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C
hen Guihua, a 48-year-old

grandmother, ekes out a living
from a massage parlour in
Tianjin , offering mas-
sage in the front room and sex

in the back room. Her life as a “working
girl” isn’t a bed of roses but it is much
better than her previous life – a battered
wife living with an explosive husband, an
experience she describes as “the 18th layer
of hell”.

I met Chen, originally from Liaoning
, last year, while researching a book

on prostitution. I was reminded of her
story by two recent high-profile cases of
domestic violence. In one case, Kim Lee,
the American wife of the celebrity founder
of Crazy English, a popular language-
learning programme, won her divorce set-
tlement; in the other, Li Yan, a woman
from Sichuan , is facing execution for
killing her abusive husband.

Chen could easily have been another Li
Yan. She confessed to me that she thought
about killing her husband but could not
bring herself to do it. 

Through matchmaking, Chen met and
married a man who lived far away. She
soon discovered he was hot-tempered.
After the birth of their second daughter,
the violence escalated as he blamed her for
not producing a son. He would beat her
with sticks or farming tools over trivial
matters. When she dared to fight back, he
dislocated her shoulder. She took refuge at
her parents’ home and started to talk
about divorce. But, each time, her father
would send her back with a warning not to
disgrace the family. 

Fearing for her life, Chen finally ran
away after a severe beating and joined a
friend who worked at the massage parlour
in Tianjin.

Thus, another woman’s life was ruined
by domestic violence, now an epidemic in
China. Research conducted by the All-
China Women’s Federation released last
month indicated that one in four women
have suffered domestic violence, while the
Anti-Domestic Violence Network, a
Beijing-based NGO, put it at one in three.
“Domestic violence is caused by the
disparity of power, an unequal relation-
ship between men and women,” said Feng
Yuan, co-founder of the network. 

I blame Confucius for the feudal male
chauvinism plaguing society. According to
Confucianism, a virtuous woman should
be subordinate to her father before mar-
riage, to her husband after marriage and to
her son after the death of her husband.
Chinese communists have undoubtedly
improved the lot of women but they
haven’t wiped out Confucius’ influence.

Domestic violence is more widespread
in the countryside where society tends to
be more conservative. Wife-bashing isn’t
regarded as wrong and is sometimes
encouraged. There’s a popular village
saying: “San tian bu da, shang fang jie wa”,
which, roughly translated, means if you
don’t beat your wife for three days, she
may forget who she is and go up on the roof
and pull off the tiles.

Such a cultural attitude makes combat-
ing domestic violence particularly hard in
China. Another common problem is that
domestic violence is often treated as a
family dispute. Chen’s neighbours were
reluctant to step in when arguments broke

out, holding the belief that “even the wisest
judge can’t sort out family disputes
clearly”. Both she and Li Yan, currently on
death row, sought help from branches of
the All-China Women’s Federation but
their complaints were brushed aside as
“family matters”. For the same reason, the
police are often reluctant to get involved
and court sentences tend to be lenient
towards the abusers.

Chen paid a high price for her action:
she had to leave behind her daughters and
feels shame about the job she does. Yet,
she is glad she can now breathe freely.
Millions of women simply have to endure
their husbands’ iron fists because there’s
no way out. Divorce is frowned upon. Even
if women do seek a divorce, Chinese courts
don’t usually treat them as favourably as a
Western court would, even if the man is
well-off. 

Because of their unequal status, rural
women find it hard to make a living inde-
pendently. Their parents may not be able
to take them back, as in Chen’s case. And
since her hukou – family registry – is with
her in-laws, she would not be allocated a
plot of land to work on in her home village.

The lack of a specific law to deal with
domestic violence is another problem.
And there is little help available to the
victims. In theory, there are hundreds of
government-run shelters. In reality, they
are of little use as they require strict criteria,
such as identification and an employer’s
certification.

However, I do see bright spots, in par-
ticular the increase in activism that is high-
lighting the issue. Recently, I braved the
snow to join a dozen or so activists and
supporters outside Chaoyang District
Court for the final hearing of the Kim Lee
case. Among the crowd was the familiar
figure of Feng Yuan who has been working
tirelessly to save Li Yan, writing petitions to
the Supreme People’s Court and the All-
China Women’s Federation.

Feng co-founded the non-governmen-
tal organisation with the idea to change the
public’s view of domestic violence and
advocate for stronger laws. Will the gov-
ernment listen to these ever louder voices?

Lijia Zhang is a Beijing-based writer,
commentator and author of Socialism is 
Great! A Worker’s Memoir of the New China

There’s a village
saying, if you don’t
beat your wife for
three days, she may
forget who she is 

Lijia Zhang says changing the conservative
mindset that normalises domestic violence in
China will not be easy, but the support for two
women in recent cases has been heartening 

Breaking a taboo
Reactions to the announcement that Pope

Benedict is to step down at the end of the
month have been strong. Some have been

unexpected. No matter how difficult his time as pope
has been, due to the scandals that have seriously
undermined the stability of the Catholic Church, the
reactions are revealing from another perspective.

Above all, the pope’s decision revealed something
that nobody has ever been brave enough to admit:
Italy’s indifference to the evolution of the Catholic
Church. Once reverential, public opinion today
appears more interested in the derisive comments
posted by the younger generation on Facebook,
Twitter and other social networks, than in the inner
life of the Vatican. 

And that’s without mentioning the disrespectful
comments that followed the recent attempt by the
pope to reconnect the church to the modern world by
opening a Twitter account (which is now closed). 

The legacy Benedict inherited from his
predecessor, John Paul II, was certainly a difficult one.
Benedict spent the whole eight years of his papacy on
the defensive, trying to protect the church and
himself from scandals, modernity and secularisation;
something that probably consumed his mental and
physical energies much more that external observers
could have imagined. 

The last time I heard the pope speak, earlier this
month, I got the sense of a person whose mind was
absorbed by deep and difficult thoughts. A strange
atmosphere pervaded the Vatican during a concert
organised by the Italian Embassy to the Holy See to
celebrate the 84th anniversary of the Lateran Accords,
which gave the Vatican sovereignty over its modern-
day territory, and to honour Italian President Giorgio
Napolitano as he concludes his seven-year term of
office. 

Napolitano’s opening message, about his term as
president, was deeply moving. Yet the pope’s
concluding remarks appeared oddly detached,
focusing on the technicalities of Beethoven’s Third
Symphony, while lacking personal inspiration and
spiritual afflatus.

At the time, no one probably put much emphasis
on these detached, sometimes indifferent words.
Today, they carry a new, heavier meaning, as if they
had been trying to conceal the mood of a torn,
unsettled man; someone thinking about the
monumental decision he would shortly make. 

Pope Benedict has undoubtedly been brave. By
resigning, he has shown the world his great wisdom
and an unparalleled capacity to sense the limitations
of his power. It is said that his decision to quit is
linked to his health. It is true that he is not young, but
it is also reasonable to argue that the real health
problems lie with the Catholic Church itself. 

His extreme gesture may be a last effort on his part
to rescue the church, an attempt to teach his
successors and the faithful that sometimes it is
necessary to step aside, and to show how deeply
today’s world needs a modern and inspired church.
This gesture is in line with the humility that the
Gospel requires of a shepherd of people, an act whose
deep meaning can only be revealed by long
reflection.

Claudia Astarita is a PhD graduate of the University of 
Hong Kong, currently working at the Italian Ministry of
Defence. These are the author’s own views

Act of humility
Claudia Astarita says Benedict’s
decision to step aside for another 
to modernise the Catholic Church
shows he truly embodies its teachings 

In Western culture, the snake
is one of the most hideous
creatures in the world. It was

the serpent that tempted Eve
with the poisonous fruit and got
us thrown out of Eden and
burdened us with original sin.
Yet, Chinese people love this
sneaky reptile and included it as
one of our Zodiac icons. The
Cantonese savour snake soup as
a delicacy. We see the world
differently.

To the West, human rights
are associated with freedom and
democracy, seemingly identical
to political rights. To most
Chinese, who can still recall the
taste of hunger, human rights
first and foremost is the right to
stay alive, and to make a decent
living. Other rights may take
precedence over political rights. 

To people in the developing
world, this perception of human
rights is not only more
reasonable, it is downright
obvious. What is the point of one
man, one vote when one is
struggling for survival?

In the West, slavery as an
economic system has survived
until recent times. In the US,
slavery was formally abolished
only in 1865 with the passage of
the 13th amendment to the US
constitution. In China, slavery as
an economic system ceased to
exist during the Warring States
era over two centuries ago. After
that, there were slaves who
served mostly as domestic
servants, but not production
workers. 

Chinese thus on the whole do
not find freedom an issue, and,
in fact, before the Communist
regime, many lamented that we
were much too free – just like

“loose sand” – and this has made
us weak.

Few Chinese would be
obsessed with democracy as an
“inalienable right”. “Democracy
is a good thing”; this was the
evaluation of a contemporary
Chinese scholar and has been
cited many times, meaning
democracy is a tool for good
governance. Lamentably,
judging from recent experience
in the West, whether democracy
is such a good tool is
increasingly questionable.

In fact, the Chinese term for
“democracy” is made up of two
words: “people” and “master”.
This evokes the republican spirit
of “of the people, by the people
and for the people”. Societies
everywhere are experimenting
to find the best way to achieve
this ideal. The trials and errors
continue, so why the hurry to
clone a defective system? There
is no reason to stop performing
experiments to attain better
results. 

And that is exactly what the
Chinese are doing right now.
Chinese are pragmatic people,
and throughout history we have
never turned our back on

anything we found useful and
have always found ways to
improve it and adapt it for use.
One product of this pragmatism
was the reform and opening up
that has generated more than
three decades of unprecedented
growth for China. 

The country is currently
tinkering with the idea of
deliberative polling that
originated from Stanford
University. We don’t care where
an idea comes from, just as long
as it is useful. Who knows,
maybe one day Americans will
learn from us, as they are now
doing with high-speed trains
and coal-fired power plants.

Coming back to Hong Kong,
most citizens here have been
drilled from their childhood that
West is best, and China is both
backwards and evil. Confronting
an ever-emerging mainland that
does not conform to the
stereotype we’ve been taught,
Hongkongers are getting more
confused by the day and, as a
result, we burrow down and
become ever more parochial.
We are becoming increasingly
divorced from the new reality.
Needless to say, this will do us
no good.

Winter will soon be over. Like
snakes do, it’s time to awake
from our hibernation and take a
peak outside to gain a wider
vision. It is a different world
now. The snake is not evil; it has
its merits, and most of all it will
bring you good luck. 

Lau Nai-keung is a member of 
the Basic Law Committee of the 
NPC Standing Committee, and 
also a member of the Commission 
on Strategic Development

New year, new world view,
without the Western bias 
Lau Nai-keung calls on Hongkongers to see past the stereotypes of China

To most Chinese,
human rights
first and
foremost is the
right to stay alive
and make a living 

Plans for toll rises to ease
cross-harbour traffic
congestion have been

badly received, as expected. The
fundamental principle of the
three options is to raise charges
for the popular Cross-Harbour
Tunnel and reduce tolls for the
Eastern Harbour Tunnel. 

Once again, it shows that no
matter how hard the chief
executive and his administration
try, they seem to lack the oomph
to achieve their goals. If Chief
Executive Leung Chun-ying
wishes to redeem a bit of his
dignity, he must resolve the
perennial cross-harbour traffic
problem. 

No matter how you look at
the three options proposed by
the government, all are based on
the principle of subsidising the
operation of the eastern crossing
with public money, ultimately
benefiting the operators. 

The consultation document
has also painted an overly
optimistic picture. 

It states that one option will
help reduce peak-hour queues
by 40 per cent, or 4,100 cars per
day. That seems rather
impressive. Up to 120,000 cars
use the central tunnel daily, yet
its official capacity is 78,000 cars
per day. Congestion is at its
worst at peak times, meaning
that even if the proposal could
cut queues by 40 per cent on
average, it still remains to be
seen how much smoother the
traffic flow would be. 

About 70,000 cars use the
eastern crossing per day – which
is already 90 per cent of its
capacity of 78,000 cars. So,
diverting traffic from the central
to the eastern crossing would
probably mean clogging up the
latter without resolving the jams
at the former.

Finally, many people seem to
forget that, during peak hours,
the eastern crossing is already
very congested, mainly because
of poor transport infrastructure
around the eastern district to
help divert traffic. 

Based on these facts, a more
effective option would be to
increase tolls for the central

tunnel and reduce charges at the
western crossing. 

The Western Harbour Tunnel
is designed for use by 180,000
vehicles, and at present only
60,000 pass through it every day.
But, according to the
government’s consultation
document, the daily capacity of
the western crossing should be
set at 55,000 cars because of
congestion at connecting roads,
particularly those in Central. 

Secretary for Transport and
Housing Anthony Cheung Bing-
leung portrays himself as
someone who stands ready to
defend government policies, but
he has, in fact, made a mess of

transport issues. Meanwhile,
he’s not doing so well with his
housing portfolio, either. 

I have always supported the
idea of nationalising our mass
transport system. Besides
housing, transport takes up a big
chunk of the daily expenses of
the working class. This avoidable
form of indirect taxation is an
underlying cause of many social
conflicts. 

For a low-income family of
four, the monthly rent for a
public housing flat is around
HK$2,000. But the total transport
costs for the family could easily
exceed that figure. 

If the government is willing to
build public flats to alleviate the
housing burden for low-income
families, it certainly can’t be
against its policy principles to
use public funds to nationalise
the major forms of mass
transport. This is logical from
both a policy and management
point of view. 

Back in July 2006, I suggested
that the government should
nationalise the then two rail
companies, three bus
companies and the eastern and
western harbour tunnels. I
pointed out that the “build-
operate-transfer” transport
infrastructure projects
undertaken by private
companies had failed to alleviate
traffic congestion and lower
transport costs.

“Operators of the Eastern
Harbour Tunnel and Route No
3, for example, have raised tolls

at will,” I wrote. “So motorists
keep using the Cross Harbour
Tunnel and the Tuen Mun
Highway, which remain as
congested as ever.” 

Now, almost seven years
later, things have only got worse. 

Transport services should be
available to the public at a
reasonable price. In most parts
of the world, these services are
operated on a non-profit basis.
Not only do they benefit the
people, low transport costs help
improve a city’s competitiveness
and boost its overall economic
development.

If Leung really wants to
maintain Hong Kong’s stability
and prosperity, he must tackle
high transport costs and review
the existing transport policy that
benefits only a small group of
conglomerates.

Every political leader wants
to leave behind an inspiring
legacy. Hong Kong has plenty of
legacies. Before the handover,
governor Murray MacLehose left
behind a housing legacy, while
governor Chris Patten left a
glimpse of democratic hope. 

And, as chief executive,
Donald Tsang Yam-kuen set the
foundation for the minimum
wage to benefit the working
class. If Leung could nationalise
the mass transport system, it
would be a legacy that shows his
genuine desire to help the
people of Hong Kong.

Albert Cheng King-hon is 
a political commentator.
taipan@albertcheng.hk

Government should be in the driving 
seat to ease congestion and lower costs 

Albert Cheng says the plan to tweak
cross-harbour tunnel tolls won’t
alleviate the jams, and advocates
nationalising the transport system 

Not only do they
benefit the
people, low
transport costs
improve a city’s
competitiveness 


