
China's iVomen Square Up 
to Political Challenge 

By Ya Chen 

^̂ Ĉu Yan, mayor o f Nantong City i n East Ch ina ' s Jiangsu province is among more than 
200 women mayors and vice-mayors i n Ch ina ' s 500-odd cities. 

" C h i n a probably has more women mayors than 
anywhere else i n the wor ld , " says Z h a n g Ymg, 
deputy secretary general o f the Chinese May­
ors ' Society and vice mayor o f Yu l in City i n the 
G u a n g x i A u t o n o m o u s Reg ion. 

Z h a n g Ymg says Ch ina ' s women mayors are 
generally younger and have h igher educa t i on 
than their male counterparts, showing that 
voters seem to d emand h igher qual i f icat ions 
f rom women candidates. A recent survey 
showed 86 percent o f 91 women mayor re­
spondents to have graduated f rom col lege, i n 
contrast to the fact that most ill iterates i n 
C h i n a are women. 

Th is is because the feudal idea that m e n are 
super ior to women is stil l d o m i n a n t , says vice 

„ mayor L i Hu i f en of T ian j in munic ipa l i t y . 
> A n o t h e r factor may be the ca l l by the nat ional 
^ leadership in 1978 for the p r o m o t i o n of 

younger and better educated leaders. Most of 
the incumbent w o m e n mayors began their 

2 po l i t i ca l careers after 1978. 
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O n e such off ic ial is L i Chuan fang . A graduate 
o f the C h o n g q i n g Cons t ruc t i on Eng inee r ing 
Institute i n Southwest C h i n a , she is vice mayor 
i n charge o f u r b a n const ruc t ion i n Shenzhen , 
C h i n a ' s first Spec ia l E c o n o m i c Zone . 

In her n ine years in office, L i has tu rned 
Shenzhen f r om a smal l , bare town to a city o f 
r i s ing tower blocks a n d extravagant shopp ing 
centres that rival those o f ne i ghbor ing H o n g 
K o n g . 

" C h i n a women , hav ing been socially in fer ior to 
m e n for thousands o f years - and this persists 
today - are better able to square u p to adver­
sity," says L i Yanhua , vice mayor o f D e z h o u 
City, S h a n d o n g prov ince . O f the ups a n d 
downs o f her 20 years 
i n pol i t ics, she says, "I 
believe success v«ll no t 
come wi thout upsets 
a n d tenacity." 

O t h e r troubles await 
w o m e n i n po l i t i ca l 
office. N o t be ing given 
credit for one 's achieve­
ments is what angers 
W u Yi , now vice minis­
ter o f the Fore i gn 
E c o n o m i c Relat ions a n d Trade Ministry. 

W h e n she was elected vice mayor o f Be i j ing in 
1988, she was prompt l y r u m o u r e d to have 
marr i ed a h igh- rank ing off icial, mean ing it was 
the man's in f luence wh i c h led to her success. 
She was party secretary o f the Be i j ing Yanshan 
Pe t rochemica l co rpora t i on , China 's largest 
pe t rochemica l complex , before she ran for 
office. 

"Why do they th ink a wom an has to have some 
suppor t f rom a man to be pol i t ica l ly success­
fu l ? " asks the vice minister who remains single. 

If fami ly burdens remain heavy for the em­
ployed w o m a n , it is doubly so for a woman 
mayor who must not only be a competent 

Feuda l values cont inue to 
b lock women's greater 
pol i t ica l part ic ipat ion 

in Ch ina . 

pub l i c adminis trator but also " a g ood wife a n d 
mother , " points out Yang Q i a n , vice mayor o f 
Lang fang City i n H e b e i prov ince. Yang Q i a n 
takes care o f a c r i pp l ed mo the r a n d her hus­
band , an engineer who is not i n g ood heal th. 

Few can really be ideal i n bo th roles, she says. 
"We just try our best." 

So does R u a n X u e q i n g , vice mayor o f 
Wuyishan City, Fuj ian province. She uses every 
"free" t ime to be wi th her husband and ch i l ­
d ren , and does most o f the househo ld chores 
even when very t i red. Fo r her, a woman is not 
really successful " i f she does not have a happy 
family." 

V ice mayor Yan A i y ing 
o f C h a n g z h i City, 
Shanx i prov ince thinks 
women are h inde r ed in 
their career c l imb by 
the personal i ty trait o f 
b e ing "easily satisfied 
with the status quo . " A 
survey o f Shanx i ' s 
y oung a n d middle-aged 
women cadres shows 
that only 20 percent 
want to be p r omo t ed to 

a h igher pos i t ion. Modesty is another hand i ­
cap. "They do a lot o f work, but say l i t t le , " says 
H u a n g Qizao , deputy cha i rwoman o f the A l l -
C h i n a Women ' s Federat ion . 

She also stresses that the n u m b e r o f women 
mayors is smal l c ompared wi th that o f the 
men , wh ich is about 3,000. Moreover , the 
responsibi l i t ies given them are "less chal leng­
i ng , " such as cul ture , educat ion and p lann ing . 

"So whi le women are encouraged to fight for 
themselves, the Be i j ing Women ' s Federat ion at 
a l l levels shou ld give them a push and he lp 
them achieve h igher goals" says H u a n g Qizao . 

Source: Depthnews Asia. 
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