Obituary 

Professor Elisabeth Joan Croll, CMG

b. 21 September 1944, d. 3 October 2007

Not many Western scholars of women's lives in China are known to the Chinese readership of Women in China, the journal of the All China Women's Federation. Yet leafing through the pages of an issue published in late 2000, I found myself face to face with Lisa's portrait, accompanied by an article applauding her work on Endangered Daughters: Discrimination and Development in Asia (2000). That Lisa's face could appear on the pages of Women in China is testimony to her extraordinary and pioneering status, as a scholar of women's lives and social development in China, and an inspiration to countless cohorts of students spanning more than three decades, as a caring mentor to younger colleagues, an advocate of women's and girls' rights, across China and Asia as a whole, and as an eloquent and persuasive advisor on poverty alleviation and health, food and education, for international NGOs and policy advisory groups.

For many, Elisabeth Croll's name is inseparably associated with that of the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), the institute she first got to know as a student, where, newly arrived from New Zealand in 1970, she studied an MA (Far Eastern Studies) and then her PhD (Anthropology, 1977). However, between 1977 and the early 1990s, she was very tenuously associated with SOAS. As a mother of two small children, she held a number of different research fellowships at the Contemporary China Institute and Department of Anthropology (SOAS), the Institute of Development Studies at Sussex University, Queen Elizabeth House and Wolfson College of Oxford University, and at Princeton (USA) and the Institute of Social Studies (Netherlands). It was only in 1990 that she was appointed to a permanent post, in the form of a lectureship at SOAS. During the next few years, she was promoted to Senior Lecturer (1991) and Reader (1993), and Professor of Chinese Anthropology of the University of London in 1995. After several years as founder Chair of the Centre of Chinese Studies and Head of the Department of Development Studies, in 2002 she was appointed Vice-Principal of SOAS with special responsibility for External Relations.

Lisa was a prolific writer throughout her career, and many of her texts have long been required reading for students of modern and contemporary Chinese studies, anthropology and development studies. She was one of that pioneering group of scholars across the UK and USA who, in large part inspired by their participation in the Western women's movement, began to write about women in the People's Republic of China, at a time when few university courses in Chinese in the UK acknowledged the People's Republic on in its curriculum. For many students of the time, Feminism and Socialism in China (1978), followed by Politics of Marriage in Contemporary China (1981) granted insights into social and political worlds to which few had access. Many other titles followed: The Family Rice Bowl; Food in the Domestic Economy in China; Women and Rural Development in China; Chinese Women Since Mao; From Heaven to Earth: Images and Experiences of Development in China; Changing Identities of Chinese Women: Images, Experience and Self-Perception; and Endangered Daughters: Discrimination and Development in Asia. Her most recent book was China's New Consumers: Social Development and Domestic Demand, published in autumn 2006. These books, and countless papers and articles, have made an extraordinary contribution to our knowledge and interpretations of China’s social development: to our understanding of gender relations, marriage and the family; peasant households and the domestic economy; food supply and family planning; village organisation and rural development; and concepts of time through eras of revolution and reform. 

Behind this public profile, Lisa's trajectory followed a path that was far from smooth. She was never a conventional anthropologist and she had to fight for recognition of her work in the field of anthropology and development. As an anthropologist, she was one of the first of a new generation of researchers in the 1970s to study the PRC as opposed to Taiwan and Hong Kong; she was also, one of the first, almost unheard of in those days, to undertake field study of village, family, household and gender. She first went to China before it was possible to live in a village as a participant observer and to conduct the kind of ethnographic fieldwork conventionally expected of anthropologists. Yet over the years, through countless fieldwork trips to many distant areas, Lisa's work demonstrated a depth and breadth of knowledge that benefited anthropologists, sociologists, historians, development practitioners, women's studies scholars, and many beyond. Many of her earlier fieldwork-based works constituted the first comprehensive reviews of various social developments in China. The issues and trends examined in these works represent a wide-ranging record of change in China. 

Lisa's work was wide-ranging, yet through her career, she maintained an enduring interest in women's lives. Indeed, through the 1980s and early 1990s, before the time when established centres of Chinese studies became interested in gender, she was an inspiration in opening up the study of women and gender to many students. Her early works on women, marriage and gender in China were among the first to explore, contextualise and hypothesize about gender relations in China, and remain key texts on the subject, nearly three decades after their publication. In early recognition of her contribution to international research on gender relations, Lisa was selected to represent researchers on gender to make one of the closing speeches to end the first UN Decade of Women on Capitol Hill in Washington. Again, recognition of her contribution to work on gender in Asia led to her being asked to give opening addresses at many international conferences on gender, sex trafficking, endangered girls in China and Asia. 

Lisa’s work in investigating and advancing the field study of China constituted another contribution, linking her academic and consultancy interests, to the evolution of research methods appropriate to short-term field investigations. During a period when virtually no field work studies or surveys were carried out in China by Chinese or by foreign social scientists, her publications on this subject provided a basis for student training sessions in Europe, and in the early 1990s, for the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences for whom she organised the first International Conference on Sociology and Research Methods in 1993. More practically, many of the research methods she elaborated became the basis for the field manuals used by multi-lateral development agencies, including the FAO and IFAD. 

Lisa also had an abiding interest in the policy implications of her research and the practical implementation of policies in China. She regularly worked for, consulted with and advised most multi-lateral agencies of the UN — UNDP, the ILO,  FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, and the World Bank, the ODA, Ford Foundation, the British Government's Department for International development, and NGOs including Oxfam and NOVIB on development, social and gender issues. In China she advised the State Council on poverty alleviation, the State Planning Commission on Social Development. She advised the Women’s Federation on gender issues and—over a number of years—the Ministry of Agriculture on agricultural labour supply, investment and migration. In the mid-1990s, she took up the causes of Chinese agriculture and unwanted daughters and missing girls in China and Asia. In 1998, she was appointed by the United Nations General Secretary and the Director of UNESCO to the United Nations Council in Tokyo where she was elected Vice-Chair and then Chair (2002-04). In addition, she was appointed executive-member of a number of boards including the Royal Society of Asian Affairs and as Vice-Chair of the Great Britain China Centre. In 2004, she became an elected member of the Academy of Learned Societies for the Social Sciences, and in 2005 was asked to join the China Task Force, set up by the former Deputy Prime Minister (John Prescott) to foster cooperation between the British and Chinese governments. On the 10th October she should have received her CMG from HM the Queen, ‘for services to Higher Education, especially in promoting understanding of China’s social development’.  Her daughter Katherine will receive it on her behalf.

With Lisa's death, students of China, anthropology and development studies have lost a major scholar. Politicians and professionals have lost an astute and sensitive advisor and analyst. Women throughout Asia have lost a powerful advocate of women's and girls' rights. However, to many, Lisa was known more as a friend than as a scholar and advisor. For years, she had celebrated her birthday with a large group of women friends, and as we celebrated her last 63rd birthday in St John's Hospice where she died, one of her oldest friends commented on Lisa's immense generosity of spirit, her wisdom and her wonderful capacity for friendship. Her "extended family" has lost a constant, supportive and very dear friend. She leaves behind her mother and sister in Brisbane, and her brother, son and daughter, and her little grandson, in London. Lisa died before her time, so it is up to those inspired by her example to make sure that her work continues.
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