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 Dilemmas of Inside Agitators: Chinese State
 Feminists in 1957*

 Wang Zheng

 Abstract In 1957 the All-China Women's Federation shifted its emphasis on
 gender equality and embraced a conservative theme "diligently, thriftily build the
 country, and diligently, thriftily manage the family" for its work report at the
 Third National Women's Assembly. Based on archival research and interviews,
 this article examines gender contestations in the CCP's central power structure
 and argues that formation of the conservative line was a result of strategic
 manoeuvres by the top women's federation leaders and Deng Xiaoping with the
 goal of sustaining a gender-based organization in a time of political turbulence.
 The article emphasizes the importance of informal relations in the formal
 decision-making process. Informal relations do not fall in the usual analytical
 categories neatly and defy historical analysis with little historical evidence for
 empirical studies. Yet they can be crucial in determining historical events, as is
 demonstrated in the article.

 In the past two decades scholarship on Chinese women's history in the
 20th century has complicated our understanding of gender politics in
 the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).1 Slogans such as women's
 liberation and equality between men and women (nann? pingdeng J?
 ^C^F^) have been embraced by the CCP since its inception, while
 structural inequality and dismissal or even suppression of gender
 issues were perennial phenomena in the Party's history. In much of
 the Revolution era the subordination of women's interests was
 justified by either a Marxist theory that gave priority to class struggle,
 or the necessity of circumstances, such as the unity required for the
 war against Japanese invaders. While feminists in the CCP never
 stopped their cautious negotiations and manoeuvres, their efforts in
 promoting women's interests secured legitimacy only in the beginning
 of the People's Republic of China (PRC).

 The founding of the All-China Women's Federation (ACWF) in
 April 1949 marked the beginning of a golden, though brief, period for

 ? The China Quarterly, 2006 doi: 10.1017/S030574100600049X

 * The author wishes to thank Elisabeth Croll, Gail Hershatter and Kimberley Ens
 Mannings for their comments on early drafts of this article.

 1. For feminist critique of the Chinese Communist Party's gender policies, see Kay
 Ann Johnson, Women, the Family, and Peasant Revolution in China (Chicago:
 University of Chicago Press, 1983); Phyllis Andors, The Unfinished Liberation of
 Chinese Women, 1949-1980 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1983); Judith
 Stacey, Patriarchy and Socialist Revolution in China (Berkeley & Los Angeles:
 University of California Press, 1983); Sonia Kruks, Rayana Rapp and Marilyn B.
 Young (eds.), Promissory Notes: Women in the Transition to Socialism (New York:
 Monthly Review Press, 1989); and Christina K. Gilmartin, Engendering the Chinese
 Revolution: Radical Women, Communist Politics, and Mass Movements in the 1920s
 (Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1995).
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 feminists in the CCP. In order to consolidate the support of women in
 the liberated areas and to reach women in the Nationalist controlled

 regions, the top Party leaders unequivocally endorsed the establish
 ment of the federation. Receiving the mandate from the Party, women
 leaders such as Deng Yingchao ffiMff?) and Cai Chang (Uta)

 wasted no time in setting up a national women's organization as
 an institutional base for the women's liberation movement in new
 China. Many young women communists were transferred from
 various posts unrelated to women-work (funii gongzuo ?icIfE) to
 different levels of the women's federation throughout the country. By
 September 1950, women's federations were set up in 83 cities. By 1953
 there were already over 40,000 officials of the ACWF system
 nationwide working at and above the district level.2 And by 1954
 women in many cities had been organized into women's congresses,
 the grassroots organization of the ACWF. In a matter of a few years,
 women communists had successfully developed this gender-based
 organization into the only mass organization that reached down to
 rural villages and urban neighbourhoods.3

 Even in this initial euphoric stage ACWF officials' dedicated work
 to promote equality between men and women was not without
 obstacles and challenges. As each level of the ACWF was subordinate
 to the Party committee of the same administrative level, women
 officials were often confronted with Party bosses who showed little
 interest in equality between men and women or women-work.
 Chairman Mao was apparently well aware of this situation. On 12
 November 1952 in a meeting with the leaders of the ACWF, he taught
 them how to deal with different levels of Party committees in these
 colourful words: yi song (~^i%) (first, submit proposals to the Party
 committee); er cui (Zlfil) (second, push for the Party committee to
 reply); san maniang (ElS?#|) (if the first two methods did not work,
 third, just curse and swear).4 Apparently, neglecting women's
 interests, though never a formal policy, was a common practice

 within the Party that continued into the socialist period. Still, in this
 early stage the ACWF was able to forge ahead. Their undaunted

 2. The figure appears in Deng Yingchao's report to the second ACWF national
 congress in 1953. See "Sinianlai zhongguo fun? yundong de jiben zongjie he jinhou
 renwu" ("A summary of the Chinese women's movement in the past four years and
 future task"), in Chinese Women Cadres School (ed.), Zhongguo fun? yundong wenxian
 ziliao huibian (An Anthology of Source Material on the Chinese Women's Movement)
 (Beijing: Chinese Women's Press, 1988), Vol. 2, p. 171. The two-volume anthology is
 classified as an internal document, which is not for public circulation.

 3. For a discussion of the early institutional development of the ACWF, see Wang
 Zheng "State feminism? Gender and socialist state formation in Maoist China,"
 Feminist Studies, Vol. 31, No. 3 (2005), pp. 519-551. For a study of the ACWF in the
 post-Mao era, see Ellen Judd, The Chinese Women's Movement between State and
 Market (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002).

 4. Luo Qiong and Duan Yongqiang, Luo Qiong fangtan lu (Interviews with Luo
 Qiong) (Beijing: Chinese Women Press, 2000), p. 126. Mao's original phrase san
 maniang was changed by women officials into san piping (third, criticize) in their public
 talks, perhaps because of the apparent gender offensiveness of the original.
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 Chinese State Feminists in 1957

 stance could be illustrated by a high point in this period when Deng
 Yingchao and Cai Chang each gave a speech at the Eighth Party
 Congress in September 1956, reiterating the goal of women's
 liberation as well as providing critical assessment of the state of
 equality between men and women.5

 The Women's Federation system's impressive efforts in addressing
 gender inequality - from drafting and implementing the Marriage
 Law and breaking gender boundaries in employment to mobilizing
 women's participation in public affairs and local governance -
 constituted a large part of what was new about the new China in
 the initial stage of the CCP's tenure. However, in 1957 the ACWF
 suddenly made a conservative turn at the Third National Women's

 Assembly, departing from its previous policy of mobilizing women to
 participate in production as a means of achieving women's liberation,
 and adopting qinjian jianguo, qinjian chijia (l?^HIS, AJ^?fS?,
 diligently, thriftily build the country, and diligently, thriftily manage
 the family) as its central task. In her careful study of women-work of
 the ACWF, Delia Davin pointed out that "a striking feature of the
 documents of the 1957 Congress was the unprecedented emphasis on
 the importance of women's family and household duties brought in
 under the slogan." She related this conservatism in the women's
 movement to conservative economic policy, while acknowledging the
 difficulty of finding traces that might indicate debates behind the
 formulation of new policies and aims for women-work.6 Feminist
 scholars have noticed the significant change in the objectives of
 women-work in 1957, but so far it has remained unclear why the
 ACWF embraced such an apparently regressive line.7

 Based on documents from the Shanghai Archives and ACWF's
 archives as well as published works including memoirs by ACWF
 officials, this article attempts to trace the process of the ACWF's
 alleged "change of heart" so as to illuminate internal workings of
 gender politics of the CCP in the late 1950s. As the article
 demonstrates, political tensions within the Party were played out in
 unexpected ways in the volatile time of 1957, a period in which
 scholars have examined confrontations between intellectuals and the

 Party, and workers and the Party.8 Gender, I argue, no less than class,
 was a focal point for many in the power game. Constructing a

 5. See Deng Yingchao, "Zai dangde lingdao xia, tuanjie he fahui guangda fun?
 quanzhong de liliang" "(Under the Party's leadership, unite and utilize the power of
 women masses"), and Cai chang, "Jiji peiyang he tiba gengduo genghao de n?ganbu"
 ("Actively train and promote more and better women cadres"), in An Anthology, Vol.
 2, pp. 262-68.

 6. Delia Davin, Woman-Work: Women and the Party in Revolutionary China
 (London: Oxford University Press, 1976), pp. 65-68.

 7. See Zhang Naihua, "The All China Women's Federation, Chinese women and
 the women's movement: 1984-1993," PhD dissertation, Michigan State University.

 8. See Elizabeth Perry, "Shanghai's strike wave of 1957," The China Quarterly,
 No. 137 (1994), pp. 1-27; Jackie Sheehan, Chinese Workers: A New History (London
 & New York: Routledge, 1998); and Merle Goldman, Literary Dissent in Communist
 China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1967).
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 narrative of Chinese state feminists' contentions, negotiations and
 compromises in a particular historical context, this article also raises
 questions about methods for studying the gender history of the PRC.

 Deng Xiaoping's Instructions?

 Several years ago when I was working in the Shanghai Archives on
 a different project, I happened to see a curious document dated 22
 October 1957, entitled "Notes of Luo Qiong (3?Bj?) conveying the
 important directives on women-work by the leading comrades of the
 Secretariat and the Political Bureau of the Central Committee."9 It
 had a disclaimer at the beginning, stating that the text was put
 together from one or two comrades' note-taking; it had been checked
 by some leaders but without Luo Qiong's personal proofreading; the
 text was just meant to be reference material for internal discussion;
 and it should be returned after reading. Apparently, this was an
 informal transmission of internal talks. To date, this document
 remains the only one I have found that directly quoted the top Party
 leaders' talks on women-work in that critical historical period. It
 struck me as a curious piece because it recorded those talks verbatim,
 but without an introduction to the context. The only broad context is
 that the talks were given during the Anti-Rightist Campaign. The
 specific context of the talks and their meanings remained vague.

 The document has two parts: one contains directives from the
 Secretariat of the Central Committee and the other has directives
 from the Political Bureau of the Central Committee. The directives
 from the Secretariat address three issues, qinjian jianguo, qinjian chijia,
 women's liberation and equality between men and women, and
 methods of women-work. From these directives, it is clear that Deng
 Xiaoping was the one who instructed that qinjian jianguo, qinjian chijia
 should be the theme of the Women's Assembly. He gave a long talk
 elaborating the significance of qinjian jianguo, qinjian chijia in the
 construction of socialism and women's important role in qinjian chijia.

 With this evidence one could reach the conclusion that Deng
 Xiaoping had imposed the patriarchal policy on women-work and
 the ACWF succumbed to the power of the patriarchal state. Case
 closed.

 However, in her memoir published in 2000, Luo Qiong, one of the
 co-authors who drafted the report for the Third National Women's
 Assembly, recalled the experience of following Deng Xiaoping's
 instruction 42 years before and unequivocally expressed her deep
 gratitude to Deng. This is how she describes her feelings when the
 Political Bureau approved the final version of the report: "Holding

 9. "Luo Qiong tongzhi chuanda zhongyang shujichu, zhongyang zhengzhiju fuze
 tongzhi duiyu fun? gongzuo jiao zhongyao zhishi de jilu zhengli" ("Notes of Luo
 Qiong's conveying the important directives on women-work by the leading comrades
 of the Secretariat and the Political Bureau of the Central Committee"). C31-1-169,
 Shanghai Municipal Archives.
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 Chinese State Feminists in 1957

 the report draft in my hands, all kinds of emotions came through my
 heart. I was deeply grateful to the guidance of the Central Committee
 and comrade Deng Xiaoping in the important historical moment. I
 was also deeply sorry that we had been unable to grasp the key to the
 problems at first. I will forever remember comrade Deng Xiaoping's
 instruction."10 Such overflowing gratitude to Deng Xiaoping could be

 more a reflection of the author's mind in 2000 than in 1957.
 Nevertheless, given that Deng Xiaoping had just replaced gender
 equality with a two-diligences policy, why would Luo Qiong be so
 grateful to him? What was the inner logic behind this demonstrated
 gratitude, past and/or present? What was so inspiring about Deng's
 instruction? Certainly Luo Qiong was not just talking about the two
 diligences policy that had subsequently been abandoned shortly after
 the Great Leap Forward began. So what valuable instruction did
 Deng give to the ACWF officials?

 The Work Report for the Third National Women's Assembly

 The Third National Women's Assembly was scheduled to take
 place in September 1957. Luo Qiong and Dong Bian (??), both
 members of the standing committee of the ACWF, were assigned to
 draft the work report for the Assembly, and the vice-chair of the
 ACWF Zhang Yun (??) was in charge of the report writing. The
 work report, setting the agenda for the whole women's federation
 system in the following four years, is the centrepiece at the National

 Women's Assembly when representatives of women from all walks of
 life throughout the country convene in Beijing. As such, it is a crucial
 part of the preparation for the assembly. But on this occasion, the
 team began writing in the spring of 1957 but was unable to finalize the
 report in six months. According to Luo Qiong, by early August they
 had already revised the report ten times yet could not reach agreement
 after much debate. Luo Qiong's memoir does not specify what they
 were debating about. But it does summarize in a tone of self-criticism
 the reasons for being unable to produce a report over such a long
 period. In Luo's view, they did not handle well the relationship
 between fulfilling the Party's central task and raising women's status;
 they did not regard the Party's main work as the central task of
 women-work; they mistakenly thought that when the economic
 system changed to public ownership the conditions to achieve
 complete equality between men and women had arrived; in the draft
 they drew a parallel between building a socialist country and
 achieving equality between men and women in the title, and they
 accentuated the latter in the content of the report; and they confused
 work policy with work methods.11

 10. Luo Qiong and Duan Yongqiang, Interviews with Luo Qiong, p. 148.
 11. Ibid. p. 144.
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 Documents found in the ACWF's archives confirm Luo Qiong's
 memory. The title of the fourth draft was "Strive further to achieve
 equality between men and women." Vice-chair Zhang Yun edited the
 draft carefully but did not change the title and its main theme. Late in
 July 1957 Zhang Yun conveyed the instructions of Cai Chang and
 Deng Yingchao to ACWF officials working on the preparation for the
 Assembly:
 On the fundamental issue of women-work in the construction period after the
 victory of socialist revolution, [they] agreed to say mobilizing women in the whole
 country to participate in socialist construction, striving for complete equality
 between men and women. We will not propose striving for women's thorough
 liberation. Three ways of phrasing may be considered: one, mobilizing women to
 participate in socialist construction and striving for complete equality between
 men and women, paralleling the two parts; two, participating in socialist
 construction so as to achieve equality between men and women; and three,
 highlighting the mobilization of women to participate in socialist construction as
 the general principle, followed by concrete tasks. The two elder sisters are inclined
 to the third way and would like the ACWF's Party group to discuss the issue.12

 Clearly, the focus of the debate was whether to insist on gender
 equality as a theme of the report or not. The first two suggestions by
 "the elder sisters" for the title already expressed compromise when
 compared with the title of the fourth draft, which singularly
 emphasized gender equality. Cai Chang and Deng Yingchao opted
 for the third suggestion, which actually removed the phrase from the
 title. And they made a firm suggestion not to propose striving for

 women's thorough liberation. Why had pursuing gender equality and
 women's thorough liberation become problematic at this time? Why
 did Cai Chang and Deng Yingchao, two veteran communists and top
 CCP leaders' wives who had openly advocated gender equality at the
 Party's Congress a year before, not even dare to highlight gender
 equality in the title of the work report? What was at stake behind
 these anxious discussions?

 In May that year Mao Zedong turned the Party's rectification
 movement into the Anti-Rightist Campaign. The sudden change of
 political direction not only startled people outside the Party but also
 disoriented many Party officials such as the ACWF top leaders. In the
 eight years since the founding of the PRC, women communists in the
 ACWF and the whole women's federation system had worked very
 hard to advance gender equality. From implementing the Marriage
 Law, encouraging women to break gender boundaries in employment,
 and improving women's health and literacy, to setting up women's
 organizations at the grassroots level nationwide, the women's
 federation officials, many of whom were young women in their 20s
 or early 30s, actively, even vehemently, promoted women's interests
 and social advancement. Many of them firmly, though naively,

 12. "Zhang Yun tongzhi chuanda Cai dajie he Deng dajie de zhishi" ("Comrade
 Zhang Yun conveys instructions from Sister Cai and Sister Deng"), ACWF archives.
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 Chinese State Feminists in 1957

 believed that with the victory of socialist revolution it was time for
 women to cash in the Party's promissory note of women's liberation.
 Even veteran communists such as Zhang Yun had high expectations
 of women's liberation in the socialist country and held achieving
 gender equality as a sacred mission.13 Luo Qiong's self-criticism was
 to the point in that they "mistakenly thought that when economic
 system had changed to public ownership the conditions for achieving
 complete equality between men and women had arrived."

 The Anti-Rightist Campaign, unlike previous campaigns that
 simply required women's participation, not only diverted the
 ACWF's energy and resources from women-work, but also posed
 serious challenges to it. Since the founding of the ACWF, the
 rationale for the necessity of such a gender-based organization could
 be summarized in two points: first, socialist revolution and socialist
 construction require women's participation, and the ACWF was to
 organize and mobilize women to work for the Party's general tasks;
 and secondly, there were still feudal remnants in socialist China that
 oppressed women, so women needed such an organization to help
 them break free from feudal bondage to achieve gender equality. In

 ACWF official talks, publications and workshops for training women
 activists, feudal bondage, women's oppression, equality between men
 and women, and women's liberation were almost always mentioned,
 and as a result the terms quickly entered the PRC's public discourse.
 In the early 1950s when their efforts to set up grassroots women's
 organizations were questioned or resisted by local male officials,
 ACWF officials would always appeal to such rhetoric, emphasizing
 the reality of gender inequality or even abuses of women so as to stress
 the necessity of a women's organization for the ultimate goal of
 women's liberation.14

 But after the internal circulation of Mao Zedong's article dated 15
 May 1957, entitled "Things are beginning to change" and signalling
 his offence over "bourgeois rightists," things changed rapidly. Now
 merely talking about problems in socialist China could qualify one as
 a rightist. ACWF officials were quick to realize that they could no
 longer say women in socialist China were still oppressed or not yet
 liberated. But if women were not oppressed and were already
 liberated, what should be the tasks of the ACWF? Or an even more
 troubling but logical question could be, was there any need for the
 existence of a gender-based organization if there was no more gender
 oppression? The suggestion by Cai Chang and Deng Yingchao to
 drop gender equality in the title reveals their astute awareness of the
 new taboo. But even if the report drafters followed this compromising
 suggestion, they would still have been faced with the dilemma of how
 to articulate the goals of the ACWF in a manner that both conformed

 13. See All-China Women's Federation, Huainian Zhang Yun dajie {Remembering
 Sister Zhang Yun) (Beijing: Chinese Women's Press, 1996).

 14. See Wang Zheng, "State feminism?"
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 to the current political atmosphere and justified the existence of the
 women's federation. In any case, the drafters apparently were not
 ready to give up the theme of gender equality, as Luo Qiong revealed
 in her memoir.

 The deadline for submitting the report to the Secretariat of the
 Central Committee for approval was 7 August. The top officials of the
 ACWF were unable to reach a consensus when it was due. A draft
 with the title "Report on women-work" was submitted to the
 Secretariat for their instruction on revision. The document had no
 other title, which could be read either as indicating that the drafters
 were too disoriented to present a clear theme or as an uncompromis
 ing compromise, that is, the drafters tried to gloss over what they did
 not want to give up with a vague title. By informing the Secretariat
 that they needed the top Party leaders' instruction on revision, the

 ACWF officials removed their liability for making political mistakes
 at this critical moment.

 According to Luo Qiong, a few days after the draft was submitted,
 Deng Yingchao called her from Beidaihe where the top Party leaders
 were spending their summer, telling her that comrade Deng Xiaoping
 told them not to argue any more, just come to Beidaihe to discuss how
 to revise the report. "Sister Deng also told me to take with me

 materials on diligently, thriftily building the country, and diligently,
 thriftily managing the family."15 Receiving the call, Luo Qiong "was
 elated" and immediately reported to Zhang Yun. The writing group
 went to Beidaihe straight away. Luo Qiong must have known that the
 heavy burden of producing a politically correct report was not on the
 shoulders of the writing group any more.
 On 14 August, General Secretary Deng Xiaoping hosted a meeting

 of the Secretariat to discuss the draft submitted by the ACWF. Luo
 Qiong recalls, "Comrades Cai Chang and Deng Yingchao expressed
 their views first. Comrade Zhang Yun gave some explanations on the
 draft. All the participating comrades of the Secretariat talked, giving
 comments or suggestions. Not a single comrade gave positive views on
 our draft."16 Even in her memoir published in 2000, Luo Qiong would
 not reveal what the members of the Secretariat said. What did she hide

 and why? Here that curious document I found in the Shanghai
 Archives fills in the blank. The first part of the document was actually
 a set of notes on the comments of the members of the Secretariat on

 the draft in that meeting. It could have been from Luo Qiong's notes
 in the meeting since she was the one conveying the "directives of
 leaders of the Secretariat." A full quotation of Party leaders'
 comments on women's liberation and equality between men and
 women recorded in this document will help reveal what adversity the
 ACWF officials were confronting in the summer of 1957.

 15. Luo Qiong and Duan Yongqiang, Interviews with Luo Qiong, p. 145.
 16. Ibid.
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 Chinese State Feminists in 1957

 The leading comrades of the Secretariat unanimously think that now women are
 already liberated, and men and women are already equal. They think whether
 women are liberated and having equality should be mainly judged by the social
 system. Judging from the socialist ownership, men and women have already
 achieved economic equality. Women are already participating in state politics,
 and the numbers are not small. Since women already have equality, why still
 demand equality? What else do you want? One leading comrade says: equality
 between men and women is a slogan of anti-feudalism. Capitalist society has
 faked equality. The socialist system has genuine equality. Raising [the slogan of]
 equality between men and women again at present will cause ideological
 confusion.

 Leading comrades also point out: are there any phenomena of inequality?
 There are. These should be gradually resolved in the process of socialist
 construction. Therefore, in the Assembly [you] should emphasize what short
 comings women still have; what efforts they themselves should make to overcome
 them; and how to achieve equal rights they already have. Moreover, the extant
 phenomena of inequality will not be entirely eliminated in a short period of time,
 and they are just remnants in the whole society. If [you] singularly raise the issue,
 it would cause ideological confusion. It is incorrect to parallel [equality between

 men and women] with socialist construction.17

 Luo Qiong's notes did not name who said what in this section, a
 significant contrast to the way she mentioned Deng Xiaoping in a
 different section. Did she sense that such hostility to gender equality
 would make male leaders lose face one day if publicized? Whatever
 motivation she or other ACWF officials had, the anonymous way
 they presented these top male leaders' directives reveals their
 disapproval if not disdain. The male Party leaders' "unanimous"
 criticism of ACWF leaders' insistence on gender equality revealed
 their tremendous ignorance or disavowal of deeply entrenched
 structural inequality still existing not only in rural but also urban
 China, a reality that the ACWF officials had been making great
 efforts to publicize and to change. The stern warning of causing
 ideological confusion by raising the issue of equality between men and
 women was certainly made against the specific context of the Anti
 Rightist Campaign, thereby giving it extra coercive and manipulative
 effects.

 Following the quotation of comments by Party leaders, Zhang
 Yun's words are quoted in parentheses:

 Comrade Zhang Yuan added: inequality between men and women is the problem
 of class society. Some phenomena in the socialist society should be resolved
 gradually, and they exist because of individuals' mishandling, or problems,
 mistakes, shortcomings in work, not as a fundamental issue relating to equality
 between men and women. The saying that [there is still] inequality is
 inappropriate.18

 17. "Notes of Luo Qiong's conveying the important directives on women-work by
 leading comrades of the Secretariat and the Political Bureau of the Central
 Committee."

 18. Ibid.
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 It is not known in what tone Zhang Yun said these words. Probably,
 as the one responsible for the draft that insisted on gender equality,
 she felt pressure to make a self-criticism in front of the Party leaders.
 A veteran women-work official who had bravely confronted
 masculinist challenges in her exploration of the format of grassroots
 organization of women a few years before, and who possibly was the
 key person insisting on keeping the demand for equality between men
 and women in the draft, Zhang Yun in the summer of 1957 had to
 give in. Previously she had criticized male chauvinism as politically
 incorrect. Now, as masculinist views were shielded in the dominant
 hymn to socialism by male leaders, Zhang Yun had neither the
 language nor the power to fight back. Significantly, the notes did not
 record how Cai Chang and Deng Yingchao, the two more senior
 women leaders present, responded to male leaders' attack on gender
 equality. It could be that they kept silent. In any case, Zhang Yun was
 then the executive chair of the ACWF and therefore the legitimate
 person to bear the brunt of the attack and to give a conciliatory
 response on behalf of the ACWF.

 The male leaders did not stop at an assault on gender equality. They
 also criticized ACWF officials for complaining about working on
 central tasks of the Party and for "treating it as doing odds and ends."
 They stressed that only in the process of completing central tasks
 could the ACWF do a good job on women-work. In the first eight
 years' history of the women's federation, the conflict between the
 Party's central work and the ACWF's women-work had been a
 dominant theme. The ACWF had been called on to mobilize women
 to work on each campaign and each task set by the CCP, in addition
 to directly transferring ACWF officials to work on those tasks. In

 most cases, those central tasks had no relation to addressing gender
 hierarchy or women's needs and interests. Women's federation
 officials at different levels found they worked more for the central
 tasks than for women, and many were troubled by such a situation.
 For example, the Shanghai Women's Federation's officials expressed
 their discontent in the mid-1950s with these sharp questions: "It is
 correct to mobilize women to participate in the central political
 campaigns called by the Party. But what have women gained through
 these campaigns? What have they given to women? What can we say
 about our special work for women?"19 Contrasting these critical
 questions with male Party leaders' criticism, the different gender
 positions of the ACWF and the male-dominated Secretariat are clear.

 In essence, the controversy over the central tasks and women-work
 was a contest to make the ACWF a tool of the Party on the part of the
 male leaders and to make it a genuine women's organization for
 women's interests on the part of its own officials. Seen in this light, the

 19. "Shanghai minzhu fulian 1953 nian xiabannian gongzuo zongjie" ("Shanghai
 Democratic Women's Federation's review of work in the second half of 1953"), 1954,
 C31-1-75.
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 title of the fourth draft of the report, "Strive further to achieve
 equality between men and women," almost amounted to a declaration
 by the ACWF that it would focus on gender issues. The top ACWF
 officials must have hoped that with the completion of the nationalization
 of industry and commerce, the Third National Women's Assembly in
 1957 would mark a turning point at which the ACWF would begin to
 shift its central attention to gender equality. However, the turning point
 was diverted by the Anti-Rightist Campaign. The changed political
 setting provided a golden opportunity for masculinist power in the Party
 effectively to block any feminist move, and to exert tighter control over
 this gender-based organization.

 Cai Chang and Deng Yingchao, wives of top leaders, must have
 had a better sense of masculinist sentiment in the Party's leading body
 than Zhang Yun, who had been widowed in her 20s. Their inclination
 towards the third title, which did not mention equality between men
 and women but highlighted the central task of socialist construction,
 proved to be a shrewd assessment of the current situation.
 Apparently, the report-writing group, including Zhang Yun, still
 tried to cling to their original goal in a drastically changed political
 environment. Their unyielding insistence on equality between men
 and women must have looked outrageous to the male leaders,
 arousing strong negative reaction from everyone in the Secretariat
 except for Deng Xiaoping. This was one of those moments that laid
 bare the deep gender gap within the Party.

 It must have been devastating for Zhang Yun, Luo Qiong and
 Dong Bian to hear male leaders denouncing their report draft in such
 blatant male chauvinist language. But there is no record of how they
 felt at that moment, besides the above-quoted self-criticism by Zhang
 Yun. What we do know is that this terrible situation did not last too

 long. This is how Luo Qiong described in her memoir what happened
 after the male leaders' criticism:

 Comrade Xiaoping was sitting on the side, smoking and listening quietly. In the
 end comrade Xiaoping gave a summarizing talk. He had a well-thought-out plan
 and came straight to the point. His first sentence was: "Revisions could be small,
 medium or large. It seems your draft requires a large revision." His second
 sentence was: "Your labour will not be wasted as some parts can be used in the
 revised version." He clearly pointed out: "It seems that you did not grasp the
 general task of constructing a socialist country set by the Eighth National
 Congress of the Party. Your assembly should be one that mobilizes women in the
 whole country to diligently, thriftily build the country, and diligently, thriftily
 manage the family in order to strive for the construction of socialism. Your report
 should use this as its title." He confirmed: "The principle of women-work in the
 period of socialist construction should be diligently, thriftily building the country,
 and diligently, thriftily managing the family in order to strive for the construction
 of socialism." He said once, and then said again with emphasis: "This principle is
 not wrong and it should be the fundamental principle for a long time."20

 20. Luo Qiong and Duan Yongqiang, Interviews with Luo Qiong, p. 145.
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 According to Luo Qiong, Deng Xiaoping gave a long talk on the
 two-diligences policy and quoted Chairman Mao twice. Deng also
 gave detailed instructions on the structure of the report, telling them
 to organize it into seven parts and specifying the theme for each part.

 He told them how many words they were supposed to write for each
 part and asked them to limit the length to 20,000 characters. "From
 the principle and task to the structure and length, comrade Xiaoping
 told us everything clearly," Luo Qiong said in her memoir. Obviously,

 Deng Xiaoping had done his homework before hosting this meeting of
 the Secretariat.

 Following Deng's instructions, the writing group finished revisions
 in one week and sent it back to the Secretariat. Besides centring on the
 two diligences, the revised version also included the Secretariat

 members' view on gender equality. It stated: "Since the socialist
 revolution was completed, women in our country have already
 achieved equal rights with men in political, economic, cultural and
 social aspects and family life. They have forever ended thousands of
 years of sad history of being oppressed and subjugated, and achieved
 women's liberation."21 A second meeting of the Secretariat on
 reviewing the report was scheduled. Luo Qiong was very uneasy on
 that day. But this time Deng Xiaoping was the first to talk and he
 said, "this version is basically fine now." Then other leaders followed
 to give their consent. They only offered some minor editorial
 suggestions before they approved it. Then the draft was ready to be
 submitted to the Political Bureau of the Central Committee.

 Before following the draft to another setting, we should look closely
 at Deng Xiaoping's role in this critical moment. It is clear that he was
 the only male leader in the Secretariat who did not attack the ACWF
 that day. Instead, he had spent time beforehand working out a
 "politically correct" theme to break the impasse. Judging from Luo
 Qiong's description, Deng Xiaoping did not mention "equality
 between men and women" at all, either positively or negatively. We
 have no way of discerning his personal position on the issue. His
 agenda was unmistakably to propose a new principle for women
 work, that is, the two diligences. This principle was a retreat from the
 goal of striving further for gender equality since it did not address
 gender hierarchy but rather consolidated the gender division of labour
 and reinforced gender roles. It also strengthened the masculinist Party
 position of using the ACWF as a tool for the central tasks of the
 Party. As such, it received the unanimous approval of the Secretariat.

 But was this proposal totally siding with the masculinist power in
 the Party? Why were Luo Qiong and other ACWF officials so grateful
 to Deng? What was the key to the problems that Luo Qiong regretted

 21. "Qinjian jianguo, qinjian chijia, wei jianshe shehuizhuyi er fendou" ("Diligenly
 and thriftily build the country, diligently and thriftily manage the family, striving for
 socialist construction"), in Chinese Women Cadres School, An Anthology of Source

 Material on the Chinese Women's Movement, Vol. 2, p. 316.
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 they had not grasped at first, while apparently Deng Xiaoping did?
 The clues to these puzzles can be found in the second part of the
 curious document, that is, the part recording the discussions of
 the revised draft by the Political Bureau. The document set out the
 Political Bureau leaders' discussion under three topics. The first,
 problems in the Anti-Rightist Campaign, recorded Party leaders'
 discussions about how rightists attacked socialism and their sugges
 tions on how the report should include denouncement of rightist
 theses by using examples from work on women and children (the final
 report of the ACWF included some direct quotations from leaders'
 discussions on this issue). The second topic, about the two diligences,
 expressed leaders' agreement and approval of this "very important
 issue." The third topic was about the question of whether the ACWF
 should exist or not and its function. In this crucial part, the document
 did not note opposing views at all, but simply quoted Liu Shaoqi's
 favourable view of the ACWF. The length of the quotation showed
 that the Political Bureau spent quite a while on this issue.
 Liu Shaoqi's views as recorded in the document, apart from

 registering his approval of the revised report, focused on refuting the
 view that the ACWF should be eliminated. This is a direct quotation:

 To the question of whether we want Fulian or not, I think we should not say such
 words any more. Some people have thought that women's liberation is a task of
 one period, a task of a historical stage. As if since women are liberated, Fulian is
 not needed. In my view, not only at present, but also in the future, Fulian still
 should exist. With the existence of Fulian, [we] can carry out work among the
 women masses.

 Liu repeated at the meeting:

 As to the question of how much longer Fulian should exist, Fulian should exist
 for a long time. Don't bring up the question of whether it should be eliminated or
 not any more.22

 The political environment for the ACWF in 1957 is clear now. The
 contention was not simply over gender equality, but more seriously,
 over the very existence of the organization. This explains why ACWF
 officials wanted to insist on striving for equality between men and
 women even though they knew that the slogan might sound
 problematic in that particular political context. How could this
 gender-based organization legitimize its existence without a gender
 specific goal and function? Seen in this light, Deng Xiaoping's
 ingenuity also came into relief. His proposal of the two diligences
 provided a gender-specific function to legitimize the existence of the
 ACWF. And better yet, he used politically correct rhetoric to present
 a traditional role for women to play, rhetoric that would shield him
 from any possible attack.

 22. "Notes of Luo Qiong's conveying the important directives on women-work by
 leading comrades of the Secretariat and the Political Bureau of the Central
 Committee."
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 The formulation of the two diligences first appeared in Chairman
 Mao's writings. Mao in 1955 was editing a volume of reports on the
 development of rural co-operatives nationwide. He wrote 104 small
 commentaries on more than 170 reports. One report, entitled
 "Diligently and thriftily running the co-ops," stimulated Mao's
 comment of "diligently and thriftily running everything."23 During
 the following years he would mention the point of diligence
 occasionally. In the context of promoting rural collectivization, he
 gave a talk on rural co-ops at the Sixth Congress of the Central
 Committee in 1955. One of the fifteen points he made was on
 diligence: "We should advocate diligently and thriftily managing the
 family, diligently and thriftily running the co-ops, and diligently and
 thriftily building the country. Our country needs diligence first, and
 thrift second; we don't want laziness, and we don't want sumptuous
 ness. Laziness would lead to decline, which is not good."24 According
 to Luo Qiong, this was one of the two sayings by Chairman Mao
 quoted by Deng Xiaoping at the Secretariat meeting. In July 1957
 Mao wrote an article that was circulated among provincial Party
 secretaries who were convening in Qingdao. In it he again mentioned
 diligently running the co-ops. But this time, he specifically mentioned
 women's role in diligence: "In order to resolve the issue of diligently
 and thriftily managing the family, [we should] chiefly rely on women's
 groups to do such work."25 This was the second quotation cited by
 Deng Xiaoping in his speech on the two diligences, followed with his
 own emphasis that this was the historical responsibility of Fulian.26

 In the beginning of 1957 the Party centre launched a campaign of
 zengchan jieyue (iH/^ l?^J, increase production and practise economy)
 as a response to the overheated economy of 1956.27 In publicity on
 this campaign, Mao's quotation of "diligently and thriftily running
 everything" was widely circulated. In the women's federation system
 officials at different levels began to emphasize women's role in the
 campaign of increasing production and practising economy, and
 together with Chairman Mao's quotation, an emphasis on women's
 role in "diligently and thriftily running the family" also emerged.28 In
 other words, by the time of Deng Xiaoping's selection of the couplet,

 23. "Zhongguo nongcun de shehuizhuyi gaochao de xuyan" ("Preface to 'The high
 tide of socialism in rural China'") September and December 1955, in Mao Zedong
 xuanji (Selected Works of Mao Zedong), Vol. 5 (Beijing: People Press, 1955), p. 249.

 24. "Nongye hezuohua de yichang bianlun he dangqian de jieji douzheng" ("A
 debate on agricultural collectivization and current class struggles"), 11 October 1955,
 in Selected Works of Mao Zedong, p. 213.

 25. "Yijiuwuqi nian xiaji de xingshi" ("The situation in summer 1957"), July 1957,
 in ibid. p. 459.

 26. Luo Qiong and Duan Yongqiang, Interviews with Luo Qiong, p. 146.
 27. Mao Zedong, "Duizhongyang guanyu yijiuwuqi nian kaizhan zengchan jieyue

 yundong de zhishi gao de piyu ("Comment on the directive draft on the Party Central
 launching the campaign of increasing production and practicing economy in 1957"), in
 Jianguo yilai Mao Zedong wengao (Mao Zedong's Papers Since the Founding of the
 PRC) (Beijing: Zhongyang wenxian chubanshe, 1990), Vol. 6, pp. 302-303.

 28. Renmin ribao (People's Daily), 26 March 1957, p. 6.
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 "diligently, thriftily build the country, and diligently, thriftily manage
 the family" had been circulated in the public discourse though not yet
 often appeared as a pair. And it was one of the ACWF's multiple
 tasks following the current central task.
 Deng Xiaoping did not initially decide on the theme of two

 diligences for the ACWF. The July instructions from Deng Yingchao
 and Cai Chang on the report also included Deng Xiaoping's
 directives. At that time, he told the ACWF that "following
 Chairman Mao's instruction at the meeting of provincial Party
 secretaries, the theme of the report should be the issue of women
 passing the test of socialism."29 The term "passing the test of
 socialism" first appeared in one of Mao's talks in January 1957 when
 he said: "Some party members have passed all kinds of tests in the
 past, but it is difficult for them to pass the test of socialism."30 Mao's
 attention at this point was on Party members and high officials who
 disagreed with his collectivization and nationalization policies.
 Although passing the test of socialism was originally not intended
 for people outside the Party, in July when the Anti-Rightist Campaign
 peaked, it did not sound far-fetched to include women. Everyone in
 China seemed to face the issue of passing the test of socialism. The
 ACWF followed Deng's instruction to prepare their report and other
 designated presentations. Consequently, Song Qingling's talk at the
 Assembly was entitled "Women should resolutely pass the test of
 socialism."31 The theme, however, only worked in one way, that is, it
 followed the political tempo. It did not help address the specific
 dilemma of the ACWF. Therefore, in the leading body of the ACWF
 the debate over the central theme of the work report continued.
 Deng's instruction in July showed that he was informed of the

 process of the preparation for the Third National Women's Assembly
 and was involved in decision-making. The liaison between Deng and
 the ACWF was either through Deng Yingchao or Cai Chang, or both.
 It was Deng Yingchao who informed Luo Qiong of Deng Xiaoping's
 invitation to the writing group to go to Beidaihe. And on the phone,

 Deng Yingchao asked Luo Qiong to take some materials on two
 diligences with her. Deng Yingchao had obviously informed Deng
 Xiaoping of the dilemma of the ACWF and it was this information
 that made Deng Xiaoping look for a different theme for the report.

 We don't know how Deng Xiaoping discussed the new theme with
 Deng Yingchao, but when he decided to get the writing group to
 Beidaihe he had already thought of the new theme and had told Deng

 29. "Comrade Zhang Yun conveys instructions from Sister Cai and Sister Deng."
 30. "Zai shengshi zhizhiqu dangwei shuji huiyi shang de jianghua" ("Talk on the

 conference of provincial Party Committee secretaries"), January 1957, in Selected
 Works of Mao Zedong, Vol. 5, p. 335.

 31. See Song Qingling, "Fun? yao jianjue guohao shehuizhuyi zhe yiguan"
 ("Women should resolutely pass the test of socialism"), in Chinese Women Cadres
 School, An Anthology of Source Material on the Chinese Women's Movement, Vol. 2,
 p. 308.
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 Yingchao what it was about. By switching the theme from passing the
 test of socialism to two diligences, Deng Xiaoping showed his astute
 understanding of what was at stake in drafting the report. And with
 this switch he simultaneously succeeded in saving the women's
 federation, appeasing masculinist power in the Party and showing his
 faithful following of the highest authority, Chairman Mao. At any
 rate, Deng Xiaoping should be credited with finding those two short
 quotations from Mao's many long talks and writings and applying
 them to practices with such creativity at this critical moment.

 Interestingly, at the meeting of the Political Bureau, when Liu
 Shaoqi defended the ACWF he tried to use the same strategies. He
 also invoked Mao to legitimize the existence of the women's
 federation. According to him, Mao at the Supreme State
 Conference had said: "In the old society there were matchmakers
 for marriage. The new society has abolished the feudal system but
 young men and women have difficulty in getting married, that is, they
 cannot find a partner. Shouldn't we have a department for
 introducing [partners] and [providing] guidance?" After quoting

 Mao, Liu Shaoqi then emphasized that issues of marriage, women
 and children were most pervasive social issues that deserved research
 so as to create healthy social ethics and common practices: "Creating
 lively social practices and healthy ethics is beneficial to socialism. If
 Fulian could shoulder this task, it would play a good role." Searching
 for a "politically correct" role for the women's federation to play, Liu
 Shaoqi, just like Deng Xiaoping, expressed narrowly defined
 functions for the women's organization while appealing to
 Chairman Mao's authority. It is ironic, though not surprising, that
 these women-friendly Party leaders protected the women's federation
 by placing it within the parameters approved by masculinist power.

 Were they conscious of the conservative nature of their proposals?
 Probably not. The act of appealing to Mao's authority in those
 circumstances seems not so much to seek protection from possible
 criticism of their conservative stance on gender issues as to add weight
 to their ingenious proposals. The practice of quoting Mao for
 legitimacy, which would be pervasive in the whole country a decade
 later, seemed already to be a common practice among top Party
 officials in the late 1950s.

 Highlighting the two male Party leaders' role in this historical
 moment, I would like to point out a pattern of the working strategy of
 the ACWF. The two male leaders did not jump to the rescue of the
 ACWF on their own initiative. Although I have not yet found
 evidence to establish a connection between the ACWF and Liu Shaoqi
 at this point, I have already shown that Deng Yingchao, who had
 known Deng Xiaoping since the early 1930s, played a crucial role in
 obtaining Deng Xiaoping's support. Informal relations are always
 important in the formal decision-making process. To Chinese state
 feminists - the ACWF officials who were used to long-term
 marginalization of women in the Party's power structure - informal
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 relations were crucial channels of access to the male-dominated power
 centre. It would not be an exaggeration to claim that in the first
 decade of the PRC every important state policy promoting women's
 interest was a result of successful manoeuvres by these inside feminist
 agitators with the help of crucial informal relations fostered by the
 wives of top Party leaders. The two-diligences policy, seemingly a
 setback, should be regarded as representing one of those successful

 manoeuvres behind the scenes.

 The Third National Women's Assembly and Beyond

 Embracing the two diligences as its central principle, the ACWF
 thus survived 1957. It must have been a huge relief for the women's
 federation top officials that with this new principle the Third National

 Women's Assembly smoothly sailed through the rough sea of the
 Anti-Rightist Campaign. There is no record to show if they ever
 discussed among themselves the full implications of accepting this
 protective but confining new principle for women-work. The
 published materials demonstrate that the ACWF seriously devoted
 itself to the implementation of the two diligences nationwide after the
 Third National Women's Assembly. They even enthusiastically
 presented a proposal to the Central Committee to begin nationwide
 propaganda activities on diligently and thriftily managing the family,
 and the Central Committee approved their proposal, issuing directives
 to Party branches all over the country to include such propaganda
 activities in their agenda. Thus, instead of being eliminated, the
 ACWF emerged in the spotlight, gaining support from various Party
 and government branches, and creating a hype on diligently and
 thriftily managing the family before the Spring Festival of 1958.32

 But this hype was soon swept aside by another even greater hype,
 the Great Leap Forward in 1958. Suddenly people in the whole
 country were mobilized to speed up socialist construction, and women
 were portrayed as an important labour force in social production
 rather than frugal managers of families. Moreover, it seemed that
 individual families might be abolished very soon, as collective dining
 halls were set up in rural communes. Socializing housework and
 liberating women's productivity were in vogue. The ACWF had
 quickly to host a national conference on women-work attended by
 provincial women's federation leaders to adjust its agenda and
 principles. Documents on this one-month-long conference reveal that
 local women's federation officials raised a lot of challenging questions
 to the work report of the Third National Women's Assembly. Was it
 problematic to adopt the two diligences as the principle for women
 work? How come the report said women had already been liberated
 and had already achieved equality between men and women? Why was
 women's thorough liberation not mentioned? Why was socialization

 32. Luo Qiong and Duan Yongqiang, Interviews with Luo Qiong, pp. 149-150.
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 of housework not mentioned? Didn't such lack of mention reflect a
 lack of vision? And so on. In a talk by Dong Bian, the co-author of
 the report, we can see that the ACWF officials were put in an
 awkward situation trying to justify the theme of the report written less
 than a year before. The talk also demonstrates how the ACWF
 officials swiftly responded to the changed setting. Dong Bian basically
 broke all the taboos set by the Secretariat a year before and returned
 to the pre-1957 rhetoric of the existence of inequality between men
 and women and feudal remnants: "Women's thorough liberation and
 genuine equality between men and women will have to follow the
 development of socialism and be achieved completely in a communist
 society." She admitted the expediency to local officials who might not
 understand the pressure the ACWF had experienced a year before at
 the time of the Third National Women's Assembly: "The whole
 country was just in the most intense period of struggling against
 bourgeois rightists. The circumstances required us to concentrate all
 our efforts to call on women in the whole country to go firmly on the
 socialist road."33
 As to the two diligences, Dong Bian explained that the productivity

 of the time had required that women diligently and thriftily manage
 the family for the construction of socialism. Now that social
 productivity had developed, she claimed, it thus became appropriate
 to turn individual housework into collective enterprises so as to
 liberate women from housework to devote themselves to socialist
 production, although the spirit of diligently and thriftily running
 everything should be maintained. In the dominant craze of "running
 to communism," Dong Bian neither explained nor any official asked
 how social productivity could have developed so fast in less than a
 year. Thus, the Great Leap Forward enabled the ACWF to leap out
 of the role of a diligent housekeeper for women in the whole country
 and leap back to the role of a socialist producer. Ironically, when
 women's productivity was "liberated" (meaning, when massive
 mobilization of women into the labour force was accomplished), the
 necessity of a gender-based organization was once again questioned.
 In some locations women's federations at the county level were
 disbanded in the second half of 1958. The ACWF officials hastily
 manoeuvred to confront another crisis, a story to be told in a different
 article.34

 Facing serious crises in 1957, ACWF officials managed to sustain
 the gender-based organization, an accomplishment achieved with
 compromises. Several points can be drawn from the short history of

 33. Dong Bian, "Zai quanguo fun? gongzuo huiyi shangde fayan" ("Talk on the
 national conference on women-work"), in Chinese Women Cadres School, An
 Anthology of Source Material on the Chinese Women's Movement, Vol. 2, p. 364.

 34. In her recent article Kimberley Ens Manning gives an account of the disbanding
 of local women's federations in 1958. See "The gendered politics of woman-work:
 rethinking radicalism in the Great Leap Forward," Modern China, Vol. 32, No. 3
 (2006), pp. 1-36.
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 the ACWF in 1957. First, the gender contentions over gender equality
 and women's liberation analysed here deconstruct the myth of a
 benevolent patriarchal socialist state. The Party has been a machine of
 masculinist power that values women only for their utility to the goal
 of the party-state. But within the Party there were women communists
 who held a position that differed from the Party's masculinist
 position. Pursuing gender equality was their goal, a goal they, at first,
 genuinely believed could be achieved in socialism, and which they
 thought justified the existence of the women's organization. The
 progressive policies and laws on gender issues passed in the first
 decade of the PRC were manifestations of the effective efforts of these

 communist women, inside feminist agitators.
 Secondly, 1957 was the moment when the ACWF officials realized

 the huge cognitive gap between themselves and the male Party leaders,
 and dispelled the fantasy of focusing the organization on gender
 equality in the socialist state. It was not only that they had different
 understandings of gender equality; fundamentally, gender equality
 was no longer on the agenda of the Party, and the ACWF was only
 needed to fulfil the Party's tasks. In other words, in order for the
 ACWF to exist, the Party's central tasks had to be the top priority of
 the organization. If previously the relationship between the Party's
 central tasks and women-work had been ambiguous or subject to
 debate within the ACWF, the Secretariat in 1957 defined it point
 blank. Closely following the Party's central tasks remained the theme
 of all the official reports and talks of the ACWF until 1983, when
 protecting the legal rights of women and children became the principle
 of women-work. The year 1957 in this sense did mark a setback of
 state feminists and a substantial victory of masculinist power in the
 Party.

 Thirdly, if we compare the ACWF with the All-China Federation of
 Trade Unions (ACFTU) in 1957, the ACWF leaders' compromising
 stance is shown in relief. Pressed by workers' agitation to form
 independent organizations, as Jackie Sheehan observes, the ACFTU
 leaders "began to formulate a role for the unions in which they would
 concern themselves mainly or exclusively with the interests and
 demands of the workers."35 While both the ACWF and ACFTU
 often found themselves sandwiched between "the masses" they were
 supposed to represent and the Party, historically the ACWF leaders
 never took chances to be openly confrontational with the Party. The
 ACWF was different from the ACFTU, which represented the
 working class, in that it only represented women, who had historically
 been secondary to "working class" and never even been in the
 rhetorical position of a "leading class" in the proletarian revolution. It
 was not just the awareness of their subordinate position in the larger
 scheme of revolution that made the ACWF leaders conciliatory.

 More importantly, it was also the Party's long history of suppressing

 35. Sheehan, Chinese Workers: A New History, p. 79.
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 so-called "bourgeois feminism" that made the ACWF leaders fully
 aware of the implications of the male Party leaders' criticism in 1957.
 They were once again warned that pursuing women's interests could
 never stand alone or apart from serving a "larger" purpose if they
 were not to be accused of committing bourgeois feminist mistakes. By
 closely following the Party leaders' instructions, the subordinate and
 compromising ACWF was able to prove its loyalty to the Party in that
 eventful year, in contrast to the ACFTU which transgressed in each
 crucial historical moment. Such meaningful historical records
 certainly play a role in the fact that the ACWF receives much less
 state surveillance in its promoting of women's interests than the

 ACFTU does for workers in the post-Mao era.36
 Fourthly, the crucial role of informal relations in this story poses

 theoretical and methodological questions to historians. How do we
 theorize such informal relations that cut across the gender line (and
 presumably class, race or any other divide in other cases)? In real life,
 men's support or backing might be found in most cases of women's
 social and political advancement for the simple reason that power
 holders were, and still are, predominantly men. Gaining male power
 holders' support by utilizing informal relations is certainly not a
 patent of women, but given that women as a social group lack formal
 channels to the power centre, informal relations were of paramount
 importance to them.37 Conversely, the pro-women state policies
 issued in the PRC must have a lot to do with how informal relations

 have been utilized. Unfortunately, activities around such informal
 relations were rarely documented, and hence are forever lost to
 historians when the involved parties die. In other words, the material
 basis to theorize the role of informal relations in historical processes
 may not exist. What the historian can do is to call attention to the
 importance of such informal relations and associated manoeuvres by
 inside feminist agitators in China.

 36. The similar contrasting pattern between the ACWF and the ACFTU re
 emerged in the 1989 democracy movement. The ACFTU openly supported students'
 demonstration but the ACWF remained silent until after the crack-down when it was
 among the earliest to issue a statement condemning the democracy movement.

 37. On informal relations among the Chinese elite and their influence on historical
 processes, see Jin Qiu, The Culture of Power: The Lin Biao Incident in the Cultural
 Revolution (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999).
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