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ABSTRACT Land rights of rural women serve as an important embodiment of those women’s status and right.
How well the land rights are protected represents an important symbol to measure the degree of civilization.
However, in the practice of land circulation, land rights of rural women have been violated to varying degrees.
Through the method of documentation, fieldwork and interviews, this paper discusses the problems about women’s
rights in land circulation in western China. The research showed that rural women’s land contract authority,
decision-making authority, and right of inheritance have all been damaged and violated in land circulation in this
area. To further secure women’s rights in the circulation of rural land, various measures should be taken, such as laws
and regulations be improved, membership qualification of rural collective economic organizations be clearly
defined, villager autonomy mechanism be upgraded, and education and training for women be strengthened.

INTRODUCTION

The protection of rural women’s rights in land
circulation is of great significance (Geng 2016),
and also is one of the hot topics in contempo-
rary China (Hong 2016). Land is the basic means
of production and life insurance for farmers,
whose biggest interest lies in land and whose
basic land right is land contract management.
Since 1978 China’s land contract management
system has been developed and evolved (Mao
and Kong 2012; Xiang 2014; Miao 2015; Zang et
al. 2015). Until now, a land contract management
system with collective ownership of land, farm-
er’s contract management, secular stability of
contract right, and legal circulation of contract
right as its key contents have been formed (Wen
et al. 2014; Wu 2014). The experience shows that,
a country’s development is usually closely relat-
ed to women’s development and a large number
of Chinese rural women contributed significantly
to agricultural and rural development. Land rights
of rural women are an important embodiment of
rural women’s status and right. Land rights guar-
antee extent is also an important symbol to mea-
sure the degree of social civilization.

Many researchers have indicated that rural
women’s land rights have been violated to vary-
ing degrees in the practice of land circulation in

China (Shi et al. 2016). For example, Tian et al.
(2011) argued that economic, legal and self-re-
lated factors are the important reasons for the
violation of rural women’s land rights. When the
land circulation happens, the rural women will
lose their decision rights to some extent. Besides,
the rural women could not be guaranteed to at-
tain the right when the parents transfer their own
land use rights to the children (Di and Zhong
2012). Wang and Li (2014) claimed that China’s
current rural land policy emphasizes equality be-
tween men and women, while women’s land rights
and interests that conflict with policy laws are
violated emerge endlessly. Song et al. (2014) indi-
cated that losing land upon marriage becomes
one of the most important issues in rural wom-
en’s development, whereby landless women are
more vulnerable in the family nexus and even more
exposed to domestic violence.

Fan et al. (2015) discussed the causes of the
damaged farmer land rights and interests, from
the aspects of the urban-rural dual land system,
land ownership stability, local government be-
havior supervision, land income distribution, and
so on. Xie and Wu (2015) explored the forms,
causes and countermeasures of the violation of
rural women’s rights and interests in the land
circulation process. Hong and Zhou (2015) ar-
gued that, the rural women’s land property rights
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are mainly manifested in the poverty of agricul-
tural land use rights, the poverty of the right to
decentralization and the poverty of farmland in
come. Zhang and Ni (2016) summarized the prac-
tice of protecting women’s rights and interests
in land, pointed out real problems such as weak
gender awareness of rural cadres, absence of
operation policies, disharmony in operations,
and lack of standardization.

Since the first round of rural land contract
and allocation, problems have been continuous-
ly emerging, including neglect or discrimination
against women, violation of land rights of mar-
ried women, divorced women and widowed wom-
en, and so on. Some village collectives violate
women’s land rights through making village reg-
ulations (Shang and Zhang 2010). For example,
the village regulations in Qiaoqian Village, Xiang
yang Town, Yueqing City, Zhejiang province,
rules “Unmarried females above the age of 20
cannot contract the land”, “Married woman with-
out changing her residence registration cannot
continue to contract the land”, and “Women who
move their residence registration back to their
villages due to divorce cannot enjoy any bene-
fit here.”

The All-China Women’s Federation once
conducted a sampling survey on 1,212 villages
and found that among people without land, the
percentage of women is 70.8 percent. Among
those women, 26.3 percent have never gotten
any land through distribution, 43.8 percent lose
their land upon getting married and 0.7 percent
lose their land after divorce (Hong and Zhou
2015).

When adjusting land contracts, some plac-
es calculate the marriageable age of young men
and women. If they firmly believe that a young
woman is close to a marriageable age and will
marry a man in another place, then this woman
usually cannot contract land in land allocation.
Thus, unmarried women of the right age are de-
prived of land contract rights. However, on the
contrary, an unmarried man can get the land con-
tract right of his future wife and even future chil-
dren in advance.

In the vast rural area of China, women’s place
of residence usually changes upon marriage.
However, in order to avoid frequent changes of
cultivated land and prevent the scale of culti-
vated land running from becoming small, the
government promotes policies of “population
increase without land increase and population

reduction without land reduction” and “great
stabilization and small adjustment”. Through
researches, some scholars found that, among all
the visited peasant households, almost fifty-nine
percent said that their daughters-in-law have to
wait for the next land allocation to get land, ob-
jectively making women in the marriage flow
unable to obtain new land contract right in their
husbands’ villages in time (Xiang 2014; Ma and
Liu 2014; Wang and Li 2013; Qian and Mao
2005). At the same time, they have to lose their
own land contract right in the original place of
residence.

Divorced women’s original contract right of
land cannot be relocated with their registered
residence and the land cannot be separated from
their ex-husband’s family. If their registered res-
idence is transferred back to their parents’ home,
their parents’ village will not distribute the land
either. On the other hand, the ex-husband will
contract the land again, making divorced wom-
en have no land to plant. In fact, divorced wom-
en’s land contract right has already been de-
prived (Zheng and Yang 2014).

In China’s rural area, the head of a house-
hold is usually the male parent. When the head
of a household gets old or due to other reasons
he does not want to continue cultivating con-
tract land, then the land will be given to his son.
Although daughters and sons have the same
right of succession legally, daughters usually
cannot inherit property or obtain benefit in ac-
tual life. Parents’ land use right is monopolized
by the son, and so is the land revenue.

If women’s land rights and interests are ne-
glected, it will exert a negative influence on wom-
en themselves, the family and even the whole
society’s welfare. It can even influence a coun-
try’s economic growth, environmental protec-
tion, social governance and so on (Li and Aruna
2015). Women’s land rights are getting increas-
ing attention (Xiang 2014). At present, in Asian
and African developing countries, including
China (Di and Zhong 2012), agricultural feminin-
ity is prominent and female agricultural labor
force comprises beyond fifty percent of the ag-
gregate agricultural labor force. According to
China’s 2015 Peasant-Worker Monitoring Sur-
vey Report (Chen and Zhang 2014), the total
number of peasant workers nationwide was
277.47 million with women accounting for 33.6
percent and men 66.4 percent. It means that large
quantities of male peasants go out to work and
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large quantities of rural women stay at home to
engage in agricultural activities. The western
area of China is an export area of traditional la-
bor force as well as economically less-developed
region, where agricultural femininity trend is also
prominent. The women there are closely con-
nected to the land and they are the important
group in local agricultural activities. Hence, it is
of great significance to research on problems
relevant to rural women’s land rights in the pro-
cess of land circulation in western China.

Numerous studies from the factors, such as
land system arrangement, policies and regula-
tions, government management, social customs,
family environments, and so on, discussed the
forms, causes and countermeasures of the in-
fringement of women’s rights and interests to-
wards land circulation in China. However, to our
knowledge, some were macro level or superficial
studies, there was few research from the per-
spective of women’s own perceives. Conse-
quently, this study uses the methods of face-to-
face meetings, semi-structured individual inter-
views, to understand the women’s real situation
and characteristic of land rights, and women’s
truth self-awareness, in order to find effective
strategies, fully protect women’s rights and in-
terests towards land circulation.

MATERIAL  AND  METHODS

This paper combined methods of literature
research and investigation (Chen and Zhang
2014; Wen et al. 2014; Fan et al. 2015; Zang et al.
2015). The data came from semi-structured indi-
vidual interviews with respondents. Semi-struc-
tured interview has been conducted according
to previously listed interview outlines. The in-
terview was open-minded and questions close-
ly related to the research topic have been asked.
This kind of method can ensure direct contact
and positive interactions with respondents as a
way to collect materials. Through this method,
one can get direct answers to the problems need-
ed. By using this method, it is not easy to make
mistakes and the research cannot be easily in-
fluenced by external environment. Thus, it is re-
garded as an important research method to car-
ry out related researches.

In August 2015, the researchers arrived at
Wulong County, Chongqing municipality in
western China and looked into respondents by
the method of stratified random sampling (Wang

et al. 2014). They had face-to-face semi-struc-
tural individual interviews with 43 rural women
in 5 villages, namely, Chepan, Tiefo, Banqiao,
Baoyan and Shatai, all in Baima town. Seen from
respondents’ age structure, average age of these
43 respondents was 48.9. Among them, 2 wom-
en were between the age of 20 and 30, 8 were
between the age of 31 and 41, 13 were between
the age of 41 and 50, 11 were between the age of
51 and 60 and 9 were above the age of 60. Given
their education degrees, 7 women were illiterate,
21 had studied until the primary school educa-
tion level, 9 had junior middle school education
level, and 6 were of or above senior high school
education level. Given their marital status, 2
women were unmarried, 33 were married, 5 were
divorced and 3 were widowed. Among them,
there were 26 married women’s husbands who
went to other places to work, 12 women have
lived in this village all the time before marriage
and 29 women moved to this village due to mar-
riage. In addition, there was 1 woman whose
family member hosted the post of village cadre.

RESULTS

During the interview, the research tested the
respondents’ knowledge on land laws. When
the researchers asked them about the owner-
ship of the rural land, 3 choices were given to
them, which were national ownership, village
collective ownership and private ownership.
More than half of the women held the opinion
that the rural land belongs to the country (n=28),
7 of them thought it belongs to the village col-
lective, 5 of them thought it belongs to individ-
uals, while there were still 3 of them who did not
know the answer.

W13 answered without hesitation, “All the
land over the country belongs to our nation,
and so does the rural land. It neither belongs
to village collective nor the private individual.
It is certainly owned by our country!”

When asked what exactly is being circulated
during the land circulation process, the research
gave two choices of contract right and right of
use. There were 11 of them who believed the
answer was contract right, while 8 of them be-
lieved it was right of use, and also, more than
half of them could not tell the definition of right
(n=24).

“There are so many types of rights and we
can’t tell any differences between them at all.



A STUDY ON THE PROTECTION OF RURAL WOMEN’S LAND RIGHTS 153

And no one has ever taught us about this kind
of knowledge, let alone the rights related to
the land circulation.”(W27)

“You are telling me, it is definitely the right
of use that is being circulated! The country gives
us land to use and we circulate it to someone
else.”(W32)

When the respondents were asked about
laws related to land contract and land circula-
tion such as Land Management Law and Rural
Contract Law, 4 of them thought they knew these
laws very well, 13 of them thought they had a
basic understanding of the laws, 15 of them said
that they knew little about these laws and 11 of
them said they did not know these laws at all.

“We are rural men, we haven’t received
much education. We don’t know these laws at
all and neither do we care. What we can do is
only to follow the requirements given by the
government. Our life won’t change much with-
out these laws.” (W2)

“We heard about these laws indeed but we
just only know that there exist such kinds of
laws instead of seeing them in real life. No one
has ever made these laws public to us, so we
don’t know the details of these laws such as the
rules of land circulation.” (W25)

When respondents were asked whether the
women own the land contract right or not, 17 of
them thought women do own the land contract
right while on the contrary, more than half of
them believed women do not own land contract
right. Also, 5 of them were not clear about the
answer.

Among the respondents, there were 31 wom-
en whose family has experienced land circula-
tion. They circulated the land to others or circu-
lated into others’ land in order to get more food.

“My husband is an outside worker, my child
and I stay at home. But we can’t do so much
farm work so we circulated the lands out which
are barren or far away from our house so that
we can get every bit possible as we can get. It’s
a pity if we leave the land there and don’t cir-
culate it to others. Besides, we can get the land
back anytime we want and as soon as we get it
back, we can farm on it without weeding.” (W9)

“The village didn’t distribute any land to
my family when I married over. At that time, our
child was very young, we all needed food to eat
and to feed the pigs. So we had to ask relatives
and neighbors for their extra land near our
house since we didn’t have enough land.”(W18)

However, when they were asked whether
they had signed the contract during the process
of land circulation, most of them told that they
did not sign any paper (n=25). Instead, they only
made a verbal agreement, some even without
notifying each other (n=2). During land circula-
tion, it is common that they do not have any
assurance (n=29), and only few of them choose
assurance (n=2).

“In our neighborhood, we are all very kind
to others, contract is unnecessary. We usually
pick one and farm on it when we have a pre-
ferred land only with a verbal promise and ac-
ceptable rent. We don’t need contract and we
also don’t know how to sign a contract because
we never did so, let alone the assurance. We all
act like this basically.”(W41)

Sometimes, when the land is circulated, the
head of the household is actually unwilling to
do so.

“As is required by the village, everyone is
circulating the land, and you won’t have any
other choice but to transfer your land just like
others do. I’m not much willing to, though.”

It is inevitable to have land disputes during
land circulation. Sometimes some villagers would
occupy their neighbors’ lands. In rare cases, the
one who has used the circulated land for a long
time is not willing to return it back to the original
owner.

The research found that the land contract
right of the village which was investigated will
be adjusted slightly every five years. When ad-
justing, the land contract right of the women
who marry to a man in another village will be
taken back by the village collective. However,
the women who marry into the village will not
obtain the land contract right immediately, in-
stead, they have to wait until next adjustment.
Divorced women cannot get corresponding land
contract right while widowed women can remain
their land contract right if they still live in the
village (Makondelele 2015), but their husbands’
land contract right will be taken back. If the head
of the household, usually the male, is elderly or
feeble, his son will inherit his land contract right
during the adjustment while his daughter does
not have the right of inheritance.

DISCUSSION

Even though land circulation has been im-
plemented in rural areas in western China, the
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land rights of western rural women have been
violated to a certain degree due to the multiple
interferences of national, collective, domestic
and individual factors, including macro influ-
ence of laws and regulations, rural land system,
relevant policies and the impact of some micro
factors such as the arrangement of the village
collective land system, woman personal marriage
and family condition. In other words, the causes
of violations of women’s land rights are multi-
faceted and complex.

Existing policies and regulations, such as the
Rural Land Contract Law, have ensured land
rights of rural women on the system, all stress
that women shall enjoy the equal right with men
in terms of land contract and the distribution of
collective income, and some specific rules are
also made on the land rights of married, divorced
and widowed women. However, there are still
some drawbacks and limitations.

Firstly, the legal systemization is still at a poor
level. Different legislatures have different laws
about land rights and their regulations about
one same problem are not always the same. In
other words, it lacks systemization, which makes
it hard to coordinate complicated problems in
practice.

Secondly, laws and regulations do not take
gender into account. Existing laws and regula-
tions about rural land circulation lack adequate
gender sensitivity at the legislative level, and
consequently, neglect the different treatments
brought by gender difference. The fact that peo-
ple, influenced by the adjustment of laws and
regulations, are regarded as asexual or neutral
people tends to cause continuing adverse con-
sequences and real gender discrimination
against one gender, especially women.

Thirdly, the qualification of the subject of
land contract right is not unified. The present
laws in China do not have a clear definition of
the qualification of membership in rural collec-
tive organizations. In reality, it mostly relies on
the system of villager autonomy, solving related
issues according to village regulations proposed
by villagers themselves or following the village
council. Driven by the interests, villages are likely
to violate the land contract right of women who
are marry outside, remarried, widowed or get
married with an urban man. The research found
similar cases during the interview.

Fourthly, the unsound system of land con-
tract and land registration is not conducive to

the protection of women’s land contract right.
The contractor is based on household as a unit,
of which the file is registered with the name of
the head of household and men tend to be the
head of household. This offers an easy access
to violating land rights of women in some ways.
This exact case happened in the village where
this research was conducted, a divorced woman
could not enjoy her right of land contract, and
also in her original family, her land contract right
was also violated by her male relatives.

Aside from laws and regulations, village col-
lective organizations also play an important role
in land circulation and are often the direct cause
and the operator who violate women’s land
rights. In rural areas of China, including western
China, there are customs of making village regu-
lations (Shang 2009; Wang and Li 2013), which
are developed in accordance with relevant laws,
regulations and policies combined with the vil-
lage reality. These village regulations will be made
by discussion of villagers and all the villagers
will be asked to abide by it. It is a means to
achieve villager autonomy with the nature of
civil law. However, in the real rural community,
whether in the period of land distribution, land
contract or adjustment, collective organizations
often violate farmers’ land contract management
right in the name of the civil law, especially to
the rural women who get in or out of the villages
because of marriage. Moreover, like other areas
and countries, leaders of different level in rural
areas of western China are predominantly males
(Osma et al. 2014), so the participation rate of
women in the decision-making process involv-
ing land is low. The interviewees stated that de-
cisions about land circulation were generally
made by their husbands and they were in no
position to make decisions. Rural women are
obviously in an inferior place in the structure of
social rights and lack the capacity to make deci-
sions. Therefore, they are incapable of chang-
ing the adverse conditions when it comes to the
distribution of land rights.

Whether in tradition or in reality, in rural ar-
eas of China, the family property occupation is
often unequal in gender. Women are often ex-
cluded from the allocation of land and housing.
As an economic community, family often ob-
scures the contradiction of land right for women
against the backdrop of property-sharing and
male-dominated family. Once the family disinte-
grates, the rural women, who are divorced or
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widowed, are caught in a challenge of how to
get the family shared property, regardless wheth-
er she stays in the village or not .The land will
either be taken back by her village or continual-
ly be contracted by her ex-husband. There are
rare cases that women are able to contract the
land from her ex-husband’s family.

In the end, women’s own conditions are also
one of the reasons why their land rights are be-
ing violated. China is still a male-dominated so-
ciety, especially in western rural areas where
women’s rights have been ignored for a long
time. Even women themselves do not have a
right concept of gender equality. Rural women’s
lower education, conservative mindset, indiffer-
ence of politics, little understanding of law and
incapability of protecting their rights make them
a still vulnerable group of society and are also
the causes resulting in their land rights viola-
tion in circulation.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this paper analyzes the pro-
tection of women’s land rights in the circulation
of rural land in western China through the meth-
ods of documentation and semi-structured indi-
vidual interviews. This paper elucidates the fact
and causes that Chinese western rural women’s
contract right, inheritance right, interests right
have been violated to varying degrees, which is
the result of multiple factors including macro
factors such as limitations and drawbacks of rel-
evant laws and regulations about land circula-
tion, villages taking advantage of women for the
sake of their own collective interests. Micro fac-
tors include methods of property distribution
within rural households and women’s own
condition.

As the research indicates, a series of mea-
sures should be taken to further standardize land
circulation in order to protect rural women’s land
rights. For example, the legal system of protect-
ing women’s land rights needs to be optimized
and judicial remedy means need to be strength-
ened. Besides, the society should set a clear
definition for the qualification of membership in
collective economic organizations and revise
village regulations from perspectives of genders,
thereby ensuring rural women’s rights to know,
to participate in, to make decision and to over-
see civic affairs. That will encourage rural wom-
en to take part in local socioeconomic and polit-

ical activities in terms of mechanism and safe-
guard their own rights. Moreover, education and
training should be strengthened for rural wom-
en in order to increase their self-awareness and
awareness of rights and laws, and their aware-
ness and capacity of rights protection should
be enhanced. By doing so, it will boost the inner
dynamics of protecting rural women’s land
rights.
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