a new wave of the women’s movement. The activists’ attitude towards
collaboration with party-state institutions is a combination of strategic pragmatism on their
part, and the fact that party-state representatives and activists share many social movement
objectives. The founder and core activist of one popular organisation described the
collaboration of her organisation with the government as follows:

We have the same goals as the government. However, identical goals do not mean that
we have identical analyses, methods and perspectives related to the issue of domestic
violence. These differences do not mean that the government is our enemy. They are our
comrades in arms. We and the government are together in one trench. This means that
we have a united front. The CCP emphasises a united front. In our (…) work we should
also apply the united front strategy. (Interview September 2002)

The waves of women’s movements, again following Dahlerup (2000), consist first of the
establishment of many new feminist organisations and groups, second, of extensive debate
within and outside of the movement, and, third, of the movement making an impact upon
legislation and the discourse on women and gender. A new wave is emerging within a
movement that oscillates between periods of greater and lesser intensity of mobilisation. If it is
successful, the movement will contribute to changing the norms and values in society, and this
may be taking place as activists succeed in enhancing public awareness. The new wave has
been formed by co-organising across institutions, and includes active participants and
supporters from within party-state institutions. Thus, the rise of popular feminist organising in
Beijing is one aspect of the development of a new phase of the Chinese women’s movement.
This phase is neither limited to the activities of non-governmental feminist organising, nor is it
confined to the capital.

Legitimising and Democratising Communication of Oppositional Gender Knowledge

As in other parts of the world, activists are dependent on the media to transmit their messages
to the general public and authorities. Most Beijing organisations have cooperated with the
ACWF newspaper China Women’s News, and all the organisations that aim to influence both
the public and the policymakers collaborate in various ways with the mainstream mass media.
Since the late 1990s, additional modes of communicating information on gender justice have
been adopted. In terms of communication technology these range from the extremes of internet
websites to traditional drama performances written and staged locally by rural citizens. In the
following we describe and discuss two examples of such modes of communication. The first, a
planned street demonstration that turned into a public meeting, tested the limits of acceptable
action. The other, based on the staging of a play, has developed into democratised
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communication processes that seem to be spreading.

Political Theatre: A Demonstration That Became a Public Meeting

Social movements in many other parts of the world generally use various forms of protest –
demonstrations, strikes, marches, boycotts and occupations – to focus attention on their issues.
In China, however, even though the authorities are no longer unaccustomed to organising from
below, outright protest actions in the name of registered organisations are more or less
impossible. A different style of action has therefore been adopted by popular feminist
organisations to manoeuvre within this political climate. In contrast to the many street
demonstrations staged by as diverse interest groups as peasants, workers and new urban
homeowners, we know of only one attempt by popular feminist organisations in Beijing to
stage a street demonstration.9 In 1998 members of the Media Watch Network became aware of
the atrocities taking place against ethnic Chinese women in Indonesia through information
provided to them by a member who was abroad and also through the Internet.10 In contrast to
the attention being given to the matter in other places, the Chinese government and media were
silent on the issue. The fact that nobody in China seemed concerned about what was happening
made a great impression on the activists. In order to protest against the events, activists from
the Media Watch Network decided to stage a demonstration outside the Indonesian embassy in
Beijing, and a request for permission to hold a demonstration was submitted to the relevant
authorities. Activists were well aware of the controversial nature of their request. One of the
main organisers of the demonstration was a Party member, so in order to avoid repercussions
against her, it was decided that only the non-Party members should sign the application.
Unsurprisingly, permission to hold the demonstration was not granted. This, however, did not
discourage activists from their determination to demonstrate both their solidarity with ethnic
Chinese women in Indonesia and their opposition to violence towards women in general. An
explicit aim in pushing the case was to shift the boundaries for acceptable non-governmental
political action and enlarge the space available for the expression of alternative discourses.
This is an objective that is rarely voiced by activists. One of the organisers explained:

I realised that there was no hope. But I thought that that attitude – even if this is Chinese
society – believing that we cannot do things and then not trying, means we will never
be able to do things. For example, when we wanted to establish the Media Watch
Network we had to put in a lot of effort. We did a tremendous amount of work before it
became possible – including convincing our leaders. Otherwise, we would never have
been able to set up the network. So I thought, OK, they don’t accept that we hold this
[demonstration], but perhaps there will come a time when everyone will be doing this
sort of thing. Slowly, this kind of citizen human rights mentality will evolve (…).
Slowly a momentum will build up. (Interview Media Watch 2000, transcript 43.3)

Holding onto their ambition to expand the space available for expressions of protest, activists
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proceeded with alternative plans to hold a public meeting at the China Women’s News offices
where the Media Watch Network held its monthly meetings. The day before the meeting the
chief editor of the newspaper was called upon by the All China Women’s Federation. The
Federation had been informed that the newspaper had applied to hold a demonstration and that
a meeting was to be held, and the chief editor was requested to call off the meeting. Media
Watch activists reacted by explaining that the meeting was not a newspaper activity. On the
contrary, it was a ‘popular (minjian) NGO activity’. Moreover, Media Watch activists
emphasised that they had no intention whatsoever of making trouble for the newspaper, and
they suggested moving the meeting to the more neutral grounds of a hotel. The Federation
responded that if the newspaper was not involved then there were no grounds for intervention
on their part.

Information about the meeting was spread via women’s movement organisations and gender
studies centres, where students were asked to further spread the message. About seventy
people, including women and gender studies scholars, women’s movement activists and also
students, who were not necessarily active movement participants, joined the meeting. Everyone
was given a yellow ribbon to wear because the organisers had read on the internet about a
yellow ribbon campaign organised by overseas Chinese to support ethnic Chinese in
Indonesia. The speakers included Professor Wu Qing, a women’s movement activist,who was
then an elected member of both the Haidian District People’s Congress in Bejing Municipality
and the Beijing Municipality People’s Congress; Chen Mingxia, Professor of Law at the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences who is involved in drafting laws related to gender
equality and the first coordinator of the Domestic Violence Network; the well-known author
Zhang Kangkang; Liao Xiaoyi, the initiator of Global Village, an environmental NGO;
women’s movement activist Ge Youli and the Head of the China Central Television programme
Half the Sky, Zhao Shujing. In her speech Zhao Shujing emphasised that the television
programme had been established as a result of the 1995 Women’s Conference being held in
Beijing, and that this meant the programme was duty bound to relate to the Indonesia events in
solidarity with women in other parts of the world. A similar argument, legitimising the meeting
by placing it within the context of China’s commitment to international agreements, was used in
the opening speech of the meeting. Two years after the meeting the speaker explained how she
had focused her speech upon the international rationale for convening the meeting:

The most important thing is that we ourselves [the Media Watch Network] are an
outcome of the 1995 Women’s Conference. The aims of this organisation are precisely
to implement the Platform for Action and to supervise the Chinese government and
society’s implementation of the Platform because implementation is the responsibility
of the whole country. We must under no circumstances forget that the 1995 Women’s
Conference was convened in Beijing and that thousands and thousands of peace doves
were released over the skies of Beijing (…). I also said that a nation, a people and an
individual can do without a lot of things, but we can never do without people’s
conscience in the face of this violation of women’s human rights. If we are silent it
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would be equivalent to losing one of humanity’s most basic intuitions (…). The first
aim was to let the world know that women in China had not forgotten the 1995
Women’s Conference, that we were continuously monitoring the Chinese government.
The government was silent; we could not be silent. We were monitoring the government
and society and letting them know that implementation of the Platform for Action
includes action against violence towards women – this is a very important part of the
Platform. This was our aim. Our aim was also to let the world know that women in
China are not silent and that we wanted to safeguard peace in the world, that we must
do something against violence towards women. These were the two most important
aims.11 (Interview Media Watch 2000, transcript 45.1, 45.2, 46)

In likeness to Esherick & Wasserstrom’s (1990) analysis of the spring 1989 events, the public
meeting may also be viewed as an exercise in political theatre, although evidently on a much
smaller scale. The meeting was political theatre in the sense that it followed an historically
established repertoire of collective action, meaning that ‘even when improvising, protesters
worked from familiar “scripts” which gave common sense to how to behave during a given
action …’ (Esherick & Wasserstrom 1990:839, based on Tilly 1978). Thus, the meeting
followed the format of a standard political meeting, starting with an opening speech and
followed by speeches by various prominent ‘leaders’ – a well-known procedure thus being
used for communicating alternative messages. While the meeting followed a standard format, it
also provided space for creative improvisation by organisers and speakers. Professor Wu
Qing, who is an eminent speaker, provided one of the most moving performances. She was
dressed completely in black – an inspiration from the global Women in Black Movement – and
carried a candle:

When she went to the podium she lit the candle. She cried. Many people in the audience
cried. She said that she was not only speaking for women violated in Indonesia. She
was also speaking for women in Rwanda and for women all over the world. (Interview
Media Watch 2000, transcript 45.4)

Wu Qing definitely succeeded in moving the audience. However, as Esherick & Wasserstrom
argue, building on Tilly (1986), it is the authorities that are the main target of political theatre,
although the general public is also addressed. This is emphasised by the use of the petition
format, which acknowledges the fundamental legitimacy of the government to which the appeal
is being addressed. Two petitions had been prepared for submission by the meeting – one
addressed to United Nations secretary general Kofi Annan and the other to the Indonesian
government. Moreover, the media had been invited to ensure media coverage of the petitions
and the meeting. Although many journalists attended the meeting, in this instance Media Watch
Network activists were unable to secure coverage of the event in the Chinese media. Only
China Women’s News printed a short piece on the meeting. Drawing on their professional
contacts, the organisers managed to ensure coverage in non-Chinese media, including The
Voice of America, The New York Times, The Washington Post and The South China Morning
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Post. Recognition that they were testing the limits of acceptable action is expressed by the
activist who, although she stressed that popular organising supports the state, also noted:

We support the nation in implementing the Platform for Action. In the Platform there is
a paragraph about violence towards women. This is what we said. Nobody could
accuse us of anything. (Interview Media Watch 2000, transcript 42.4)

The political sensitivity of the event was also reflected in activists’ response to a Voice of
America broadcast on the meeting, which implied that activists were criticising the Chinese
government. Activists again emphasised that their meeting was a protest against the Indonesian
government and not against the Chinese government. Nonetheless, the meeting was
controversial insofar as activists were attempting to use the arena of the street to voice the
agenda of the women’s movement, but also because they were indirectly criticising the
government for its failure to react to events in Indonesia. While this meeting was exceptional in
so directly addressing the government’s failure to act, the public meeting format is often used
by popular organisations, and such meetings are also usually covered by the media. This
coverage by the state-controlled media is understood by activists as an expression of state
recognition of popular organising.

Documentary Theatre: A Play That Democratised the Communication Process

Another form of communication used by popular feminist organisations for challenging existing
gender inequity and opposing violence towards women is, as has been analysed by Louise
Edwards (2008), the play The Vagina Monologues, which was written by US actor and
playwright Eve Ensler (1998).12 The author interviewed about two hundred women whose
real-life experiences were transformed and condensed into a sequence of stories that form the
play. The play builds on the second wave women’s movement practice of consciousness
raising, which again is inspired by the Chinese practice of ‘speaking bitterness’ (Milwertz &
Bu forthcoming). It aims to break the silence on secret, private, and shameful sexual violence,
to shift the issue into the public domain and facilitate discussions of sexual oppression. In
March 2002 the play was staged in Shanghai in an English-language performance for a
predominantly expatriate audience. Subsequently, at the initiative of the Domestic Violence
Network, a Chinese version was staged by students from Zhongshan University in Guangzhou
in December 2003. The Guangzhou performance, as well as later activities that evolved out of
that particular performance, is our focus below.

The play was first translated into Chinese because activists viewed it as a useful medium
for communicating oppositional knowledge about violence towards women. They felt it would
help them particularly to reach a young target group that was not attracted to activities like the
more conventionally used street counselling. The Chinese version of the play was developed in
collaboration with Professor Ai Xiaoming (then known from her involvement with the Sun
Zhigang case13), who was using the play in her gender studies class. The young students who
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performed the play became involved in a consciousness raising process in which their own
taken-for-granted assumptions of gender relations, sexuality and violence towards women
were questioned and challenged. The students also actively participated in the design of the
Chinese performance. This was demonstrated most clearly by their addition of a dance
sequence depicting the abandonment of infant daughters in China. This meant that what was
originally intended to convey a message to a young target group, perchance involved the actors
themselves in both communicating and generating knowledge about gender relations. The
creation of the Chinese performance was thus transformed into an alternative media
communication process, ‘offering the means of democratic communication to people who are
normally excluded from media production’ (Atton 2002: 4). Alternative media has been
defined not only by its content, but also by its capacity to generate non-standard methods of
creation, production and distribution (Atton 2002). The use of this play provides an example of
such media, one that has enabled democratisation not only of the dissemination process, but
also of the knowledge creation process.

After the play had been performed in Guangzhou, Professor Ai Xiaoming and the Gender
Studies Forum at Zhongshan University, supported by the Domestic Violence Network, began
working with documentary filmmaker Hu Jie on two documentary films – one of the
performance of the play itself (Hu 2005a) and one of the process of using the play to
communicate oppositional knowledge about violence towards women (Hu 2005b). The idea
was to distribute the films so as to inspire further use of the play across China. One of the
places where this was successful was in Guangxi at the Huaguang Women’s College, where a
group of young, rural female students performed parts of the play in March 2005, adding text
based on their own experiences. Following these experiences, the Domestic Violence Network
began planning to further develop this way of promoting participatory communication by
collaborating with the Hebei Women’s Federation to write and perform a play. Inspired by The
Vagina Monologues, the idea was that the play would be based on the stories of rural women
who would collect the stories and then write and act the play. Generally, definitions of
alternative media stress the fact that their content is radical and is aimed at the promotion of
social change (Atton 2002). In his definition of alternative media, Atton (2002: 18) emphasises
that alternative media should privilege ‘the processes by which people are empowered through
their direct involvement in alternative media production’. This has happened with activists’
use of the play. Plans to include the rural population in participatory communication via
alternative media are particularly significant given that the mainstream mass media is largely
oriented to the urban elite. There are few publications for disenfranchised social groups, and
those that do exist, including China Women’s News, have limited editorial independence and
their circulation and institutional power dwindled in the 1990s (Zhao 2005).

There is obvious continuity between the use of drama for consciousness raising and the
educative function that characterises the new art and literature produced by the Communist
Party (Holm 1984). As early as 1929 a sophisticated set of ideas for implementing propaganda
was developed at the Gutian conference. The importance of basing drama on local quality
(difangxing) was stressed as a prerequisite for making propaganda effective (Holm 1984).
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The creation of plays by local amateurs, and the focus on ‘real people and real events’, were
seen as ways to increase the educational impact on the targeted audience (Holm 1984). This
was further developed in the yangge movement, launched in 1943, the first of a series of
Communist Party mass movements based on literary-artistic genres.14 The use of ‘real people
and real events’ in the adaptation of The Vagina Monologues for China did not follow any
overall plan for communication strategies formulated by activists. On the contrary, when
Guangzhou students included a piece on abandoned girl babies, this was in response to a
suggestion by Professor Ai Xiaoming and the Domestic Violence Network that they should
include a topic specifically related to China. And at the Guangxi performance the students
themselves decided to include pieces based on their own lives.

Given the similarities between activists’ modes of consciousness raising and CCP
propaganda methods, are women’s movement activists then simply implementing yet another
CCP style movement? The answer will require broader and more in-depth studies than ours.
Our tentative analysis focuses on the voluntarily participation of the targeted audiences. In the
course of writing and performing dramatic productions based on their own experiences, these
people generate new knowledge about and raise awareness of gender relations. This takes
place at the interface between three agencies: activists, ‘recipients’ (who are themselves
engaged in creating new knowledge) and the knowledge they produce together. This recalls
Lusted’s definition of pedagogy as involving the role of teacher, learner and the knowledge
they produce together. The success of the further development of the use of documentary drama
will depend on the degree to which activists are able to discard perceptions of the role of the
‘teacher’ as a neutral transmitter, the student as passive and knowledge as immutable material
to be imparted (Lusted 1986, cited in Lather 1991: 15).

Conclusion

In this chapter we have been concerned with ways in which non-governmental feminist
women’s movement organisations in Beijing communicate alternative gender equality
understandings to authorities and the Chinese population in general. We have looked at two
cases of communication. First, a public meeting that used political theatre to address the party-
state system, and, second, how the use of documentary drama has enabled the active
engagement of a small segment of the general population. A significant strength of the urban,
intellectual, elite activists who have established non-governmental feminist organisations is
that they are well-connected transnationally. International interaction has been important in
inspiring and influencing the creation of new knowledge. Activists also legitimise their
activities by linking up to international UN events and global events, such as the V-Day
Movement, the 16 Days of Activism Against Violence Against Women, and the Canadian-
initiated White Ribbon Campaign, in which men also engage in opposing violence towards
women.15 Moreover, activists make good use of the formal communication channels
established by the party-state, both by submitting proposals to authorities and by reaching out
to the general population via party-state institutions. The example of the planned demonstration
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is, as noted, exceptional. Generally, in order to safeguard the long-term interests of organising
from below, activists will impose restraints upon their actions to ensure that they are not too
provocative. As we have shown in the case of the public meeting held in support of ethnic
Chinese women in Indonesia, the format followed a well-known and uncontroversial political
theatre standard.

In regard to the use of documentary drama, we found that quite an innovative process of
engaging the target group and drawing them into active participation in the movement was
taking place. Although our material on the use of documentary drama is limited, we contend
that one may discern highly significant communication processes used by popular feminist
organisations that are of importance to an understanding of the potential impact of the women’s
movement. We maintain that these alternative media approaches testify to the fact noted at the
beginning of this chapter – that the current women’s movement is, at least potentially, one of the
most significant things happening in contemporary China. It is indeed altering deeply
entrenched cultural views that see the unequal gender relations of the dominant gender order as
‘normal’ and ‘natural’. A strategic approach is needed to end violence towards women and to
challenge the socio-economic and political context of power relations in hierarchical societies
based on exploitative gender relations. One element of such an approach is the participation of
the whole community (Cheung et. al. 1999). By using mainstream media, and also alternative
media (in Atton’s sense of alternative in content and form), urban, well-educated, elite
activists in popular organising are both targeting and involving other groups in public
consciousness-raising activities. The audiences targeted by the activities following on from
The Vagina Monologues have become actively involved in generating knowledge in ways
similar to those employed by activists themselves – activities that led them to come to view
violence towards women as a question of gendered power relations and, for some, also as a
human rights issue (Milwertz & Bu 2007). By facilitating this participation, activists are
achieving the movement’s transformative goals through a ‘knock-on’ effect. Those who were
previously ‘recipients of communication’ become actors within the core of the movement’s
activities and to various degrees also come to challenge the dominant gender order.

This process is not spectacular, and it is unlikely to be noticed by the internationally
marketed English language mass media. Public consciousness-raising in which poor girls at a
school in Guangxi or rural women in Hebei create documentary drama based on their own
lives are generally not viewed as sensational events. They are not covered by the Western
media as was the 2004 banning of the staging of The Vagina Monologues in Shanghai and
Beijing. However, in the long run the involvement of people in the documentary drama
activities may turn out to have far-reaching implications for the development of the women’s
movement in China based on the establishment of a cross-class coalition that could result from
activists finding solidarity through shared gender identity. Urban, middle-aged, intellectual
activists are reaching out not only to young students, but also to peasant women to build
strategic alliances based on common gender interests. These alliances acknowledge but also
strategically transcend differences such as class, education, and rural-urban location. Like
women in other parts of Asia (Stivens 2000), Chinese activists too are making claims in terms
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of a strategic universalism based on a shared humanity.
Increasingly, studies of popular organising and social movement activities in the People’s

Republic of China are recognising the importance of alliances and interaction between
activists and the party-state. Rather than viewing the state-society relationship as dichotomous,
it is being argued that the heterogeneous nature of both state and society and their multifarious
interactions must be acknowledged (Edwards 2008; Ho 2007; Lu 2007). Gilboy and Read
(2008) argue that political and social reforms are thoroughly alive in China, and that they are
based on the two elements of, on the one hand, an increasing number of active citizens who are
voicing interests and demands and, on the other hand, a party-state that is open to change. If we
accept the importance of an increasing number of active citizens in moving forward this trend,
then it is time to focus more on how the intellectual core of the women’s movement, as well as
that of other social movements, interacts not only with the state, but also with the general
public.

Notes

1    We thank Inga-Lill Blomqvist and Anja Møller Rasmussen at the Nordic Institute of Asian Studies Library and Information
Centre for invaluable assistance in identifying and making available materials for this paper.

2    See Zhao 2005 on the current status of the mass media in China. In a study of environmental NGO activism, Yang and
Calhoun (2008) argue that the development of a green public sphere involves both constraining and enabling aspects of
interaction with the mass media, alternative media and the Internet.

3    Although violence was not initially addressed in popular organising, it has gradually become one of the focal points of
activism (Milwertz 2003).

4    The Almanac of Chinese Women’s Studies 2001-2005 (Quanguo fulian funü yanjiusuo 2007) provides an overview of
recent studies in Chinese, while Hershatter 2004 provides a relatively recent review of English language studies.

5    We do, of course, recognise that men are also victims of rape.
6    This section of the paper is based on and further develops our joint research, including Milwertz and Bu 2003, as well as

drawing on earlier work by Milwertz (2002).
7    Bu Wei has been involved as an activist in popular feminist organising since 1995, and has studied these organisations since

2000. Cecilia Milwertz conducted her first interviews with activists in 1994, and has since then been engaged in studying
organising around gender issues.

8    See Milwertz 2002 on registration and affiliation of popular feminist organisations. Contrary to the practice in other parts of
China, none of the popular women’s organisations in Beijing are affiliated or registered with the Beijing Women’s
Federation, though one organisation has been a group member of the All China Women’s Federation.

9    According to Hu & Wang 2006 quoted in Gilboy & Read (2008), mass protests in China have risen from 10,000 incidents
involving 730,000 people in 1993 to 74,000 incidents involving 3.7 million people in 2004.

10  Cai, Feng & Guo 2001 provide an introduction to the setting up of the Media Watch Network and the early years of
activities.

11  The Platform for Action is an international document resulting from the Fourth UN Women’s Conference committing
governments to work for gender equality – see United Nations 1996.

12  In Milwertz & Bu 2008 we discuss the use of the play by the Domestic Violence Network website to influence the
mainstream mass media. Milwertz and Bu (forthcoming) is an interview with Bu Wei who is one of the main initiators and
facilitators of the use of the play by the Domestic Violence Network, about the role of the Network in introducing the play
to China. This section draws on these publications.

13  For a vivid description of the dramatic Sun Zhigang case, see Pan 2008.
14  Yangge is the name of a form of North Chinese dances, songs and variety acts performed by amateur peasants during the

New Year, see Holm 1984.
15  The V-Day Movement, started in 1998, administers the play The Vagina Monologues and distributes funds in support for
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activities to stop violence towards women and girls. The 16 Days of Activism against Gender Violence is an annual global
campaign started in 1991 by the Centre for Women’s Global Leadership at Rutgers University in the United States. The
campaign begins on 25 November, the UN International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women, and lasts until
10 December, the UN Human Rights Day.
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