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Abstract 
Gender inequality still exists in China. One of its reasons and manifestations 
is the low political participation of rural women. The data analysis of 970 
questionnaires reveals that current political participation of rural women is 
characterized by low number, lack of motivation and organization, and 
self-interest driven participation. This article seeks to interpret their low po-
litical participation from the perspective of neo-institutionalism. It argues that 
this low participation has been caused by informal institutions, such as the re-
straints of traditional gender concepts, women’s lack of desire for personal 
rights and weak sense of organization, as well as by formal institutions, in-
cluding imperfect policy system and women organizations in the rural areas. 
Consequently, improving rural women’s political participation should start 
with reforming these institutions. 
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1. Introduction 

Gender inequality still exists in China. According to the Global Gender Gap Re-
port (2016), China ranked 99th in gender equality around the world. Since one 
key criteria of gender equality used in that Report was women’s political partici-
pation, it is urgent for China to address this issue. In particular, rural women’s 
political participation should be improved, which is the most fundamental polit-
ical act and determines the number and level of overall women’s political par-
ticipation in China (World Economic Forum, 2016). With the development of 
the urban-and-rural dual economic system, many rural men have migrated to 
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cities in search for better-paying jobs, leaving their wives behind in the rural 
areas. Thus rural women become an importance force in rural constructions or 
village policy making. In this respect, to encourage the political participation of 
rural women will not only contribute to gender equality in China, but also to the 
modernization of rural villages.  

Now scholars differ as to the precise definition of political participation. One 
theory that has been widely accepted in the academia is proposed by the 
American political scientist, Samuel Huntington. Political participation, ac-
cording to Huntington, is “the activities attempted by civilians to influence 
government decision-making” (Huntington, 1987). That is to say, the political 
participation is usually limited to the political action such as political election, 
political supervision, etc. But other scholars believe the arena of political par-
ticipation should be expanded: “Meaningful political participation requires a 
broader definition of politics, which extends beyond the institution boundaries 
of the party-state to other domains of social and economic life” (Howell, 
2006). Considering the subject of this research and their inequality in China, 
this paper defines “rural women’s political participation” as their participation 
in village government and their influence on village decision-making through 
their roles in such general activities as village elections, meetings, and admin-
istrations as well as gender specific organizations such as Women’s Federa-
tions.   

2. Literature Review 

Studies of women political participation by foreign scholars are closely con-
nected with the raging feminist movement. They have explored the reasons of 
women’s low political participation from multiple angles. Many agree that 
women’s participation in political life is complex and always changing (Spirou, 
2017). One important cause for their low status is the patriarchal system. As Al-
tindal observed, under the control of patriarchy, women problems will never go 
away (Altındal, 2009). On a global scale, the level and competence of women’s 
political participation has not been transformed in a fundamental way (Nor & 
Gapur, 2011). Some scholars attribute it to tradition, psychology, lack of encou-
ragement and preoccupation with democratic affairs (Kalita, 2016). Others owe 
it to ideology, women’s education level, economic status, social culture and oth-
ers (El-Ghannam, 2011). Rigid gender quotas from nation also affect women’s 
enthusiasm for political participation (Paxton, 2010). That is to say, the social 
context of women’s lives may limit their opportunities to participate, with family 
and work responsibilities restricting the time available for political activities 
(Conway, 2018). Even the acceptableness of women as political leaders has been 
much crippled by some gendered media representation of “the Fourth Power” 
(Mavin & Patricia, 2010). Still, politically active women have reported high on 
positive affect and low on negative affect as compared to women who are politi-
cally-non-active (Vats, 2017). As a whole, foreign scholars have studied this 
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problem in detail and concretely, and regarded political participation as a rela-
tion variable such as disability, scientific authority (Pitts, 2012), religious beliefs, 
gender consciousness and women’s political participation (Cassese & Holman, 
2016).  

Therefore, women’s perceptions of political participation and political efficacy 
are needed to improve their participation (Feldman, Darmstadt, Kumar, & Rug-
er, 2015). Gender quotas enhance not only women’s political participation but 
also political competition (Huang, 2016). It can also be improved by deepening 
women’s awareness of political and legal rights to create conditions for them to 
participate in decision-making on the local and national levels (Dalton, 2008). 
The “two-pronged” approach proposed by Jude Howell is representative. One is 
to promote equal right of speech for men and women in the ideological sense; 
the other is to improve women’s technical skills in the material sense (Howell, 
2006). At the same time, foreign scholars often emphasize the role of social or-
ganizations. They believe that a government should fund women organizations 
well and help develop them as to play their important role in advocating women 
political participation (Thun, 2014).  

Chinese scholars have also explored rural women’s political participation 
from many angles. They have reached the consensus that at present rural women 
have many difficulties in political participation, such as the marginalization of 
their rights to participate (Liu, 2009), the low percentage of their actual partici-
pation, lack of practices in effective participation, large regional differences, and 
the lack of systematic support (Li, 2015). Political participation originates from 
complicated social background for rural women and is influenced by their social 
conditions, living environment and personal qualities. Among these, economic 
level is so critical that rural women’s political participation is directly hindered 
by their low incomes (Zhang, Wang, & Liu, 2009). Besides, their political partic-
ipation is affected by their educational levels and the traditional culture sur-
rounding them. Scholars generally believe that one of the barriers to rural wom-
en’s higher voting rates is their lack of knowledge about their rights to vote and 
the actual process of voting (Pang & Zeng, 2013). Because of the Confucian val-
ues they have been taught by their families, traditional gender concepts and la-
bor divisions still exert a subtle influence upon rural women’s orientations of 
values (Zhou & Gong, 2014). Moreover, their political participation is affected 
by their ages, health conditions and the time they have for leisure (Lv, 2013). 
Thus, to increase rural women participation in political activities requires pro-
found reform of the very foundation of political system, material incentives for 
women and strong advocacy for their participation (Guo, Wang, Zhang, & Wu, 
2016). 

Thus, what scholars have studied concerning the realities of women political 
participation, the factors that affect it, and the strategic advice they propose all 
provide useful contexts for the present research. Still, rural women’s political 
participation in China has not been sufficiently examined. Most studies are con-
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fined to a limited area of women political participation and do not focus on rural 
women as an independent group, who are distinct from urban women in mul-
tiple ways. This research seeks to make up for the deficiency. Based upon 970 
questionnaires mainly covering 6 provinces, it presents the current situation of 
rural women’s political participation, examines the institutional factors that re-
strict it from the perspective of neo-institutionalism and proposes corresponding 
strategies to promote their participation.   

3. Current Rural Women’s Political Participation 
3.1. Data Sources and Methodology 

The data of this research are collected from questionnaires about rural women’s 
political participation in six provinces including Liaoning, Shandong, Henan, 
Hunan, Guizhou, and Ningxia. Every two provinces were selected from east, 
middle and west of China to make the questionnaire sample more representa-
tive. Altogether, 970 questionnaires were handed out by investigators in person 
and 920 were completed. A small proportion of rural women with very low level 
of education cannot understand the content of the questionnaires and the ex-
planation of our investigators, so their questionnaires were not collected suc-
cessfully. Among these, 913 can be used, which made the questionnaire efficacy 
of this study 94.2%. Because rural women, especially those whose husbands have 
migrated to cities, are under enormous living pressure, we have included “diffi-
culties” as part of the basic information and the statistics we received was as in 
Table 1. 
 
Table 1. Statistics of samples’ basic information. 

Sample distribution Number of samples Percentage（%） 

Age 

Under 30 167 18 

31 to 40 years old 358 40 

41 to 50 years old 367 40 

50 and above 21 2 

Education level 

Illiterate 110 12 

Elementary school 250 27 

Junior high school 373 41 

High school 94 10 

High school and above 86 10 

 
 

Difficulties 

Agricultural labor 236 26 

Family income 369 40 

House chores 127 14 

Children rearing 148 16 

Health condition 33 4 
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3.2. Present Situation of Women’s Political Participation in Rural  
Areas  

3.2.1. Overall Inadequate Political Participation 
The political participation of rural women refers primarily to their participation 
in village meetings, village administration and committee election. According to 
our research, the percentage of rural women political participation is low, which 
reveals its overall inadequacy. The numbers of women who responded “never” 
to participation in village meetings, administrations and election are much 
higher than those who responded “often” (see Figure 1).   

Take village meeting as an example: 52% of rural women never participate, 
35% of them occasionally participate, and only 13% often participate. This is not 
in line with the main data of The Third Survey of Chinese Women’s Social Sta-
tus, which claims that “83.6% of rural women have participated in village com-
mittee elections in the past five years and 70.4% of them have made their efforts 
to know the candidates and to use their rights of vote in a deliberate way” (Na-
tional Women Federation & National Bureau of Statistics, 2011). As the present 
research shows, current rural women’s political participation in China is not 
promising. The total amount of political participation needs to be increased. 

3.2.2. Lack of Enthusiasm for Political Participation 
With advancement in the grass-roots democratic reform of the political system 
in China, rural people who have high comprehensive quality, strong administra-
tion skills and passion to serve have increasingly become representatives of their 
village and have more opportunities to participate in village administration and 
decision-making, which pave the way for their participation in village political 
activities. But our survey shows that most representatives are men, not rural 
women. The latter are still not fully aware of their political rights and lack 
knowledge of the policies and regulations of villager administration. Besides, 
they are not motivated or interested to participate. If they have domestic diffi-
culties, they will mostly resort to their neighbors for help. When it comes to vil-
lage matters, they often display passivity in language and action. When asked  
 

 
Figure 1. Rural women’s political participation in villages’ affairs. 
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whether they would actively take part in politics, most of them answered equi-
vocally that it all depends. Only few people gave some certain answers. As for the 
reasons of their non-participation in village affairs (see Figure 2), 41% women 
have “no time and energy,” 40% of them believe it is none of their business, and 
19% of them simply do not care. These numbers unmistakably point to the lack 
of intrinsic motivation for rural women to participate in political activities. 

3.2.3. Private Interest in Political Participation   
Related to rural women’s lack of intrinsic motivation is their self-interest when 
they do participate in public activities. In other words, current rural women’s 
political participation is predominantly driven by self-interest. As shown in Fig-
ure 3, 44% of rural women attend village affairs only when these are relevant to 
their lives, 35% of them simply follow others or accompany their neighbors, 
while only 6% of the women attend to express their views. This reveals that cur-
rent village decision-making does not depend entirely on the male elite. Rural 
women contribute to it as well, even though out of their self-interest.  

3.2.4. Low Degree of Organization 
In this paper, women organizations such as Women’s Federation is taken as an 
indicator of their political participation because how close women relate to these 
organizations reflect their relationship with public agencies in general. Women’s 
Federation in rural areas is formed to protect the rights and benefits of local 
women and should fulfill its roles in women life by awakening them to their 
rights, enlarging their public roles, and promoting their participation in political 
activities. But our research shows rural women are not closely connected with 
Women’s Federation because of its weak political functions and their emotional 
detachment from it. Figure 4 shows that 52% of the women have never con-
tacted Women’s Federation, 31% have occasionally contacted them and only 
17% have been in frequent contact with the Federation. When asked whether 
their local Women’s Federation was helpful in any way to their life, nearly 50% 
of the women replied “just a little” while 28% replied “none.” 
 

 
Figure 2. Intrinsic motivation of rural women in village affairs. 
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Figure 3. Private interests of rural women’s political participation. 

 

 

Figure 4. Rural women’s contact with women’s federation and the help from women’s 
federation. 

4. The Institutional Factors That Constrain Rural Women’s  
Political Participation  

Neo-institutionalism has emerged in recent years as a mainstream paradigm in 
social sciences. Although as a theory it has been criticized, it has provided a new 
perspective to academic research with its unique definitions of institution. 
“Neo-institutionalism is concerned with both the informal conventions in polit-
ical life and the formal institutional charters and organizational structures” 
(Marsh, 2002). Institution has two levels of meaning in neo-institutionalism: in-
formal institutions such as ethical standards, traditional customs, religious be-
liefs, and formal institutions such as policies, regulations, and rules of procedure. 
At present, the political participation of rural women in China is constrained by 
these two levels of informal and formal institutions. 

4.1. Informal Institutions That Constrain Rural Women’s Political  
Participation  

4.1.1. Traditional Gender Concepts 
Some old gender concepts in traditional Chinese culture still impact the though-
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ts and acts of people today, such as “preference for boys over girls” and “women 
inferiority to men.” Women have been assigned to the private area of home in 
the process of socialization. The education they have received since childhood 
aims at cultivating in them those qualities pertaining to the wife and mother. As 
a result, they have not developed those qualities necessary for political leadership 
and participation when they grow up and have little desire for leadership or 
rights, hence their little participation in actual public activities (Li, 2002: P. 236). 
The statistics of gender concepts and attitudes in The Third Survey of Women 
Status in China show that while a vast majority of respondents believe women 
are not less capable than men, 55% of them agree that “men should be social-
ly-orientated and women should be domestically-orientated” (National Women 
Federation & National Bureau of Statistics, 2011). Rural women are under many 
constraints, which directly inhibit their sense of political efficacy. Our research 
reveals that some women have only received primary education because their 
parents do not believe in the value of educating girls and prefer to send them to 
work at an earlier age. The result the low level of education among many rural 
women, which in turn affect their capability of political participation and politi-
cal efficacy. Political efficacy is an individual’s cognition and subjectivity con-
cerning his/her capability to impact decision-making and actions. As American 
political scientist Dahl said, “If you think what you do does not matter since you 
can’t effectively change the result in any way, then you are unlikely to intervene 
in politics.” The degree of people’s political participation is positively related 
with their political efficacy. This has been confirmed by our survey. When asked 
the reasons why they did not participate in the election of village committee, 
40% of the women attributed it to lack of time and energy, 23% of them to the 
uselessness of participation, and 25% of them to their ignorance of the content 
and procedure of election. As for the reasons of their participating in communi-
ty activities, only 7.7% of them believe their participation will have an impact 
upon the community. The majority of rural women have low political efficacy, 
which results in their little participation.  

4.1.2. Rural Women’s Limited Desire for Power 
Rural women are often motivated by their own material interests to participate 
in political activities. In the rural society, people usually act from their desires. 
Compared with the people in modern urban society, rural women’s needs are 
mostly of the basic types, such as their physiological needs and those needs for 
security and mere subsistence. As Mr. Xiaotong Fei pointed out, “those who 
hold power with consent were not meant to protect their own special interests” 
(Fei, 2011). “The power of consent” is based upon the social contract, which is 
authorized by the people and exercised on behalf of the public. It is different 
from the oppressive “violent power” imposed by the ruling class. Only when 
people are freed from economic worries will they have higher demands, stronger 
desire for power, and greater motivation for action. It costs rural women more 
than men to gain “the power of consent.” At the same time, they are under great 
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life pressures to raise their children, care for the elderly in their families and ful-
fill their duties as wives. Consequently, they tend to pay more attention to the 
economic benefits that are directly related to their lives and have very limited 
desire for political power.  

4.1.3. Concept of Family Culture 
Together with the lack of social organizations and low functioning of Women’s 
Federation, the profound influences of “family culture” in rural areas result in 
rural women’s lack of trust in public organizations. Rural China is a society 
where people were brought up and buried in the same place they were born. 
Usually those with the same last name in the village belong to the same clan. In 
everyday life, rural people tend to seek help from their family clans or interest 
groups rather than forming an organization upon common goals and drawing 
help from it. As our survey shows, 13% of women have totally rejected setting up 
any special mutual-aid organizations to improve their conditions. When asked 
whether they would seek help from Women’s Federation in time of trouble, 
more than half of the women would only if they were unclear about certain poli-
cies involved. When they have domestic difficulties, they usually ask their 
neighbors or family clans to help resolve them. In addition, under the influence 
of the traditional wisdom not to publicize domestic trouble, they rarely seek help 
from any “outsiders,” but rather turn to their families and close friends for help. 
At the same time, the undeveloped nature of civil organizations in rural areas 
have weakened people’s trust and dependence on them. Most of these civil or-
ganizations are not functioning well, so the help they offer is limited. This results 
in women’s lack of trust in public organizations and in turn thwarts their active 
participation in political matters.    

4.2. Formal Institutions That Constrain 
4.2.1. Imperfect Policy System 
There are many systems and regulations about women’s political participation in 
China, but they need to be improved. Take Article 9 of The Laws of Organizing 
Village Committee of the People’s Republic of China (1998) for an example. It 
stipulates: “There should be an appropriate quota of women among the mem-
bers of the village committee.” Accordingly, local governments have various 
policies to ensure the proportional presence of women on village committees. 
But these policies and regulations do not set up any clear and definite measures 
to carry them out. In practice, such expressions as “appropriate quota” and “a 
certain proportion” are ambivalent and can be understood in different ways. It 
can be satisfied even when a village committee has only a woman member. In a 
Women’s Federation, usually the only woman is the director while other posi-
tions are taken up by males. This varied and flawed understanding of regulations 
has seriously affected rural women’s political participation. Moreover, it is hin-
dered by the village autonomy system. Take the election of a village committee 
as an example. To make sure that those elected will be advantageous to their in-
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terests, some local governments interfere in the election itself and damage its 
democratic character. Besides, bribery is rampant during the election. Some 
candidates try to ensure their election by buying votes, bribing superiors, and 
promising financial returns to their constituents. In reality, many village leaders 
have been in position for many years. The prevalence of corruption in village 
administration has wrought such a deep and negative impression upon rural 
women that it has severely affected their motivations and zeal for political par-
ticipation.   

4.2.2. Weak Women’s Grassroots Organizations  
At present, Women’s Federations and Women’s Congress are the two main 
women organizations in rural areas. They play an important role in supporting 
rural women’s political participation. As the only national women’s social or-
ganization, the Women’s Federation connects people to the Party and govern-
ment and should promote rural women’s participation in politics. But in reality, 
Women’s Federation in rural areas has greatly failed in this respect. Because it is 
attached to its superiors and has no authority or power within itself, it serves as 
their propaganda tool to repeat their directions. Its actual work is mainly to ac-
complish the tasks set by the government or its superior Women’s Federation. 
Thus, its effect on rural women’s political participation is rather limited. Like-
wise, grassroots Women’s Congress is no better than the Women’s Federation. 
Its work at all levels depends on the “double committee” (Party branch commit-
tee and villagers’ autonomy committee). Even its director is appointed directly 
by “the double committee,” which makes her election a mere formality (Liu, 
2005). This lack of autonomy for the Women’s Federation and the Women’s 
Congress makes it difficult for them to develop political rights awareness in 
women. Consequently, women do not have the resources of organization or the 
power they need for effective political participation.  

5. Conclusion 

The political participation of rural women is related to the democratic political 
construction in China. Promoting their political participation is an important 
task in this epoch of enhancing national administration competence and moder-
nizing administration system. Based upon sufficient statistics, this paper has 
examined the current situation of rural women’s political participation in China 
and found that it is insufficient in terms of the number of women participating, 
their lack of motivations, their motives of self-interest, and low degree of organ-
izations. This is the result of both informal and formal institutional defects and 
constraints. The informal institutions include the constraints from traditional 
gender concepts, limited political desires of women and their weak sense of or-
ganization. Among the formal institutions, relevant policies such as the women’s 
proportion in a village committee need to be perfected and current women or-
ganizations in rural rears are rather weak.  
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Consequently, the expansion of rural women’s political participation can be 
attempted from the perspectives of these two institutions. With respect to the 
informal institutions, women’s political participation awareness can be culti-
vated through education and their political efficacy be enhanced through the 
role models of women leaders in rural areas. On the part of formal institutions, 
systems relevant to women political participation should be clarified and im-
proved. Mechanism of rewards and punishments should be set up to encourage 
them to participate actively in political life. At the same time, the unique func-
tions of such grassroots social organizations as rural Women Federation should 
be brought into play. 
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