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KUALA LUMPUR: Battling censorship and
stereotypes, Chinese women are organizing online
to harness the momentum of the country’s nascent
#MeToo movement in a push for authorities and
businesses to end sexual misconduct. The latest
wave of sexual misconduct claims in China
emerged last month after Lei Chuang, the founder
of Yi You - a charity that fights discrimination
against people with hepatitis B - confessed to a
sexual assault case and quit his position.

It has snowballed since then and at least 20
women have come forward to share allegations of
sexual misconduct against other prominent indi-
viduals, from the charity sector to media and aca-
demia. Elaine Chen, a brand manager for a beauty
product, said she was astonished and angered by
the latest case, involving Yi You. She took to online
chat groups to discuss the issue with other women
to decide what to do.

“Our purpose is very simple - that every
woman who comes forward and shares their story
can find some sort of support,” Chen said, as she
took a break from interviewing candidates for a job
opening at her company. “We want to create a safe
space for women to speak up. And if they want to
reach out for help, for legal advice or counselling,
they know help is here,” she told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation by phone from China.

Chen is part of a group on WeChat, China’s
most popular messenger app, that has grown to
over 200 people within a few weeks, with volun-
teers taking up tasks such as recording new cases,
offering legal advice and organizing media cam-

paigns. Some of the sexual misconduct cases that
have been reported in the media were first dis-
cussed in the group. “This will be a long-term
campaign. We can’t just sit here and do nothing,”
said the 28-year-old, who like other women in the
group, juggles her day job and activism.

‘Rice bunny’ movement
Official data on sexual harassment cases in

China are hard to come by, but a third of Chinese
college students said they have suffered sexual vi-
olence or sexual assault, the non-profit China
Family Planning Association said in 2016. But even
though accusations of sexual misconduct by
dozens of women against U.S. film producer Har-
vey Weinstein triggered a #MeToo movement
across the globe last year, it was conspicuously
quiet in China in the beginning.

Weinstein has denied having non-consensual
sex with anyone. China’s #MeToo-style moment
only came in December, after a university profes-
sor was accused of sexual misconduct, but the
movement fizzled out quickly. Chinese authorities
have tried to contain the issue, censoring some of
the social media posts on Weibo, the country’s
equivalent of Twitter.

Millions of social media users in the country,
however, have found ways to circumvent censor-
ship, such as using the phrase “rice bunny”, which
is pronounced “mi tu” in Mandarin. Bai Fei, one of
the women who set up the WeChat group, said a
team of volunteers is tasked with compiling the
cases before making them public. Often these

budding campaigners do not know each other in
real life, she added. “We do not necessarily meet
with the victims too, as sometimes they want to
protect their privacy,” said Bai, a women’s rights
campaigner. The women are now pushing for a
code of conduct in the workplace, and asking
businesses and charities to set up a mechanism
such as a hotline or website to allow victims to re-
port sexual harassment anonymously.

The non-profit Inno Community Develop-
ment Organisation, which is spearheading the

initiative, said the code of conduct is still being
drafted, but 400 individuals and charities have
pledged to support it. “We hope that all the in-
dustries will have such mechanisms to deter fu-
ture cases,” said Wang Ying, the deputy director
of the group based in the southern Chinese city
of Guangzhou. “Our strategy now is to target
businesses and the different industries, but at the
end of the day, we hope there will be legal re-
forms at the national level,” she told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. —Reuters

After saying #MeToo, Chinese women
fight censorship to push for change

‘We want to create a safe space for women to speak up’

BEIJING: This file picture taken on May 25, 2018 shows two women walking out of a Starbucks coffee
shop. —AFP

Mumbai maid  
spotlights bigotry 
through stand-up
MUMBAI: Deepika Mhatre cooked meals,
washed dishes and bathed babies for years
as a domestic worker in Mumbai, until she
discovered her true talent - stand up comedy.
Aside from entertaining denizens of Mum-
bai’s hip comedy scene, Mhatre has become
a voice for India’s largely-voiceless domestic
workers, many of whom face discrimination
daily. “Our employers like our work, but not
us,” she told the Thomson Reuters Founda-
tion. “We keep their homes clean, but when
we are in the same lift as them, they don’t like
it. We smell, they say. They like us to remain
invisible.” Mhatre’s unexpected path to com-
edy began when one of her employers - who
was nice and “unlike other madams” - organ-
ised a talent show for domestic staff. Others
danced and sang, but Mhatre told jokes
about their jobs.

Her set was a surprise hit, and she said her
employer and a reporter present at the event
were so impressed that they introduced her to

a friend - comedian Aditi Mittal, who helped
her break into the scene in Mumbai. Mhatre
now performs in comedy clubs, drawing ap-
plause for stories of discrimination, from sep-
arate utensils for maids in most households to
“servant’s elevators” in posh buildings. “They
believe servants should not eat on the same
plates as they do. So go ahead, hide your
dishes. But you still eat food that I have
cooked,” she says in one of her routines.
India’s rising affluent class, along with growing
numbers of working women, have spurred de-
mand for domestic workers. There are an es-
timated 50 million domestic workers in India,
most of them women, who are regularly ex-
ploited in the absence of legal protections,
campaigners say.

The National Policy for Domestic Workers,
which was updated this year and guarantees a
fixed minimum wages and social security, has
been pending government approval since
2011. Mhatre’s comedy club sets have gone
viral on social media over the past week, in-
cluding one in which she speaks of rich women
haggling over a few rupees even as they spend
blindly on products purchased at swank malls.
“The solution is a sticker. People have little
empathy for a fellow human, but have a lot of
respect for the price on a sticker,” she says in
the routine. —Reuters

Begging is not a
crime, New Delhi
court rules
BANGKOK: A court in New Delhi has struck
down a law that made begging in the Indian
capital a crime, a major victory for campaigners
who have long argued that the legislation was
being used to harass and intimidate the home-
less and the poor. In an order yesterday, the
Delhi High Court declared several provisions of
the legislation to be unconstitutional.

“People beg on the streets not because they
wish to, but because they need to. Begging is
their last resort to subsistence,” acting Chief
Justice Gita Mittal and Justice Hari Shankar
wrote in the 23-page order. “Criminalizing beg-
ging is a wrong approach to deal with the un-
derlying causes of the problem (and) violates
the fundamental rights of some of the most vul-
nerable people.”

India has no federal law on begging and
destitution. About 20 states had adopted the
Bombay Prevention of Begging Act, 1959,
which carries a penalty of detention of three
to 10 years in so-called beggar homes. Rights
campaigners have argued that the law’s de-
scription of begging was overly broad, and
that it allowed the police to detain or arrest
anyone who is poor or homeless, including

nomadic communities, street performers and
migrant workers.

“The law against begging is one of the sin-
gle most oppressive laws against poor and
destitute people in a country that has no so-
cial protection net,” said Harsh Mander, a
campaigner and lead petitioner in the case.
“We are very satisfied with the order, and ex-
pect other states will follow suit in decrimi-
nalizing begging,” he told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation by phone on Thursday.

Delhi has 46,724 homeless people - among
the most in India - according to the 2011 cen-
sus. Rights groups say the actual figure is
three times higher. With an inadequate num-
ber of homeless shelters, thousands are
forced to sleep under flyovers and on pave-
ments, leaving them vulnerable to harassment
by the police, Mander said.

In its order, the court noted that the pres-
ence of beggars is evidence that the state is
failing to provide basic services to its citi-
zens. “The State simply cannot fail to do its
duty to provide a decent life to its citizens
and add insult to injury by arresting, detain-
ing and ... imprisoning persons who beg in
search for essentials of bare survival,” it
said. In order to check forced begging, the
court retained provisions of the law that
punish those who employ people to beg. Ac-
tivists say tens of thousands of children
across India are drugged, beaten and forced
to beg by traffickers who then take the
money. —Reuters


