
WOMEN, GENDER & RESEARCH, NO. 1 201598

Bringing Gender in   
Women and Corruption in China

BY QI WANG AND DONGCHAO MIN

ABSTRACT
Bringing Gender in. Undertitel: Women and Corruption in China
This article deals with women and corruption in China. The aim is to bring gender in and to
make good the lack of focus on gender in studies of corruption in China. The article outlines
different forms of female involvement in corruption, introduces various theories of corruption,
and elaborates on the relevance of these theories in explaining and understanding the role of
gender in the case of corruption in China. The article also proposes a theory of chaotic
capital/resource acquisition as a supplement and discusses the potential of this theory in
accounting for the role of women in corruption, whether as government officials or as the
mistresses and wives (family members) of corrupt male officials.

KEYWORDS

Corruption, China, women, gender, transition economy, sexual capital, power abuse 

Qi Wang is Associate Professor at the Department of Design and Communication, University of Southern
Denmark. Her research interest is in the field of gender and politics in China. Her most recent research
covers the theme of gender and corruption, collective male feminism and the constellations of power and
of the change of power in feminism in post-socialist China. 

Dongchao Min is Professor at the Department of Cultural Studies, Shanghai University, and Guest Profes-
sor at the Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, University of Copenhagen. She is currently holding an EU
Marie Curie International Incoming Fellowship and conducting a research project on ‘Cross-Cultural
Encounters: The Travels of Gender Theory and Practice to China and the Nordic Countries’. 



In recent years,
a great deal of media spotlight has been
directed towards women involved in cor-
ruption scandals in China. In September
2012, prior to the opening of the Chinese
Communist Party’s (CCP) 18th Congress
in Beijing, Bo Xilai, the former party chief
of Chongqing, was sacked for corruption,
while his wife Gu Kailai received a
su-spended death sentence for having killed
a British businessman.1 Early in January
2013 Yi Junqing, the then director of the
Central Compilation and Translation
Bureau of the CCP Central Committee,
was stripped of his office, having been
found guilty of following an ‘improper life-
style’ after one of his mistresses had
exposed their affair in a blog.2 The
Guardian reports, ‘a blog post on 30
December     accused the party secretary of
an impoverished county in Yunnan
province of purchasing 10 SUVs and get-
ting drunk with a group of attractive
women’; ‘the vice-  mayor of a small city in
Guangdong province lost his job after a
subordinate exposed his connection to a
local drug ring. Blog posts accuse the
deputy chief of the province’s Land
Resource Bureau of having affairs with 47
mistresses and receiving almost £2.8bn in
bribes’.3 The Times of  India cited a recent
report by Renmin University in China,
stating that ‘about 95 per cent of officials
being investigated have mistresses’.4

In contrast to the tabloid media fanfare
about women in corruption scandals,
scholarly research on corruption in China,
both internationally and domestically, has
so far said little about women and the role
of gender in corruption. Generic corrup-
tion studies focused on China attempt to
‘answer all the questions that pertain to the
phenomenon: Why does it happen (causes);
how does it happen (patterns, forms); what
effects does it have (consequences,
impacts); and how to control it (solutions,

remedies)?’ (Lü 2000: 3). While recogniz-
ing that corruption ‘has spread since the
reform period’ (Rooij 2005: 293), the
most recent studies of corruption in China
mainly ‘try to determine the origin of this
de-velopment’ (ibid.). Five causal factors
have been identified: 1) the development of
a market economy, and more specifically
the dual price mechanism and the influx of
foreign investment, which have ‘created
graft opportunities’ (ibid.); 2) the ‘relatively
slow increase in public officials’ incomes’;
3) the ‘weak regulatory system that allowed
corruption to grow’; 4) the ‘incomplete
political reform that resulted in a lack of
checks and balances’; and 5) the ‘lack of
ethics against corruption due to the
changes in ideology’ and ‘the lack of “com-
mercial morality in economic life” (Rooij
2005: 294). The word ‘women’ rarely
appears, and the relevance of gender in cor-
ruption remains seriously under-investigated.

Where gender is indeed treated centrally is
in international scholarship on gender and
corruption beyond the specific Chinese
context, and the central question is which
sex is cleaner. Theories within this field can
be divided into two camps. The ‘idealistic’
camp views women as the gender that is
more ethical and that has a greater sense of
responsibility, hence is less corrupt, or less
tolerant of corrupt behavior (Swamy et al.
2001; Dollar et al. 2001). Studies in this
camp show that ‘women are less involved
in bribery, and are less likely to condone
bribe-taking’, and that ‘corruption is less
severe where women hold a large share of
parliament seats and senior positions in the
government, bureaucracy, and comprise a
larger share of the labor force’ (Swamy et
al. 2001: 25). Moreover, ‘a very high level
of raw correlation between low corruption
scores and relatively high numbers of
women in parliaments’ is also found (Goetz
2007: 93), suggesting that women ‘may
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have higher standards of ethical behavior
and be more concerned with the common
good’ (Dollar et al. 2001: 427). This view
is also reflected in the World Bank’s 2001
report, ‘Engendering Development through
Gender Equality in Rights, Resources and
Voice’, which found that ‘societies where
women have greater rights and participate
more in public life … have cleaner business
and governments and enjoy more produc-
tive economies’ (quoted from Sung 2006:
139).

The ‘realistic’ camp, however, questions
the perception of women as the ‘fairer
and cleaner’ sex and is highly skeptical
of women’s probity and their assumed
corruption-reducing effect. Esarey and
Chirillo’s study finds 

evidence that the relationship between gen-
der and corruption differs by institutional
context. (…) Where corruption is stigma-
tized, women will be less tolerant of corrup-
tion and less likely to participate compared to
men. But if ‘corrupt’ behaviors are an ordi-
nary part of governance supported by politi-
cal institutions, there will be no corruption
gender gap. (Esarey and Chirillo 2012: 24)5

Alhassan-Alolo concludes, 

women may not prove less corrupt in the
public sector if corrupt opportunities and
networks are not restrained. Besides, the very
gender system, which is used to justify
women’s proclivity to less corrupt behavior
and subsequent integration into the public
sector, could itself be the source of corrup-
tion as women attempt to fulfill their gender
roles. (Alhassan-Alolo 2007: 227)

According to Sung, ‘Control over
resources and influence makes corruption
possible and attractive’: ‘in theory, the
redistribution of political power triggered
by the political emancipation of women
should not change the general prevalence
of corrupt incidents because the overall

levels of motivation and opportunities for
corruption remain the same’. Sung even
predicts that ‘an increase in the proportion
of appointed and elected female officials in
government should increase the number of
corrupt female officials and simultaneously
decrease the number of corrupt male offi-
cials’ (Sung 2006: 140).

As far as China is concerned, it has been
rather difficult to discern which gender is
more or less corrupt due to the scarcity of
corruption statistics distinguished by gen-
der. The figures for corruption cases in
1999, 2000 and 2001, for example, are
respectively 38,382, 45,113 and 36,447,
involving respectively 2,200, 2,680 and
2,670 government officials of county-level
and above (see Rooij 2005: 304), but
figures like this are usually not distin-
guished by gender. However, a recent anti-
corruption report by the Research Institute
of State Development and Strategy, the
People’s University, does suggest that
female officials are cleaner than their male
counterparts. According to the report,
women represented 3 % of the country’s
corrupt officials at department level who
were prosecuted between 2000 and 2014,
and about 1 % of the 219 so-called ‘No.1
leader corruptions’ during the same period.
The report further shows that women
account for 11 % of China’s government
officials at province-ministry level, 13.7 %
at prefecture-department level and 16.6 %
at county-section level (as of 2009). In
comparison to the proportion of women in
these government positions, the ratio of
female corruption appears much lower than
that of males.6

Despite the low percentage of female
corruption in general, however, corruption
cases involving women have hit the media
headlines here and there in recent decades,
reminding the general public that corrup-
tion in China is not entirely a male pre-
serve. Women become corrupt as well, and
female corruption has actually been increas-
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ing over the past five years (Yang 2014).
According to a recent article by Yang Jing,
the number of crimes involving an abuse of
power committed by female professionals,
including government officials, rose from
4125 in 2009 to 4169 in 2010, 4214 in
2011, 4459 in 2012 and 5516 in 2013
(from January to November) (ibid.: 2).
Women’s (increasing) involvement in cor-
ruption in China raises the question of gen-
der and calls urgently for a thorough treat-
ment of gender in corruption studies.
However, due to the gap between the cor-
ruption literature on China, which often
omits gender, and general theories of gen-
der and corruption which are not specifi-
cally about China, many aspects of corrup-
tion related to gender have either gone
unnoticed or been overlooked. 

This article attempts to bring gender in by
examining women’s involvement in corrup-
tion and reflecting upon the relevance of
gender in corruption and corruption studies.
The aim is to focus on women and gender
and make explicit what deeper insights
might be lost by not taking gender into
account and what we may gain by taking
gender on board. The article consists of
four sections. Section one focuses on
women in power, that is, on female govern-
ment officials. It examines the role and be-
havior of female corruption and discusses
the inadequacy of general theories of cor-
ruption in accounting for possible or
potential gender differences in corruption.
Section two deals with women’s involve-
ment in corruption as the mistresses and
wives (family members) of male officials,
and examines how women outside the for-
mal political system can play a pivotal role
in sustaining the ecology of corruption.
Section three engages in a   theoretical dis-
cussion elaborating on the relevance of
some of the existing theories and proposing
some theoretical thoughts of our own. Sec-
tion four summarizes our reflections upon
the role of gender in corruption and con-

cludes the article. Due to limitations of
space, a detailed discussion of the concept
of ‘corruption’ is left aside here. For the
purposes of this article, corruption refers to
the misdeeds of government officials typi-
cally involving the ‘misuse of public autho-
rity for private interests’ (Rooij 2005: 292). 

WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION
IN CORRUPTION AS
GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS

Corruption is not a new phenomenon in
China. In the reform era, however, ‘(the)
forms, extent and characteristics of corrup-
tion have changed greatly…’ (Dai 2010:
59). Over the past thirty years or more,
several tens of thousands of corruption
cases have been prosecuted each year,
revealing the scale and gravity of the pro-
blem. Regarding female corruption, we
have identified seventeen cases from 2000
to the present, while the total national
figure for female corruption remains
unknown (see Table 1).7 These women
were identified because their (crime) stories
have been widely circulated in the media.
These seventeen cases will serve as a sample
for our analysis, even though the number is
small and certainly not statistically repre-
sentative. 

We shall examine the media’s stories
about the corruption of these women
because they often reveal detailed informa-
tion about corrupt individuals and their
trajectory into corruption, thus providing
some valuable insights into corruption and
corrupt behavior. We turn to this kind of
material to compensate for the difficulties
of conducting fieldwork on this issue and
the lack of access to formal party and legal
corruption documents. We nonetheless
believe that media corruption stories can be
used as a kind of ‘raw material’ for corrup-
tion analysis if they are read with a cautious
and a critical mind. In our analysis, we bear
in mind the possible bias of media corrup-
tion stories and seek to stay as factual as
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possible. When in doubt about a fact, we
either treat it as hearsay or check it against
other sources. 

As mentioned above, general studies of
corruption in China talk little about gender
and are mostly preoccupied with the forms,
generalization and categorization of cor-
ruption. In Dai’s study of corruption in
contemporary China, for example, he sum-
marizes the main forms of corruption in
the country, stating that they not only
share ‘the primary characteristics of corrup-
tion in other countries’, but also constitute
a ‘transitional Chinese style that reflects its
different social, cultural and political back-
ground’ (Dai 2010: 61). According to Dai,
corruption in China can be grouped into
five basic forms: 1) ‘No. 1 leader’ corrup-
tion (corruption committed by the main
responsible person in a party committee or
a government institution); 2) Personnel
Management Corruption (cash for jobs); 3)
Public Project Corruption; 4) ‘Examining
and Approval Power’ Corruption; and 5)
Collectively Practiced Bribery Corruption
(ibid.). In the following, we apply Dai’s
categorization to our sample group in
order to show where such theory can lead
to when it comes to gender. 

First of all, we found evident manifesta-
tion of all five forms of the abuse of power
in our sample group. All seventeen women
occupied a powerful position within the

system of their jurisdiction and functioned
as either major decision-makers or as gate-
keepers. Of them, eleven were in the
socalled ‘No. 1 leader’ positions, while the
remaining six were in ‘deputy’ positions.
Due to the lack of any checks and balances
in the power structure and the low degree
of transparency in the decision-making
process, officials in the No. 1 and No. 2
positions often have highly concentrated
and unconstrained power. In most of these
cases, corruption was a direct result of
excessive power and the abuse of power.
One woman among the seventeen was Lao
Derong, the former No. 1 leader of the
Energy Group in Shenzhen City. After
being caught for corruption, Lao confessed
and admitted that she had so much power
concentrated in her hands that she got car-
ried away.9

We have divided the seventeen women
into four sub-categories according to their
job content for the purposes of seeing what
kinds of power they had and how that
power became a source of corruption and
misdeeds. As indicated by the following
table, five of them occupied No. 1 posi-
tions in government financial or accounting
departments, which gave them both direct
access to public funds and the supreme
power to manage those funds. The major
form of corruption they committed is
embezzlement. Two were former heads of

WOMEN, GENDER & RESEARCH, NO. 1 2015102

TABLE 1. A SAMPLE OF CORRUPTION CONVICTED FEMALE OFFICIALS (SINCE 2000)

Zhang        Zhao          Li            Shang       Yang         Luo          Jiang          An           Dong 
Meifang      Wenjuan     Qihong    Jun           Xiuzhu     Yaping      Yanping      Huijun     Jinting
张美芳        赵文娟        李启红      尚军         杨秀珠      罗亚平      蒋艳萍        安惠君      董金亭

���
���
Pan           Han          Liu                 Zhao          Jin            Zhang        Lao          Gu      
Yumei       Guizhi      Guangming    Shunyi        Hong       Gaiping      Derong    Huijuan
潘玉梅      韩桂芝      刘光明            赵顺义        靳红         张改萍        劳德容      顾慧娟

Source: 组图：中国近年落马女贪官一览 (17/17), A look at the female officials sacked for corruption in
China in recent years.8



local government departments dealing with
land resources and urban infrastructural
development. They both committed ‘pub-
lic project corruption’ by taking bribes
from land and public project contractors.
The remaining ten women, as directors of
large state-owned enterprises or heads or
deputy heads of party and government
institutions, had all-round power over basi-
cally every aspect of their organization and
hence committed corruption that can be
categorized as ‘No. 1 Leader Corruption’,
‘Personnel Management Corruption’,
‘Examining and Approval Power Corrup-
tion’ and ‘Collectively Practiced Bribery
Corruption’. For instance, Han Guizhi,
former deputy secretary of the
Heilongjiang provincial party committee
and chairman of the Heilongjiang provin-
cial political consultative congress, traded
her power over personnel management for
money, offering positions and promotions
to lesser officials for payments and gifts.
Those officials who received promotions
through bribery have in turn ‘sold’ govern-
mental positions under their jurisdiction to
other lesser officials.10

Apparently, this small sample of female
corruption encompasses all the characteris-
tic elements featuring corruption in present-
day China. This means that, by applying
theories of categorization from generic cor-
ruption studies, gender difference does not
come to the surface, and corruption
appears to have the same pattern regardless
of gender. However, a careful reading of

the corruption stories of women does
reveal some features of corrupt behavior
that are characteristic, if not unique, for
women. We know that most of the corrup-
tion cases in China involve an exchange of
power for sex, but the exchange goes in
different directions, depending on whether
the corrupt individual is a man or woman.
While male officials often trade power for
sex, female officials often start by trading
sex for power, climbing up the power lad-
der by utilizing their sexual capital (Yang
2014: 3). Sexual capital ‘refers to a person’s
resources, competencies and endowments
that provide status as sexual agents within a
field’ (Farrer 2010: 75),12 while sexual
attractiveness ‘can be traded for economic
and social advantage’ (Davis 1966: 324).
One example of this is in Jiang Yanping
among our sample group. Jiang was the
former deputy director of the Construction
Engineering Company in Hunan who was
said to have slept with several powerful
men. She ‘conquered’ them one by one
and was promoted each time. As she
obtained more and more power, she began
to use that power to advance her own
interests. 

In our sample group, we also find evi-
dence of female officials trading power for
sex like men do. One example is An
Huijun, former chief of Luohu police
station in Shenzhen, who was said to have
demanded sexual services from her male
subordinates. Whenever she went on a
business trip, she would require the com-
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TABLE 2. CORRUPTION BY POWER CATEGORY

Type of power                                                                             Number      Proportion

Financial and accounting                                                                           5                 29%
Manager of state-owned companies                                                           2              11.5% 
Chief/deputy party-government head                                                       8                 48% 
Head of government dealing with land and infrastructure building            2              11.5% 

Source: 组图：中国近年落马女贪官一览 (17/17), A look at the female officials sacked for corruption in
China in recent years.11



pany of two young, handsome police offi-
cers, who would be promoted or given a
bonus if they satisfied her sexually.13 This
may suggest a pattern of behavior common
to both sexes. Even so, traces of gender dif-
ference can still be detected. In the case of
male officials, they often share and circulate
the women in their ‘harem’ for purposes of
bribery. Young, beautiful women are often
passed from one male official to another as
a gift, the sender usually expecting some
sort of ‘payback’ from the recipient. Recent
media reports suggest that Zhou
Yongkang, a former member of the Stand-
ing Committee of the Politburo who was
recently charged for corruption, shared his
mistress with his associate Li Dongsheng
and vice versa.14 However, we uncovered
no evidence to suggest that female officials
also share their male lovers with each other.

In the above, we pinpoint the possible
gendered aspects that might be overlooked
when gender is kept out of the equation.
Needless to say, much more empirical and
theoretical work needs to be done to
explore gender differences in corruption
further. What we attempt to do in this arti-
cle is to point out the potential of taking
gender into account as a way of enriching
the understanding of corruption in China. 

WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION
IN CORRUPTION AS MISTRESSES AND
FAMILY MEMBERS

Women become implicated in corruption
not only as government officials, but more
often than not as mistresses and family
members. A distinctive feature of corrup-
tion in China is the mistress culture and the
coordination between male officials and
their mistresses. Since the opening up and
reforms of late 1970s, a ‘romantic revolu-
tion’ has swept China (Farrer 2006; Evans
1997; Pan 1993, 1995; Li 2003), leading
to a greater degree of ‘sexual opening up’
than ever before. Promiscuous sexual
behavior is now increasingly tolerated, and

a mistress culture has set in, becoming a
celebrated norm of masculinity. For corrupt
male officials, to possess a mistress or several
mistresses is as much about sexual pleasure
as it is a status symbol (Ding 2000; Liu
2003; Li 2012). By trading power for
money, dishonest government officials
quickly convert their ‘political capital’ into
tangible ‘economic capital’ and hence
become a competitive buyer of sexual plea-
sure in the sex market (Wang, 2005; Ding
2000; Liu 2003), finding various ways to
‘consume’ women’s bodies (Li 2012).
However, the majority practice a form of
polygamy by taking one or several mistres-
ses.15 It is hard to say whether it is the
‘egg’ or the ‘chicken’ that comes first in the
causal link between corruption and mis-
tresses. In some cases, it is the desire to
possess beautiful young mistresses that dri-
ves dishonest officials into chasing after
cash. In other cases, dishonest officials
install mistresses as a channel through
which to consume the money they have
embezzled. Either way, the mistresses have
to be fed with lots of cash and high-class
luxurious consumer goods.

A glimpse into the latest major corrup-
tion cases portrays a threefold picture of
the mistresses involved. Some of them
trade intimacy and sex for money and
material goods by entering into a kind of
‘sexual contract’ with government officials
and are, by virtue of this sexual relation-
ship, entitled to the fortunes of their male
patrons. They may be characterized as
‘gold-diggers’, and their role in the ecolo-
gical chain of corruption is mainly to
absorb and consume the money that dis-
honest officials have collected illegally.16
Some mistresses, however, are far more
ambitious, seeking not only material goods
but also policy favors and protection in
order to advance their own interests. They
may be characterized as ‘power-utilizers’
(as well as being ‘gold-diggers’), and their
role in the ecological chain of corruption is
both to consume the dirty money of cor-
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ruption and to solicit preferential treat-
ment, often circumventing laws and nor-
mative administrative procedures to do so.
A mistress can have a relationship with
several male officials at the same time in
order to knit a huge guanxi net around
her.17 Some mistresses played a direct role
in corruption, providing either moral sup-
port or practical assistance to the illegal
money-hunting activities of their male
patrons, or collaborating in taking briberies
or misusing public funds.18

Corruption in China is also very often a
family business. Chinese officials ‘are com-
mitted to their family and other members
of their social networks’ (Kwong 1997:
88). They ‘used their influence and broke
administrative rules and even laws’ (ibid.)
for the benefit of their loved ones, but
family members, especially wives, are also
keen to increase the family fortune by
utilizing the power of male officials. Many
corruption cases show how a couple
entered into corruption as a joint project,
with the wife as the collaborator and
driving force behind it. As a public saying
has it, ‘behind every corrupt male official
there stands a corrupt wife’.19 Wives are
involved in corruption in various ways.
They help lesser officials and entrepreneurs
to come into contact with their powerful
husbands and then demand money in
return for doing so; they may also encour-
age or compel their husbands to take bribes
in order to increase the family’s welfare.
Many of them store and manage the money
for their husbands, and finally they may
also ‘capitalize’ on their positions as wives
by directly eliciting money and gifts from
the subordinates of their husbands.20

Over the last five years, a number of
wives have been convicted of corruption
together with their husbands. One sensa-
tional example is Zhang Yafei, wife of Ma
Xiangdong, former executive deputy mayor
of Shenyang who was executed in 2001 for
corruption.21 During the period of his

office, Ma received bribes of up to
30,000,000 Yuan, about 68 % of it having
been accumulated with the help of his wife
Zhang Yafei. In the beginning Zhang
merely administered the money for her
husband, but then she began chasing after
money herself. As the wife of a powerful
man, Zhang acted as a gatekeeper. Who-
ever came to their house and wanted to
have a word with Ma had to ask her per-
mission and pay her cash. After Ma was
jailed, Zhang bribed a number of judicial
workers for information about her hus-
band. Altogether eight people were
charged for taking bribes from Zhang, and
Zhang herself was also imprisoned.22

DISCUSSION

How, then, do we conceptualize women’s
involvement in corruption as the mistresses
and wives (family members) of male
go-vernment officials? First of all, we found
the theory of transition economics at the
contextual level and three theories at the
institutional and cultural level illuminat-
ing regarding female corruption, but
because the present focus is on female
incumbents of office, these theories fall
short when they are used to explain the
role of mistresses and wives (family mem-
bers) in female corruption. According to
the theory of transition economics, the
transition to a market economy has
changed both the goals of life and the
extent of social and political control,
fashioning a new overall context for living
and social mobility. Zhang states, 

When Chinese Communists worshiped the
“social poor”, the social constraints were rela-
tively strong, opportunities were relatively
low, and motivations were rather weak for
bribery and corruption. However, as China
has been transforming to a market economy
with the tenet of “getting rich is glorious”,
official power is becoming a major means for
“poor” officials to achieve the goals of get-
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ting rich as the old measures of political con-
trol lose their power. The flourishing bribery
and corruption among officials are a reflec-
tion of this ‘social anomie’ (Zhang, in Liu et
al. 2001: 33-34).

Iwasaki and Suzuki also point out that ‘cor-
ruption began to take place more for self-
interest than as a socially necessary evil in
the former socialist states … in the process
of systematic transformation to a capitalist
market economy’, and that corruption ‘has
become more widespread in the transition
economies’ (Iwasaki and Suzuki 2012: 54).
Under the transition economy, women are
likely to engage in corruption because cor-
rupt behaviors ‘are an ordinary part of
go-vernance supported by political institu-
tions’ (Esarey and Chirillo 2012: 24),
because ‘collective graft’ and ‘organizatio-
nal corruption’ have become widespread
phenomena in China (Lü 2000; Ngo 2008)
and because social culture endows ‘personal
networks, reciprocity, and gift giving’
(Rooij 2005: 294) with importance. 

An institutional–cultural level of explana-
tion for the impact of institutionalized cor-
ruption culture and praxis on individuals is
offered by the following three theories.
The first is DAO theory (Differential Asso-
ciation and Opportunity), which stems
from the field of criminology and is used to
explain ‘the process through which an indi-
vidual comes to engage in criminal beha-
vior’. The theory argues that ‘opportunities
and networks of criminal behavior are criti-
cal determinants of an individual’s engage-
ment in a criminal action’. ‘In other words,
people who commit crime not only have
frequent interaction with those who con-
done such behavior, but also have the
opportunity to do so’ (Sutherland and
Cressey 1977: 77-79, quoted from
Alhassan-Alolo 2007: 229. The second the-
ory is social role theory, according to which
‘an individual’s (public servant’s) behavior
is influenced by: (a) the individual’s cogni-
tion of an appropriate behavior for a person

occupying his or her position; (b) the indi-
vidual’s perceptions of expectations that
others hold for him or her as an occupant
of a given role; and (c) the individual’s per-
ceived role pressures-fears of sanctions if
she or he deviates from the expectations’
(Price 1975 quoted in Alhassan-Alolo
2007: 229). The third theory is the gender
role theory, which proposes that, when
women go along with corruption, it may
be because they ‘feel greater pressure to
conform to existing norms about corrup-
tion’ (Esarey and Chirillo 2012: 2). They
are ‘more averse to the risks of violating
political norms’, as ‘gender discrimination
makes violating institutional norms a riskier
proposition for women than men’ (Esarey
and Chirillo 2012: 24). 

Although these theories offer some level
of explanation for why people (women) can
become corrupt, we still found them inade-
quate in accounting for the role of women
in corruption, especially as mistresses and
wives in the social reality of corruption in
China. First of all, these theories focus pri-
marily on formal office-holders, leaving
little space for women as mistresses and
wives. Secondly, these theories tend to
neglect the ecology of corruption and thus
fail to grasp the chain of elements in which
individual elements are not necessarily cor-
rupt acts per se, but have an essential role to
play in sustaining the ecology of corrup-
tion. Thirdly, these theories emphasize the
impact of a large external environment on
individuals without fully considering the
‘agency’ of individuals in corruption. 

We propose a theory of chaotic capital or
resource acquisition as a supplement to the
afore-mentioned theories. By ‘chaotic capi-
tal/resource acquisition’, we mean the
almost anarchical state of resource flows
towards the rich/male/powerful end and
the lack of effective control over resource
distribution in a transitional economy as in
China (He 1998). Since the theory is still
at its preliminary stage of development, we
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shall only outline its potential implications.
First, ‘chaotic capital/resource acquisition’
covers both the contextual and institutio-
nal-cultural aspects emphasized by the
theories mentioned above, and, we stress
here, the individual ‘agency’ aspect. This
enables us to catch both the impact of a
corrupting environment and the active role
of individuals as ‘agency’. Secondly, ‘chao-
tic capital/ resource acquisition’ under-
stands corruption as an ecological chain
and thus has greater potential to explain
not only the corrupt act of officials, but
also the involvement of non-officials, espe-
cially the role of women as mistresses and
wives (family members).

More specifically, ‘chaotic capital or
resource acquisition’ allows us to take into
account the fact that gender discrimination
and the sexualization of women in the
Chinese job market obstructs women’s
career advancement and prevents them
from becoming as rich as men. This struc-
tural barrier might have diverted (some of)
them to more individual-based strategies,
such as the utilization of female sexual capi-
tal in  exchange for economic gains. For the
mistresses, an intimate relationship with a
powerful man provides an easy short-cut to
an affluent and respectable life. ‘Chaotic
capital/resource acquisition’ further illumi-
nates the role of wives (and family mem-
bers) in supporting and sustaining corrup-
tion. As family welfare is at stake, a powerful
husband (or family head) is often expected
to be able to bring an enormous economic
fortune into the family, not only to sustain a
lavish lifestyle, but also to mark the family’s
high status. The easy convertibility between
power and money enables the wives (and
family members) of government officials to
fulfill their dreams of getting rich.

Moreover, ‘chaotic capital/resource
acquisition’ also helps to shed light on the
motives of female corruption. Under the
circumstance that huge amounts of eco-
nomic capital and resources in China’s
transitional economy flow into the pockets

of male power-holders, corruption might
be the only chance for a female official to
have a share of the ‘cake’. As Yang points
out in her analysis of female professional
crime, many female professionals consider
the power in their hands to be a time-
limited ticket to economic fortune, and
their aim is to use it before it expires (Yang
2014).

CONCLUSION

In this article, we have sought to bring
gender in to make good the lack of focus
on gender in research on corruption in
China by examining women’s participation
in corruption as both government officials
and as the mistresses and wives (family
members) of corrupt male officials. We
have showed that, despite the low per-
centage of corruption cases against women,
female corruption has actually increased
over the last five years. Due to the prelimi-
nary nature of this study, we have been
limited to pointing out the need to gender
corruption, discussing the relevance of
some existing theories and putting forward
our own theoretical thoughts, rather than
offering any proven research findings. In
dealing with female corruption, for
instance, we have demonstrated which gen-
dered aspects might be overlooked when
applying theories of categorization from
generic corruption studies without taking
gender into account. In dealing with
women’s involvement in corruption as the
mistresses and wives (family members) of
corrupt male officials, we found some theo-
ries relevant in one way or another, but still
inadequate to account fully for the role of
non-officials, such as mistresses and wives
(and family members). We have proposed a
theory of chaotic capital/resource acquisi-
tion as a supplement, as it treats corruption
as an ecological chain rather than an iso-
lated act and emphasizes both the impact
of a corrupting environment on the indi-
vidual and the active ‘agency’ of the indi-
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vidual (men and women, officials and non-
officials) in resource acquisition in the
political economy of corruption in China.
Thus, the theory has the potential to
accommodate the role of women in cor-
ruption and the gendered aspects of cor-
rupt behavior.

LITERATURE
· Alatas, Vivi, Cameron, Lisa and Chaudhuri,
Ananish (2009): Gender, Culture, and Corrup-
tion: Insights from an Experimental Analysis,
Southern Economic Journal 75(3), pp. 663-680. 
· Alhassan-Alolo, Namawu (2007): Gender and
Corruption: Testing the New Consensus, Public
Administration and Development 27, pp. 227-237. 
· Armantier, Olivier and Boly, Amadou (2008)
Can Corruption be Studied in the Lab? Compar-
ing a Field and a Lab Experiment, URL:
http://papers.ssrn.com/so13/papers.cfm?ab-
stract_id=1324120. Localized 13-08-2013. 
· Dai, Changzheng (2010): Corruption and Anti-
corruption in China: Challenges and Countermea-
sures, Journal of International Business Ethics, 3
(2), pp. 58-70. 
· Ding, Ning (2000): Nüxing yanzhong de waiyu
(Women’s Perspectives on Extramarital Relations).
China Federation of Literary and Art Circles Pub-
lishing Corporation. Beijing.
· Dollar, David; Raymond Fisman and Roberta
Gatti (2001): Are Women Really the ‘Fairer Sex’?
Corruption and Women in Government, Journal
of Economic Behavior and Organization 26(4),
pp.423-9. 
· Esarey, Justin and Chirillo, Gina (2013): ‘Fairer
Sex’ or Purity Myth? Corruption, Gender, and
Institutional Context, Politics & Gender, 9, pp.
361–389.
· Evans, Harriet (1997): Women and Sexuality in
China: Female Sexuality and Gender since 1949.
Continuum, New York.
· Farrer, James (2006): Sexual Citizenship and the
Politics of Sexual Storytelling among Chinese
Youth, in Elaine Jeffries (ed.) Sex and Sexuality in
China, Routledge, London. pp. 102-123.
· Frank, Björn, Lambsdorff, Johann Graf and
Boehm, Frederic (2010): Gender and Corruption:
Lessons from Laboratory Corruption Experi-
ments, European Journal of Development Research
23, pp. 59–71. 
· Goetz, Anne Marie (2007): Political Cleaners:
Women as the New Anti-Corruption Force?
Development and Change 38 (1), pp. 87-105. 

· Gonzales, Alicia M. and Rolison, Gary (2005): 
Social Oppression and Attitudes toward Sexual
Practices, Journal of Black Studies 35 (6), pp. 715-
729. 
· Hakim, Cathrine (2010): Erotic Capital, Euro-
pean Sociological Review, First published online:
March 19, 2010,
http://esr.oxfordjournals.org/content/early/201
0/03/19/esr.jcq014.full. Localized 13-08-2013. 
· He, Qinglian (1998): Xiandaihua de xianjing-
dangdai zhongguo de jingjishehui wenti (The Trap
of Modernization: Contemporary Economic and
Social Problems in China), China Today Press,
Beijing. 
· Iwasaki, Ichiro and Suzuki, Taku (2012): The
Determinants of Corruption in Transition Eco-
nomics, Economics Letters 14, pp. 54-60. 
· Kwong, Julia (1997): The Political Economy of
Corruption in China, M.E. Sharpe, New York.
· Li, Yinhe (2003): Xingwenhua yanjiu baogao (A
Report on Sexual Culture), Jiangsu Renmin Press,
Nanjing.
· Li, Xijie (2012): Chengshihua jinchengzhong
nüxingwentiyanjiu de sanchongweidu (Three di-
mensions of research on issues related to the fe-
male-gender in the process of urbanization), 
Review of Social Science, 1, pp. 32-40.
· Liu, Hongpo (2003): Corrupt Officials and Sex,
in Zhao, Mu (ed). Sohu Horizon, Xiyuan Publish-
ing House, Beijing, pp. 318-320. 
· Lü, Xiaobo (2000): Cadres and Corruption: The
Organizational Involution of the Chinese Commu-
nist Party, Stanford University Press, Stanford,
California. 
· Martin, John Levi and George, Matt (2006):
Theories of Sexual Stratification: Toward an 
Analysis of the Sexual Field and a Theory of Sexual
Capital, Sociological Theory 24 (2) pp. 107-132.
· Michael, Robert (2004): Sexual Capital: An 
Extension of Grossman’s Concept of Health Capi-
tal, Journal of Health Economics 23(4), pp. 643-652.
· Ngo, Tak-Wing (2008): Rent-Seeking and Eco-
nomic Governance in the Structural Nexus of Cor-
ruption in China, Crime Law Soc Change, 49, pp.
27-44.
· Pan, Suiming (1993): A Sexual Revolution in
Current China, Journal of Psychology and Human
Sexuality 6 (2),pp. 1-14.
· Pan, Suiming (1995): Zhongguo xingxianzhuang
(The State of Sexuality in China), Guangming Dai-
ly Press, Beijing.
· Price, Robert (1975): Society and Bureaucracy in
Contemporary Ghana, University of California
Press, Berkeley. 
· Rooij, Benjamin van (2005): China’s War on-
Graft: Political-Legal Campaigns against Corrup-

WOMEN, GENDER & RESEARCH, NO. 1 2015108



tion in China and Their Similarities to the Legal 
Reactions to Crisis in the U.S, Pacific Rim Law &
Policy Journal, 14 (2), pp.289-336.
· Schulze, Günther and Björn, Frank (2003): De-
terrence versus Intrinsic Motivation: Experimental
Evidence on the Determinants of Corruptibility,
Economics of Governance 4, pp.143-160. 
· Sung, Hung-En (2006): From Victims to Saviors?
Women, Power, and Corruption, Current History,
March, pp. 139-143. 
· Sutherland, Edwin Hardin and Cressey, Donald
(1977): Principles of Criminology, J.B. Lippincott,
Chicago. 
· Swamy, Anand; Steve Knack; Young, Lee and
Omar, Azfar (2001): Gender and Corruption,
Journal of Development Economics 64 (1), pp. 25-55. 
· Wang, Qi (2005): Gender, Corruption and Anti-
Corruption in China, Paper presented at the
Nordic Gendering Asia Conference, 19-21 May,
Kungälv, Sweden.
· Yang, Jing (2014): Nüxing zhiwufanzui yu yu-
fangduice fenxiyanjiu (An Analysis of Female Pro-
fessional Crime and Preventive Countermeasures),
Zhongguo funüyanjiuwang (Chinese Women’s
Research Network), pp. 1-13, http://www.chi-
nalawedu.com/web/173/wa2014072116401425
670247.shtml, accessed 13-08-2014. 
· Yue Tao (2004): On the Manifest and Latent
Functions of the Mistress, IIAS Newsletter 35,
November, p. 28.
· Zhang, Lening (2001): White-Collar Crime:
Bribery and Corruption in China, in Liu Jianhong;
Zhang Lening and Steven F. Messner (ed.) Crime
and Social Control in a changing China, Green-
wood Publishing Group, Westport, CT. pp. 23-35.

NOTES
1. See http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/
08/19/gu-kailai-trial-suspended-death-
sentence_n_1808437.html, accessed 02-05-2013.
2. See http://www.womenofchina.cn/html/
womenofchina/report/149052-1.htm accessed
02-05-2013 and
http://www.metrotvbureau.com/mistress-cul-
ture-among-officials-embarrassing-chinas-anti-cor-
ruption-campaign-media/ accessed 02-05-2013. 
3. See http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2013
/jan/05/chinese-corruption-crackdown accessed
02-05-2013.
4. See http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com
/2013-01-24/china/36525990_1_lei-zhengfu-
anti-corruption-campaign-official-media-report ac-
cessed 02-05-2013.
5. See also Frank et al. 2010; Alatas et al. 2009; 

Armantier and Boly 2008; Schulze and Frank
2003. 
6. For this report, see C:\Users\qi.wang\AppDa-
ta\Local\Microsoft\Windows\Temporary Internet 
Files\Content.Outlook\4GWE7MDK\反腐败研究

报告称：女性干部比男性更清廉 – 中国妇女研究

网 – 学术图片新闻 (2).htm, accessed 11/08/2014.
7. See http://slide.book.sina.com.cn/slide_
14_651_28784.html#p=13, accessed 5-16-2013.
8. See http://slide.book.sina.com.cn/slide_
14_651_28784.html#p=17, accessed 16-05-2013.
9. See http://business.sohu.com/42/61/arti-
cle213546142.shtml, accessed 5-16-2013.
10. See http://finance.sina.com.cn/20040611/
1407809584.shtml, accessed 21-05-2013. 
11. See note 9.
12. For the concept of sexual capital, see also Gon-
zales and Rolison 2005; Martin and George 2006;
Michael 2004; and Hakim 2010. 
13. See www.news.tom.com/1002/2004127/-
1619210.html.
14. See, for example,
http://yanzhaowei.home.news.cn/blog/a/01010
00000000D01A980D5E2.html, accessed 12-08-
2014. And http://finance.gucheng.com/
201408/2796542.shtml, accessed 14-08-2014.
15. For more about the revival of concubinage in
mainland China in the 1980s, see Yue Tao, ‘On
the manifest and latent functions of the mistress’,
IIAS Newsletter No. 35, November 2004, p.28.
16. For instance, Zhou Bing, mistress of Yang
Qianxian, former director of Xianmen custom:
http://blog.people.com.cn/article/1/13466340
41989.html, accessed 25-05-2013.
17. For these women, see, for instance, Wang Xi-
aomao, former manager of Tianjin Haotian
Group, and Zhang Yan, former general manager of
Automation Technology Co., Ltd., Zhejiang.
http://blog.people.com.cn/article/1/13466340
41989.html, accessed 25-05-2013.
18. For these women, see, for instance, Mao
Xudong, mistress of Yan Yongxi, former deputy
head of Mentougou district
http://blog.people.com.cn/article/1/13466340
41989.html, accessed 25-05-2013.
19. See http://opinion.people.com.cn./GB/
1036/3141312.html, accessed 25-05-2013.
20. Ibid.
21. Ma was executed in Jiangsu Province on 10
October 2001. He was the first person in China to
be executed by being given an injection. For more
about Ma, see http://news.sohu.com/31/58/
news147305831.shtml
22. See www.people.com.cn/GB/shehui/44/
20011122/611082.html, accessed 25-05-2013.

BRINGING GENDER IN 109


