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Politics concerning the soul

——An evaluation of the Supporting Group of Rural Women s Health

Wu Fei

1 Introduction

I was asked by Xie Lihua, the general secretary of the Culture Developing Center of
the Rural Women, to evaluate the suicide prevention program of the Rural Women. The
Rural Women, an NGO in Beijing, has developed its interest in suicide prevention since
1996, when Xie Lihua found there were a significant number of rural women who had com-

mitted or attempted suicide. They started to discuss this issue in their magazine Rural Wom-

en (known as Rural Women Knowing All at that time) and send reporters to investigate
women” s suicide in the countryside. Xie Lihua edited and published an influential . book in

1999: The Report about Suicide among Chinese Rural Women. Having studied s&éide‘for

six years, she decided to launch a suicide prevention program and recruited Xu Rong:

very capable woman, to carry out the program.

to a village where people had never heard about the program. In.addition to the survey, we

also interviewed some villagers, local officials, and physicians. Comparing with what I saw




in Mengzou, another county where I did my own fieldwork about suicide for my Ph. D dis-
sertation , I think the program of the Rural Women has touched the bone of this problem in
rural China and made significant progresses. I believe that this program will influence a lot
in future Chinese society.

2 Suicide in Contemporary China and the Theoretical Dilemma Underlying it

Since Michel Phillips and his colleagues published their newly—found suicide rate in
China , the problem of suicide in China has attracted scholars and mass media both in and
outside China. The Chinese government is now also aware that this is a serious problem.
.I\Jevertheless, as for how to understand this problem, how to decrease the suicide rate, and
what this means to Chinese society, there has not been an agreement yet.

Although there are diverse opinions regarding this issue, we are sure about two things.
First, this is the first time in Chinese history that suicide becomes an independent issue;
second, the features of suicide in China have challenged the suicidological paradigms in
both sociology and psychiatry. Hence there is no stereotype of suicide prevention that China
can apply, whether in her own history or in other countries. When Xu Rong started this pro-
gram in 2002, she had no idea about it at all: “We must create everything by ourselves.”

In the village where there is no SGRWH, 35.14% of the villagers think suicide is en—
tirely a personal thing, and nobody else can do anything about it; in the villages that have
established SGRWH, 20.44% of the villagers think this way. I do not think this is because
the peasants are narrow—minded or uneducated. It seems to me, however, people have their
cultural reasons to think this way.

In my own fieldwork, I found no public organization responsible for suicide. The police
are responsible for homicide, but not suicide. They sometimes deal with suicide only be—
cause suicide is often indistinguishable from homicide. The local hospitals, including psy—
chiatric clinics, are responsible for healing, but not suicide. They deal with suicide only be—
cause suicides often also have some physical or mental illnesses. Neither is responsible for
sticide itself. This is not because they are lazy or irresponsible, but because suicide is be—
" yond their official duties. People regard suicide as a personal or at most domestic issue. The
, _government does not want to interfere, and the people in question do not want to be inter—

“fered.

When the SGRWH was first established, Rural Women encountered this issue. Some
local officials had thought it must be a juicy program, but when they discovered what it was,
they were very disappointed. When some village cadres found out the truth, they drove Xu
Rong away. Some villagers even did not allow Xu Rong to enter their houses. Some villagers

vho had attended the program were looked down upon in the villages.




