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Abstract

How Housewives Have Been Discussed
-Focusing on Regime Change in China

Jiaruo WANG

Many researchers have studied the changes in the division of gender roles
among Chinese women since the founding of the country from the perspectives
of women’s working environment, policies related to women, and changes in
family structure. The purpose of this research note is to extract the parts
related to housewifery from previous studies and to clarify how the external
factors leading to housewifery in China have been discussed. As a prelude to a
discussion of the individual choices of Chinese women, this paper uses the
gender order proposed by Yumiko Ehara, an important conceptual device for
examining the relationship between the subjective acts and structures of
women in a particular society, to examine how the debate over the housewife
has actually been conducted in China.

Since the founding of China in 1949, the state has taken strong measures to
promote the labor force for women. These include legal equality between men
and women, the state’s guarantee of female employment through the “danwei”
system of job assignment, and support for female employment through the
socialization of a portion of the domestic work. Although the state and men
shared a very limited portion of the domestic work for women, the gender
division of labor, in which women were the primary bearers of domestic work,
was not fundamentally changes. At the same time, during the socialist economy,
women could not refuse to participate in work even if they did not want to,
because of their passion for nation building and moral pressure.

In the 1980s, when China began its economic reforms, a market economy was
introduced and China was drawn into the world economy, and the “danwei”
system was abolished, so that people had to secure employment on their own.
At the same time, the welfare benefits that used to be provided by the state
were drastically reduced and almost all of them were required to be provided
by the family. In this situation, women’s responsibilities within the family and in

the workplace have both become greater, making it difficult for them to sustain
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themselves. Women’s disadvantage in the market will make them choose to
give up their families to become full-time wives, to find and realize their value
in the family. And because of the marketization of education and because
women are perceived to have more connection with their children, women
spend a lot of time and energy for their children’s education, thus giving up
their jobs and becoming full-time mothers in order to give their children a
better quality of education.

In other words, we can see that the interplay of severe competition in a
market economy, the state of the government welfare system, the need for
family care and childcare, the need for early education and the ideal family
image, as well as the significance of family ties in individual self-realization, all

influence the choice to become a housewife or not.
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