Chapter 6

A Positive Peace Initiative with Rural
Women in China

Maria Cheung and Tuula Heinonen

Since expericnce nnd Lnowlcdg,c are shapcd by and wuhm national
pstitutions, we do not claim to represent the views of anyone clse

s, positive peace efforts take place at the grassroots level
nces that change values and attitudes and, subsequently,
chapter we describe the outcomes of a project that employed
ng methods to develop a climate of inclusivity, egalitarian
innovation with and for rural women in Chma Wc will

Vf- oot often included women at the formal meelings of
S. This may be because peacebuilding has oceurred in
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the context of negotiations during conflicts or in post-conflict situations that
have involved military personne! and national lcaders who are primarily men,
However, there are good reasons why women need to be included in such
processes. A publication of the International Association for Humanitarian
Policy and Conflict Resolution states: “[W]omen involved in these processes
will help design a lasting peace that will be advantageous to the cmpower-
ment, inclusion and protection of women.™

Based on her peace work with women in Hong Kong, mainland China and
Taiwan, Shun Hing Chan conceptualizes positive peace as a holistic concept
that includes gender cquality, education, and sustainable livelihood, She
articulates that peacebuilding takes place in “the everyday,” which includes
actions taken at the individual, group, and community levels to prom ole
peace.” Building a peace process involves cultural values related to harg
work, persisience, and harmony, qualitics that women bring to bear in the
face of a harsh environment and struggles to sustain a livelihood. Chan wrofe:

y
Whether as elected officials, members of worker cooperatives, or environmes
tal entreprencurs, women use their different positioning and tactics to exerc
power and sustain their work, which indirectly subvents uncqual power rel
ships while building a balanced culral ecology. Sccuring the rights of
enous people, defending the livelihoods of low-income workers, and culti
culwral values and sustainable environments are new kinds of peace
require persisience, creativity and intensive negotiation.®

Julie Drolet and Tuula Heinonen find that in some traditional rural’s
and localitics women’s cngagement with family and household,
home-based economic production and animal-raising, in corn
men’s involvement in wage earning away [rom the heusehol_q,
different needs, interests, and priorities® and, thus, the meaningf
of women's experiences and perspectives in discussions of peacebuild
required. However, shifts in roles and responsibilities may occur doel
and cconomic change, processes and effects related to violence &
and these will be accompaniced by resuliant and often differential e
women’s and men's lives,

We embarked on a six-year international project in partn

of building capacity in over 500 front line ACWF cadres
Chinese Communist Party.” The purpose of the project was,
cquality and human rights.* We adopied participatory megh
social work training courses in five counties of the proje
two countics in Sichuan (southwestemn China), two in
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smaller county in Shandong, Twenty-six townships and 73 villages from the
five countics were involved in the project. The three provinces in which the
{pijCCl was implemented represented different developmental stages in cco-
" nomic development and marketization as a result of Deng Xiaoping's reform
su-atcgles since 1978.°
. Although structural oppression and violence arc nol easily discussed by
'4,. nle in China, there has, however, been some latitude in discussion and
setivities around women’s human rights and entitlements. During this six-
ear project, our university partners designed and delivered participatory
TRINIT gprograms for the Women's Federation in each project site and enabled
ss-site learning between them. We collaborated to conduct workshops for
ots and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that work with rural
ats in Beijing and participated in an annual exchange program for fac-
bers, students, and lcaders in the ACWF and local governments. We
gined three Master of Social Work students who graduated and later
ed their newly acquired knowledge in the project sites.
hapter, we examine the project’s outcome and critically discuss
pject contributed to building a culture of peace that transcended
.be seen as an otherwise rigid and hicrarchical context that struc-
esses rural women. During the years of this project, we witnessed
- culture in the everyday lives of women and their respective com-
6§ that contributed toward a process of peacebuilding.

.~ WOMEN’S WORK IN CHINA
;.
ing, the.role of organizing women is monopolized by the ACWF.

§ political work.'® Since economic reforms in 1978, the
has assumed a more active rolc in mobilizing women to

Atithe village level, a nominal honorarium is given
ot (called funu zhuren) appointed by the ACWF to
nbed duties in mobilizing grassrools women to sup-
__.most of the paid cadres were university trained,
‘specifically irained for women's work (as social
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the township level need to fulfill duties other than women's work and have
limited external resources and support to do so.! With its top-down, party-
oriented approach (o management and communication, the ACWF has had
difficulty gaining the trust or support of rural women over the years.?
Without any formal structure for NGOs in the rural project sites, our
project’s main partner was the ACWF in cach respective site. We conducted
social work training with the ACWF local women leaders and cadres on
gender equality, and social work skills based on humanistic principles and
practice that were adapted to suit Chinese indigenous cultures. The socig
work training was grounded in participatory and interactive methods," whic]
focused on relationship building underscored by principles of power-with
and power-to-empower others.* Western knowledge was adapled to local!
culiure and context and trainers from Chinese universily partners drew. o
local knowledge and cxperiences of rural women. We used participatory
rural appraisal (PRA) to work with rural women to identify needs in the
local communitics.'* The main idea of PRA is that by using a participator
method and secing villagers as local experts, the villagers can work tog
to resolve local issues collectively and on their own. PRA ofien involw
use of appropriate and available technology from the local environment,
as pebbles, prains, and beans, to represent information. Villagers w
very familiar with these local materials can participate by using them, ¢
limited by low literacy or numeracy, to cast votes on their views or
of concern. During project training, cadre trainees worked together
groups on the floor to draw community maps and voice their perceivedios
and drcams for improvement in their villages. The PRA methods were
used in project sites not only to conduct needs asscssments, but also to

their families.
Al the bcginning our projeu partners werc worried about thc

identified issues such as poor water resources, lack of road

support their cconomic activities, inadequate health care 18
women's voices in community lcadership. The most cont
in all sites was for technical knowledge about agriculture/ar
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for income generation. At the end of the six-year project, through mutual
aid projects and learning ways 10 access and negotiate resources with local
authorities, water pumps were installed and roads were built in local com-
. munities. A small number of women won local elections and had more say in
~ community and political affairs. Women’s needs, particularly in health care,
“were betier addressed. Women led their households by engaging in new cco-
" pomic activitics. As a resull, women’s status in social and cconomic domains
 was raised in their familics and communities.

..'_w__ OR ACHIEVEMENTS FOSTERING A CULTURE OF PEACE
¥

cessing Traditional Cooperative Values which Humanized the

erand Built Trust

beginning of project training for ACWF cadres, the trainces were
cal of the participatory approaches, which were unfamiliar to them.
pproaches adopted by the project contrasted with the conventional top-

i not experienced before. Into the second year of the project training,
tarted reporting a change in their own lives such as an increase

a5 feedback from and cxchange with other cadres who
:equally challenging. The positive response of cadres,
willage directors, and the remarkable increase in local
Ehe various community projects confirmed that these
!’_“Ilil_deed bearing positive results. Seeing results from
= I@Qfﬂfced their continued use among the cadres and

, of their participatory approach within the practicum
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context. The participatory interaction and collective reflection created an
alternative way of knowing that was flexible and interpersonally connected.
In our project’s outcome study, the trained participants provided evidence
of remarkable changes as a result of the social work training. One of the
greatest achievements of the project was that the ACWF cadres began to
work more collaboratively with rural women who came for help. They ng
longer saw these women in the category of other or as women inferior g
them. Many cadres spoke about the contrast between the newly learned and!
applied bottom-up approach with the previously applied judgmental, top:
down and rigid approach. Instead of using the old mode of giving ordersw
rural women, the cadres learned to listen to their service recipients and by .| P
their own capacity for empathy toward their rural service recipients. Ope.
of the greatest achievements was removing some of the hicrarchies impdsea
by the system. A more egalitarian relationship emerged in the cadres’ relg.
tionships with those they served.

After training, many trained Women’s Federation cadres noted g
trust and respect for the rural women and families to whom they provided
services: A8

Alfter we leamed this social work method, we now approach things from botom:

to top, to know about their needs; then we will launch the services in an appro-

priate way [according to people’s needs]. I think this is much better. 2

The clients we are dealing with are all socially vulnerable people. 1 u@
think that they were all incapable. But, after the training, I believe that
people are also respectable and capable. Thirdly, my work attitud
changed a lot. I used to only do the work that was assigned by others. Ni
my best to find the work by myself in order to help others better.

Following training on gender equality, PRA, and social work!
cadres Icarned and tried to apply principles such as respect for prL
determination, being nonjudgmental, and helping others so they C
themselves, as contrasted with earlier top-down methods.

After this project, we learned to respect cach other and to keep their
confidential. . . . {In the past] we helped them make the decision,
make the decision by themselves. We are no longer their leader.
give women some references and comments, and we do not i
ideas but let them make a decision by themselves. The results are

what they were in the past,
Respect for the individual, understanding, and genuine ré

to self-determination were developed through training as
lowing scenario about a domestic dispute shared by a Ca
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Previously, when I tried to resolve family disputes such as fights and quarrels

petween husband and wife, 1 was also very angry when they came to me for

help. I would usually directly give them my opinions and comments regarding

their dispute. After they both agreed to my comments, I asked them to write
~ and sign a contract indicating commilment to prevent future similar disputes
" from happening again. But this method was not effective enough and could
* only solve problems temporarily. Afier a while, they started to quarrel and fight
~ When the same couple came to my office again, this time I listened to their
complaints carcfully and asked the woman to decide how she really wanted to
‘solve the dispute. She decided to sue her husband, take him to coun, and divorce
him Generally, a court hearing does not result in the immediate approval of a
divorce. The judge ook a short period of time to try to resolve their dispute
ore divorcing them. During this period, her husband realized how seri-
: it was this time. So he slnpp«.d drinking alcohol and slam.d 10 wm‘k n.all)

ther again wilh his wifc. Shc withdrew her divorce uppliculion fmm
so the problem was resolved. T don’t have to force them to sign the

; with in-laws had been reduced. Family communication and
oved. Women learned and applied various methods in han-
s that resulted in less occurrence of domestic violence. Many

relationships in the houschold. Women were treated with
q'ﬁle. Decision-making paucrns changcd. Thc women‘s hus-

20. The spouses were proud of their wives’ m.wly a:.qum.d
Jamuy in economic achievement and sustainable liveli-

B¢ acquired the skills to raise chickens and goats. Both
cadres reporied increased self-esteem and confidence,
I'needs and their own potential, The knowledge
TeS es equipped them with a new approach in working
u'am;ng they offcrcd o rumj women hclpcd loml
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2. Building Social Capital and Caring Communities
through Cooperation

In Sichuan and Inner Mongolia, over 100 mutual aid groups were formed
in local villages during the six years of the project. In the villages where we
conducted outcome studies women were mobilized and took the lead in nego-
tiating resources with local government to build pumping stations to relieve
them of the heavy labor of increasing farm work. In one village, in a joint,
practical effort with men, women worked toward more sustainable livc]ihood'*
for the village by opening up a canal so that water pumped from a lower levell
could run through the canal and irrigate their farmland.’

Women formed themselves into different self-help groups to support one :
another socially and cconomically. Some formed micro-credit groups -j
obtain small-scale loans to support new economic activitics. With financh
help to start up local businesses, some women became entreprencurs by open
ing hardware or other shops or engaging in recycling businesses. The social
work practice methods that the cadres had leamed taught them how to coondi-
nate different kinds of available resources to enable the women to start
local businesses. Following is a story told by a cadre at the end of the pro

When [the rural woman] originally came to us, she told us she was mouvaled
start the business, but was afraid of losing money and did not have the capital
she needed. We helped her get a loan from the Rural Credit Co-operatives b
as this loan was not sufficient, we dlso Ioannd hcr some through m 0

dt.pdnmcm which would have been our previous approach. This chan
appreach was more effective. As the old Chincse proverb tells vs: “Tt i ish
to teach one how to fish than to give one a fish, for the onc who is tay; . il
cat for a lifetime, not only for a day.” ;

The following story told by a trainee in a photovoice session ol
phologmphy as a data collection strategy) is representative of r.
women’s stories of achicvement that captures the process of b ng &

capital: X
Originally, she was the only left behind woman in the village who had bee
rich by raising pigs. Then she started a mutual aid group in the ca
teach group members pig-raising techniques and experiences. Becs
efforts, more than 30 women followed her example and started 10
This has been done exclusively by this lefr behind woman. .

In some of the villages, we heard from women about their dre
a concrele road so that they could transport their fresh produw
on time. During the outcome study we heard that, in some pro =
were built and the women’s incomes had increased. Since most ofithett
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migrated to work in urban centres, the women organized themselves to repair
the road. In other villages, women told us that some had to wait to panicipate
in such projects as all were enthusiastic and wanted to help but not all could be
accommodated.

Women who participated utilized their newly acquired skills not only to
generate income, but also to provide care for persons who were disabled or
gnant women and whose husbands had migrated to work. In their respec-
tive mutual aid groups, the rural women helped one another during harvest
\aason when someone was sick or nceded additional help so they could tend
ir in-laws.

vin Staub remarked on the values of cooperation and community that
g describe the results of our project:

of cooperation and community. an appreciation of others’ humanity
th that is not based on their material possessions but on their characier,
for positive relationships, and contribution to their neighbour's lives
d community, would make the evolution of violence less likely."”

b

A @h ge in Culture

northern project counties, a group of women ook up singing and
means to express themselves. Yangko dance was performed pub-
tuhe conventional male-dominant view that such practices took
from houschold chores and was a waste of time. The women
-and dance together and worked with the village women dircc-
ntly forming a group of over 80 women dancers who practiced

pared in public to perform in this way would encourage the
llage morals. The dancers were sometimes subject 1o gossip
prevented some from taking part, however, the dancing
and the women soon performed at cultural activities with
-The role of dance was important for the women because,

mn'al China, these activities np(.ncd up for the women
buil dﬁlg networks and communal exprcssnon l).mcmg also
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women. With regard to local political decision making, men had previously
dominated village leadership and women had scldom voted. At the end of the
project, it was reported in many villages that 70 to 80 percent of villagers who
came to vote were rural women. Women voted for the people they wanted to
support, which resulted in more women being selected as village representa-
tives and taking up political positions.

Afier the social work training, the cadres developed abilities in resource
mobilization and acquired the knowledge and skills to tap into available
resources (o meet the needs of villagers. With increased ability of cadres 1g°
write their own funding proposals and reports, they began (o experience some ]
success in soliciting funds for a variety of local projects aimed at 1mprovm
the lives of rural women and their communities. Through learning how tg
apply participatory approm.hcs and generate positive support from local 20V
crnments, rural women's capacities were also built, as well as awarepess
their needs. The following account was given during focus group inte
of the cvaluation study:

1 think this project has been a big influence. Before, our work was all arranged
by the government; ecach department was responsible for its own busin
Before, we carried out tasks by using that approach. But now it is dif
according to women’s wishes; they know we focus on them too. Their awas
has been improved. This project pays more attention to women, and the go
ment does as well—and other working methods have also changed. Noiv,'ﬂ
if their husbands are not at home or the govemnment doesn’t initiate any projec
women would look for work and develop their own projects. Their 8 '
self-empowerment has improved. It is because the local government n
attention to the work of rural women, and this project has played some rol&
that, too. B

One of the major achicvements as a result of trainees’ local i
Inner Mongolia was the establishment of centers for women and'
who were left behind in the villages as men migrated to work in
With minimal start-up funds from the project itself, the Won
tion cadres convinced the county government to finance the in
the centers. These are also important gathering places for woo
sharc experiences and concerns. Regular discussions were “T‘-""“’
such as women’s health and parent-child relationships. Both in
Inner Mongolia, several project townships obtained over ',”
(approximatcly 17,000 Canadian dollars) to build 1mganon
roads. One traince recounted the following: :

This time our whole village completed an application form, £ 5" ;
how many people were participating in this project and expe ri
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issue. After completing this form, they submitted it to our leaders, and they felt
it was very good, as it reflected the need and the size of the community. Before
the government didn’t know which Kacha [village, in Mongolian] needed this

project, but now with the submitted application, they know what the needs are
and have a better understanding.

: ,According to Johan Galtung, a condition for peacc is an equitable relation-
ship.2! The changes in cadres’ attitudes and work methods not only had a
endous impact on the women in the villages but also resonated with their
ors in the ACWF, contributing to the creation of institutional change.
cadres who went Lhrough the social work training shifted from a sub-
e stance to on¢ in which they challenged their local government super-
and brought forward ideas from the grassroots to the local authorities.
authorities witnessed concrete results from the changes, they became
sportive of the Women's Federation cadres” work and more affirming

ender initiatives they proposed. The transformation that ook place
atmudes and mclhoda lcd to npplc (,ffcc&s of chan;,c LVldLnl in

s, rather than dtrccl Drdurs from front lmc cadres.
t, county leadc.rs scldom (r.wdu] to the counlrysldt, o parlici-

] b ip and village cadru, motivated the county leaders to visil the
Gor the first time, rather than separating themselves on the higher

for these lefr-behind populations that involved us going into
ng along way to the towns and villages. The most impressive
left-behind rural women in the village held our hands and
am in my 40s, This is the first time that Women's Federa-
S to hold this activity and we can sit together and enjoy the
e before, during our activitics, we would sit on the platform
ige women would sit off-stage. We gave them lectures, and
ced orders from upper levels of governments or bills passed
mow we joined their activities.

the China project, the ACWF trainces experienced
Change as a result of active learning in the social
process resembles what Stephen Kemmis

L
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describes as “‘action, practice and change.”® From the cadres’ accounts in
reports and their wrilien stories, we sce seeds of praxis that developed as
the cadres leamed, tried out what they learned, reflected on their actions angd
results and revised their course of action to fit better with the local situation
and context. In their everyday lives and work, the cadres reported that they
often revisiled ideas and questioned their assumptions. Reflection and further
practice cnabled them to re-cvaluate existing values and premises in the light
of their developing new practices.

Through the training, I started to wonder if 1 really hold the assumption that
every woman has the capability. So, for the recent New Year's celebration
party, I changed my approach. 1 asked them what I could do for them. They
offered lots of good suggestions, such as playing games, dancing and talk
shows, ctc. We tried them out. Everyone had a good time as a result of the
varicties of the activitics.

The praxis process encouraged trainces lo examine and challenge the
nmions rc.lau.d o gender, for ecxample, the pcru.plion lhal men are supe

der assumptions. Thus afier taking part in gender awareness training, A
started to question thesc notions and wanted 1o address the structural i
that lcad to gender inequity. The following reflection characterizes
from an individual to a structural level of problem analysis:

The techniques that we learn are not sufficient to solve problems on a large
scale. Moreover, as societies evolve there will be all kinds of new probie
and dilemmas. If we just work with our clients in terms of individual ca
will not get us very far. In order to solve a problem from the root, we o
raise the awareness of gender equality in the whole society, and with the o
support of other social benefit policics. This is a picce of my thoughis at

deep problems. p

According to Malcolm Payne, reflection is a cognitive process inf!
by emotions and bodily reactions, which arc also regarded as
sources of knowledge.* From the outcome data, we found that ¢
a subjeclive experience as they took action through reflection and:
action, which had cvoked a great deal of cmotion. In the process 06
social work in class and practice settings, the authors (also occs
trainers) witnessed the trainees going throug,h stages of confusion, chal
and reflection on what they were taught in social work, decons
concepts and modes of action, and finally embracing the appropris
develop their base of informed practice. During the praxis process
used an indigenous term, thought collision, to describe the argum

-
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reciprocal challenges that occurred between trainers and trainees as they

~ strove (o find the practice modes most relevant o local rural practice, Their
practicum experiences offered an opportunity to immediately apply theory
10 prauuc:. and supported learning from the botlom-up and from grassroots

practice experiences.

The positive response of cadres, cspt.cmlly among the village directors, and
the remarkable increase in local women’s participation in the various com-
" munity projects confirmed that these changes in method were indeed bearing
" nositive results, Seeing results from applying these methods reinforced their
u‘ntinued use among the cadres and led to further evolution of their participa-
m approach within the practicum context. The participatory interaction and
collective reflection created an alternative way of knowing that was flexible
nd dnterpersonally connected. Such a process is an example of effective
ial work practice that makes usc of a thought{ul and critical approach
re differcnt idcas and concepts generate reflection and action and lead to
; conceptualization of practice. Ultimately, practice is transformed, as
ed in the accounts of front-line experience of both the cadres and the

Michael Fdwards and Gita Sen suggest that decp-rooted personal transfor-
tion fuels a search for more humane social systems founded upon more

We saw such a possibility occurring as cadres strove 1o understand
of rural women and work more collaboratively with them and as

it.” These personal and/or collectivc lransformalions nced to be
Berinstitutions in order 1o be sustainable.” When one considers

1 tul relations as seen in activities that broke new
aile ed existing rigid, hicrarchical structures. The women
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who were trained were interested in joining together 1o help one another
and to mect local household and community neceds, for example, in local
micro-enterprise initiatives, and in groups to build alternative structures and
networks, such as rural roads, wells, and libraries, to further women’s needs
and interests.

The Women's Federation cadres who participated in training activities and
practicums raised their awareness of rural women and of women’s mutugl
interests. They also drew from the lessons learned in the training, whicﬁ'«
stimulated improved morale, new perspectives and methods, and a greazm
energy for working at the grassroots with women who were no longer dis-
tanced from them. The activities and outcomes of the project can be framegd,
as peaccbuilding in that they changed relationships once characterized by .
sion and conflict and built capacity in individual participants and commu

some sccds were planted Lhat will lead to greater cquahly between woma
and men at the grassroots, in the Women's Federation organizations, apd'y
other government bodies.
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