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2 not as dangerous as the one that caused
sars, China might also be able to relax its
controls on travel to and from Wuhan be-
fore big economic damage is done. Efforts
to ensure transparency could reduce panic.

However, Chinese people are far more
mobile than they were in the early 2000s.
About 450,000 of them travel daily by train
in Hubei, the province of which Wuhan is
the capital. That is more than double the
daily passenger volume in Guangdong in
2002 when that province became a hotspot
of sars. Helped by a vast bullet-train net-
work built over the past decade, passengers
from Wuhan will have gone farther and
faster than those in Guangdong back then.
China is also far more connected to the rest
of the world. In 2018 some 205,000 people
took flights into and out of China each day,
six times as many as on the eve of sars.

The timing of the new outbreak com-
pounds the difficulty of containing the vi-
rus. It has come just ahead of the spring fes-
tival, a public holiday which this year runs
from January 24th to 30th. In recent days
millions have travelled across the country
to celebrate with relatives. At transport
hubs, travellers’ temperatures are being
checked to detect fever. But it may take a
week or more for the virus to incubate, so
some infected people may not be spotted. 

The economy is bigger but less fizzy
than it was in 2003. During the sars out-
break a few big sectors thrived even as oth-
ers struggled. Exports surged 35%. Spend-
ing on infrastructure and housing held
strong. Today, however, export growth is
far weaker—only 0.5% in 2019. Property
sales have started falling after a long boom.
And the country has less scope to increase
its spending on infrastructure, having al-
ready built so much over the past decade.
In the first few days after the number of
confirmed infections surged this month,
Chinese stocks fell about 5%. They could
tumble further. During sars, Hong Kong’s
main index declined by nearly 20%.

The part of the economy most hurt by
sars was the services sector, which then
accounted for about 40% of gdp. Today the
share is higher than 50%. But consumer
spending could be more resilient this time
because of huge growth in the popularity of
online shopping. If they are fearful of ven-
turing out (Wuhan has ordered residents to
wear masks in shops and other establish-
ments where people congregate), people
can continue to buy goods at home. 

China can also draw comfort from the
speed with which its economy recovered
after sars was conquered. By the second
half of 2003 it was back to double-digit
growth. Consumers indulged their pent-up
demand for everything from cars to beer.
But as the current crisis grows, the grim re-
ality of the present is all that many peo-
ple—especially the millions confined to
Wuhan—are likely to be contemplating. 7

After a whirlwind romance and two
years of dating, Emma and her girl-

friend, Han, have tied the knot (see pic-
ture). They invited about 100 people to
their wedding on January 18th in the south-
western city of Kunming. It involved a cere-
mony, with the two women in matching
white wedding dresses, followed by a ban-
quet and an after-party. Emma says she was
both excited and nervous. The wedding
meant “commitment and responsibility”
and “the courage to spend the rest of my life
with the one”. She is looking forward to
starting a family with Han.

There is a catch. Chinese law does not
recognise the couple’s marriage. This
means they cannot legally adopt a child.
Were one of them to give birth, the baby
might even have difficulty obtaining a hu-
kou, a form of internal passport that is es-
sential for gaining access to many public
services including education and health
care. Any change in the status of gay mar-
riage is probably some way off. 

But there is a glimmer of hope. On De-
cember 20th a spokesman for China’s legis-
lature, the National People’s Congress, said
more than 230,000 suggestions had been
offered by citizens during a recent public
consultation on changing family-related
law. He said these included views on lega-
lising same-sex unions. 

That was a bombshell. The official did
not say what kind of opinions had been
raised, but many people were surprised

that he even mentioned the topic. They saw
it as a hint that the government might be
prepared to discuss it. Netizens flooded so-
cial media with comment, much of it sup-
porting marriage equality. In the 24 hours
after the publication of the spokesman’s re-
marks, messages containing a related
hashtag were viewed nearly 600m times on
Weibo, a Twitter-like service. The legalisa-
tion of same-sex marriage in Northern Ire-
land on January 13th also prompted an out-
pouring of messages on China’s social
media, many hailing the news. 

Recently, state media and local courts
have run online opinion polls. In one of
them, conducted by a court in Beijing, the
idea that same-sex marriage was “worth
considering” received 318,000 votes. Only
6,800 were cast in favour of the statement
that this was “not desirable”. 

Such open debate is progress for a coun-
try where homosexuality was, in effect, il-
legal before 1997 and classified as a mental
illness until 2001. But a survey in 2014,
cited by Chinese media, found about one-
fifth of respondents supported same-sex
marriage. Two years later a man in the
southern city of Changsha, Sun Wenlin,
sued the government for blocking his mar-
riage to his male partner. The case was
eventually dismissed, but the court’s con-
sideration of it was a milestone. In 2017 the
law was amended to allow adults to nomi-
nate a legal guardian. Officials turned a
blind eye when some same-sex couples de-
cided to nominate each other, thus form-
ing a limited kind of civil partnership. Tai-
wan’s legalisation of gay marriage last year
further encouraged China’s activists. 

Since the spokesman’s announcement,
another round of public consultation has
been under way. It will end on January
26th. Officials have not revealed whether
the 100,000-plus proposals raised include
ones for gay marriage. Even if many of
them do, the legislature is unlikely to add
provisions for gay people when it revises
family-related law at its annual plenary
session in March (censors, apparently in
deference to homophobes, took down an
online video of Emma and Han’s ceremony
after it had been viewed more than 6m
times). But activists say it would be a step
forward if the idea were even to be raised at
the meeting. They are hopeful. Under Xi
Jinping, China has become politically more
repressive. But for them, there may be at
least the prospect of change. 7
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