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The Private Embedded in the Public:
The State’s Discourse on Domestic Work,
1949-1966

Shao-peng Song

Abstract

In the period of collectivization, the People’s Republic of China was obsessed
with the speed of production, devoted to interests of “public,” and suffering from
shortages of supplies and services, and thus the private sphere withered. Domestic
work was regarded as less and less important. At the same time, the gendered division
of labor was preserved and woven into the production system. People thus hardly
noticed when the state was almost completely withdrawn from areas related to
production and domestic work in the market-oriented reform era that followed. Now
the state does not even claim any responsibilities in this atea, which has become
largely privatized. The long process leading to this outcome can be traced back to the
socialist period. This article examines how this process affected three groups of
women: female workers, peasant women, and housewives (jiashx) in the 1950s and
1960s. Their changing relationship with the production system determined the state’s
attitudes to their domestic work and their political status. In the 1950s, domestic
work was not completely invisible in the state’s discourse. On the contrary, the state
tried to theorize domestic work, and place it in the appropriate position within the
socialist production system. As their domestic work was recognized as work, jiashu
achieved social identity and political status in the state’s discourse precisely through

their domestic work. The state recognized their domestic work as at least an indirect
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contribution to production and praised those who excelled in domestic work as
model jiashn. However, the significance of domestic work changed over time in the
state’s discourse. Peasant women and female workers were given explicit identities as
laborers with a duty to work in the formal production sphere. Still, peasant women’s
identity as laborers was linked to the domestic work—under the high-accumulation
and low-consumption of the collective production system, the responsibilities for
reproduction were undertaken by individuals rather than the cooperatives. Domestic
responsibilities thus made women a second-class workforce in the work-point system.
At the same time, in the cities, work units were responsible for issues related to
female worker’s reproduction. Consequently, the state paid little attention to their
domestic work, but due to the shortage in household items and service facilities,
female workers had to shoulder many domestic responsibilities, such as cooking and
making clothes and the like. Thus, “special difficulties” arose that female workers had

to overcome themselves.

Key Words: private embedded in public, domestic work, state discourse,

collectivism, production-centered development strategy



