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Abstract 

China's feminists seem to be under encircle and suppress nowadays. On the one hand, official 

policies are trying to protect women's rights and interests, while the risks are transferred into the 

society, making it more difficult for women in the workplace. On the other hand, family members 

condemn that career women shirk their family responsibilities when they are at work. In most 

families, the financial burden is shared by both husband and wife, making it difficult for women to 

balance family and work. Art is the recorder of the times. Once Chernyshevsky said that reproduce 

the life is the purpose and essence of art. Artworks are created by individuals living in the present 

moment, with their own experiences and perceptions of their content. They are like narrators of life 

to some extent, they are not only recording the "form" of the era but also recording the individual's 

"spirit". In short, the artwork is a product that integrates individual subjectivity and objectivity 

together in the current era, and it is worth taking this as a reference to explore social issues at the 

micro-level. 
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1. Sexual Discrimination against women 

1.1 The current status of Chinese women 

Since the May Fourth Movement broke out in 1919, the process of Chinese women's liberation has 

developed rapidly and achieved great results. With the help of political forces, women are 

participants and builders of society as independent individuals after they were liberated from their 

families successfully. However, women’s liberation movement entered another wrong path in China 

due to the rapid development of the economy as well as the society: women walk out of the family 

and get into the workplace, while men do not walk into the family, women walk into society, while 

society do not accept women. The World Women Conference was held in China in 1995 when the 

concept of feminism has been widely spread in China. Since then, the voice of opposition has 

always been higher than that of support. The deep-rooted gender stereotype in China has made it 

more difficult for the public to understand the feminism. 

 

Nowadays, women play an indispensable role in Chinese social. According to the survey results 

conducted by Bain company, the employment rate of Chinese women is 73%, which is at the top in 

the world. It is reported that the "2019 China Women's workplace survey report" released by 

zhaopin.com, challenges of Chinese women in the workplace not only come from the pressure of 

the work content itself, but also from the recognition of gender concept. Gender stereotypes of 

women impose more responsibilities on women than men in the family and increase the cost of 

marriage and childbearing for career women. This is one of the important reasons for low marriage 

rate, high divorce rate and declining fertility rate in China. According to the survey performed by 

National Bureau of Statistics and Zhiyan Consultation, the birth rate of the Chinese population in 

2014-2019 has declined significantly in the past two years. The proportion of the elderly population 

aged 60 years and over has increased year by year in 2014-2019, and the aging situation of China's 

population structure is getting more and more serious year by year. 

 

China's feminists seem to be under encircle and suppress nowadays. On the one hand, official 

policies are trying to protect women's rights and interests, while the risks are transferredinto the 

society, making it more difficult for women in the workplace. On the other hand, family members 

condemn that career women shirk their family responsibilities when they are at work. In most 

families, the financial burden is shared by both husband and wife, making it difficult for women to 

balance family and work. 

 

Art is the recorder of the times. Once Chernyshevsky said that reproduce the life is the purpose and 

essence of art. Artworks are created by individuals living in the present moment, with their own 

experiences and perceptions of their content. They are like narrators of life to some extent, they are 

not only recording the "form" of the era but also recording the individual's "spirit". In short, the 

artwork is a product that integrates individual subjectivity and objectivity together in the current era, 

and it is worth taking this as a reference to explore social issues at the micro-level. 
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In the past ten years, Chinese literature and art circles have paid more attention to feminism, and 

the number of exhibitions on women theme has increased gradually. These exhibitions have 

become the window for female artists to stand up and speak to women, and the works are the 

bridge for communication, which has made significant contributions to the public's understanding 

of feminism. However, with the rapid development of feminist, there are more and more negative 

voices, which make many people have a prejudice against feminism without understanding it. 

 

It has been well known that prejudice is an obstacle to communication. Prejudice usually results 

from a lack of adequate understanding of things, that is, information asymmetry. The study in this 

paper can help us realize the necessity of solving feminist problems, because it is not only related to 

the situation of women, but also to the situation of men. 

 

1.2 Any discrimination has to pay the price 

Any discrimination has to pay the price. The first person to put forward the view that any 

discrimination comes at a price was Garys Becker of the University of Chicago. In his doctoral 

dissertation “The Economics of Discrimination”, he listed the costs of discrimination in different 

fields and corresponding calculation formulas. It is not only the male group, but also the whole 

social group including men and women that discriminates against women. The cost of 

discrimination is also taken by every social member. The discrimination never stops until the 

correspond cost is large enough. The cost of discrimination against women is heavy. Discrimination 

spreads from the female body to the mind. The male-oriented consciousness also suppresses men 

who do not conform to gender stereotypes. The burden carried by men is related to the suppression 

of women positively.  

 

When women give up their career, the opportunity cost of taking care of the family will increase. 

Most men can't afford huge family expenses independently. Therefore, how to balance the role in 

society and family is a common problem for both husband and wife. However, nowadays, most of 

the Chinese families leave this problem on women, resulting in many contradictions in modern 

families. 

 

2. About the cost 

2.1. Analyzingthe cost from the change of image 

Reform and opening up, artists shifted their perspective from macro to micro, from grand narrative 

to real life gradually. The male characters depicted by female artists are no longer as peaceful, 

kind-hearted, serious and intellect as that in Fang Junbi's works, nor are they idolized as 

authoritative leaders and resolute heroes in Zhou Sicong's works in the Early Years of New China. 

Especially after 1990s, male characters in female works are involved in all aspects without any 

consideration. For example, male characters in Shen Ling's works are full of erotic hints and 

life-style gestures; The male figure in Chen Xi's work which describes a man who is taking a bath 
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is with a bulging belly covered with foam the daily life of male members in the family life scene 

portrayed by Liu Manwen; the male figure with long hair and the slender and helpless in Cui 

Xiuwen's works; and the husband characters depicted in Yu Hong's family theme works... The 

transformation from ideal to unsatisfactory of the male image is the result of women's liberation. 

The male characters have stepped down from the altar of "ideal standard” and has been put together 

with the female image in the life scene to accept the evaluation of all the social members. 

 

As for the ideal standard of male image, the traditional Terracotta Army in Han culture are very 

representative: they are in the great shape, upright and hard texture, which reflect the characteristics 

of male loyalty, seriousness, authority and power in the society. In Yuan Yaomin's “New Terracotta 

Army” series, the Terracotta Army are anti-traditional and anti-common sense, feminine features in 

which are always with red lips and flattering smiles, wearing bikinis and enchanting posture, which 

contradict people's stereotypes of male images completely. In Cui Xiuwen's series "Roses and 

Water Mint", which depicts the scene of men's love for women, the image of a man with relaxed 

limbs and playing deliberately with his tired genitals is not in line with the traditional expectation 

of male reproduction at that time. In Shen Ling's two bachelors, one is skinny and the other is 

paunchy. Their hair and genitals are exaggerated, which is contrary to the male images that have 

been beautified by female artists in the past. Cui Xiuwen depicts a man in many dilemmas in his 

"Chuan"(舛) series of works: besieged by chickens and chased by vicious dogs. His frightened 

expression and embarrassed posture deviate from the traditional image of men who is always brave 

and solemn completely. The loss of front teeth, the loss of hair, the ferocious expression, the huge 

mouth, and the unaesthetic shape, these vilifications imply the painter's strong revenge and 

incitement to the audience. 

 

The reason that the male image changes from perfect to ugly is from two aspects. On the one hand, 

the painter holds the point that "male is equal to power", trying to break the stereotype of gender. 

While females are thought to have "weak" stereotypes, men are also caught in the concept of 

"strength". Differences among individual male are ignored, and the traits related to female 

stereotypes such as fragility, sensitivity, and softness are castrated. For Chinese men, the 

consequence of discrimination results from the opposite of discrimination against women. That is 

to say, the developmental scope, developmental direction, and developmental method of men are 

limited because of the restrictions on women. Gender dualism are defined by the gender boundaries. 

Although we think that in a patriarchal society, men have more freedom than women, this freedom 

is only relative to women. Men are actually subjected to the same social constraints as women. This 

pressure is ultimately due to the uniqueness of social standards for men, that is, the characteristics 

relative to women "Strong". Men who are not strong enough will be despised. People’s tolerance 

for men who are “not masculine enough” is much lower than that for women whose body are not 

feminine enough. On the other hand, contemporary women do not need to be attached to men. The 

relationship between men and women changed from control and obedience to cooperation, and 
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women were not satisfied with this "collaborator". Whether in the workplace competition or family 

maintenance, position of men did not change from the dominant mentality to the cooperative 

mentality, which reduced the efficiency of this cooperative relationship between the two genders: 

the competitiveness of female employees was suppressed in the workplace, while the responsibility 

of childbearing in the family was put on women. As a result, the overall economic pressure of men 

increased, and at the same time, they were troubled by family conflicts. 

 

2.2. Analyzing the cost from the art composition 

Liu Manwen has created a variety of contemporary family life pictures in the series of "Plain Life". 

These works express emotional relations by using characters' posture, spatial layout, light and 

shade contrast. 

 

（1）Estrangement 

Figure 2.1 

 

As is shown in Figure 2.1, in the work named No.5 of the "ordinary life" series, characters in this 

picture are separated by the straight lines of the door frame, chair and table in the indoor scene. The 

door frame separates the wife and the husband in different areas. The child is the only connection 

between them, and the child happens to be the most direct separation line in the picture. The picture 

is divided into two parts, and the child was divided into the mother's area because of the table 

obstruction, leaving the father as isolation. The male and female characters in No.11 and No.15 

works are also separated by the dividing line, which exposes the emotional estrangement of the 

characters. 

 

Figure 2.2 
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As is shown in Figure 2.2, there is an intense contrast among the family members in the work No.7, 

the light and dark treatment, the difference in body orientation, and the clear and vague contrast 

suggesting the estrangement of their relationship.The man in suits and leather shoes, sitting upright, 

the young girl in front of him is facing the side, focusing on the drinking water and showing her 

displeasure. The wife behind him leans her body cautiously toward the man.Works No.2 and No.13 

use the same technique to express the facial orientation as well as the light and shade to show the 

relationship among the characters. The estrangement of intimate relationship and parent-child 

relationship is the price that men bear in traditional Chinese families. 

 

（2）Proportion 

Figure 2.3 

 

In the work NO.17, the husband turns his back to his wife and thinks alone. The horizontal text on 

the left of the screen writing the words "drama life stage", and the wife stands behind the text and 

looks at his back. The husband, including his ideal, was placed in the center of the picture in a large 

proportion, while the wife was curled up in the corner of the picture, it is obvious that these two 

people have an unbalanced picture proportion. In works NO.8 NO.7, NO.13, NO.15, it can be seen 

that the proportion of male images in these pictures are much larger than that of women, especially 

the pictures with children. Men are placed in the main position of the picture, in the posture to 

communication with the viewer, the woman on the side looks like an attachment. However, the 

artist's self-portrait No.6 is quite different from these works, in the self-portrait the artist places 

herself in the center of the family picture, with a larger proportion than her husband and child. 

 

Liu Manwen records various family scenes. In Chinese society, the status of women's roles has 

undergone a qualitative change outside the family. In the family, women still put themselves in 

family trivia, while men play the role of enjoying and directing. This is where the crux of the 

family conflict lies. Men are crusaded for "selfishness" and "self-centeredness". 

 

2.3. Analyzing the cost from the performance practices 

（1）From watching to being watched 

In Cui Xiuwen's "Rose and Water Mint" series and "Chuan"(舛) series, the male images were 

created as the object to be watched, which is quite different from the male images who only act as 
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the "intervener" or "observer" in previous works of female artists. The relationship between naked 

men and non-naked women is different from the past, and men become the object of observation. In 

particular, the "Chuan"(舛) series depicts naked men being chased and neatly dressed women 

turning a blind eye to all this. The girl is quietly watching the man encounters the misfortune, as 

calm as in the face of normal life, unable to empathize the man's humiliation, helplessness and 

despair. In the picture, the man's thin body is unable to fight against the strong black dog. The dog 

can't understand the man's plea. The naked man without defense tools only asks the woman around 

him for help. The response of the woman deepens the man's despair, which forms the cruel ending 

in the picture. In these series of works, painters use the way of gender exchange to illustrate the 

situation that women are exploited under the male discourse power. In the works, the male genital 

is bitten off, which indicates that women lose control of their bodies due to family and social 

pressure. The cost of men comes from women's hostility. 

 

（2）From fine to rough 

The fine brushwork of traditional Chinese painting was used to depict male images, the brushwork 

was rougher, and the style of male images was influenced by western expressionism after the 

Reform and Opening up. The urgent demand and strong desire for expression prompted the creative 

purpose to shift from aesthetic demand to recording and conveying ideas. As the exploration of the 

external world turns to the understanding of the internal world, women form self-affirmation and 

expectation gradually and measure the influence of male control on themselves. It can be seen from 

the beautified and elegant male images painted by female artists in the Republic of China that in the 

eyes of women at this time, men were pure and highly influential social roles with internal and 

external integration; and from the Early Years of New China to the reform and opening up, the 

social environment belittles the female characteristics and flatters the male characteristics. Female 

artists mainly created the narrative style of male images with strong political color. At this time, 

male was regarded as perfect human beings, authoritative leaders and are role models of women. In 

the 1980s, Chinese women returned to their female roles and isolated from their male bodies. In the 

eyes of women, men were female collaborators and family responsibility bearers. After the 1990s, 

the male images infemale’s works began to be vilified deliberately. At the same time, men in 

women's eyes were indifferent bystanders and selfish discriminators. Male groups become the 

targets of feminism. 

 

(3) From Romanticism to Surrealism 

Before the Reform and opening up, female artists created the male image according to the ideal 

standard, with strong romance. After the 1990s, female artists combined the concept of reality with 

deep psychology, and began to create male images with surrealistic techniques, such as Cui 

Xiuwen's "Chuan"(舛) series, Yu Hong's " You Yuan Jing Meng "(游园惊梦), Chen Xi's bather 

series, etc. This change is the transformation of artists from observation of reality to exploration of 

the spirit.  After subjective arrangement, the works are more expressive. It can also be seen that 
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the creator has a stronger desire to modify the reality. Therefore, it can be inferred that women's 

dissatisfaction with men continues to accumulate. 

 

3. Solutions 

3.1. Settling the asymmetry of information  

Although women began to wake up, the society still uses the old standards to measure the equality 

between the two genders. The burden of childbirth makes women lose the advantage of the 

workplace, and the economic factors caused by the workplace disadvantage thus making women in 

a weak position in the family. Under the dual pressures, women become victims. Correspondingly, 

men are considered to be the perpetrators.Women's exclusion of men from the family to the society, 

the information asymmetry situation at this time is completely opposite to that in the Republic of 

China. At this time, men were lack of thinking about family and their own social roles. They are 

still stagnant in the misunderstanding of gender relations in the past. At this time, women 

understand how to change the relationship, while men hold an attitude of exclusion towards change. 

 

Ignorance creates prejudice, and people's (both men and women) relentlessness, resistance, and 

even ridicule of women's issues are proof that they are ignorant of the cost paid for it.The 

discrimination will be valued only when it is recognized that the cost of discrimination is not only 

related to the group of women who are experiencing discrimination, as well as the entire 

society.Recognizing the cost of discrimination, understanding the causes of discrimination, and 

changing inherent prejudices. Not only can we use the power of education to transmit equal gender 

concepts and encourage personality development, but also can change the status quo, eliminate 

prejudices, and enhance the understanding through shaping the social and cultural atmosphere. 

 

3.2. Reduce policy intervention 

In 2015, our government promulgated the second-child policy to encourage childbirth. Women’s 

family responsibilities and childbearing burdens increased. The family’s economic pressure 

increased, and women were marginalized in the family as well due to economic problems. The 

policy was promoted to transfer the financial burden to enterprises for women’s childbearing 

welfare and women are marginalized in the workplace due to maternity. At the same time, the new 

marriage law improves the distributing property for divorce and it is still not sure about the 

economic value that women pay for family. Women enter the family and become full-time wives 

without financial resources, they will be very passive when they divorce. These policies to improve 

women's living conditions, on the contrary, increase the cost and risk of women's full participation 

in the family and giving up work. 

 

On the issue of women’s ideological emancipation, President Xi Jinping called for combining 

women’s personal dreams with the “Chinese dream” to pay more attentions on the family 

construction. Women’s emancipation requires political encouragement, self-competitiveness 
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strengthen and to enhance women’s influence in society. At the same time, the family is key to 

women’s liberation. However, we must realize that the elimination of discrimination cannot be 

achieved at the policy level. Motivation is always the main consideration rather than the result in 

policy formulation, so the result often runs counter to the original intention. 

 

3.3. Accept differences, abandon the "standard" bias, and create a more inclusive spiritual 

and cultural environment 

Differences between men and women in endowments are indeed difficult to overcome. When men 

and women accept the differences and use their advantages together, they will usher in a double 

win situation. Neither men nor women have an absolute advantage from a biological point of view. 

Traditional education has given both genders a different mission from birth, which meets the 

expectations of society.The society's demands on men do not conflict with their pursuit of life as an 

independent individual: they are required to be succeed; while women are required to be weak and 

retreat into feminine characteristics, which is contrary to the development of the independent 

individuals.Discrimination against women results from the biological differences between men and 

women, and eliminating these physiological differences is not our goal. On the contrary, the 

consensus we should reach is to change the way how we look upon differences.This requires us to 

re-examine the difference and increase our knowledge to enhance our independent judgment ability. 

When we have a rational understanding of gender differences and accept the differences with a 

reasonable attitude, we will perform our respective advantages and value individual differences 

without using gender differences for evaluation. At this time, many family conflicts and social 

conflicts will be resolved. 

 

We must see the cost paid for discrimination, and then find out the source of the contradiction and 

eventually change the situation, not just push all responsibilities to men or women in general. All 

contradictions are not caused by one party and can be resolved individually. 
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