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Abstract

Mental Health Care as a Field of Hegemonic
Contestation: An Ethnographic Study on Suicide
Prevention Approaches of a Feminist NGO and a

Psychiatrist Group in Reform China

Lee, Hyeon Jung

Research Professor, Ewha Womans University

anthrolee@gmail.com

As seen in the case of SARS in 2003, the issue of health,
disease, or medicine in Chinese society has recently been an
important subject to address the changing character of political
administration, national security, and economic activity in China.
Focusing on the recent epidemic of suicide in rural China, this
ethnographic study investigates the process by which two influential
social groups—NGO Cultural Development for Rural Women, and
Beijing Suicide Research and Prevention Center—have competed for
social hegemony in suicide diagnosis and prevention. Based each on
socialist feminism and biomedical psychiatry, these two groups have
operated, respectively, community—based prevention programs and
psychiatric interventions during the 2000s. Despite ideological and
practical differences, they were originally cooperative, sharing the
same goals. However, the friendly relationship had to cease when
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diverse interventions by domestic and international groups increased
and the Chinese government eventualy decided to adopt the
psychiatric perspective as its official position. From the government’s
perspective, the psychiatric approach appeared to be the best
solution since, emphasizing individual pathology as the cause of
suicide, psychiatry would save the government from the possible
political risk. The government’s decision has also gained widespread
support of the international society and attracted the huge investment
of transnational pharmaceutical companies. In conclusion, this paper
argues that the process of hegemonic competition with regard to the
problem of suicide in China reveals the complex political and
economic dynamics in which the Chinese government ultimately seeks
the modern state in the global era.

Key Words: Suicide, Mental Health Care, NGO, Medicine,
Psychiatry, Feminism, Hegemonic Contestation, Ethnography
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