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Abstract 
 
This thesis explores the powerful connections between emergent feminist ideologies 

of self and identity in early twentieth century China and the life narratives of Shi 

Pingmei, a neglected female writer. Her work, in a distinctive, extremely personal, 

autobiographical mode, appeared in The Wild Rose Journal (Qiangwei Zhoukan), a 

literary supplement to the popular Beijing newspaper, The World Daily (Shijie Ribao) 

which she co-edited. While scholarship on women’s autobiography and life writing of 

the period is dominated by masculine autobiographical paradigms and focuses on 

authorial intention, signature, and personal truth, this thesis examines Shi’s narratives 

utilising women-centred autobiographical scholarship, offering new readings of her 

work. 

Shi’s journey to autonomous subjectivity is revealed through an analysis of the textual 

enactment of relationships with her mother, her female friends and wider audiences. 

Further, by intertwining feminist scholarship on and psychoanalytical theorisations of 

‘relationality’ with the Italian feminist notion of Affidamento (Entrustment), it is 

shown how Shi Pingmei’s texts enable, through complex narrative strategies, the 

creation of a textual community of modern educated female readership at a time of 

political instability and personal isolation for many young women.  

While Shi Pingmei had her own following during a career tragically cut short by 

illness, she was both marginalized by the contemporary critical mainstream and has 

been ignored by subsequent scholarship.  This thesis offers a rehabilitative account of 

her writing and thereby claims a place for Shi within the Chinese autobiographical 

canon.   
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The English translations of texts in Chapters Four and Five are by me unless 

otherwise stated, such as ‘Amid the Sound of Firecrackers on New Year’s Eve.’  

Hanyu Pinyin Romanisation is used throughout with the exception of proper names 

that are known in non-standard forms, such as C.T. Hsia and in references of book 

titles as in Stephen Durrant’s Ssu-ma Ch’en.  
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Introduction 

 

This thesis examines a selection of prose writings (xiaopinwen) by female intellectual Shi 

Pingmei (1902 – 1928) that articulate the problematic enactment of the identity and 

selfhood of the modern educated young woman in China in the 1920s.  These short prose 

writings were published in The Wild Rose Weekly (Qiangwei Zhoukan), a literary 

supplement to The World Daily Newspaper (Shijie Ribao) between 1926 and 1928.  The 

texts are all first person narratives, of which some have an overtly autobiographical 

character, and others utilize an epistolary format which is more ambiguous.   While 

seemingly personal, they were constructed to be read by a dispersed community of 

modern educated young woman who were seeking to connect with one another after they 

had completed their studies at institutions such as Beijing Women’s Normal College.  It 

will be argued that the particular context in which Shi Pingmei’s textual deployment of 

the modern educated female self was read created a community of readership. 

Engagement with these texts offered validation of past experiences of camaraderie and 

support in a college environment.  It further affirmed the common predicament of 

isolation and difficulty in securing a meaningful role, commensurate with their education, 

in a society in flux that many encountered after graduation from college.    

Scholars Janet Ng, Janice Wickeri, Jing M. Wang1 and others who have discussed the 

modern educated young woman in China in the 1920s, have done so in terms of the 

deployment of selfhood as the central driver of May Fourth era discourses of cultural 

renewal.  To date, however, little attention has been paid to texts which capture the 

increasing divergence of the existential concerns of the growing generation of educated 

young women from the political discourses of the latter part of the 1920s. This project 

takes as a starting point the pioneering work of Amy D. Dooling and Kristina M. 

                                                                                                                          
1 Janet Ng and Janice Wickeri, eds., May Fourth Women Writers: Memoirs (Hong Kong: Chinese 
University of Hong Kong, 1996); Janet Ng, The Experience of Modernity. Chinese Autobiography of the 
Early Twentieth Century (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003); Jing M. Wang, When “I” was 
Born. Women’s Autobiography in Modern China (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 2008). 
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Torgeson2 who identified a body of neglected women’s texts in The Wild Rose Weekly as 

being worthy of further investigation.  While these texts continue for the most part to be 

either ignored or dismissed, the analysis that has been undertaken has focused on the 

autobiographical aspect while, ironically, not taking into account recent feminist 

theorizations of women’s autobiographical writing.  Furthermore, the question of 

community as created through the reading of seemingly personal texts in a public forum 

has not, hitherto, been examined. This reading context is central to a deeper 

understanding of these texts.   

In this thesis consideration of how a virtual community of feminine readership is created 

draws on aspects of Italian feminist theorizations of community, notably the concepts of 

autocoscienza (consciousness raising) and affidamento (entrustment) which is described 

as a network of female-gendered references in which young women can be together in 

mutual support and solidarity of one another.3  This concept is illuminating because it 

provides a crucial mechanism for extending the concept of a female community or 

support system from a social to a textual context.  The community is enabled through the 

reading of texts that are presented in an epistolary format. At face value, the texts seem 

personal yet at the same time they are multi-referential because they are premised on the 

common experiences of this modern generation of educated young women.  

Autobiography links the first-person narrative persona with the author, whilst in the 

epistolary texts the use of the second-person pronoun enables a readerly engagement that 

opens up the possibility of an imagined community through the texts.   

Despite the proliferation of first-person writings by women and of various forms of self-

narrative in the literature of the Republican period, existing scholarship in this field 

generally focuses on the complex complex historical situation that surrounded women’s 

impulses to tell their life experiences. The two most significant and often cited English-

language studies that have dealt comprehensively with the role of subjectivity and 

autobiographical tendencies in modern Chinese literature are Leo Ou-fan Lee’s account 

                                                                                                                          
2 Amy D. Dooling and Kristina M. Torgeson, eds., Writing Women in Modern China: An Anthology of 
Women’s Literature from the Early Twentieth Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998).  
3 Mirna Cicioni, “’Love and Respect, Together’: The Theory and Practice of Affidamento in Italian 
Feminism.”  Australian Feminist Studies, No. 10. Summer 1989. 



  

 
  

3 

of May Fourth romanticism (1973) and Wendy Larson’s study of literary authority 

(1991).  Yet as Dooling points out, both “are conspicuously reticent when it comes to 

women writers.”4  While there are considerable differences in the style and content of 

each study, both writers link self-reflexive writing of this period to the “loss of 

intellectual hegemony”5 following the demise of the imperial state system.  This brought 

with it an end to the examination system that had formerly guaranteed a close affiliation 

between the literati class and the state.  However, this explanatory model has limited 

applicability as far as understanding women literary intellectuals for whom this period 

was marked by an expansion of cultural authority stemming from access to higher 

education and its attendant privileges.6  

In her 1975 study of Chinese women’s autobiographical writing practices in the 1920s, 

Yi-tsi Feuerwerker acknowledged the ways in which pre-twentieth century women 

writers’ representations of the self were inextricably embedded in conventionalized 

“modes of thinking and feeling ascribed to women in the literary tradition.”7  Yet, rather 

than extending this logic to a consideration of women’s writing in the modern era by 

examining new or emergent gender ideologies, Feuerwerker’s own conception of 

literature concurred with the prevailing ideal of the May Fourth generation: a direct, 

transparent medium through which life and self could be expressed and which, in their 

case, was a goal to be achieved by virtue of the writer’s iconoclastic adoption of the 

modern vernacular.  From this perspective, she contended that women writing in modern 

times had not just been liberated from their traditionally appointed social roles; they had 

also been liberated from the confines of outdated literary convention. Furthermore, she 

maintained that modern women writers were free to “confront reality head on.”8  In other 

words, Feuerwerker contended that the female self, having been emancipated from social 

as well as aesthetic constraints, is simply now being transcribed into a textual format.  

                                                                                                                          
4 Amy D. Dooling, Women’s Feminism in Twentieth Century China (Palgrave Macmillan: New York, 
2005), pp. 105-106.   
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid., p. 106.  
7Yi-tsi Mei Feuerwerker, “Text, Intertext, and the Representation of the Writing of Self in Lu Xin, Yu 
Dafu, and Wang Meng.” In Ellen Widmer and David Der-wei Wang, eds.,  From May Fourth to June 
Fourth: Fiction and Film in Twentieth-Century China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), 
pp. 161-193.   
8 Feuerwerker, p. 155. 
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While Feuerwerker applies a much more nuanced model of self-writing in her more 

recent research of 1993, unfortunately, she does not examine the texts of any female 

writers.9   

Elisabeth Croll’s 1995 study adopts an empiricist historical approach through which to 

explore how modern Chinese women experienced gender rhetoric.10  She does not, 

however, engage with the issue of autobiography as a form; rather reducing personal 

narrative to direct documentation of women’s lived experience, emphasizing the 

“dissonance between their lives as new women in the early twentieth-century and 

prescriptive codes or expectations.”11  However, the key terms of her analysis explore 

such writing as a textual practice that relies on specific narrative conventions and formal 

rhetorical strategies.  These are subject to the ideological constraints of the historical 

constructs of “self” and “femininity” which the female autobiographer may either 

embrace or actively and creatively resist.  As Carolyn Heilbrun contends, women’s 

autobiographies are typically informed by particular dominant cultural scripts such as 

heterosexual romance and marriage.12   

While Feuerwerker and Croll have drawn attention to the complex historical context in 

which the subjective tendencies within Chinese women’s writing of the period are 

situated, the parameters of women’s autobiographical practice are much broader and 

more complex than either of these scholars would suggest.  Yet, as Dooling points out, 

both scholars neglect the critical issue of how women’s autobiographical practices were 

specifically related to and shaped by developments in mainstream literary discourse 

itself.13  

In her 2003 study, Janet Ng examines the place of autobiography in the May Fourth era 

(1917- 1940) and focuses on the reasons  why, first-person monologue, arguably the basis 

of autobiographical writing, became such a predominant style of writing during the 

                                                                                                                          
9 Refer “First-Person Fiction in May Fourth Literature.” In Ellen Widmer and David Der-wei Wang, eds., 
From May Fourth to June Fourth: Fiction and Film in Twentieth Century China. 
10 Elisabeth Croll, Changing Identities of Chinese Women: Rhetoric, Experience, and Self-Perception in 
Twentieth Century China (London: Zed Press, 1995). 
11 Ibid., p. 12. 
12 See Carolyn Heilbrun, Writing a Woman’s Life (New York: Ballantine Books, 1988).  
13 Dooling, p. 109. 
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1920s.  She also examines how language reform caused a shift in both perception and the 

concept of realness.  This necessitated new strategies of representation in the uniquely 

potent venue for individual expression which was the political and social context of early 

twentieth-century China, particularly with respect to expression of the modern female 

self.14  Ng argues that autobiography is the site on which the process of self-making or 

remaking takes place.  The subject thus created has historicity and specificity as a product 

of a political activity, writing.  For Ng, reading autobiographies is not about 

verisimilitude, about discovering whether the details relayed in the work are fact or 

fiction, true or false; it is about iterability and sincerity.  “It is not about what appears to 

be true, but what is narrated as true.” 15  In her discussions, Ng engages with what are 

now generally acknowledged as masculinist theories of autobiographical writing, 

particularly those of Philippe Lejeune who bases his definition of autobiography on 

authorial intention and signature;16 and Paul de Man who considers autobiography as a 

“defacement” of the author whereby the subject that is projected to the readers is a re-

presentation of the specular moment in which the author confronts his or her textual 

reflection as an essential self-reading, whereby meaning is no longer located in and 

limited to the person of the author: he or she is a textual effect inscribed in the writing.17 

Thus as Janet Ng points out, the emphasis in the reading of autobiography is not on 

discovering what is represented, but how and why,18 (See further discussion below). 

When applied to women’s autobiographical writing however, these theories do not 

consider the more complex issues inherent in women’s ‘self’ and writing such as 

relationality and community, and the culturally prescribed norms of female identity.   

The more recent work by Jing M. Wang, 2008,19 covers the decades from the late 1920s 

to the mid-1940s and draws critical attention to the more openly proclaimed 

                                                                                                                          
14 Janet Ng, The Experience of Modernity.  Chinese Autobiography of the Early Twentieth Century (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003), pp. 13- 14. . 
15 Ibid., Ng’s emphasis. 
16 Philippe Lejeune, “Autobiographical Contract.” In French Literary Theory Today, ed. Tzvetan Todorov  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), pp. 192 – 222. 
17 See Paul de Man’s discussion of this genre in “Autobiography as Defacement.”  In Modern Language 
Notes 94 (1979): pp. 919 – 930. 
18 Janet Ng, The Experience of Modernity.  Chinese Autobiography of the Early Twentieth Century (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003), p. 11. 
19 Jing M. Wang, When “I” was Born.  Women’s Autobiography in Modern China (Wisconsin: University 
of Wisconsin Press, 2008), p. 8. 
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autobiographies of women writers Lu Yin (1898-1934), Su Xuelin (1898-1999), Bai Wei 

(1894-1987) and Xie Bingying (1906-2000).  Wang’s overarching argument is that 

autobiography is “none the less true, because it presents the author’s personal and 

subjective world otherwise unknown to others.”20  Yet, this study also follows a similar 

trajectory to Ng’s analysis by using the same masculinist paradigms of identity, namely, 

Lejeune’s notion of authorial intention and signature as critical tools to examine women’s 

autobiography and employing these two concepts as ways of exploring women’s writers’ 

right to present their lives as seen and experienced from the inside.  But once again, these 

masculinist biases in autobiography fail to consider gender as a relevant factor in the 

configuration of identity and remain insensitive to the dynamics of woman’s experience 

and to her textuality.21  For example, Wang postulates that the writers’ explicitly declared 

intention in or outside of the text should be used as a defining marker between Chinese 

women’s autobiography and fiction.  “What she chooses to tell may agree with or 

contradict the external “facts” of her life, but her internal viewpoint gives her story value 

by bringing out a personal truth that cannot be contained in and judged by external 

frames.”22  Thus for Wang, authorial intention and signature are the predominant points 

of distinction in examining women’s autobiography in modern China.  

In sum, existing Western scholarship on modern Chinese women’s writing of this era is 

dominated by masculinist paradigms of identity which are not sufficiently inflected with 

more recent theorizations of women’s writing and more particularly do not take into 

account feminist theories of women’s autobiographical writing. It is the intention of this 

thesis to draw fully on the rich ferment of feminist critical activity that has excited and 

sustained scholars over the past three decades or so and contributed to the ever-increasing 

amount of analysis undertaken on women’s life writing. 

Much of the Chinese  scholarship on Shi Pingmei’s writing tends, in general terms, to 

focus on the style of her writing, her poems, and aspects of her life, particularly her 

relationship with Gao Junyu (1896-1925). Gao was a founding member of the Chinese 

Communist Party, and a married man who was also her lover.  Numerous scholars have 

                                                                                                                          
20 Ibid. 
21 Sidonie Smith., p. 15.   
22 Jing M. Wang.  p. 8. 



  

 
  

7 

written comprehensively about Shi’s relationship with Gao Junyu and explore how she 

was influenced by his revolutionary zeal; how she struggled with her traditional morals 

and values when she became involved with a married man; how her education exposed 

her to modern thinking particularly about women’s emancipation.23 At the same time, 

there is also a vast amount of extant scholarship on her plays, travelogues, and other 

writing, such as, for example, her reflections on the March 18th 1926 incident24, or the 

Jinan incident.25  In general however, the tenor of such scholarship is to view her writing 

as a mirror that reflects the different stages of her life, her emotions and her thinking all 

of which are considered by modern scholars to be important as reflections of society 

during the mid 1920s. 

In 2007 scholar Lu Jianping conducted a review of the status of Shi Pingmei’s poetry.  

Concerned that previous scholars had concentrated almost exclusively on her prose 

writing and particularly, her relationship with Gao Junyu, Lu’s analysis of her poetry is 

undertaken with a view to explicating the significance of its core role in the development 

in Modern Chinese Poetry.  However, while his review is illuminating in that it explores 

the symbolism of a “life carved in history with tears and blood” (‘xuelie huaxie zai lishi 

zhi yi yeshang’), Lu does not undertake a comprehensive textual analysis.  In 2009 Lu 

undertook a further review of her poetry of which the main focus appears to be Shi’s 

importance and contribution to early twentieth century Chinese literature.  However, this 

is similar to the previous study and once again, no comprehensive analysis is 

undertaken.26   

In 2007 Wang Li conducted a survey of Shi Pingmei’s prose writing, exploring the 

artistic merit and probing the tragic connotations that are woven through much of her 

work.  To do this, Wang divides the review into four categories: tragic insight, a 

discussion of women’s issues, Shi Pingmei’s artistic talent and a comparison of her to 

                                                                                                                          
23 Jie Ziping, Yidai cainü Shi Pingmei (Life of talented woman scholar Shi Pingmei) Shanxi shehui zhuyi 
xueyuan xuebao.  No. 2 (Gel 89), June,2012, pp. 74 – 80.  See also Hui wang Gao Junyu (The return of 
Gao Junyu’s hope),  1994 – 2013. China Academic Journal Electronic Publishing House, pp. 156 - 170 
24 Jie Ziping, p. 77. 
25 ‘Wo gaosu ni, muqin’ (‘I Tell you Mother’).  This short poem was published in a special edition of The 
Wild Rose Weekly on 29th May, 1928 entitled ‘National Shame’ (‘Haonian jichi guo’).     
26 Lu Jianping, Shilun Shi Pingmei shige de xiandai zhuyi tezheng  (On the Modernism Feature of Shi 
Pingmei’s Poems)  Beijing keji daxue xuebao (shehui kexue ban) , Vol. 25, no. 1, March 2009.                                   
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other women writers of that period.  Wang concludes with the suggestion that further 

research is needed as there has been no comprehensive analysis of her works. 27    

The only Chinese study to deploy any feminist theorization in discussing Shi Pingmei’s 

prose writing is that of Lin Xingqian who engages with aspects of Hélène Cixous’s 

theories of the female body as a metaphor for sickness and disease.  In support of this 

argument, Liu also uses Foucault’s theory of social theorizations of sickness and the 

body.28  However, this study, as with the others mentioned above, is only conducted at a 

very rudimentary level. Until quite recently the prevalent assumption (among Western 

sinologists and Chinese scholars alike) has been that besides Ding Ling (1904-1986), 

Ling Shuhua (1900-1990), and Xiao Hong (1911-1942), there were few other “worthy” 

or “significant” women writers during the formative stages of modern Chinese culture in 

the Republican era.29  This view has been perpetuated by mainstream literary histories 

and anthologies of twentieth-century Chinese literature both in China and in the West.  

As a result, many women writers of the early decades of the twentieth century have fallen 

into relative obscurity.  More recently a significant body of archival, historical, and 

interpretative scholarship has begun to emerge from inquiries into women’s participation 

                                                                                                                          
27 Wang Li, Guanyu Shi Pingmei yanjiu de shuping   (A Survey of Shi Pingmei Research). Anhui gongye 
daxue xuebao (shehui kexue ban) ), Vol. 24, no. 6, November 2007, pp. 1-2 
28 Lin Xingqian,  Rulei dixue de bifeng (Blood and tears moistened by the tip of the writing brush). Wenxue 
pinglun, 2010, No. 5. 1994-2013 China Academic Journal Electronic Publishing House.     
29 For Chinese scholars see, for example, Shurong Bai, Shiwei nüzuojia (Ten women writers).  Tianjin: 
Chunzong chubanshe, 1996; Yubo He, Zhongguo xiandai nüzuojia (Modern Chinese women writers).  
Shanghai: Xiandai shuju, 1932; Huang Renying, ed., Dangdai Zhongguo nüzuojia (On Contemporary 
Chinese women writers).  Shanghai: Guanghua shuju, 1933; reprint, Shanghai: Shanghai shudian, 1985; 
Jialun Wang.  Zhongguo xiandai nüzuojia lunwang (A discussion on modern Chinese women writers).  
Beijing: Zhongguo funü chubanshe, 1992; Guoming Yin and Zhihong Chen, Zhongguo xiandangdai 
xiaoshuozhong de zhishi nüxing (Female Intellectuals in modern and contemporary Chinese fiction).  
Guangzhou: Guangdong gaodeng jiaoyu chubanshe, 1990.  For Western sinologists, see Tani E. Barlow, 
“Gender and Identity in Ding Ling’s Mother.”  In Michael S. Duke, ed., Modern Chinese Women Writers: 
Critical Appraisals, 1-24, (Armonk, NY: M.E, Sharpe, 1989); Tani E. Barlow., ed.  Gender Politics in 
Modern China: Writing and Feminism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993); Lydia H. Liu.  “The 
Female Body and Nationalist Discourse: Manchuria in Xiao Hong’s Field of Life and Death.”  In Angela 
Zito and Tani E. Barlow, eds., Body, Subject, and Power  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 
pp. 157-177; Clara Yu Cuadrado.  “Portraits by a Lady: The Fictional World of Ling Shuhua.”  In Angela 
Jung Palandri, ed., Women Writers of Twentieth-Century China  (Eugene: University of Oregon Press, 
1982), pp. 41-62; Wendy Larson.   “Female Subjectivity and Gender Relations: The Early Stories of Lu 
Yin and Bing Xin.”  In Kang Liu and Xiaobing Tang, eds., Politics, Ideology and Literary Discourse in 
Modern China (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), pp. 124-43.   
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in early twentieth-century literary production. 30  As a result, the works of some of the 

less familiar women writers of the Republican era, such as Shi Pingmei, have been 

translated and placed alongside selections by more canonical authors.  Yet, despite 

greater inclusion in anthologies and the publication of her complete works in Chinese, to 

date, there has been no comprehensive analysis of her writing.31  More significantly, none 

of this scholarship engages with more recent feminist theorizations of autobiography and 

life writing which form the foundation for this study.  

Shi Pingmei was part of the modern generation of educated young women writers who 

became meaningful participants in the Chinese project of modernity and upon whose 

experiences of self and identity this thesis is based.  The body of texts explored in this 

thesis comprise a selection of the life writing of this modern female writer who wrote in a 

distinctive, and at times, quite personal autobiographical mode to produce some of the 

most insightful and impassioned literary works by women writers produced during the 

latter years of the 1920s.  While she had many followers during a career tragically cut 

short by illness, she was both marginalized by the contemporary critical mainstream and 

generally ignored by subsequent scholarship.  Due to her relatively short life span, (she 

died of encephalitis in May 1928), biographical information is sparse.  Yet it is known 

she was born into a progressive family of scholars in Pingding County, in Shanxi 

province.32  Her father was a juren33, a teacher, education official and librarian at the 

local provincial library, and who, according to contemporary belief in the 1920s, taught 

Shi to read at a very early age: this created a solid foundation for her future writing and 

career path.  Initially he gave his daughter the name Rubi; however, later as an adult she 

changed her name to Pingmei because she was particularly fond of plum blossoms 

                                                                                                                          
30 Amy D. Dooling and Kristina M. Torgeson, An Anthology of Women’s Literature from the Early 
Twentieth Century. (New York: Columbia University, 1998), p. 3-26; Amy D. Dooling, Women’s Literary 
Feminism in Twentieth Century China.  (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2005).   
31 Ibid. 
32 Jie Ziping, Yidai cainü  Shi Pingmei.  (Life of Woman Scholar Shi Pingmei).  Shanxi shehui zhuyi 
xueyuan xuebao.  No. 2 (Gel 89, June 2012, pp. 74-80; Hui wang Gao junyu (The return of Gaojun’s hope)  
1994-2013 China Academic Journal Electronic Publishing House, pp. 156-170. Refer also to previous 
footnotes 22 through 27 on the scholarship on Shi Pingmei, all of which have aspects of her short life story 
threaded through them.    
33  juren – successful candidate in the imperial examinations at provincial level during the late Qing 
dynasty.   
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(meihua).34  She attended primary school in Taiyuan, the provincial capital, and later 

enrolled in the Taiyuan Women’s Teaching College.  In 1920 at the age of eighteen, Shi 

graduated from the college and, influenced by the “New Culture Movement,” she 

enrolled in the Beijng Women’s Teaching College, in old Beijing, which had the 

reputation for being a hotbed of new ideas.  There, she majored in physical education, as 

the Chinese literature program did not recruit students that year.  In June 1923, Shi 

graduated from the college and enrolled in the affiliated Beijing Women’s Normal 

College, the first public post-secondary education institution for women in China, where 

she subsequently became director and physical education teacher of the women’s section 

of the college. As a frequent contributor to numerous literary journals of the period, she 

frequently wrote essays on women’s rights, Marxism and social reform, and also 

established a reputation as one of the first wave of vernacular, free-verse poets in China.35  

Between 1926 and 1928, Shi Pingmei co-edited The Wild Rose Weekly with her good 

friend and fellow writer Lu Jingqing (1907-1993).  Indeed, the friendship between Shi 

Pingmei, Lu Yin, and Lu Jingqing, who developed a close relationship during their years 

together as students and teachers at Beijing Women’s Normal College, is one of the most 

well-known literary friendships of the era.  Yet despite her literary accomplishments, she 

is primarily remembered in China today for her romance with Gao Junyu.  Although 

deeply in love with Gao, Shi rebuffed his advances when she learned of his previous 

arranged marriage to a young woman in his hometown.  After Gao’s sudden death in 

1925, Shi Pingmei’s close friend and fellow writer Lu Yin chronicled their tragic love 

story in the novel Ivory Rings (Xiangya jiezhi).36  Following her own untimely death in 

1928, Shi Pingmei was buried by Gao’s side in Taoran Pavillion Park on the outskirts of 

Beijing, and today their engraved tombstones remain a favourite pilgrimage spot for 

romantic young lovers.37  Some of Shi’s short stories have been translated into English 

                                                                                                                          
34 Refer footnote 18.  
35 Shi Pingmei, “Amid the Sound of Firecrackers on New Year’s Eve,”  trans. Janet Ng, in Janet Ng and 
Janice Wickeri, eds.,  May Fourth Women Writers: Memoirs (Hong Kong: Renditions, 1997), pp. 63-72.   
Shi Pingmei zuopin ji (The collected works of Shi Pingmei). 3 vols.  Yang Yang, ed. (Beijing: Shumu 
wenxian chubanshe, 1984-1985). 
36In the collected works of Shi Pingmei (Shi Pingmei zuopin ji), ed.  Yang Yang, 41.  (Beijing: Shumu 
wenxian chubanshe, 1983).  See also Lu Yin.  Ivory Rings (Xiangya jiezhi).  (Beijing: Shengjing shudian, 
1933).  
37 Dooling and Torgeson. pp. 115-116. 
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but in general are grouped together with those of other young women writers of the 

period to be critiqued under the broad rubric of the New Women writers (xin nüxing pai 

nüzuojia), a label Chinese critics have  bestowed upon the young female authors who 

broke from a Confucian ethical and familial framework to focus instead on women’s 

sexual and economic emancipation in their fiction, as they strove to advance their own 

version of modern gender realities.38  According to Dooling, their prevalent use of 

subjective narrative forms, notably fictionalized diaries and letters, promoted a 

specifically feminist understanding of these issues by illustrating how women’s 

subjectivity continued to be significantly determined by gender inequalities in everyday 

interactions within the family, marriage and society.  At the same time, the narrative 

practices employed by these women writers also reflect a new sense of urgency around 

the specific act of female self-representation.  

Janet Ng and Janice Wickeri’s scholarship has identified Shi’s writing as 

autobiographical.  Central to their argument is that “autobiography is a narration of the 

self, based on the assumption that there is a self to be expressed or examined.”39  

However, they correctly qualify this statement by pointing out that “this is not an 

assumption which can be easily made with regard to Chinese women, especially a 

Chinese woman writing at the turn of the century: women were objects of patriarchal 

definition.”40   

Both Ng and Wickeri identify Shi as emblematic of her generation, as a modern woman 

writer who broke with traditional Confucian models of women’s identity to pursue 

education and career and to risk an unconventional lifestyle, often at great personal cost.  

Yet in spite of the courage and groundbreaking efforts of women writers like Shi to find a 

space within which to speak and/or write of their personal and emotional struggles, critics 

and scholars have characterized such writings in general as limited to their own lives, 

love relationships and family affairs. As a result, Ng and Wickeri contend that women 

writers faced a hostile world, unable to break through the “confinement” of the author’s 

                                                                                                                          
38 Amy D. Dooling, Women’s Literary Feminism in Twentieth Century China (New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2005), p. 66. 
39 Ng and Wickeri, p. 11. 
40 Ibid. 
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own experience. 41  Therefore, they dismiss the essence of women’s writing as they 

conclude that “women’s autobiographies have been denigrated as prone to over-

subjectivism and sentimentalism.”42  As much May Fourth literature is both politically 

committed in statement and documentary in nature, there is a body of scholarly opinion 

that tends to minimize first-person narratives and their artistic value. Such opinion 

contends that literature that had the power to capture the imagination of a generation of 

educated youth must have had other qualities other than the ability to record history or 

“move readers to tears.”43  

Indeed, this opinion of sentimentality in women’s writing is still prevalent.  Jane 

Tompkins’ critique of sentimentality in the American domestic novel in the nineteenth 

century is illuminating because she shows how the male-dominated scholarly tradition 

that controls both the canon of American literature and the critical perspective that 

interprets the canon for society, has also excluded popular nineteenth century women 

novelists, by equating “emotionality with ineffectiveness, domesticity with triviality and 

implicitly with womanly inferiority.”44  She argues that the enormous popularity of the 

domestic novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, represents a monumental effort to reorganize culture 

from the woman’s point of view. 45  Expressive of and responsible for the values of its 

time, Stowe’s work belongs to the sentimental novel genre whose chief characteristic is 

that it is written by, for, and about women.  Yet a long tradition of academic 

patriarchalism has enforced a discriminatory discourse through a series of cultural 

contrasts, such as domestic “chattiness” versus serious thinking, leaving such novels 

unappreciated and misunderstood, deemed to be nothing more than “sentimental 

rubbish.”46  

Furthermore, Tompkins points out that in reading sentimental fiction, we should set aside 

modernist prejudices which consign this fiction to oblivion, in order to see how and why 

                                                                                                                          
41 Ibid., p. 7. 
42 Ibid., p. 10. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Jane Tompkins., “Sentimental Power: Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the Politics of Literary History.” In Jane 
Tompkins, Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790 – 1860 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1985), p. 124. 
46 Ibid., pp. 125 – 126.   
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it works for its readers, in its time, with such unexampled effect.47  Thus, to dismiss 

sentimentality as “all tears and flapdoodle,”48 is to leave unexplained the popularity of 

such novels as Uncle Tom’s Cabin, unless we choose to believe that a generation of 

readers was unaccountably moved to tears by “matters that are intrinsically silly and 

trivial.”49  Moreover, if the majority of women’s lives are lived in the intimacy of the 

domestic sphere and their response to the way that their lives are constructed is through a 

certain set of emotions, then these are different from the emotions that are expressed in 

the public sphere where men tend to live their lives. Such scenes therefore, are actually 

the mode in which women express heartfelt emotions about their lives and society as a 

whole, not only in the American domestic novel, but as I will argue in this thesis, also in 

the works of Chinese women writers like Shi Pingmei whose writing is a reflection of her 

relationships with her close friends and family, and particularly that of her mother. 

It is significant to note that during the early years of the new culture movement there was 

a proliferation of first-person narratives. At this time intimate first-person narratives 

would not have been dismissed as being trivial and irrelevant because they were 

recognized as a significant expression of the discovery of the modern self.  In the May 

Fourth era (1917 – 1935) there were certain shifts in attitudes toward women’s writing, 

and chief among them was the incipient assumption that women writers were integral to 

the production of the much touted “new” realism. It was Zhou Zuoren (1885-1967) who 

eloquently articulated this premise in a speech first delivered in 1920 at the Beijing 

Women’s Normal College and later printed in Funü pinglun and Funü zazhi.50  In arguing 

that literature is “a form through which life is realized,” he posits the need for modern 

writers to supplant the misogyny and conventional feminine stereotypes of the Chinese 

philosophic and religious tradition with what he describes as more truthful 

representations.  As a product of the masculine imagination, Zhou contends, the classical 

textual tradition misrepresented the true nature of womanhood and, in this sense, failed in 

its mission to accurately express and represent human life.  Built on the principle of 
                                                                                                                          
47 Ibid, p. 127. 
48 Ibid., p. 130. 
49 Ibid.  
50 Zhou  Zouren, “Nuzi yu wenxue ,” Funü  zazhi, no. 8 (August).  Citations here are from the translation in 
Kirk Denton, ed., Modern Chinese Literary Thought: Writings on Literature 1893 – 1945 (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1996), pp. 228-234.   
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individual equality, modern literature was to be seized by women to cultivate a spirit of 

critical self-awareness that, in turn, would enrich life itself by revealing (hitherto not only 

hidden but also inexpressible) realities of female experience.51 Thus as critics attempted 

to place “literature” and “women” together, “literature” was formulated as being 

essentially feminine.  

Funü wenxue (women’s writing) foregrounded the sentimental and the intimate, and yet it 

became the dominant mode of expression for both male and female writers until it 

became superseded in the polarization of politics that took place from the mid 1920s 

onwards.  At the same time, a new generation of male scholarship and thinking 

appropriated this feminine mode of expression as a means of mediating their own angst in 

response to the complexities of the rapid socio-political transformation that was occurring 

across the nation.52 This in itself is a testament to the significance of this intimate mode 

of writing at that time.  While male scholarship moved beyond the personal as the decade 

progressed, this does not mean that this mode of expression was not still significant, 

particularly amongst women writers and readers, even if, in the process, subjective first-

person narratives became categorized as being too subjective or overly sentimental.   

By placing Shi Pingmei’s writing in the May Fourth ‘fictional realist’ canon, Dooling 

argues that New Women writers’ (xin nüxing pai nuzuojia), the label critics bestowed 

upon the young female authors who broke from a Confucian ethical and familial 

framework to thematize women’s sexual and economic emancipation in  their fiction, 

strove to advance their own version of modern gender “realities.” Dooling also contends 

that their prevalent use of subjective narrative forms, notably fictionalized diaries and 

letters, “promoted a specifically feminist understanding” of modern gender realities 

which was not only “consistent with contemporary concerns regarding the self and 

individual psychology,” but at the same time, also illustrated how women’s subjectivity 

continued to be significantly determined by gender inequities in everyday interactions in 

                                                                                                                          
51 Amy D. Dooling, Women’s Literary Feminism in Twentieth-Century China (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan), pp. 76 – 77. 
52 Ching-kiu Stephen Chan. “The Language of Despair: Ideological Representations of the “New Woman” 
by May Fourth Writers.”  In Tani E. Barlow, ed., Gender Politics in Modern China.  Writing and 
Feminism.  (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1993), pp. 13 – 31.  
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the family, marriage, and society.53 Indeed, Dooling considers Shi Pingmei’s story Lin 

Nan de riji (Lin Nan’s Diary, 1928)54 which portrays a New Woman first person narrator 

who expresses sympathy for her cousin’s wife, an unintended victim of the May Fourth 

revolt against the traditional family, and thus to be a fictional diary by stating that the 

narrative “attempts to create” what Rita Felski describes as “an illusion of face-to-face 

intimacy between author and reader.”55  In other words, from a fictional realist 

perspective, the diary provides a “powerful testimony for otherwise unspoken inner 

realities.”56  Dooling therefore, categorizes Shi’s writing as fiction and her translation and 

analysis of some of Shi’s short stories provide valuable insights into the plight of women, 

particularly the conflicts and inequities they have endured under patriarchal hegemony.57 

This thesis builds on this preliminary discussion, focusing on the various ways in which 

the autobiographical strands intertwine in Shi Pingmei’s writing.   

Until a few decades ago, the cultural origin of autobiography was understood in the 

context of Western male privilege, focusing on what Judith Okeley has called the “Great 

White Man” tradition58 in which male autobiography is a “celebration of power,” in 

contrast to an autobiography by someone who is marginalized and powerless. For 

Georges Gusdorf, who is generally recognized as the originator of the modern critical 

discourse on autobiography, the consciousness of self upon which autobiography is 

premised is constituted as an “isolated being,” reflective of a belief in the self as a 

discrete, finite “unit” of society.  To use Susan Stanford Friedman’s phrase: “Man must 

                                                                                                                          
53 Amy M.Dooling, Women’s Literary Feminism in Twentieth Century China (Palgrave Macmillan: New 
York, 2005), p. 66. 
54 This story was published posthumously in Ding Ling’s Hong he hei banyuekan (Red and Black) in 1928 
shortly after Shi Pingmei’s unexpected death from encephalitis.  It has been reprinted in Yang Yang, ed., 
Shi Pingmei zuopinji (The collected works of Shi Pingmei) (Beijing: Shumu wenxian chubanshe, 1984), pp. 
239 – 250.  The story rewrites Shi Pingmei’s earlier story “Qifu” (Abandoned woman) (1925).  Refer Amy 
D. Dooling, pp. 222-223, n, 80.  
55 Rita Felski, Beyond Feminist Aesthetics: Feminist Literature and Social Change (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press. 1989), p. 100. 
56 Dooling, p. 94. 
57 Ibid., pp. 93-95.   
58 Judith Okeley, “Anthropology and Autobiography: Participatory Experience and Embodied Knowledge.” 
In  Judith Okeley and Helen Callaway, eds., Anthropology and Autobiography (New York: Routledge, 
1992), p. 7.  
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be an island unto himself.”  Then and only then, is autobiography possible.59  While 

ground-breaking in its day, that is, in the late 1950s and early 1960s, this kind of 

scholarship is still used when discussing women’s writing. 

In the 1970s Philippe Lejeune proposed the existence of an “autobiographical pact” 

tacitly held between and governing the relationship of, an autobiographer and their 

readers.  Lejeune based his definition of autobiography on “the implicit or explicit 

contract proposed by the author to the reader “and on the “proper name” of the author 

signed on the title page or inserted elsewhere in the text.  The former tells the reader if a 

text should be read as autobiography and the latter establishes the identity relationships 

between the author, the narrator and the protagonist.60  The autobiographer confessionally 

writes, with hand on heart, the ‘truth,’ the ‘whole truth’ and nothing but the truth’ about 

his life and self.  This notion of an absolute ‘truth’ is handed down from author to reader 

in an unmediated form.  The reader does not do anything except receive wisdom from a 

superior self.  Moreover, what the author chooses to tell may agree or contradict the 

external “facts” of his life, but the internal viewpoint gives value to the story by bringing 

out a personal truth that cannot be captured in and judged by external frames.  As 

Lejeune pointedly argues, “accuracy has no essential importance” in autobiography, 

despite the referential nature of such texts.61   

At the same time, autobiography is not only about past history; it is also about the 

immediate present.  Gusdorf’s contention that autobiography “adds to experience itself 

consciousness of it”62  is reaffirmed by Roy Pascal who asserts that the point of 

autobiography is “indeed more the revelation of the present situation than the uncovering 

                                                                                                                          
59 Susan Stanford Friedman, “Women’s Autobiographical Selves. Theory and Practice.” In The Private 
Self: Theory and Practice of Women’s Autobiographical Writings, ed. Shari Benstock  (London: Routledge, 
1988), p. 36.  Friedman also points out that Gusdorf’s “pre-conditions for autobiography” do not take into 
account the phenomenon of non-Western autobiographies, many of which predate contact with the West.  
Refer p. 56, n. 2.    See also Roy Pascal for an important early statement on autobiographical self-
construction.  Roy Pascal,  Design and Truth in Autobiography  (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1960). 
60 Philippe Lejeune, “The Autobiographical Pact.”  In Paul John Eakin, ed., trans. Katherine Leary, On 
Autobiography  (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), p. 29. 
61 Lejeune, “The Autobiographical Pact,” p. 23: Lejeune, “Autobiography in the Third Person,” New 
Literary History 9, no. 1 (Autumn 1977), pp. 27-50. 
62  Gusdorf, “Conditions and Limits of Autobiography.” In James Olney, ed., Autobiography: Essays 
Theoretical and Critical (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980), p. 38. 
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of the past.”63  An autobiographer neither records nor retrieves the past, but reinvents the 

past from the viewpoint of the author at the time of narration. The shift of emphasis from 

the past to the present centralizes personal truth emitting from within the author, 

regardless of objective verity.   

Although Gusdorf, Lejeune, Pascal, de Man and others, have greatly advanced our 

understanding of autobiography, their models of  selfhood and related individualistic 

paradigms for the self highlight the unconscious masculine bias that has obscured the 

presence and significance of women’s writing.  Yet such bias raises serious theoretical 

problems for critics who recognize that the self, self-creation, and self-consciousness are 

profoundly different for women, and non-Western peoples. Individualistic paradigms of 

self ignore the role of collective, relational identities in the individuation of women and 

non western societies.     

Friedman has shown how Gusdorf’s description of the culture in which autobiography is 

impossible, that is “in a cultural landscape where consciousness of the self does not … 

exist,”64 actually serves as a theoretical point of departure, one that re-places the works of 

women at the center of the autobiographical canon.  Furthermore, she argues, his 

description of a culture without the necessary preconditions for autobiography is 

uncannily akin to the marginalized cultures of women.  Indeed she argues that a slight 

alteration of Gusdorf’s statement will serve the purposes of reversal: “Autobiography is 

possible when “the individual does not oppose herself to exist outside of others, and still 

less against others, but very much with others in an interdependent existence that asserts 

its rhythms everywhere in the community, … [where] lives are so thoroughly entangled 

that each of them has its center everywhere and its circumference nowhere.  The 

important unit is thus never the isolated being.”65    

Sidonie Smith argues that to propose that autobiography is “a historically situated 

practice of self-representation” makes it possible for all forms of personal storytelling in 
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Critical, ed. James Olney (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980), p. 28. 
65 Susan Stanford Friedman, “Women’s Autobiographical Selves.  Theory and Practice.” In Shari Benstock, 
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all temporal and geographical settings to qualify as life stories.66  Furthermore, Sidonie 

Smith and Julia Watson propose theories centered on women’s textuality and the history 

of women’s cultural production and argue that in an androcentric tradition, 

autobiographical authorization is unavailable to most women.   

Historically absent from both the public sphere and modes of written narrative, women 

were compelled to tell their stories differently.67  Estelle Jelinek was the first critic to 

propose a counter canon and call for diverse kinds of analysis to be brought to reading 

women’s autobiography: “the historical, the social, the psychological, and the ethnic,” as 

well as “rhetorical, poststructuralist, and Jungian” analyses.68  To define women’s 

autobiography, Jelinek primarily uses gender, uninflected by class, ethnicity, genre, or 

life cycle, and paid little attention to geographical or political locations.  She argues that 

differences between the sexes are manifest in both the content and the style of 

autobiography  and may be ascribed to the long-term restriction of women to the private, 

personal sphere and the prevailing view that women’s lives are too “insignificant” to be 

of literary interest. 69  Jelinek also contends that women’s life writings emphasize 

personal and domestic details and describe connections to other people.  Furthermore, she 

argues that women seek to authenticate themselves in stories that reveal a “self-

consciousness and a need to sift through their lives for explanation and understanding” by 

employing understatement to mask their own feelings and play down public aspects of 

their lives.70 According to Jelinek, women’s narratives mime the everyday quality of their 

lives, as their life writings are “analogous to the fragmentary, interrupted, and formless 

nature of their lives.”  That is to say, a pattern of discontinuity flows through women’s 

autobiographies just as it marks their lives.71 

Jelinek’s new way of conceptualizing women’s life writing as discontinuous narrative 

textuality established the groundwork for expanding the boundaries of women’s self-
                                                                                                                          
66 Ibid. 
67 Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, “Introduction: Situating Subjectivity in Women’s Autobiographical 
Practices.” In Sidonie Smith and Julia, eds., Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Reader (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1995), p. 12. 
68 Estelle Jelinek, ed., Women’s Autobiography: Essays in Criticism (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1980, p. x. 
69 Ibid., p. xi.  
70 Ibid., p. 15. 
71 Ibid., p. 10, 19.  
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writing.  Women’s life writing and the criticism associated with it, as a sub-field of 

feminist criticism, has a distinct feminine inflection and a distinct point of difference 

which subverts the prescribed certainties of classic autobiographical scholarship.   As 

feminist approaches to autobiography completely deconstruct the classic interpretation of 

writing a life, new terms of reference were necessary. In recent years, feminist critics 

Smith and Watson, among others, have attempted to renegotiate the definitions of 

autobiography and introduce different terms - life writing/narrative - to include “many 

kinds of self- referential writing, including autobiography.”72  Significantly, this term 

enables the inclusion of relationality which can include both singular and/or multiple 

lives. In this thesis the terms “life writing/narrative” and “autobiography” are used 

interchangeably.   

Critics questioned whether contemporary academic theories of autobiography offered 

satisfactory treatments of the richness and variety of women’s autobiographical practices.  

Domna Stanton asked why women’s lives are suppressed in literary history and proposed 

the term “autogynography,”73 to encompass such characteristics of women’s 

autobiographical writing as narrative discontinuity and the domestic details that reflect 

their lives.  This laid important groundwork for the revision of gender essentialism and 

argued that theorizing women’s autobiography should not simply invert the exclusionary 

logic of the dominant tradition, but instead, map women’s dialectical negotiations with a 

history of their own representation as idealized or invisible.  Sidonie Smith asserts that 

“any theory of female textuality must recognize “how patriarchal culture has fictionalized 

‘woman’ and how, in response, women autobiographers have challenged the gender 

ideologies surrounding them in order to script their life narratives.”74  Complementary to 

these ideas is Françoise Lionnet’s notion of métissage which articulates how 

marginalized subjects voice their lives.  In privileging difference, plurality and voice, 

                                                                                                                          
72 Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratives.  
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), p. 14. 
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Practices.”  In Sidonie Smith and Julian Watson, eds., Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Reader 
(Wisconsin: Madison University of Wisconsin Press, 1998), p. 12. 
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Lionnet marks the emergence of kinds of subjectivity as well urging the re-reading of 

“traditional” autobiographies.  By centering their investigations on histories of women’s 

subjectivities in dialogue with one another, Smith and Lionnet set forth frameworks to 

present women’s autobiography as a legitimate field of analysis and practice. 75 Thus, this 

genre, apparently so self-evident and readily accessible to the reader, is ultimately as 

complex as the subject it seeks to capture in its representation and as various as the 

rhetorical expressions through which subjectivity reads itself into the world.  In other 

words, because women’s autobiographies raise numerous questions about what identity 

actually means and how the self can be defined in language, critics have expanded the 

definition of the genre to include many diverse forms. Bella Brodski and Celeste 

Scheneck have also been influential in insisting on a more globalized concept of 

women’s writing.  By urging that attention be paid to female specificity against both 

feminist essentialism and “pure textuality,” they have argued for a kind of theorizing that 

allows the female reader the “emotional satisfaction” of a referential world of women’s 

lives.76   

The rich ferment of feminist and poststructuralist critical theory in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s brought a range of influences to bear upon women’s autobiography and life 

writing.77  Numerous feminist critics have highlighted the centrality of relationships in 

women’s writing and have thus drawn on other fields such as psychoanalysis and social 

relations to understand the relationalities inherent in the construction of women’s identity 

and selfhood which conceptualized a different relationship between women readers and 

women-authored texts.  

The work of Sheila Rowbotham, Nancy Chodorow and others introduced the idea of 

relationality whereby the feminine self is constructed in relation to others rather than as 

‘an island unto himself.’  The concept of a group consciousness engaged readers in a 

different way from the ‘autobiographical pact’ (‘truth pact’) whereby readers accepted 

meaning as given, handed down through an authoritative voice.  These theorists argue 
                                                                                                                          
75 Ibid. 
76 Bella Brodski and Celeste Scheneck, eds., Life/Lines: Theorizing Women’s Autobiography (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1988), p. 14.   
77 Sidone Smith and Julia Watson, eds., Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Reader (Watson: Madison 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1998), pp. 4-5. 
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that the very sense of identification, interdependence, and community that Gusdorf 

dismisses from autobiographical selves, are key elements in the development of a 

woman’s identity.78 Significantly, their models of women’s selfhood underscore all the 

more compellingly the unconscious masculine bias in Gusdorf’s and other individualistic 

paradigms. 

Women’s life writing thus engages intended (feminine) readers relationally, in multiple 

constructions of meaning that relate to their own lives.  At the same time, women’s 

autobiographies rarely mirror the establishment history of their times.  They emphasize to 

a much lesser extent the public aspects of their lives, or even their careers and concentrate 

instead on their personal lives – domestic details, family difficulties, family friends and 

particularly the relationship with the mother.   

Rowbotham argues that a woman cannot experience herself as an entirely unique entity 

because she is always aware of how she has been defined as woman by the dominant 

male culture.  Like Lacan, she uses the metaphor of mirrors to explain identity formation.  

But her mirror is the reflecting surface of cultural representation into which a woman 

stares to form an identity.  Not recognizing their selves in the reflection of cultural 

representation, Rowbotham argues that women develop a dual consciousness – the self as 

culturally defined and the self as different from cultural prescription.  According to 

Rowbotham, women can move beyond alienation through collective solidarity with other 

women and her metaphors of reflection, invisibility and silence are useful for 

understanding woman as a member of a group whose identity has been defined by the 

dominant male culture.79  In a related vein, Mary Mason contends that women’s 

autobiographical writings often include “the real presence and recognition of another 

consciousness,”80 and that women’s sense of self exists within a context of a deep 

awareness of others.  Mason’s theory that many women’s autobiographies create the 

female self by exploring her relation to a fully rendered Other is consistent with 

                                                                                                                          
78 Susan Stanford Friedman, p. 38.  Emphasis in original.   
79 Ibid. 
80 Mary G. Mason and Carol Hurd Green, eds., Journeys: Autobiographical Writings by Women (Boston: 
G.K. Hall, 1979), p. xiv.  
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Chodorow’s description of the “more complex relational constellation”81 of women’s 

emotional lives.   

Chodorow examines the psychology of gender socialization within the family and was 

influential in rethinking the early dynamics of the mother-daughter relationship.  Using 

and revising psychoanalytical object-relations theory from a feminist perspective, 

Chodorow argues that the concept of isolated selfhood is inapplicable to women and that 

what leads to a different sense of self in men and women is the importance of mother-

child relationships. Girls, retain the primary attachment to their mothers, even as they 

pass into the Oedipal phase, and the mother-daughter relationship remains central to the 

ongoing process of female individuation.   

Processes of subject formation and agency occupy theorists of narrative and culture as 

never before.  The interest in women’s autobiographical practice, as both an articulation 

of women’s life experience and a source for articulating feminist theory, has undergone 

wide-ranging developments since having been first acknowledged in the 1980s as a field 

of writing worthy of analysis.82  It is a matter of some concern that to date such critique 

has been largely ignored in studies pertaining to Chinese women’s writing in the 

Republican era.  This thesis will draw extensively on such work to analyze 

autobiography, relationality and community in the writing of Shi Pingmei.  

My approach is to apply for the first time in the context of modern Chinese women’s 

writing, feminist theorizations of women’s autobiography and life-writing which have 

emerged since the late 1980s and early 1990s.  In this I respond to the call of theorists of 

women’s autobiographies for new critiques that are adequate for the scrutiny of existing 

texts of women’s lives, in order to uncover the creative spaces of female self-expression. 

Central to these post-modern approaches to life writing and epistolary writing are the 

relationalities which lie at the heart of feminine identity construction.  I use this notion as 

a foundation upon which to develop an entirely new reading of Shi Pingmei’s 

                                                                                                                          
81 Susan Stanford Friedman, “Women’s Autobiographical Selves Theory and Practice.”  In Shari Benstock, 
ed., The Private Self: Theory and Practice of Women’s Autobiographical Writings (Routledge: London, 
1988), p. 44.   
82 Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, eds., Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Reader (Wisconsin: Madison 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1998), pp. 4-5.  
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contributions to The Wild Rose Weekly which relates to the plight of the modern-educated 

young woman in the late 1920s.   

Following this introduction, the thesis consists of five chapters which explore the ways in 

which Shi Pingmei’s writing of self and deployment, both socially and textually, enables 

the creation of a community of readers for a dispersed generation of educated young 

women.  Chapter One offers a historical exploration of Chinese concepts of self and an 

assessment of the cultural legacy, literary, philosophical and social, which Shi Pingmei 

and her contemporaries had to negotiate in their engagement with new ways of writing. 

Chapter Two introduces Shi Pingmei and engages with the social context of female 

friendship in a college environment.  For a meaningful discussion of these relationships, 

Western concepts of female friendship and in particular, the Italian feminist notion of 

affidamento are employed.  This chapter also introduces the The Wild Rose Weekly the 

literary supplement to The World Daily Newspaper in which Shi’s work was published, 

and the column which provided the mechanism through which communities of readers 

could be imagined.  Chapter Three transitions the concept of community from a social to 

a textual context using Benedict Anderson’s concept of imagined community to 

conceptualize an imagined community of feminine readership.  In this chapter, a 

horizontally structured paradigm of five “Circles of Readership” as a framework is 

devised to analyze potential communities of readers.  Chapter Four offers a textual 

analysis of a body of writings by Shi Pingmei that are written in an epistolary format.  

Particular attention is paid to the relationalities which are enabled through each reader’s 

individual identification with the I and you pronouns and to how that which appears to be 

autobiographical, becomes more multi-referential through such readership dynamics.  In 

Chapter Five, the reader’s attention returns to the author as these texts are more squarely 

located within the realm of the autobiographer. Here my analysis utilizes aspects of 

sociocultural feminist theories on relationality that contemplate an alternative 

representation of feminine experience, identity construction and the problematic 

relationship between the modern woman and her mother so as to articulate a new and 

different sense of self, one associated with modernity.  The main body of the thesis is 

followed by the Conclusion which highlights the original contribution of this thesis to 

studies of concepts of identity and selfhood of the modern educated young woman in 



  

 
  

24 

China in the 1920s.  The Appendices to the thesis include the original Chinese language 

texts as they were published in The Wild Rose Weekly, and an original translation of the 

texts by the author of this thesis.   
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Chapter One  

 

Moving Beyond the Cultural Legacy 

At the time when Shi Pingmei came to write her life stories in modern China in the 

1920s, there was no historical legacy of self-writing for women.  This is because 

autobiography as a literary genre simply did not exist until the experimentation of the 

May Fourth era.  However, this is not to say that women did not write.  Indeed, during the 

more than two thousand years of imperial rule in China, there was a rich tradition of a 

minority of educated women who wrote, including courtesan poets, Confucian moral 

handbook authors, and women lyricists who were members of the gentry or ruling class.1  

Nonetheless, women writers faced enormous obstacles in terms of gender and social 

etiquette, as they had to negotiate a Confucian value system that privileged male access 

to writing, and a moral system, according to which women were required to fulfill 

reductive roles as representations of masculinist ideology in order to sustain the state.  

Narrow prescriptions for Confucian femininity and orthodox gender roles meant women 

came to embrace conditions of subjugation as a preordained social order.  For example, a 

woman could speak only through the voice of her husband, who assigned her the 

honourable social function as mother of his male descendants.   

This chapter begins with the cultural and philosophical inheritance of the modern 

educated intellectuals and explores the differing conceptualizations of selfhood which did 

not contain an autobiographical tradition.  As well, the reasons why autobiography as a 
                                                        
1 During the last few decades there have been scholarly books, articles and anthologies of women’s 
writings both in Chinese and in translation that attest to this long and vibrant tradition.  There are examples 
of this in English studies such as the writings of Patricia Ebrey, The Inner Quarters: Marriage and the life 
of Women in the Sung Period, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Dorothy Ko, Teachers of 
the Inner Chambers: Women and Culture in Seventeenth-Century China, (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1994); Susan Mann, Precious Records: Women in China’s Long Eighteenth Century (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1997).  These studies set the stage for more specialized studies by women 
scholars such as Ellen Widmer, Grace Fong, Kang-i Sun Chang, and many more.  There have also been 
some important new translations of Chinese women’s poetry.  For many years the only anthology available 
in English was Kenneth Rexroth’s slim volume, Women Poets of China, (New York: New Directions, 
1972).  Now there is also a 900-page volume Women Writers of Traditional China: An Anthology of Poetry 
and Criticism, edited by Kang-i Sun Chang and Haun Saussy, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999).   
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literary genre did not exist in either pre-modern or modern China in the Republican era 

are also explored.  As there are a number of key issues contributing to this situation, this 

chapter is divided into two main areas for investigation: pre-modern China from the Han 

dynasty to the end of the Qing dynasty in 1911, and modern China from the early years of 

the Republican era through the May Fourth era of the 1920s.  The key elements identified 

for discussion in the pre-modern era are as follows: an exploration of the definition of 

autobiography as a literary genre; the Western concept of self, versus the traditional 

Chinese conceptions of selfhood; the sociological enactments of Confucian philosophy 

such as filial piety and the five relations; the concept of zhuan (biography) and the 

writing about other people’s lives and, finally, the privileging of men in literary writing, 

all of which provide the context for discussing the entry of women into this sphere.   

The second part of this chapter explores the modern era from the early years of the 

Republican era through May Fourth to the latter years of the 1920s and the accompanying 

changes in the conceptions of selfhood; the challenges to Confucian values and tradition; 

the continuing preoccupation with the nation; and education and language reform, which, 

over time, allowed greater access to women for entry into writing.  The changing 

conditions that accompanied a radical re-examination of the country’s traditional values 

and beliefs, especially those associated with Confucianism, combined with an intense 

engagement with Western culture resulted in both men and women writing in a new 

language and using a new mode of self-oriented literature with the autobiographical mode 

of writing fiction being an indicative mode of the era.  These changes were much more 

significant for women than for men as women were still faced with the continuing 

problems of male domination in literature and the enduring issues of nation. The response 

by modern young women writers such as Shi Pingmei, was a turn to first-person   modes 

of writing as a means through which to express their sense of selfhood and their identity.  

1. Pre- Modern Era 

Autobiography 

Autobiography is a Western concept that is accredited to Georges Gusdorf who is often 

identified as the dean of autobiographical studies in the West.  According to Gusdorf 
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autobiography is premised on a particular model of the self that he identified as being 

endemically masculine, Western and individualistic. Furthermore, he writes, 

“autobiography is not possible in a cultural landscape where consciousness of self does 

not, properly speaking, exist.”2   Autobiography is thus a modern concept that relies on 

this particular model of self that did not exist in traditional China. Though a number of 

literary men and women wrote about their lives in pre-modern and modern China, neither 

gender was writing autobiographically, except in peripheral ways, such as in prefaces 

and/or as funerary inscriptions, until the twentieth century.  Even so, it would not be 

entirely correct to categorize these types of writing as autobiography.  This is because 

they were written by someone other than the person about whom they were writing.   

In pre-modern China, the concept of self was not absent but was different: it was deemed 

to be collective and public rather than individualistic, as in the West.  The importance of 

outlining this concept is not only to show its enduring influence in the modern era, but 

also to show just how rapid and far reaching the twentieth century changes were.  In this 

section I explore life writing – historiography, biography and autobiography, in relation 

to the traditional concept of selfhood as part of family, society and the cosmos. The 

underlying reasons for this situation derive from the roles played by the Confucian family 

which are underscored by the five relationships, and the deeply entrenched philosophical 

and epistemological views of the self and of the mind that permeated all aspects of 

society. The writing of lives – mainly biography – has always been linked with 

historiography.  Chinese biographies (zhuan) originally existed as an important section of 

both the dynastic histories (zhengshi) and local histories (difangzhi).3  Recognised as part 

of the biographical form in pre-twentieth-century Chinese letters, autobiography is 

manifested in short necrologies, self-prefaces, and personal annals (nianpu).  Indeed, it is 

little wonder argues Janet Ng, that pre-twentieth century Chinese autobiographies are to 

this day, read more for their historical than for their literary value.4  Thus, in 1933, Mao 

Dun complained that the Chinese are a nation that has “never developed a biographical 
                                                        
2 Georges Gusdorf, “Conditions and Limits of Autobiography.” In Autobiography: Essays theoretical and 
Critical, ed & trans. James Olney. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), p. 30. 
3 David Nivison, “Aspects of Traditional Chinese Biography,” Journal of Asian Studies (JAS) 21, no. 4 
(1962): pp. 457 – 464.  
4 Janet Ng, The Experience of Modernity. Chinese Autobiography of the Early Twentieth Century (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press,2003), p.4. 
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literature (zhuanji wenxue).”  He added that “although we have more than a few 

biographies among ancient classical works, they are only a part of the Standard Histories.  

The aim of such writings is to provide matter for historical investigation. They did not 

become an independent literature.”5  

The origin of the Chinese biographical form has been traced to Sima Qian’s (145-85 B.C) 

biographies in his Records of the Historian (Shi ji), the first of the twenty-five Standard 

Histories.6  Though Sima Qian did not write an “autobiography,” several self-reflexive 

pieces extant in the Shi ji are paradigmatic.7  These fragmented self-revelations which 

include autobiographical references embedded in a postface and the “Letter to Ren An” 

which have been referred to as “additive autobiographies.”8 

In “historical biography” of imperial times, an implicit teleology often organizes the 

compilation of the multifarious events of a life.9  In the terminology of James Olney, 

traditional autobiographies place emphasis on the “bios” of the individuals rather than the 

“aute,” the sense of self; or the “graphe,” the individual writing style.10  In all the twenty-

five Histories, biographies are sorted in categories, such as loyal officials, virtuous wives, 

filial sons, and villains.  These standard categorizations indicate thematic structures 

already in place in the narrative of a person’s life. These biographies entail an 

organization of material and events that contributes to the culminating achievement of 

“virtue” or “talent.”  And so in a sense, these autobiographies or biographies are about 

                                                        
5 Mao Dun, “Zhuanji wenxue” (Literature of Biographies).  In Mao Dun chuanji (Complete works of Mao 
Dun), vol. 19 (Beijing: Renmin wenxue, 1991), pp. 531-39. 
6 Pei-yi Wu points out that Sima Qian is the first to use the term zhuan to denote biographies in his Shi ji 
(Records of the historian.  As Shi ji is the first of the twenty-five Histories, Sima Qian’s work becomes the 
paradigm.  Pei-yi Wu, The Confucian’s Progress: Autobiographical Writings in Traditional China 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990).  
7 Stephen Durrant, “Self as the Intersection of Traditions: The Autobiographical Writings of Ssu-ma 
Ch’en,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 106, no. 1 (1986), p. 33. 
8 Ibid., p. 34. 
9 Nivison defines this type of writing as the biographies found in the twenty-five Standard Histories as well 
as that commonly practiced in local histories (“Traditional Chinese Biography,” p. 457).  
10 James Olney divides autobiography into three parts, and explains that different writers emphasize 
different aspects of these moments.  James Olney, Autobiography: Essay Theoretical and Critical 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), pp. 3-28.  
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how one arrives at a certain title or becomes an exemplary stock type rather than about 

the particular details of one’s life. 11   

The historical biographical form of the Histories serves as the paradigm in the writing of 

both “independent biographies” and autobiographies.  By enumerating lineage, family 

history, career position, and so on, a biography is an immediate reflection of the subject’s 

social status.  The strength of anchoring a narrative within a framework of one’s filiations 

and affiliations in society has lead Stephen Durrant to call Chinese biographies “relation-

centred” or “tradition centred”: in other words, the individual is legitimized by family 

tradition, and “genealogy is identity.”12 

Chinese Concepts of Self 

In this section I offer a somewhat detailed discussion as to the traditional Chinese 

narrative constructions of the self and its constructed relation to the cosmos, along with 

an understanding of the philosophical and epistemological foundations of those views.  

The general absence of a concept of an autonomous self in pre-modern China is reflected 

in a narrative tradition that paid little heed to its character’s minds, whereas in the West 

the idea of a sovereign subject was shaped at least partly through fictional narrative and 

its attention to representation of the mind, signalling an inward turn that was closely 

aligned with Western historical and philosophical developments.13  Yet in traditional 

China, as C.T. Hsia first noted, “it is rather ironic, given the centrality of the concepts of 

the mind”14 (xin) and self-cultivation of neo-Confucian thought of the Song, Yuan, and 

Ming dynasties, that traditional and Chinese fictional narrative never took an “inward 

turn.”   

                                                        
11 Nivison, “Traditional Chinese Biography,” p. 458. 
12 Durrant, “Self as Intersection,” p. 36.  
13 For a brief discussion of selfhood and the representation in the Western Narrative Tradition, refer Kirk A. 
Denton. The Problematic of Self in Modern Chinese Literature: Hu Feng and Lu Ling (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1998), pp. 28-32.  
14 C.T. Hsia, The Classic Chinese Novel: A Critical Introduction (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1968), p. 536. Denton points that it is important to note that Xin which is sometimes translated as “heart-
mind,” includes emotional, intellectual, and votive elements that may not all be a part of Western notions of 
mind.  Refer Denton, note 7, p. 32.  
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The concept of the mind and self-cultivation was developed by Neo-Confucianism from 

its classical origins in Mencius in the Song dynasty which established a set of values that 

remained until the end of the dynastic system.  Through reference to Kirk Denton’s 

scholarship, this section examines the traditional conceptions of selfhood and its 

constructed relation to the cosmos.  In particular, the concept of the self never being 

isolatable is examined, so as to determine just how the Chinese came to be in the business 

of writing about their own lives and the lives of others.   

According to Denton, the cultivation of the mind was seen as a process of retrieving 

one’s “lost mind” (fangxin),15 an innately good core of being that can be obscured by the 

selfish desires that inevitably arise from living in an imperfect, mundane world.  Mind 

and self-cultivation were central to both the rational and the idealist schools of Neo-

Confucianism.  In the Great Learning, the paradigmatic text of neo-Confucian thought, 

self-cultivation of the mind, is recognized as the seminal step in the progressive process 

of ordering the state and bringing peace and harmony to the world.  As Denton points out, 

this is premised on a clear understanding of one’s mind and profound self-knowledge, 

which are essential prerequisites for ethical, social, and political stability.16 At the heart 

of neo-Confucian views of self and mind was a tension between a transcendent assertive 

self and a self that was determined by its relation with divine authority and the ethics it 

legitimized; but in the neo-Confucian tradition the self’s relation to the divine was not 

generally viewed as antagonistic.  One of the goals of Confucian self-cultivation was to 

understand the mind’s relation to the external world, how the mind and the world are both 

mutually asserted but are not mutually exclusive, “because their mutual transcendence 

and mutual immanence are both accepted.”17  Yet significantly, the Confucian 

cosmological framework offers no mechanical distinction between the private self and 

the public outer self because, as Wei-ming Tu argues, the true self can never be realized 

as an “isolated or isolatable individual.”18  Thus the very nature of the neo-Confucian 

concern with mind was such that a conception of mind as radically isolated and 
                                                        
15 Kirk A. Denton. p. 32. 
16 Ibid.  Refer accompanying notes for a more comprehensive discussion of these concepts.  
17 Chun-i T’ang, “The Individual and the World in Chinese Methodology.”  In Charles Moore, ed., The 
Status of the Individual in East and West (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1968), p. 101. 
18 Wei-ming Tu, Confucian Thought: Selfhood as Creative Transformation (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 1985), p. 127. 
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autonomous (from either the social world of others or from the divine) was simply 

inconceivable.   

Notwithstanding this, Denton identifies two distinct yet interrelated conceptions of self 

that have been constructed in the scholarship on the Confucian philosophical tradition, 

both of which privilege the male self.  Although these two selves are described as 

separate essences, they are in fact two modern scholarly constructions of what was 

traditionally seen as one self. The first concept of self is the ‘determined self’ which is a 

self that is inherited from one’s ancestry and shaped through the ceremonious practice of 

ritual (li).  In this view, the sacred performance of li does much more than offer the 

individual behavioural guidelines that lead him through difficult and morally ambiguous 

situations.  It also helps to cultivate and shape his moral nature (ren); it situates him in 

society and lends him the dignity of interacting properly with humanity, and obviates the 

psychic turmoil of hard personal choices.  This view of self as determined by both social 

and biological forces is intertwined with the Confucian political system of kingship and 

imperial authority; this is because the individual is denied a spiritual essence that exists 

apart from society and political institutions.  Indeed, this view of self as determined by 

hereditary and social relations held together by ritual is part of the Confucian political 

and familial authoritarianism.19  

This representation of the self is in part a product of Western scholarly discourses on 

China, particularly Max Weber’s analysis of the effect of Confucian ethical values on 

Chinese economic life and the dependency of the Chinese self on authority.20  However, 

it was also the way in which the May Fourth generation of iconoclasts saw the self in 

tradition. This view of the pre-modern self simplifies the Confucian tradition by over 

                                                        
19 Denton, pp. 36.  Denton’s view of ritual is in part that presented in Herbert Fingarette’s Confucius – The 
Secular as Sacred (New York: Harper and Row, 1972).  However, Denton argues that the problem with the 
emphasis on ritual in early Confucianism is that it sees only one part of what was a multidimensional self. 
20 According to Max Weber, “Confucianism…meant adjustment to the outside, to the conditions of the 
‘world.’  A well-adjusted man rationalizing his conduct only to the degree requisite for adjustment, does 
not constitute a systematic unity but rather a complex of useful and particular traits. [...] The individual 
necessarily lacked an autonomous counterweight in confronting this world…Such a way of life could not 
allow man an inward aspiration toward a ‘unified personality,’ a striving which we associate with the idea 
of personality.  Life remained a series of occurrences.  It did not become a whole placed methodically 
under a transcendental goal.”  Refer Max Weber. The Religions of China: Confucianism and Daoism.  
(New York: Free Press, 1951), p. 235.   
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emphasizing the individual’s passive submission to ritual and authority and denying the 

active role of the subjective heart-mind (xin).  Recent scholarship has sought to resurrect 

the self from this absolute determinism by refocusing attention on the question of self-

cultivation and the individual’s relation to tian, the divine, often translated as “heaven.” 

Much of this attention has been directed at the individual mind and self-cultivation in 

which selfhood possesses an innate divine nature with the potential of achieving 

sagehood.  Such views are predicated upon the cosmological assumption of “the unity of 

the divine and man” (tianren heyi), the belief that the divine is immanent in the individual 

and that the individual may potentially tap the power of that divinity to “transform” 

society.21 Through a process of moral and spiritual self-cultivation the individual may 

discover the divine within the mind and use this gained cosmic power to have positive 

influence on the outer world.  Empowered by its inherent connection with the divine, the 

individual mind holds within the potential for what Hao Chang has called “transcendent 

consciousness” (chaoyue yishi), by which he means a kind of critical consciousness that 

allows the individual to stand equal to the divine, with the power to attack even the 

representative of the divine on earth, the emperor. This is the second concept of self, 

which Denton calls ‘the transcendent self.’22  

The neo-Confucian view of self arose out of a cosmology fundamentally different from 

the view supporting Western individualism.  This view was intertwined with the rise of 

psychological literature in the West.  A preoccupation with mind is an integral part of 

Confucian self-cultivation, not as the realization of one’s unique personality, but as unity 

with the divine mind through individual psychic disintegration and ego annihilation.  

Indeed, even though the two selves described by Denton are somehow deemed to be 

separated essences, he argues that they are really two modern scholarly constructions of 

what was traditionally seen as one self.  Denton suggests that the transcendent self was, 

ideally at least, fully integrated into the outer world of social relations through the 
                                                        
21 This notion of the unity of man and the cosmos can be traced back to early Confucian writings, but 
argued Denton, is most pronounced in neo-Confucianism and its central texts.  Refer Denton, p. 37. n. 21. 
22 Denton explains how his descriptions of the two views of selfhood are influenced by Hao Chang’s 
elaboration of neisheng waiwang (internal sage, external king), pp. 36-38.  Hao Chang.  You’an yishi yu 
minzhu chuantong (Dark consciousness and the democratic tradition).  (Taibei: Lianjing, 1989b), pp. 33-
56., and Wei-ming Tu’s notion of Confucian selfhood as “creative transformation,”  Refer Wei-ming Tu, 
Confucian Thought: Selfhood as Creative Transformation.  (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1985). 
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enactment of ritual.  Unlike some Western views of self, the Confucian cosmological 

framework offered, as David Hall and Roger Ames have argued, no mechanical 

distinction between the private inner self and the public outer self.23  Furthermore, Wei-

ming Tu has concurred that one’s “Heaven-endowed nature can only be manifested in 

[one’s] existence as a centre of relationships” and that the true self can never be realized 

as an “isolated or isolatable individual.” 24  

Yet this holistic union of internal self and external world was not without its anxieties for 

the individual: the foundations of the union had its origins in the fact that there was no 

concept of an isolatable self.  At the heart of neo-Confucian views of self and mind was a 

tension between transcendent assertive self and a self that is determined by its relation 

with divine authority and the ethics it legitimized. This dualism, argues Thomas Metzger, 

was basic to the neo-Confucian view of self in the late imperial period.25  The concept of 

the unity of heaven and man seemed to empower the individual to assert himself in a 

godlike manner and led to a view of the individual mind as having the innate power to 

transform society through the force of its cultivated will.  At the same time, actualizing 

one’s divinity was an ideal seldom carried out by real individuals.  These more often than 

not were victims of the power of the divine, which controlled selves the more effectively 

for residing within the mind.26   Nonetheless, however powerful the transcendent self was 

perceived to be, it was never free from construction of political and familial authority, nor 

by the ethical system and its “other” orientation, which were similarly seen in Chinese 

cosmology as imbued with the divine.27 

Despite this inner tension however, Denton argues that the self’s relation to the divine 

was not generally viewed as antagonistic or confrontational in the neo-Confucian 

tradition.  Indeed, one of the goals of Confucian self-cultivation was the understanding of 

the mind’s relation to the external world; how the mind and world are both mutually 

asserted but not mutually exclusive, “because their mutual transcendence and mutual 
                                                        
23 David Hall and Roger Ames, Thinking Through Confucius.  (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1987), pp. 146-56. 
24 Wei-ming Tu, p. 127.   
25 Thomas Metzger, Escape from Predicament: Neo-Confucianism and China’s Evolving Political Culture.  
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1977), p. 134. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Denton, p. 40. 
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immanence are both accepted.”28  Traditional Chinese views of the mind tended to be 

predicated on this mutuality, lending mind a measure of distance from the external world 

but never creating full autonomy for it.  But these explanations fail to account for the 

transcendent self of the Song and Ming neo-Confucians.    

The neo-Confucian view of self arose out of a cosmology fundamentally different from 

that supporting Western individualism, which was intertwined with the rise of 

psychological literature in the West.  Indeed, the very nature of the neo-Confucian 

concern with mind was such that a conception of mind as radically isolated and 

autonomous was simply inconceivable.  This concern gave rise to “transcendent 

consciousness,” potentially autonomous from its biological, social and political 

relationships.  However, it was also grounded in a cosmology that assumed the unity of 

the individual mind with ‘other’ minds through the divine as the core of the self and was 

thought to be part of the mind shared by other minds.  It is not that minds were perceived 

as absolutely alike, but that the core of self was thought to be that part of the mind shared 

by other minds. To cultivate one’s mind was to foster one’s heaven-endowed self, thus 

transcending one’s particular nature and joining with a universal humanity.  And it was 

this unity, Denton suggests, that offered the self the ground upon which, potentially at 

least, to affect the outer world.  Thus, given these presumptions about self and its relation 

to other minds and to the cosmos, literature as a matter of course, placed little value on 

the representation of the inner workings of particularized unique minds.29 The foregoing 

briefly addresses some fairly standard formal issues concerning the biographical genre in 

pre-twentieth century literature.  It is the identification of these general principles that 

enables scholars to group a large body of work into a single genre.   

Confucian Philosophy 

Confucianism is a philosophy which deals with human relations which are primarily 

masculine.   Its emphasis is on ethics or the moral principles that a person who is 

entwined by various personal relations, must follow.  The traditional Chinese conceptions 

                                                        
28 Chun-i T’ang, “The Individual and the World in Chinese Methodology.”  In Charles Moore, ed., The 
Status of the Individual in East and West.  (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1968), p. 101.   
29 Denton, pp. 40-41. 



 
 

35 

of selfhood were structured around human relations.  After the Han Dynasty, these were 

identified as ruler and minister, father and son, and husband and wife, this latter 

relationship being acknowledged as the original human relation. Since the order of 

husband-wife or man-woman is considered to be the origin of social and human relations 

for the whole of society, then man is superior and woman is inferior; therefore it follows 

that man dominates woman.   

Confucian scholars established five rules to deal with human relations, with “humanity” 

(ren) being regarded as the highest virtue.  This could only be achieved through filial 

piety which is not only the basic principle required to keep family life in order but which 

is also the key to ruling the country in peace. Within a society, if everyone were to 

practice filial piety, morals would be purified. Filial piety was an obligation for everyone, 

both men and women, but the most important implication of this principle was to 

reproduce posterity to continue the parents’ lineage through marriage. Within marriage, 

the emphasis was placed on the interpersonal relations between husband and wife.  Thus 

women’s obedience to men and their chastity became a sacred duty.  Emperors made a 

series of laws based on filial piety.  Infraction was an unpardonable evil and could result 

in the perpetrator being sentenced to death.  Compliance was regarded as an unalterable 

principle and an essential ingredient of moral conduct and stability for the nation.30  

Within this system, the life of an individual had little meaning except in the continuation 

of the line of descent through which the life of an individual gains meaning. Through this 

line of descent the male valorizes his own position by filial piety and through his children 

who will do so for him.31  A man can only be himself by being filial to the dead. To go 

beyond this, he must produce sons who will be filial to him.  Without this fundamental 

concept of a line of descent, a man’s life has no meaning. Moreover, it served to reinforce 

the collective and public nature of the male self.  But what about her life, her sense of 

self?  From where does she derive meaning about her life?  
                                                        
30 Zongli Tang, “Confucianism, Chinese Culture, and Reproductive Behaviour.”  In Population and 
Environment: A Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies, Vol. 16, No. 3, January 1995, pp. 274-280. 
31 Filial piety (xiao) means to show filial obedience to one’s parents. George W.F. Hegel said: “China is 
based on a unity of morals, the essence of the country is filial piety in the family” (quoted in Lian, S.M., 
Zhongguo wenhua yaoyi (The essences of Chinese culture).  (Hong Kong: Joint Publishing Co, 1989.)  
Cited in Zongli Tang, “Confucianism, Chinese Culture, and Reproductive Behavior,” Population and 
Environment, vol. 16, no. 3 (Jan., 1995), pp. 269-284, Springer Publishing.  Accessed: 01/07/2010.  



 
 

36 

Social Position of Women in Confucianism 

By its very nature, the Confucian patriarchal system only served to reinforce women’s 

inferior status and thus had a profound impact on how they were to live their lives.  The 

family had always been the most important attribute of a woman’s identity and most 

women had no identity other than that prescribed by the male centred kinship system – 

daughter, wife, daughter-in-law, and mother.32  The Analects for Women (Nü lun yu), a 

book on gender disciplines, defined the moral edicts that dictated a woman’s role and 

place in the family and society, and provided a framework of existence within the family 

all of which denied women independence.  The primary function of traditional handbooks 

for women was Confucian moral edification.  The Analects for Women (Nü lun yu) stated 

that parents should keep their daughters indoors, teach them to behave, obey and perform 

household duties.  They should obey what was commonly known as the rule of “three 

followings” (san cong) that attempted to signify a woman by the occupational “class” of 

the paterfamilias in each stage of her life cycle. This dictated a woman obey her father 

when young, her husband in marriage, and her son should she outlive her husband.  An 

upper-class woman was not supposed to show her face to strangers, much less bare her 

innermost feelings to the world at large. Theoretically, she was supposed to keep herself 

hidden within the “inner quarters”, the area located in the back part of the house that was 

reserved for the women of the household and which was out of bounds to men unless 

they were close relatives.33 These strong moral edicts allowed little room for the 

development of women’s self, and due to the gender expectations peculiar to women, 

kept them invisible and their voices unheard.   

Alongside this principle were “Confucian” virtues.  In essence, virtues stabilized a 

society that was ordered according to hierarchy of age and divided into kin-groups based 

on male dominance and male descent-lines.  According to Elvin, the Confucian virtues 

most typically honoured were (i) filial behaviour towards parents and grandparents, (ii) 

the harmonious cohabitation of many generations within a kin-group without any division 

                                                        
32 Dorothy Ko, Teachers of the Inner Chambers.  Women and Culture in Seventeenth-Century China 
(Stanford University Press: Stanford, California, 1994), pp. 119-120. 
33 Wilt Idema and Beata Grant, The Red Brush.  Writing Women in Imperial China (Cambridge, Mass., and 
London:  Harvard University Press, 2004), pp. 4-5.  
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of property, (iii) fidelity of widows towards their deceased husbands, (iv) safeguarding of 

sexual purity by a woman, through self-mutilation or suicide if necessary, and lastly (v) 

longevity.  Between the Han dynasty and the Song dynasty, a state system of awards for 

virtue was created which was based on the Confucian orthodox opinion found desirable 

in women. Under the Han, awards were given “to promote good actions;” - under the 

Song, the object of awards was “to show encouragement,”  “to show respect for morality” 

and “to consolidate moral relationships.”  The valorization of female talent in local 

histories became more formalized and commonplace and, as time went on, this was in 

step with the quickening pace of public sponsorship of virtues.  These were not the only 

virtues honoured as the emphasis placed on particular virtues, varied throughout the 

dynasties.34  The importance of this virtuous behaviour was for the state of the empire. 

However, at the same time, they serve to inform us that women were kept in a specific 

way which was affirmed by their social roles, in particular, the female self.35 

The standards of honour for virtue set by society throughout imperial China critically 

determined an individual’s sense of identity to such an extent that he or she might prefer 

death to an existence with a social personality that was in many senses, no longer viable.  

Women’s moral character was also traditionally determined according to their 

relationships to men.  Virtuous and deserving women are rewarded with marriage.  But in 

traditional society marriage often became a form of death of the self, metaphorically or 

actually.  Whether through emotion or in Nancy Miller’s words, “impulse to power”, self-

assertion 36 was interpreted as sexual deviance and punishable by death.  Significantly 

though, women’s behaviour became an issue of national importance because, as Elvin 

rightly points out, “the use of the political system was used to confer explicit honours for 

behaviour defined as virtuous in private, everyday life.”37  Thus the emphasis on the 

physical system and the roles played by the centrality of the Confucian family within the 

                                                        
34 For the pre-Song themes, see J. Holmgren, “Women’s Biographies in the Wei-shu: A study of the Moral 
Attitudes and Social Background Found in Women’s Biographies in the Dynastic History of the Northern 
Wei” (Australian National University. Ph.D. Thesis, 1979). 
35For examples of female virtue throughout the dynasties, refer M. Elvin, “Female Virtue and the State in 
China.”  Past and Present, no. 104, (1), pp. 111-152.  
36 Nancy Miller, Subject to Change: Reading Feminist Writing (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1988).  
37Elvin, p. 151 
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general community and society all served to reinforce the concept of the self as being 

collective and public, and never isolatable.   

The Writing of Lives 

In pre-modern China, writing was largely regarded as man’s work since writing was a 

public social practice which legitimized careers and through which men competed for 

status.  For upper-class women, writing was a pastime reserved for moments when their 

work was done. Forced to reconcile the competing demands of wifely roles and artistic 

talents, educated women always understood which came first.  However, the larger 

question of the purpose of women’s learning remained.  For men, the practical purpose of 

learning was clear: upward mobility through examination and higher office.  But for 

women, confined to the inner quarters, they could not sit for examinations and, therefore, 

had no opportunity to serve in office. At the same time, many statesmen believed women 

should be educated for the practical reason of being required to prepare their sons for the 

examinations, and for the moral reason that they were responsible for the rearing of 

future generations.38  

Thus while some women did write, the proportion of literate women to the number of 

elite remained extremely small as the point of contestation was the proper balance 

between moral cultivation and cultural education, not the propriety of women’s education 

itself. When women did write, their writing was dismissed as being merely personal 

accounts unworthy of critical attention and hard to fit into a proper niche.  Moreover, the 

invisibility of women from the Confucian literary canon was compounded by the fact 

that, for centuries, the writing of lives was referred to as biography (zhuan) and was only 

recorded in this way.  Furthermore, it had always been linked with historiography.  In 

fact, Confucian scholars favoured biography because they believed individual lives 

illustrated the basic principles of praise and blame that made the historical record 

instructive for future generations.  As objects of patriarchal definition, the traditional 

woman’s life would be inscribed in the annals of the lives of their husbands and sons.  

The identities women were allowed to assume were only those determined in relationship 
                                                        
38 Susan Mann, Precious Records.  Women in China’s Long Eighteenth Century (Stanford University Press: 
Stanford, California, 1997), p. 77, 78. 
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to men – daughters, mothers, wives.  Thus the male and female subjects portrayed in 

these biographies posthumously attained prominence and credibility in historical records.  

In their own ways, subsequent historians sanctified this hierarchy of the importance of 

lives in the social structure because a person’s life story was valued according to his, 

rarely her, service to the imperial cause.39  This is clearly evidenced in a tradition started 

by Sima Qian (145-85  BCE) in the compilation of Records of the Grand Historian (Shi 

ji) in the Han Dynasty (206 BCE – 220 CE). In Records, there were three main official 

categories of life to which men could be assigned  – judicious emperors in “Basic 

Annals” (ben ji), faithful ministers in “Celebrated Families” (shi jia), and loyal subjects 

in “Biographies” (lie zhuan), all of which signifies that traditional biography celebrated 

heroes of the past.40  As Wendy Larson observes, orthodox biography in service to 

history addresses “the life of the individual in the distant past, placing him in a temporal 

sequence in which his life appears as simply a moment along the way.” 41 When Chinese 

historians looked back into the past for moral examples, biography mainly honoured the 

dead.  Any concept of personalized discourse existed either as a preface or a postscript to 

the author’s larger works or otherwise remained outside of the Confucian literary canon 

in the form of unofficial records.  Tang historian Liu Zhiji (661-721) severely censured 

most writers who engaged in writing for self-glorification, with the exception of Qu Yuan 

(ca. 343-277 BCE)   whose “Encountering Sorrow” (Li sao) Liu recognized as the first 

work of self-referential writing in the chapter “Xu zhuan” (Self-Accounts) in his Shitong 

(Universals in History).42 However, this authorial self-account was written as though the 

author was someone else and therefore was an exemplary biography to uphold the 

orthodox system.43  As the first work of self-referential writing, Tang severely censured 

                                                        
39 Jing M. Wang, When “I” Was Born.  Women’s Autobiography in Modern China (Madison, Wisconsin: 
The University of Wisconsin Press, 2008), p. 16. Emphasis mine. 
40 Ibid.  
41 Wendy Larson, Literary Authority and the Modern Chinese Writer: Ambivalence and Autobiography, 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1991), p. 13. Emphasis mine. 
42 Recent scholarship, however, tends to regard Tao Qian (365-427), with his various self-conscious 
writings, as the first true autobiographer.  Yet as Ng argues, regardless of where we place the “true” 
beginning, it is in his “Biography of Master Five Willows” (Wuliu xiansheng zhuan) that there is the 
appearance of an autobiographical paradigm – a self-consciousness writing of oneself in a biography.  
However, as Ng further contends, Tao’s spirit of imitation is ironic at best, as he adheres to the 
conventional beginning of establishing one’s social position, but only to parody it.  Refer Ng, p. 6 and 
accompanying notes.    
43 Refer Jing M. Wang, p. 22, plus accompanying notes.   
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most writers who engaged in writing for self-glorification.  Most writers told their life 

stories less directly, often placing them in other texts.44  

The Records also listed an official category for honouring women.  The earliest surviving 

official collection is Biographies of Exemplary Women (Lie nü zhuan); this was compiled 

during the early Han period by Confucian scholar Liu Xiang (77-6 B.BCE).  Accounts in 

this collection are underpinned by codes dictated by The Analects for Women (Nü lun yu) 

as they illustrate the virtues associated with proper womanly behaviour in Confucian 

families and warn against the vices of jealous, vindictive and evil women.  Liu Zhiji 

listed seven categories: Biographies Illustrating the Correct Deportment of Mothers, 

Biographies of the Virtuous and Wise, Biographies of the Benign and Wise, Biographies 

of the Chaste and Obedient, Biographies of the Chaste and Religious, Biographies of 

Those Able in Reasoning and Understanding, and Biographies of the Pernicious and 

Depraved.  Liu’s volume gives quite a diverse representation of women by describing 

their virtues, vices, personalities, and talents and reflects the more relaxed gender codes 

during his time in comparison to those of later times.  Another early collection, the 

Biographies of Nuns (Biqiuni zhuan), compiled in 517 by Shi Baochang, tells the life 

histories of salient cultivated religious women of the Six Dynasties era (C.E. 220-589).45  

Historians in later dynasties followed Liu’s example by including a “Women’s 

Biographies” section in the official histories, and for a while diversity continued to 

characterize the depiction of women, telling of the lives of women of filial piety, thrift, 

                                                        
44 For example, Sima Qian appended “the Self-Account of the Grand Historian” (Tai shi gong zixu) to 
Records of the Grand Historian (Shi ji); Wang Chong (27-91 CE) put “Self-Record” (Zi ji) in Critical 
Essays (Lun heng); Cao Pi painted his self-portrait in the preface to Classical Essays (Dian lun). Refer Pei-
yi Wu, The Confucian Progress: Autobiographical Writings in Traditional China.  (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1990), p. 64. 
Jing Wang contends that although various autobiographical accounts appeared in the Confucian, Taoists, 
and Buddhist traditions over the course of many centuries, only a relatively small number agreeing with the 
orthodoxy became a part of the literary canon.  Refer Jing M. Wang, p. 21.  
45 Susan Mann, Precious Records.  Women in China’s Long Eighteenth Century (Stanford University Press: 
Stanford, California, 1997), p. 2; also refer Beatrice Spade, “The Education of Women in China During the 
Southern Dynasties.”  Journal of Asian History 1.13: 15-41, 1979; and Kathryn Tsai, “The Chinese 
Buddhist Monastic Order for Women: The First Two Centuries,” in Richard W. Guisso and Stanley 
Johannesen, eds., Women in China: Current Directions in Historical Scholarship (Youngstown, N.Y.: 
Philo Press, 1981), pp. 1-20. 
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learnedness, wisdom, and righteousness.46  However, as the moral code tightened, stories 

of women’s self-destruction for sexual chastity gradually became the preoccupation of 

historians. These biographies focused on examples of women’s self-destruction to defend 

their sexual honour: for example, a defeated king’s concubine disfigured herself and 

made tears and blood trickle down her face to disgust a suitor and then starved herself to 

death. 47 This emphasis reached an apex in The History of the Ming Dynasty (Ming shi), 

the “Biographies of Women” section of which is filled with the gruesome atrocities 

women inflicted on themselves to prove their sexual loyalty towards their husbands or 

betrothed at their death.48 Numerous examples exist, such as women disfiguring 

themselves as a constant reminder of their chastity, or going so far as to kill themselves 

by various means.49  Furthermore, the historians glorified and even encouraged women’s 

inflicting of violence on themselves for the sake of sexual honour.  This close attention to 

female sexuality shows the change in gender ideology from the relative plurality of the 

early centuries to the tight control in the Ming and Qing periods when the narrowing of 

Neo-Confucian philosophy placed an emphasis on female chastity.  This glorification of 

physically constituted virtues goes back to the five relationships and the philosophically 

constituted role of women.  

                                                        
46 Fang Xuanling, “Lie nü zhuan” [Biographies of Women], in Jin shu [History of the Jin Dynasty], 10 
vols. (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974).  These biographies commend chaste wives and paragons of mothers 
but also women of extraordinary abilities in military leadership as portrayed in “Zhang Mao qi Lu Shi” 
[Madam Lu, the Wife of Zhang Mao] (8:2515), “Fu Deng qi Mao Shi” [Madam Mao, the Wife of Fu Deng] 
(2523-24, and “Xun Song xiao nu Guan” [Guan, the Daughter of Xun Song] (2515).  For refer Li 
Yanshou’s Bei shi [The History of the Northern Dynasties], 10 vols. (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974).  
There were also depictions of women talented in warfare such as Madam Meng (3000) and Madam Zhao 
(3002). For a careful treatment of these histories, see Sherry J. Mou, Gentlemen’s Prescriptions for 
Women’s Lives, (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2002), pp. 3-25, 92-112. 
47 Li Yanshou, “Biographies of Women,” in Bei shi (3004); Madam Liu, her two daughters and daughter-
in-law jumped into a well to avoid being raped (3012-13).  Similar acts also loom large in Ouyang Xiu and 
Song Qi, Jiu Tang shu [The Old History of the Tang Dynasty] and Ouyang Xiu and Song Qi Xin Tang shu 
[The New History of the Tang Dynasty], but more drastic change took place in “Women’s Biographies” in 
Yuan shi [The History of the Yuan Dynasty].  See Song Lian, “Lie nü zhuan” [Biographies of Women], in 
Yuan shi [History of the Yuan Dynasty], 15 vols. (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1976).  These biographies put 
emphasis on women’s sexual chastity achieved through violent means: ear-cutting and starvation to death 
(15:4492), being buried with the husband (4492), hanging (4495), drowning in a well (4496), in a river 
(4504), and in a toilet (4505), and jumping into fire (4497). Cited in Wang, p. 197, n. 18. 
48 For details see Chen Dongyuan, Zhongguo funu shenghuo shi [A History of Chinese Women’s lives] 
(Beijing: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1998), pp. 177-83. 
49 Zhang Tingyu, “Lie nü zhuan” [Biographies of Women], in Ming shi [History of the Ming Dynasty] 
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974). Also refer Wang, p. 19. 
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Other types of official/unofficial biographies could be found as epitaphs and short 

anecdotal sketches, in local histories (called gazetteers), and in the collected literary 

works of published scholars, who regularly wrote about women they loved or admired.  

In these writings those most often honoured were mothers, grandmothers, aunts and 

stepmothers, either the writer’s own or those of a close friend.  Also included were 

individuals who we might refer to as saints (Daoist adepts or Buddhist nuns) and special 

heroines who distinguished themselves by their courage, such as, for example, defending 

one’s father, who had been wrongfully jailed on a trumped-up charge, or saving one’s 

mother from a charging tiger.  In fact in the late imperial period, loosely defined as the 

Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1644-1911) dynasties, virtually all biographies of so-called 

exemplary women told stories about martyrs (for example, women who died or 

committed suicide resisting rape) or widows who remained single and celibate.50  

Alongside these biographies, there was also the private writing of lives; this had existed 

since the second century.51  For men this took the form of either funerary inscriptions 

which were written by someone else and penned by individual writers uninvolved with 

official history, or appeared as prefaces, that inferred the man himself. Funerary 

inscriptions appeared in many forms: a “grave record” (mu zhi) was a laudatory account 

inscribed on a stone tablet to be buried in the tomb; a “grave notice” (mu biao or shen 

dao bei), a similar composition carved on a stone tablet that was placed in front of, or, on 

the path leading to the tomb; a “funerary poem” (ming) was often appended either to the 

“grave record” or the “grave notice;” a “sacrificial code” (ji wen) referred to a verse 

written on paper to be burned on memorial occasions; an “account of conduct” (xing 

zhuang) described the deeds of the revered dead subject.  These “social biographies” to 

use David Nivison’s words, were often formulaic, sermonic and flattering because the 

writers often had social or familial ties with the deceased or performed the task for 

monetary rewards.52 While these inscriptions continued to focus on the privileged and the 

dead, their main purpose was to commemorate the deceased for the sake of the family, 
                                                        
50 Mann, p. 2. 
51 For a discussion of unofficial biography (za zhuan) and “family biography” (jia zhuan), see Chen 
Lancun, Zhongguo zhuanji wenxue fazhan shi [A History of Chinese Biographical Literature] (Beijing: 
Yuwen chubanshe, 1999), pp. 135-47. 
52 David S. Nivison, “Aspects of Traditional Chinese Biography,” Journal of Asian Studies 21, no. 4 
(1962): pp. 457-63. 
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and the writer acted independently of the imperial court.53 Indeed, they were still 

formulaic and were not individualized to a great extent.    

Biographies of women were also written privately, those by sons about their mothers 

being among the most prominent.  However, in contrast to biographies of women in 

dynastic histories, they did not function outside of their immediate family circle: they 

were collated and compiled in one place and remained hidden from the public domain.  

They also were able to express a touch of humanity: for example, Ming writer Gui 

Youguang’s (1506-71) “Episodes about my Deceased Mother,” remembers his mother’s 

physical ordeal of bearing multiple children and raising them as a widow; Qing poet 

Yuan Mei’s (1716-98) “My Deceased Mother Zhang Tai Ru Ren’s Account of Conduct” 

nostalgically recalls his mother’s loving care for him from childhood until old age; Tan 

Sitong (1865-98) composed “Episodes of My Late Mother Madam Xu’s Conduct” in 

which he paints the portrait of his atypical mother who took on the father’s job of 

physically punishing her children when they neglected their studies.54  Although rather 

limited, such weaving of biographical portrayal with self-representation does offer a 

glimpse of the physical and emotional world of the female subjects even through it is 

through the eyes of their sons, but in a way that would not have been possible in public 

historical accounts.  

Nonetheless, in both private and public biographies, women still remained objects of 

male representation and imagination, unable to tell their own lives.  Only a small number 

of women wrote and published their own stories from their own perspectives.  Han 

historian and scholar in her own right, Ban Zhao’s (AD 45-115) preface to Admonitions 

to Women (Nü jie) is often quoted as the earliest example of women’s self-narration.  In 

the preface she describes her duties to her husband’s family, and declares her purpose in 

writing of preparing her daughters for their future roles as wives and mothers.  As self-

portraiture of an individual woman was out of the question, she could only configure 

                                                        
53 Refer Wang for an extended discussion of this type of writing. pp. 17-18 plus accompanying notes. 
54 “Xian bi Xu furen yi shi zhuang,” in Tan Sitong quan ji [The Complete Works of Tan Sitong] (Beijing: 
Sanlian shudian, 1954), 197-200. Cited Wang, p. 20. 
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herself within the discourse of women’s identity and representation available to her at 

that time.55  

Biography as a genre did not change conceptually until the Qing historian Zhang 

Xuecheng (1738-1801) insisted that biography should be separated from history and that 

anyone, not just an historian, should be entitled to the practice. While compiling the local 

history of Yong Qing County near Beijing, he conducted personal interviews with female 

subjects when collecting data for the “Women’s Biographies” section.  This approach of 

telling women’s lives based on their own accounts broke the pattern of focusing on the 

dead.56   

Women Writing 

Throughout the imperial period, writing was largely regarded as a man’s work, since to 

write implied participation in the public and male domain, especially that of officialdom.  

Moreover, the traditional equation of writing and public life meant that, in the eyes of 

many men, and of women as well, it was considered scandalous for a high-class woman, 

who was theoretically supposed to keep herself hidden within “the inner quarters,” to 

engage in writing.  Indeed, the very desire to see one’s own writings in public circulation 

implied a transgression of the presumably natural order of society in which women were 

relegated to the inner (private) sphere, while men were destined to find fulfillment in the 

outer (public) world.  Indeed, Idema and Grant have argued that this could have been one 

of the main reasons why, for the first millennium and before the rise and popularization 

of printed texts, there are only a handful of women-authored texts preserved from what 

may well have been much larger collections.57 

From the beginning of imperial times up until the end of the tenth century, due to the very 

low literacy rates for women (and men as well), it was the women of the inner palace 

who constituted by far the most significant community of literate women in China.  This 
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57 Idema and Grant.  The Red Brush: Writing Women of Imperial China (Cambridge Harvard University 
Asia Center: Harvard University Press, 2004), pp. 71-77.  
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is also because those women who filled the imperial harem were drawn from elite 

families, many of whom had enjoyed a literary education at home. Confined to their 

homes, women writers of the Song dynasty and later, particularly in the last century or so 

of the Tang dynasty, devoted their literary energies primarily to poetry.  This same period 

also saw the birth of a new poetic genre, the ci, or song lyric, which originated in the 

songs of the courtesans.  The most important subjects of ci were love, longing and 

loneliness, which were usually seen from the perspective of a discarded woman.  For the 

first two centuries of the genre’s existence, however, the known authors of ci were men 

who wrote their lyrics for performance by women in the entertainment quarters and in so 

doing developed a “feminine” poetic style supposedly expressive of typical female 

experiences, emotions and concerns.  Indeed, by the time the genre had become 

respectable enough to be practiced by elite women in the second half of the eleventh 

century, it had already developed a language with which to describe “feminine” 

experiences.  This meant that once women themselves began to write lyrics, they had a 

ready-made emotional vocabulary from which to draw upon; however, it was a mode 

constructed entirely by men as a means through which they could emphasize their own 

total and limitless devotion to the emperor, by writing poems that were almost entirely in 

the voice of a woman. 58  

From the eleventh century onwards the spread of printing meant that the Inner Palace 

gradually lost its role in the production of women’s writing, as elite women from outside 

the court came to dominate the scene.  An expanding economy at the end of the sixteenth 

century facilitated a boom in publishing, and at the same time, philosophers and critics 

started to valourize the unmediated and spontaneous expression of “feelings” (qing) as 

the basis of authenticity.  These developments laid the groundwork for an explosion, in 

the seventeenth century and beyond, in the number of male writers as well as writing 

women, particularly from the elite class.  Despite the cult of qing however, writing in 

elite families was at best an avocation, and not a primary occupation for women; whereas 

for men, writing was a public social practice which legitimized careers and through 

which men competed for status.  While men were expected to dedicate their lives to the 
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study of literature and to prove their mastery in extremely competitive examinations, the 

poetry of women was praised for the direct expression of emotion, free from convention 

and artifice.    

In the late sixteenth century, the first high tide of women’s literature began to gather 

momentum reaching its highest point around the middle of the seventeenth century.  In 

many ways this was a period of innovation and experimentation in literature and 

coincided with an unprecedented publishing boom. Significant numbers of Chinese 

women began to enter the book trade as it became more acceptable for a “woman of good 

family” (the so-called giuxiu or gentlewoman or elevated social standing) to write poetry 

and to seek to publish her poems. Whether or not women sold their works for money, 

they at least traded printed collections with other literate women and, in that sense, 

conducted literary exchanges.  This allowed them to build reputations outside of the 

home.  Their knowledge of one another’s work might take place through personal 

friendships, but it could also be gleaned from works available for sale.  Commercial 

booksellers could be involved when a “woman of talent” or cainü published.  Yet with 

the more cloistered guixiu, husbands, brothers, sons and the interested males were part of 

the publication process, whether by providing money for printing, writing a preface, or 

transporting a newly published book from one venue to another.59   

Yet, while poetry was the major and most acceptable literary form engaged in by the 

great majority of women writers of the imperial period, the poetic genres, such as the 

poem and the lyric, created serious problems of voice for women writers. This is because 

women entering the literary arena often found themselves confronted with a ready-made 

feminine voice in the available writings by male authors, as traditional Chinese poetry 

had a long tradition of male authored poetry written in a female voice.  While these pre-
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existing feminine voices may have in certain respects facilitated women’s participation in 

literary pursuits, it also made it more difficult for them to develop their own voices.60   

The last decades of the sixteenth and the first half of the seventeenth century witnessed 

an extraordinary growth of the courtesan culture of the Jiangnan area, and many of the 

best-known courtesans established reputations as poets.  From the late Ming, poetry 

societies were an important form of recreation and intellectual development for women.  

Such societies might consist only of family members; however, in the Jiangnan area 

literary ties between close companions could be continued after a woman married and left 

home.  Surges of familial and local pride facilitated the creation of voluntary social and 

public groups of women’s communities which became icons of localism while affording 

their members literary fame and visibility in the public sphere.  A seminal example of a 

women’s community identified with the native place of its members is the rather well-

known women’s poetry club known as the Banana Garden Society (Jiaoyuan shishe) of 

Hangzhou, one of the first public literary societies founded by a woman and for women. 

The poets were all gentry women (guixiu), ruling class ladies or ‘gentlewomen’ from elite 

families.  In both of its two incarnations, one with five and one with seven members, the 

group had close ties to the late Ming poet Gu Ruopu (1592-1680s), with whom some 

members had family ties.61  The reputation of this early Qing community with seven 

members became so prominent that it acquired a formal name, Banana Garden Seven 

(Jiaoyuan qizi) with the visibility of a public institution in the cultural landscape of 

Hangzhou.  As long as poets were still unmarried and lived in close vicinity to each other, 

they could meet several times a month to compose poetry together.  Alongside the rapid 

development of the publishing industry, the presence of large numbers of literate women 

created expanded opportunities for them to interact with one another and with society 

beyond the domestic quarters of the household. 62   
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As new feminine textual subjects began to emerge, new feminine voices were becoming 

audible.  These voices were being produced by women writers who occupied a range of 

social stations as entertainers, maidservants, merchants’ daughters, women from the 

families of the local gentry, and the wives, daughters, or concubines of prominent 

officials and literary figures.   As readers, writers, and editors, these women emerged 

from their cloistered anonymity to become consumers and producers of this new culture 

to assume a visible space in literati culture, previously the prerogative of the male literati.  

In the last several centuries of the imperial period, women wrote in new genres such as 

drama, narrative fiction and prose writing.  The relatively low status of these literary 

genres in the eyes of the male literati allowed the women who wrote in these genres far 

greater latitude when it came to indulging in fantasy or voicing subversive opinions.  

There was also the appropriation of a historical or mythical figure of a type of women 

writer, such as the abducted widow and ransomed mother Cai Yan (ca. 200), who played 

an important role in the literary imaginations of both men and women who often found 

their own suffering and frustrations mirrored in these women’s sorrowful fates. Idema 

and Grant argue that the popularity of these “phantom authors” was shown by the 

popularity in the seventeenth century of the long-suffering concubine Xiaoqing and, in 

the eighteenth century, of the trials and travails of the peasant woman poet Shuanqing.63   

During the first three-quarters of the eighteenth century, there appears to have been a 

temporary decline in the visibility of women’s writing.  Then, in the last decades of the 

eighteenth century, there was a second high tide of women’s literature which reached its 

highest point in the first half of the nineteenth century.  By this time, courtesans and nuns 

had almost disappeared from the literary scene which was now almost completely 

dominated by women of the elite. Increasingly, these women felt freer to express their 

unhappiness about the inequalities of their lives, and often voiced both their frustrations 

and aspirations by writing plays, ballads, and stories that frequently featured heroines in 

male dress. During this period, women also began to write narrative fiction with the 

preferred narrative genre being the rhymed prosimetric ballad known as tanci, (or tanci 
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xiaoshuo) or “plucking rhymes.” 64 Tanci xiaoshuo belong to the larger category of tanci, 

and are distinguished from other tanci in that they were meant to be read and not 

performed, and significantly, their authorship, narrating voice, and intended readership 

were all women.65   

In the nineteenth century, fiction flourished among women writers as did ease of access 

to their writing.  An increasingly public and print-oriented face to women’s culture was 

matched by parallel developments in commercial publishing.  By the end of the century 

there was a marked surge in literacy opened the way for Qing government efforts to 

establish schools for girls, home-study programs for women and modern forms of 

publishing such as the newspaper, all of which made a significant contribution to female 

literacy. 

 
2. Modern Era 

Simply put, the self-consciousness of a break with the past is what creates the experience 

of the modern.  In this section I am interested not in defining modernity, but in 

identifying how modernity as a consciousness affects the way one formulates oneself and 

one’s perception of reality.  The notion of newness and the self-appointment as a new 

person in the May Fourth period are important coordinates for the birth of twentieth-

century autobiography.  As a form,    autobiography provides an expressive venue for the 

self-creation and fulfillment of the modern individual; it is also part of the discovery of 

the modern self.   

The May Fourth revolution is both a distinct historical incident and an empirical decision 

which provides a discrete point in time and space where real change took place.  Certain 

political and social issues that the May Fourth generation faced were unprecedented in 

China’s past.  Politically, China was slowly extricating itself from the grip of colonialism 
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after World War 1.  However, the betrayal of Versailles,66 the increasing Japanese threat, 

and internal political turmoil hampered China’s efforts at modernisation.  The 

relationship between Chinese intellectuals and the modern world, represented by the 

West and Japan, was ambivalent – desiring to be part of it, yet at the same time 

understanding that its greatness was built upon China’s weakness.  This tortured 

negotiation between the national self and foreign others is the basis of the particular kind 

of nationalism among modern Chinese intellectuals.67  The “I” of the May Fourth youth 

and intellectuals was identified by an intense consciousness of the self in the world and, 

as such, a deep awareness of the self as a political entity.   Autobiographical writing thus 

became a unique literary tool of this period through which to express a new sense of 

self.68  

Concepts of Self  

With the demise of the dynastic system in 1911, and against a backdrop of rising anti-

imperialist sentiment, intellectuals and the youth of both sexes became alarmed by what 

they viewed as the slow progress of China’s modernization and mounted a radical re-

examination of the country’s cultural heritage.  Traditional values and beliefs, especially 

those associated with Confucianism, were virulently denounced as the new thinkers 

believed these had rendered the nation incapable of withstanding the challenges posed by 

foreign imperialism.  Eager to dismantle the old Chinese concept of the person that was 

embedded in the Confucian ethical codes of conduct, May Fourth intellectuals adopted 

the notion of the individual as a distinct and self-directed existence who was politically, 

economically, and morally liberated from all conventional systems.69  Intellectuals used 
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the restrictions on the individual as an ideological weapon through which to reject 

Confucianism which had no place for this.  Thus a direct change in the concept of the self 

was to play a pivotal role in the ensuing debates on the discourse of individualism.   

Much like the reformers at the end of the Qing dynasty, intellectuals of the early May 

Fourth period again pointed to the status of Chinese women as the most glaring symptom 

of China’s backwardness and as an impediment to national salvation.  Emancipatory 

ideas were appropriated by intellectuals such as Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao (1873-

1921) who, in spite of their deep attachment to Confucian values, first wrote of a need not 

only for men, but also for women, to be liberated from the shackles of Confucianism.  

Both reformers advocated natural feet for women for eugenic purposes and the education 

of women to ensure the quality of motherhood for the future of the country.  Kang and 

Liang rationalized that if China could not exploit all its productive resources, including 

women, the country would be unable to compete for national survival on a global 

scale.70Even though May Fourth intellectuals drew heavily on Western thought, they 

embraced an individualism that was specific to China’s social and cultural progress and 

to national salvation as a whole. Non-gendered neologisms such as ziwo, geren, geren 

zhuyi (self, individual, individualism) became a part of Chinese vocabulary and found 

expression for example, in Hu Shi’s (1891-1962)1919 essay, “Bu xiu” (Immortality) in 

New Youth, which expounded upon the May Fourth conception of the individual, nation 

and society; in it Hu Shi referred to the individual as xiaowo (minor self - small “I”) 

whose extension in society is called dawo (greater self  - great “I”).  In this context 

xiaowo exists in a relationship of mutuality with society, the greater entity.  Hu’s concept 

of the renewal of “I” in society suggested a way of resolving the inner/outer tension 

between the self and the external world.  However, as Lydia Liu points out, “Hu Shi’s 

subordination of xiaowo (individual) to dawo (society) did not indicate a retreat from 

individualism…” but rather, “a logical expression of the theory of modernity, which did 

not so much liberate individuals as to constitute them as citizens of the nation-state and 
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members of a modern society.” 71 The concept of the great “I” and the small “I” (dawo, 

xiaowo) therefore, illustrates a new bond, not between self and tradition, but between 

self-existence and national survival.  

Zhou Zuoren summed up the spirit of the literary reform of the period in his 1918 essay, 

“Ren de wenxue” (humane literature) in which he unambiguously declared geren zhuyi 

(individualism), a concept that embraced both men and women, as the essence of his 

humanism. This exerted a decisive impact on the literary development of the period.72  

But as Liu contends, while the concept of geren zhuyi held out great promise for 

resolving the problematic relationship between the modern self and the nation, instead it 

complicated the situation.  This was because it was still difficult to conceptualise the self 

as an isolated site of unique personal identity because the modern geren, still “finds itself 

in complicity with nationalism.” 73 Therefore, because the assertion of self was 

inextricably tied to the higher goal of national regeneration and to national unity, the 

individual still maintained a collective identity. 

Individualism 

The individualism adopted by May Fourth intellectuals served as an ideological weapon 

to oppose Confucianism and opened up venues for literary expression of personal 

feelings and thoughts that became the hallmark of the New Literature of the time. 74  For 

example, Chen Duxiu’s (1880-1942) journal New Youth (Xin qingnian), that had been 

launched in Shanghai in 1915 as Youth Magazine (Qingnian zazhi), challenged and 

denounced all traditional Chinese values and norms and upheld Western thought as the 

only avenue to modernity in China. In the following year, 1916, Li Dazhao (1888-1927) 

published “The Creation of a Youthful China” (Qingchun zhonghua zho changzao) in 
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which he argued that the making of new culture in China depended on the iconoclastic 

deconstruction of tradition through the authority of ziwo (self).75   

A women’s place in the restructuring of family, society, culture and literature through the 

creation of  ziwo (individual) was fully articulated as the Funü Wenti (Woman Question) 

covering all issues relating to women: gender, the economy, policymaking, education 

rights, physical and personal issues, as well as those relating to sexual freedom.  Along 

with hundreds of other new journals appearing around the country, New Youth often 

published articles critiquing Confucian gender ideology.  In June 1918 New Youth 

devoted itself to a “Special Issue on Ibsen”, which carried a full rendition of Ibsen’s A 

Doll’s House that was co-translated by Hu Shi and Luo Jialun (1897-1969).  Ibsen’s self-

assertive Nora, who walks away from her predetermined role as wife and mother, 

resonated with Chinese women intellectuals and instantly became a symbolic heroine in 

China for women’s emancipation.  Hu’s response was his essay “Ibsenism” (“Yibusheng 

zhuyi”) in New Youth (1918); it emphasized the importance of individualism in China’s 

cultural and literary modernization. 76 

Education Reform 

In the late Qing, education for women became an issue of national importance. Indeed, 

since the late nineteenth century, support for both male and female education had grown 

steadily but was to have the greatest significance for women as upper-class girls were 

given educational opportunities which had been denied both to their predecessors and the 

girls whose families were relatively uneducated or without sufficient resources.  The 

argument for female education from the 1898 reformers was succinctly summarized in 

the expression qiangzhong baoguo (to strengthen the Chinese race and defend the 

nation).77  Education for girls and women formed part of a general reformist view that 

women should contribute to the productive power of the Chinese state by becoming 

‘erudite’ mothers who in turn would produce better-informed sons and thereby a stronger 

body-politic.  As girls gained more physical freedom in the early twentieth century, they 
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were able to first attend missionary girls’ schools and then Chinese secular schools.  

Whether they attended schools with curricula based, either on traditional women’s 

subjects such as music, painting, and sewing, as were many provincial girls’ schools, or, 

on training for careers as doctors, nurses, or teachers; the numbers of urban women who 

could read and write were steadily increasing.  

The appearance of public schools for girls represented one of the most dramatic social 

and cultural changes of the period.  In just a few years, centuries-old assumptions about 

appropriate gendered space were swept aside in an attempt to publicly educate women for 

the sake of family harmony and prosperity, social order and stability, and national wealth 

and prestige. Government statistics estimated that 6 percent of the students attending 

state-run primary schools in the early 1920s were girls.78  As more schools opened up, the 

opportunity for young women to attend institutes of higher education gradually increased. 

Prior to 1919, the few higher education institutions that were available to women were, 

for the most part, run by Western missionaries.  For example, the first four-year higher 

institution of learning for women was the missionary-run Jinling College in Nanjing 

which opened in 1916.   

After the promulgation of regulations for education in May 1919, more young women 

from elite families were granted access to a formal higher education.79  In 1924, Beijing 

Women’s Higher Normal School became Beijing Women’s Normal University.  As 

students attending the first official higher educational institution for Chinese women, 

permission was granted for them to enrol at Beijing University, which became the most 

prestigious higher education institution in the country.   Education and literacy 

undoubtedly changed women’s lives and afforded those students who did enrol on school 
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campuses a vast array of experiences and opportunities outside of the mediating control 

of the family.80  This led to a transformation of women’s self-perception and identity.  

They were able to imagine themselves, their experience and their future, in a radically 

different light from previous generations of young women, even though textually and 

philosophically women were still configured in a particular way for a particular agenda, 

that of nation building.  Yet in spite of these advances, the majority of young women still 

encountered difficult personal struggles to obtain a formal education.  This was because 

mainstream society still regarded marriage and motherhood as the proper feminine 

destiny.  As Janet Ng points out, historically “marriage was often a form of death of the 

self, metaphorically or actually.”81  A key factor in enabling women to write from their 

own “experience,” was their engagement with the discursive environment within which 

they were taught to be feminine.82  In this engagement, language reform played a crucial 

role. 

Language Reform 

Language reform with the demise of classical literacy culture and the institutions 

supporting it ushered in a new era of intellectual possibilities and empowerment for 

women.  At the forefront was a deliberate shift from classical Chinese (wenyan) to a 

vernacular style of written language (baihua) which was an integration of written and 

spoken language. What was needed, according to the new iconoclastic generation, was a 

cultural renaissance through the appropriation of new, mainly Western, ideas and 

methods.  Hu Shi declared that classical Chinese , the official language of China’s literati 

for over two thousand years, was a “dead” language incapable of describing the reality of 

China’s current social and political problems or of verbalizing the fresh ideas that were 

needed to overcome them and establish a new culture.  This, he believed, was because the 

classical language, burdened by sediments of the past, signified a different reality and 
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therefore any writings would be divorced from spontaneity of the thoughts and emotions 

of the author. 83   

In 1917 Hu Shi published his inaugural essay for the vernacular movement, “Some 

Modest Proposals for the Reform of Literature” (“Wenxue gailiang chuyi”); this was 

followed in 1918 by “Toward a Constructive Theory of Literary Revolution” (“Jianshe de 

wenxue geming lun”).  In both of these articles Hu Shi called for sincerity in writing and 

attacked the emotional affectation in the old literature that was composed in classical 

Chinese.  In these two seminal essays, Hu called on the genuine voice of the individual to 

emerge.  He challenged his compatriots to replace the ancient classical canon and to 

create a new national literature by adopting as their medium a vernacular Chinese.  

Through this one would be able to express his or her own thoughts and reality in a way 

that was not possible before.84   

Many male intellectual leaders recognized that the language was no longer effective in 

expressing the individual’s true emotions.  Hu Shi advocated the development of the 

vernacular (baihua) as a literary language as a means of closing the gap between the 

spoken and written languages.  The unarticulated assumption in such a proposal was that 

the speaking voice is closer to the “inner” voice of the author. 85  The privileging of 

speech in the new writing enabled writers to express the interior reality of the individual.   

The vernacular through which all writers, including women, could probe the agency of 

the subject and challenge the reigning notions of identity offered a new linguistic medium 

of expression.  Foucault argues that it is discourse as a medium of power that produces 

subjects or, as he put it, “speaking subjects” which, for him were the only kind that exist 

because discourses themselves are bearers of various subject positions.   Furthermore, 

Foucault contends “nothing has any meaning outside of discourse”86  as discourse 
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communicates knowledge not only about the intended meaning of language, but also 

about the person speaking the discourse.  The scene of writing, however, gives rise to 

conflicting discourses and newly imagined concepts of identity that are played out as 

writing subjects negotiate the politics of subjectivity through generic expectations and 

contradictions.87  This is because the individual is an ideological construct subject to 

someone else’s control and, with limited freedom, is positioned within authority relations.  

The individual needs to be able to negotiate the material reality of lived experience to 

become subject to its own identity, and the agent of its own actions.88  

Until the introduction of the vernacular, it was not possible for women to become 

narrating subjects in their own right within the male-dominated literary language, 

particularly for those who sought to counter male writing about female desire and 

selfhood.  Indeed, the so-called autonomous self never existed within the literary tradition 

and moreover, women had not been envisaged in terms other than those of mother, 

daughter, wife, sister, or lover.   Even so, it was no easy task for a woman writer trying to 

insert herself into a yet-to-be written text in which she is no longer portrayed as someone 

else’s daughter, sister, beloved or friend, but as an autonomous “I”. 

Women Writing 

The shift from classical Chinese to a vernacular style of written language, which was an 

integration of written and spoken language, ushered in a new era of intellectual 

possibilities and empowerment for women.  Writing rapidly became an integral aspect of 

an educated woman’s modern identity as it gave them the ability to imagine a modern 

selfhood that had not been possible before and to attain authority as a narrating subject.  

The vernacular language that offered a free indirect style and the possibility for interior 

monologue represented the possibility of locating the modern self in a new symbolic 

context.  The privileging of individualism immediately translated into a broad range of 

experiments with narrative modes borrowed from European fiction free of discredited 
                                                        
87 Nussbaum’s reading of eighteenth-century British autobiographical writing in two essays entitled “The 
Ideology of Gender” and “The Politics of Subjectivity” explored “the way in which conflictual discourses 
are yoked together within ideology to encourage bourgeois subjects to (mis)recognize themselves.”  Refer 
Felicity A. Nussbaum. The Autobiographical Subject. 2nd ed. (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 
1995), p. 10.  
88 Nussbaum, p. xi. 
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Confucian dogmatism.  At the same time, the individualism adopted by May Fourth 

intellectuals also opened up venues for literary expression of personal feelings and 

thoughts.  This is expressed in the explosion of popularity of the confessional, first-

person narrative form in the late teens and early twenties.   Such a writing mode offered 

new opportunities for self-expression for women writers, prompting the adoption of the 

‘feminine mode’ of writing (funü wenxue) as a hallmark of the era.  This led to a 

transformation of women’s self-perception and identity, as they were able to imagine 

themselves, their experiences and their future, in a radically different light from previous 

generations of young women.  

The displacement of classical Chinese by the vernacular had symbolic implications for 

women and became the most powerful mechanism for the assumption of a subject 

position by women.  Not surprisingly, in 1917, Chen Hengzhe, (1860-1976), a young 

Chinese woman studying at Vassar College in the United States, accomplished that which 

male intellectuals were still only talking about: she became the first writer to respond to 

Hu’s proposals for a new Chinese literature in the vernacular.  Chen wrote her short story 

‘Yi ri’ (One Day) and published it in a minor journal, Liumei xueshen jikan (The 

Quarterly Journal of Chinese Students studying in America).  This ushered in a sustained 

and enthusiastic response by young female writers to the culturally and linguistically 

disruptive possibilities offered by the new linguistic medium.  Here was the possibility of 

shattering traditional patriarchal constructions of meaning through the mediation of 

language that enabled the modern Chinese woman to position herself as a new speaking 

subject.  Significantly, Chen’s simple account of a day in the life of a group of female 

students offered a prototype for ‘writing in the feminine’ in the modern Chinese 

vernacular and marked the beginning of a dynamic period of literary output in China.89  

The possibility of writing in the vernacular, the rhetoric of individualism, and the opening 

up of publication venues provided by literary periodicals and societies allowed women to 

write themselves into existence socially, culturally, and historically.  As a result, an 

increasing number of women began contributing essays, stories and poems to the most 
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prominent political and literary journals through-out the country to dozens of local and 

national journals devoted exclusively to women’s issues.  Not surprisingly, the vast 

majority of the nüshi (woman scholar) whose works appeared in these journals were 

students at educational institutions, most notably Beijing Women’s Normal College 

where the main architects of the New Culture Movement, such as Lu Xun (1881 – 1936) 

and Hu Shi often gave speeches.  These were to have a profound influence on these 

young women writers. Contact with progressive male teachers and students involved in 

the May Fourth Movement, as well as greater access to public life through new 

educational and professional opportunities, expanded women’s abilities to voice their 

opinions on many issues.    

Literary publication offered educated women one of the few means of earning an income 

and the possibility of an alternative to a life of financial dependence on parents and/or 

husbands.  Some women writers also held teaching positions in the newly established 

women’s schools and colleges which, coupled with the money they earned for 

publication of short stories, poetry or essays, supplemented their meagre wages to 

contribute to their financial independence.  Editors of progressive magazines also began 

actively recruiting young college students, like Lu Yin to write for their journals.90  

Having women as contributors was clearly considered a politically correct and “modern” 

thing to do.  But such encouragement also stemmed from an understanding that women 

would provide new insights into the issues critical to the Woman Question (funü wenti).  

Discussions of female emancipation, women’s suffrage and education and marriage in 

early May Fourth publications had become largely dominated by male voices, giving rise 

in certain circles to concerns about the role women were to play in resisting patriarchy.  

At the same time, emergent notions of authenticity in literary expression helped shape 

assumptions that only women themselves could “truly give voice to their gendered 

experiences.”91  In his 1922 article “Women and Literature”, Zhou Zuoren urged that 

modern Chinese women needed to “take advantage of their own creative abilities to 

express their true feelings and thoughts and to eradicate age-old misunderstandings and 

                                                        
90 Dooling and Torgeson, p. 14.  
91 Ibid. 



 
 

60 

misgivings about women.”92  Such views were to play a critical role in legitimizing 

women’s writing in the 1920s and informing the ways in which it was publicly received. 

While women writers published in leading journals and newspapers, they tended to 

remain peripheral to the frequent theoretical battles between contending literary factions 

that dominated the early May Fourth cultural politics.  However, this did not mean they 

were detached from the sorts of cultural debates that were taking place. For example, in 

the literature department at Beijing Women’s Normal College young women frequently 

discussed the role they should play in the direction and the creation of new literature.93   

Dominating all these debates was a new focus on the interior realities of emotional and 

psychological experience.94  Though this literary introspection manifested itself in 

exceedingly diverse ways, many writers, particularly women, shared an intense 

preoccupation with the subjective self.  Diverse experimentations in the subjective voice 

and form increased the variety of women’s writing.  Many women writers began to show 

a preference for personal modes of literary expression which enabled them to explore 

their own ambivalence about the current predicament of the “modern woman” in China.  

Indeed, the question of subjectivity itself began to raise issues that were specific to this 

generation of modern educated young women as “writing by women.”95   

By the 1920s, European literary techniques allowed Chinese writers, both men and 

women, a new means with which to express their alienation as they adapted Western 

narrative practices to their immediate needs.  A free indirect style and an interior 

monologue represented the possibility of locating the modern self in a new symbolic 

context that was devoid of the nexus of patriarchal kinships.  Thus, during the mid-to late 

1920s, there was an outpouring of women’s writing that captured the complex emotional 

and psychological effects of socio-political transformation, particularly women’s sense of 

self and identity within the context of modernity.   
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The question of self required the production of new ideologies and symbolic systems 

which required a massive reconstruction of subjectivity.  Yet the search for a new 

subjectivity was carried out quite frequently in terms of capturing, in the new form, the 

crisis of the “new woman” (xin nüxing).  However, as Stephen Ching-kui Chan contends, 

this form was completely dominated by the intellectual (male-centered) self whose 

dilemma of identity was directly related to the position of the repressed but emerging 

“other” of woman.96  Such attempts to give form to women’s identity during the early 

stages of China’s modernization were common not only in the works of female writers 

like Ding Ling (1904-1986), but more so, although perhaps less ostensibly, in the works 

of leading male writers such as Lu Xun and Yu Dafu (1896-1936).   But for these male 

writers, as Chan argues, these works only intensified the subjective crisis because their 

writing suggested that a woman’s consciousness could only find an avenue for expression 

through a masculine voice.97   

Notwithstanding this however, the experience of crisis became a new mode of 

representation that was important for the establishment of a mode of writing of which 

women took advantage. A small but growing number of women began writing in this 

new mode; yet they articulated a far more ambivalent view of the so-called modern 

female self.  Indeed, the disillusionment of the modern educated young woman who 

spurned social conventions and even her own family to obtain an education and marry for 

true love, only found that life after this supposed ‘victory’ did not hold the intended 

promises.   

The narrative “I” mode of representation was introduced into Chinese literature through 

the inspiration of Western models, and quickly became one of the most significant and 

characteristic new phenomena for both men and women writers of the May Fourth era.  

The “I” narrator shifts the action from external events to the inner life of the character, 

whose ordeal is often self-induced and whose conflict lies within the self.  In traditional 

fiction, a highly restrictive system of values was held in common by both narrator and 
                                                        
96 Ching-kiu Stephen Chan, “The Language of Despair: Ideological Representation of the “New Woman” 
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Xun’s “Shangshi” and Yu Dafu’s “Huangxiang ji,” refer whole article, pp. 13-31.  
97 Ibid., pp. 13-14. 
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audience.  In some instances, the narrator was external to the events within the story and 

relied upon shared assumptions about human experience through which to engage an 

audience.  Thus the narrative “I” represented the possibility of locating the modern self in 

a new symbolic context, one in which the protagonist no longer serves as an element in 

the nexus of patriarchal kinships in which pre-modern Chinese fiction situated its hero or 

heroine.   

Thus, despite the dominant male tenor in literary discourse and discursive patterns that 

continually threatened to co-opt woman for other cultural-political agendas, women 

writers fashioned an array of narrative and rhetorical strategies to meaningfully articulate 

and locate themselves within the historical fabric of which they were a part. With a new 

focus on the subjective self, women writers used personal genres of writing, particularly 

the diary and epistolary forms, to produce narratives and images that depicted moments 

of self-discovery or despair in an impassioned style.98  As women writers articulated new 

notions of the individual woman’s relationship to society and social change they 

produced bold new accounts of the concept of the individual within the context of this 

new reality.99  

Through the narrative “I” women writers could probe the subjective consciousness of the 

individual woman within the context of their new reality. As their writings tended to 

focus on women close in class and educational stature to the narrator, the narrative “I” 

enabled a sense of community within the text through which readers could explore the 

thoughts and feelings of the female protagonist.  Significantly, this narrative mode 

provided women writers with a mechanism through which they could express themselves 

and become “subject[s] in discourse” rather than remaining “subject[s] of discourse.”100  
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It is within this context of the educational and language reform and that I place Shi 

Pingmei, a young woman writer who expressed her experience of  her gendered ‘self’ at a 

time when the category of ‘woman’ was being radically rewritten.101   

                                                        
101 The multiple connotations that “women” accrued in modern Chinese cultural discourse and the feminist 
ramifications of her symbolic centrality during this period, have been provocatively dealt with in recent 
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in Ding Ling’s Mother.”  In Michael S. Duke, ed., Modern Chinese Women Writers: Critical Appraisals 
(Armonk, New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1989), pp. 1-14; Tani E. Barlow, ed., Gender Politics in Modern 
China: Writing and Feminism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993); Rey Chow, Woman and Chinese 
Modernity: the Politics of Reading Between East and West (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
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of Chinese Women: Rhetoric, Experience, and Self-Perception in Twentieth Century China (London: Zed 
Press, 1975; Wendy Larson, “The End of ‘Funü Wenxue’: Women’s Literature from 1925-1935.”  In Tani 
Barlow, ed., Gender Politics in Modern China: Writing and Feminism (Durham: Duke University Press, 
1993), pp. 58-73; Wendy Larson, “Female Subjectivity and Gender Relations: The Early Stories of Lu Yin 
and Bing Xin,”  In Kang Liu and Xiaobing Tang, eds., Politics, Ideology and Literary Discourse in Modern 
China (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), pp. 124-143.  Furthermore, as Dooling and Torgeson 
pointed out, it is important to acknowledge that there was not a coherent movement by women writers to 
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decentralized and complex and were informed by a broad spectrum of ideological perspectives and 
aesthetic tastes, as well as individual concepts of self and identity as they intersected with that of the nation.  
Refer Dooling and Torgeson, p. 3.     
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Chapter Two  
 

From Social Relationships to Textual Communities of 

Readers  

In the 1920s, education and literacy opened up a vast array of experiences and 

opportunities outside of the mediating control of the family particularly to those 

young women from elite families who enrolled as students on school campuses.  

Through regular interaction with their peer group, young women were able to imagine 

themselves and their future, in a radically different light. This unprecedented social 

experience provided the inspiration for Shi Pingmei’s writing.  This body of work 

reflects how she and her close female friends were able to interact with each other in 

ways that were not possible either within the traditional family compound or in 

society after graduation.   

This chapter explores the educational environment of the all girls’ boarding school as 

both a formative experience for Shi Pingmei herself and as a paradigm that enabled 

the particular reading context of her work when it was published.  Of particular 

significance is the way that female students were able to discover a new 

consciousness/awareness of themselves through the formation of enduring bonds of 

friendship with other young women and by developing relationships that post-

graduation were to exert a profound influence over their lives. The theorizations of 

female friendship are explored to consider the transition from social experiences of 

female friendship to the envisaging of a sense of community. In particular, the Italian 

concept of affidamento (entrustment) 1 is utilized in this thesis as a theoretical 

framework in the reading of a series of texts by Shi Pingmei that were published in 

The Wild Rose Weekly.   

The school campus environment was where educated young women were trained to 

enter the public world of independence and careers and to relate to others on the basis 

of shared principles and personal feelings.  Their self-development and identity was 
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then redefined as part of a public ethos, rather than being circumscribed by the family.  

Indeed, the significance of a formal education for young women within a college 

environment was to have wider relevance within society as the growing visibility of 

women opened up a tantalizing public space for girls and young women.  At the same 

time, this set in motion the wider debates concerning the appropriate roles women 

should play in the household and society.  Separated from the influence of their 

families, young women of the same age and generation were able to live and study in 

an exclusive all-girl environment where they were granted the freedom to socialize 

with other female students of the same age and generation.  Through having regular 

social contact on the college campus, they discovered a different kind of sociality.  It 

was not only possible, but also rewarding, for like-minded young women from similar 

backgrounds who had grown up in sheltered families and communities to choose their 

friends and form special relationships that were uncontaminated by the nexus of 

relationships within the familial environment.  This represented an unprecedented 

social phenomenon because historically, and prior to the modernizing reforms in 

education, young women from elite families were rarely, if ever, afforded an 

opportunity to interact socially with other women beyond the influence and 

interference of family members, and in particular, of male chaperones.  Being able to 

socialize with their peers on a daily basis, both individually and in groups, meant they 

could discuss issues that were important to them and support each other.  This was 

particularly true in matters such as their rejection of an arranged marriage or in their 

determination to create roles for themselves that differed from the narrow 

proscriptions of their mothers’ lives.  With more physical and intellectual freedom 

than could ever have been imagined in their mother’s generation, these young female 

students were able to gain a new and liberating sense of self-worth, a quality that had 

often been lacking in their mothers’ lives.  In some cases a girl’s mother had even 

lacked a name and/or responded to a variety of role-specific appellations, such as the 

mother, wife or daughter-in-law of so and so, or simply just the person in the house.2  

While the new generation of young women continued to be raised to be docile and 

self-effacing, being together in an intellectual environment was instrumental in 
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helping them confront the psychological impediments that impaired their ability to 

break with prescribed gender roles and to assume assertive roles in public life.3  

The college environment also exerted a considerable impact on the early political 

socialization of young female students.  The strong reforming ethos woven through 

the school curriculum, engendered a distinct feminist and nationalist consciousness 

among students.  Women leaders were pioneering new roles for their students and 

were under great pressure to demonstrate the viability of their institutions.  At the 

same time, students were eager to prove themselves worthy of the new institutions. 

While boarding school life would have demanded a carefully cultivated sense of duty 

towards the group, students could also provide a source of support for each other 

particularly in their determination to create modern roles for themselves such as 

teachers or writers.  Hence boarding-school life freed these female students from the 

relatively isolated lives of their mothers and the private world of women’s domestic 

space and opened up illuminating possibilities for life in the public sphere.  Young 

women not only found refuge, but also an assertion of selfhood, through personal 

friendships.  These frequently became the arena in which a young woman fought for 

independence from her family.  Regular conversations with close female friends 

fulfilled a desire for intimacy and individuality, independence and loyalty.  Emotional 

satisfaction shifted from disempowering familial models of interaction towards 

female-female relationships that enhanced the development of personal autonomy and 

an enriched consciousness of self. This created a new set of psychological demands 

for these young women as the previous emphasis on the private duty of a woman’s 

role changed into a more publicly oriented ethic of service and discipline.4  The 

schools provided an alternative public space, and a new society, one that was 

controlled by women within which greater autonomy and individualism were 

encouraged through the values of the school environment.  An educated minority of 

female students was trained to enter the public realm, as “new” and “modern” women 

in careers such as teaching, medicine, or writing.  They were instructed to relate to 

others on the basis of shared professional concerns or principles rather than personal 
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feelings.  Hence the self-development of a young woman was redefined as part of a 

public ethos rather than being circumscribed by her family.5  

The effect of this increased autonomy and public life was two-fold.  On the one hand, 

these young women had a greater sense of freedom and independence.  On the other 

hand, however, the desire for closeness, for a special cherished friend, was enhanced. 

If one’s daily life demanded a public mask, a carefully cultivated sense of duty 

towards the group, then one found refuge and an assertion of selfhood through 

personal friendships.6  In this environment, intimate bonds of friendship with other 

young women flourished as they were able to express their feelings (qing) among 

sisters (jiemei) and friends (you), in ways that reflected their relative independence 

from the patriarchal family.7  Simultaneously, these friendships frequently became the 

position from which educated young women could seek independence from 

traditional relationships within the family structure.   

Shi Pingmei was part of this particular community of educated young women.  In 

1920, at the age of eighteen, she enrolled as a boarder, at the exclusive Beijing 

Women’s Normal College where she spent four years as a student and teacher.  

Living amongst other young women in the “Red Building” (hong lou) on the college 

campus, Shi Pingmei formed enduring bonds of female friendship that were freely 

chosen and entered into rather than being biologically determined as in the traditional 

family structure of women’s relationships. Two of her closest friends were fellow 

students and writers Lu Jingqing and Lu Yin.  Following student unrest at college, 

and her expulsion from Beijing Women’s Normal College, Lu Jingqing moved into a 

place she called the “green room” (lü wu),8  temporary lodgings in a boarding house 

or apartment building called “Beiguan” on the west side of the city. The “green room” 

provided a private sanctuary off campus and away from the general distraction of 

students in the “red building.”  Therein, close friends could create their own private 
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“women’s space” in which they could talk about their thoughts, feelings, desires and 

motivations, and feel validated.  Indeed, they could spend time together and discover 

the freedom to rethink world from their own gendered perspective. These close bonds 

of friendship that were formed amongst their peer group were different from the only 

other female relationships they had previously experienced.  Away from the 

patriarchal social order of relationships young women were able to establish 

supportive networks amongst themselves that provided a buffer against the harsh 

realities of living in a rapidly changing society.  Significantly, such relationships 

could not be experienced outside this particular intellectual and educational 

environment.  

New educational and professional opportunities also afforded young women greater 

access to public life.  This expanded their ability to give voice their own gendered 

experiences in ways that had not been possible prior to language reform.  As a literary 

language, the vernacular (baihua) was a means of closing the gap between the spoken 

and written languages.  Significantly, this provided young women writers with a 

medium through which the interior realities of their own subjective experiences could 

be expressed.  Writings that directly record the voice were considered superior and 

more authentic as they were closer to the source of the self and therefore closer to the 

“inner” voice of the author.9  To be able to write about their lives in ways that were 

meaningful to them was particularly significant to this generation of educated young 

women because it enabled them to perpetuate in textual form the significant 

experiences of college life.    

Chen Hengzhe’s (1890-1976) “One Day” (Yi ri) was the first to articulate the unique 

experiences of female friendship within a college campus environment.  Chen’s 

simple account of a day in the life of a group of students at an American women’s 

college is written in the modern vernacular and depicted a new type of social reality 

amongst female students on a school campus.  This new mode of writing that was 

able to stimulate direct speech or interior dialogue, facilitated the development of the 

first-person narrative style of writing.  As a prototype for women writers, “One Day” 

represented a textual breakthrough as each female character in the story was able to 
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speak in her own voice, destabilizing the traditional notion of representation as the 

protagonist no longer serves as an element in the nexus of patriarchal kinships.10  

The story reflects Chen’s own experience of boarding school life at Vassar College in 

the United States and, at the time when it was written, envisaged this type of scenario 

being enacted in China many years before it was possible. The text is a succession of 

first-person narratives that depict and transpose the everyday conversations that take 

place in a school dormitory within a group of young women students who have 

formed relationships with each other.  Except for Miss Zhang, all the characters in the 

story are given English first names only, such as Anna and Bertha.  With no reference 

to family, class or background, all characters are decoupled from any masculine form 

of identity.  However, while Chen envisioned a template of representation for modern 

young women in China, Miss Zhang remained tied to those relationships through her 

name.11  

The text consists entirely of everyday dialogue between young women friends. With 

no single stable subject position, the narrative perspective in the story keeps shifting.  

The use of multiple subjective voices enables each female subject to assume a 

primary narrative position and speak directly as an individual. 12   This is significant 

because each character is comprehensible only within a paradigm of self that 

incorporates an awareness of a group identity as they explore their shared sense of 

self with other women. This type of writing highlights the centrality of relationships 

for women, whose sense of self exists within a context of a deep awareness to others.   

                                                   
10 “One Day” marks the beginning of a dynamic period of literary output in China associated with the 
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and was published outside of China, Chen’s position in the development of modern Chinese literature 
is often overlooked. In fact, the title of “father of new literature” went to Lu Xun (1881-1936) the 
famed writer of the short story “Diary of a Madman” which swept through intellectual circles the 
following year, 1918.  Chen on the other hand, as Dooling points out, “was never crowned the 
“mother” of new fiction in China.”  Refer Amy Dooling, p. 10.  In February 1920 Chen Hengzhe was 
hired by Beijing University (Beida) as their first female professor, to teach Western History.  For more 
information on Chen Hengzhe refer Weili Ye, Seeking Modernity in China’s Name: Chinese Students 
in the United States 1900-1927. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001).   
11 Hilary Chung, “Kristevan (Mis)understandings: Writing in the Feminine.” In Michel Hockx and Ivo 
Smits, eds., Reading East Asian Writing.  The Limits of Literary Theory (London: Routledge Curzon, 
2003), pp. 81, 82. 
12  Janet Ng. The Experience of Modernity.  Chinese Autobiography of the Early Twentieth Century 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003), p. 23.  Also refer Hilary Chung, “Kristevan 
(Mis)understandings: Writing in the Feminine,”  pp. 81-82. 
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Friendships amongst women are not unusual and, as Janice Raymond points out, for 

at least a thousand years women have been friends in a variety of ways, as best 

friends, relatives, companions, lovers and emotional supporters. 13  Moreover, 

women’s networks have existed in different epochs, cultures and societies based on 

the need for mutual support and women’s reliance on other women for 

encouragement and the sharing of many kinds of knowledge.  By spending time with 

others, women have come to value themselves, even if the possibility of translating 

the experience, the knowledge and the value of being women into social reality was 

lacking.  

Theorizations of Female Friendship 

It is only in recent decades that the theorization of female relationships has been 

debated.  A number of models for female friendship based on free choice have been 

suggested within Anglo-American radical feminist theory.  They range from Mary 

Daly’s “Sparking the fire of female friendship”14 through Adrienne Rich’s ‘primary 

intensity between and among women’15 to Janice Raymond’s ‘passion for friends.’16  

Any notion of feminist involvement in changing mixed social relations is forcefully 

rejected in Daly’s essentialist vision which views female bonding per se as a threat to 

patriarchy, ‘for Sparking Spinsters confirm each other’s sense of reality, burning 

through [male] lies’.17  Rich’s analysis concentrates on the way every choice by 

women of women ‘as allies, life companions, and community,’18 represents resistance 

to the enforced institution of heterosexuality, but it fails to touch upon any other 

positive social and political effects of women’s reliance on other women’s strengths.19   

                                                   
13 Janice G. Raymond.  A Passion for Friends.  Towards a Philosophy of Female Affection (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1968. p. 8.  
14 See M. Daly, Gyn/Ecology. The Metaethics of Radical Feminism, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1978), pp. 
354-384. 
15 See A. Rich, ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence.’ Signs, 5. no. 4 (Summer 1980),  
p 648. 
16 See Janice G. Raymond.  Another model for female friendship based on free choice can be found in 
Adrienne Rich’s essay ‘Conditions of Work: The Common World of Women,’ 1976, reprinted in On 
Lies, Secrets, and Silence – Selected Prose 1966-1978 (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1979).  
Rich pointed out the need for the political practice of freely choosing other women as “our hearers, our 
co-creators, our challengers,” p. 214. 
17 Daly, Gyn/Ecology, pp. 379-80.   
18 Rich, ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,’ p. 657. 
19 Mirna Cicioni, p. 81. 
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In the late 1980s discussions and critiques of the Italian theory and practice of 

affidamento were examined within the context of feminist theories formulated in 

English-speaking countries.  What is original in the Italian theory and what 

differentiates the concept of affidamento from the elaborations of the aforementioned 

theorists, is the fact that affidamento is connected to the ‘longing to conquer’ – that is 

to bring women’s experiences and desires forcibly into all aspects of social 

experience and thus seen primarily as a social rather than a personal relationship.20  In 

the past, relationships based on mutual trust and reliance, (affidamento), have been 

common among women for a long time.  However, such relationships were practiced 

as personal ad hoc relationships and thus “did not produce a re-definition of feminine 

specificity.”  Raymond’s perspective is close to the Italian one in that the author 

needs to go beyond ‘the politics of victimization’ and ‘to live’ as a woman, working 

for a reconstituted world, without exhausting herself in the struggle against woman-

hating and without despairing at the enormity of the task.’21   Furthermore, 

Raymond’s analysis is also the only one that openly mentions the ‘real differences 

that women have in competence, commitment, and capacities,’22 a notion which is 

central to the theory of affidamento.  Thus the social context of the symbolic 

authorization “that a woman can receive exclusively from a female source, because 

only this can validate her in her difference,”23 has the potential to bring about the 

construction of collective meanings which give social significance to female gender 

identity, and the circulation of female desires within society.24  These aspects of 

affidamento can be usefully applied to a discussion of the social relationships of the 

educational environment which Shi Pingmei both experienced and evoked in her 

writing.   

The Italian practice of affidamento was conceptualized and developed from the 1960s 

to the 1980s.  While this was almost fifty years after the period in which Shi lived and 

wrote, and occurred in a very different cultural, social and political climate than that 

of the China of the 1920s, there is sufficient convergence with the ideas incorporated 

within the concept of affidamento to apply it meaningfully to the Chinese case. 

                                                   
20 Ibid., p. 80. 
21 Raymond, A Passion for Friends, p. 184. 
22 Ibid., p. 194. 
23 Libreria delle donne di Milano, Non credere di avere dei diritti, p. 177.  Cited Mirna Cicioni, p, 81. 
24 Cicioni, p. 81. 
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Chinese and Italian societies experienced, the former in the 1920s and the latter from 

the 1980s, a growing social awareness and consciousness of the oppressed existence 

of women.  Having internalized inherited gender ideologies, Chinese women had 

come to embrace the conditions of subjugation as a preordained social order.  

However, feminist transformation did not lie just in the area of concrete sociopolitical 

reform; crucially, it required change at the deepest psychological levels as women 

would have to imagine themselves, their experience and their future in a radically 

different light.  In the 1960s and 1970s, having been confronted with the alienating 

and gender-blind discourse of Marxism and other leftist ideologies, many Italian 

women on the radical left also sought to define their own cultural and critical spaces 

as being separate from male paradigms of identity.  This new wave of feminism set 

out to uncover a new identity for women by creating a new social revolution that took 

into account women’s own experiences.25  

At the end of the 1970s, a shift in emphasis occurred within the Italian women’s 

movement which signaled a gradual move away from mass campaigns, such as those 

associated with legislative reforms pertaining to divorce, contraception, and abortion, 

which were aimed at promoting ‘equality’ between men and women in the family and 

in the workplace, towards cultural feminism and what Cicioni describes as ‘lifestyle 

politics.’26  A significant first step was the emergence of the practice of 

consciousness-raising (or la practica dell’ autocoscienza) whereby groups of Italian 

women met in social circumstances to talk about themselves, or raise issues that were 

of concern to them as oppressed women.  The aim was to raise women’s 

consciousness, to recognize their subordination and to act collectively against it for 

the express purpose of bringing about social change.  Implicit in the term, 

autocoscienza, was the process of achieving a new consciousness/awareness, through 

“the discovery and (re)construction of the self, both the self of the individual woman 

and a collective sense of self: the search for the subject-woman.”27   

For Italian women, this practice was transformed into a widespread local movement.  

Small groups of women sprang up all over Italy and met regularly to analyze their 

                                                   
25 Sharon Wood, “Feminism and Theory in Italy.”  Year’s Work Critical and Cultural Theory (1992), 2 
(1): pp. 257-258. 
26 Mirna Cicioni, p. 71. However, while there is no denying that significant gains were made for 
women, they were male granted concessions that existed within a highly patriarchal system.   
27 Paola Bono and Sandra Kemp, p. 9.  
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experiences in order to gain a deeper understanding of themselves through the 

discussion of a range of very specific issues that impacted on their daily lives.  

Through these so-called gruppi di autocoscienza (self-awareness groups), attention 

slowly shifted from oppression and therefore from the relationships with men, to an 

investigation of the relationship between/amongst women.  Autocoscienza signified 

women’s difference through establishing a link between theory and the 

consciousness-raising groups that had inspired it.28  On the one hand, for Italian 

women this meant a feeling of freedom that comes from the solidarity of being among 

other women and not isolated within the home.  On the other hand, it soon became 

apparent that a number of difficulties, already experienced in relationship to men, 

reemerged as autocoscienza failed to address the lack of value for women in Italian 

society because attitudes had not changed.29    

Over the course of the 1970s, many Italian feminist theorists turned their attention to 

the relationships between women, and embraced the practice of affidamento with its 

connotations of “dependence, reliance and trust,”30 and which was later more broadly 

defined as la pratica delle relazioni (the practice of relations) which operates by 

valorizing the relationships one already has or by activating new ones, and entrusting 

to that relationship, our most important issues.31  Luisa Muraro signaled the 

importance of relationships for women as she pointed out that, beginning with the 

maternal, relationships “make us who we are.”32  Women often explore and define 

their identity through their sense of a shared self with other women.  

The idea of rethinking the world from one’s gendered experience is linked to the way 

in which affidamento expanded to include other ways of thinking about relationships 

between/amongst women.  Cicioni described affidamento as “a two-way exchange 

between two women who have a commitment to achieving a particular goal, whether 

in their professional life or in any sphere of public activity: a woman with more 

knowledge, competence or skills in a specific area offers these to another woman, and 
                                                   
28 Ibid., p. 11. 
29 Ibid., p. 82. 
30 Cicioni, p. 76. 
31 Susanna Scarparo.  “Feminist Intellectuals as Public Figures in Contemporary Italy.”  Australian 
Feminist  
Studies, Vol. 19, No. 44, July 2004., p. 204. 
32 L. Muraro, “The Passion of Feminine Difference beyond Equality.” In G. Parati and R. West, eds., 
Italian Feminist Theory and Practice: Equality and Sexual Difference.  (Teaneck, Madison: Fairleigh 
Dickinson University Press, 2002), p. 80.  
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the latter offers, in exchange, recognition of the other woman’s value.”33  The 

liberating effects for women come from the words exchanged in groups and amongst 

women without interference or interpretation by men.  Carla Lonzi argued that, 

basically, what women suffer from, is not speaking for themselves, not saying by 

themselves what they are and what they want, but saying it instead to themselves with 

the words of others.34  This enables women to gain a deeper understanding of the 

dynamics of relationships between/amongst themselves. Individual women could also 

be involved in more than one relationship which means that the work done in one 

relationship could be discussed by the same women in other contexts and other 

relationships.  They could meet and discuss independently and use their own 

experience as the starting point of their reflections. The idea of rethinking the world 

from a gendered experience is linked to the primary idea of ‘entrustment’ that 

expanded to include other ways of thinking about relationships between/amongst 

women, and how, in turn, the theories that come from these lived relationships go 

back to feed other relationships in a system that Susanna Scarparo refers to as una 

rete (a net).35   

The female gendered references that make up this network can be structured both 

horizontally, that is, women being together in mutual support and solidarity for one 

another, and vertically - some women taking precedence, others following and 

conferring symbolic authority upon them.36  Thus affidamento included the 

consideration of a range of relationships, including that between an older and a 

younger woman, or with one who is considered to be more experienced than the 

other. These relationships could also be inverted, setting up a fluid dynamic of power 

that might change direction or context, yet could be reversed as the younger woman 

could give something back to the older woman in areas where she might have more 

expertise.    

                                                   
33 Ibid., p. 76. 
34 Carla Lonzi, Sputiamo di Hegel (Rome-Milan: Scritti di Rivola femminile, 1970), p. 37.  Translated 
into English in Patricia Jagenlowicz Mills, Feminist Interpretations of G.W.F. Hegel.  (University 
Park: Pensylvannia State University Press, 1996), pp. 275-298.  Cited in Paola Bono and Sandra Kemp, 
Italian Feminist Thought: A Reader, (London: Blackwell, 1991), pp. 40-59. 
35 Scarparo, p. 205. 
36 Luisa Muraro, quoted in El Franco, ‘I’ affidamento nel rapport pedagagico’, in ‘Diotima’, Il pensiero 
della differenza sessuale (La Tartaruga) Milan, 1987, p. 164.  Cited in Mirna Cicioni, p. 73. 
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This type of network advocated a model for female relationships based on free choice, 

rather than on biological destiny.  These relationships drew from the maternal mother-

daughter paradigm, but the traditionally oppressed mother was then replaced by a 

symbolic mother figure.  This created a different power dimension because it offered 

women a model for being able to achieve their potential through open-ended 

relationality as the “daughter” could give something back to the “mother.”  In this 

way the “mother” could serve as a model for other personal and social relationships 

by making it possible for women to work together to develop new and positive ways 

of relating without a repetition of familial dynamics imported from earlier 

experiences.37   

In Italy, the traditional mother’s role was determined by the dominant ideology of 

Catholicism in combination with the inheritance of fascism.  The mother was a 

sacrificial model relegated to the domestic sphere, a model which did not 

accommodate the aspirations of modern young women.  Affidamento challenged the 

dominant cultural and political representations of the relationship between women by 

recuperating and recasting the mother/daughter relationship through a symbolic 

mother that would more adequately serve the needs of modern young women.   

In these priority relationships it was envisaged that individual women would choose 

other women as interlocutors, to express the value of their experience and knowledge 

in a two-way exchange in a supportive environment through various forms of social 

interaction.38  The power dynamic between women in these exchanges is not 

unidirectional as it can change based on the ‘competence’ and ‘value’ relative to each 

specific situation with such relationships becoming a source of empowerment for all 

women.  Investing in each other gives women the potential to put an end to the 

negative value imposed upon them by masculine systems of meaning.39   

In the specific higher educational context of 1920s China, modern educated young 

women were also searching for a supportive environment through which to bring their 

socially gendered experiences and knowledge into the public sphere.  However, 

discussions of women’s personhood which articulated a new middle-class notion of 

                                                   
37 Lesley Caldwell.  “Italian Feminism: Some Considerations.”  In Women and Italy: Essays on 
Gender, Culture and History.  (London: Macmillan, 1991), p. 105. 
38 Cicioni, p. 75.  (Emphasis Cicioni’s). 
39 Ibid., p. 77. 
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the individual and the conditions that could bring it into being were, not only male 

dominated, but also heavily influenced by a national consciousness and contemporary 

Western thought.  As young modern-educated women searched for ways to curb the 

negative value placed upon them by Confucian values that had been reinscribed by 

equally-male dominated notions of modernization and progress, they began to 

question the reigning masculine paradigms of identity which embodied a set of values 

that contradicted their “new” and “modern” ideals.  In their search, they found that 

both the Western and traditional Confucian cultures to be not only oppressive, but 

also, fundamentally false and artificial.  They relied upon prescriptive rituals and 

codes of conduct through which to confine women within narrow, hierarchically 

ordered roles.  In discovering and imagining alternative stories of female experience 

and potential, issues of motherhood were of crucial importance in reshaping new 

gender roles in a modern society.  On the one hand, the Chinese proponents of 

enlightened motherhood believed women should pursue careers and other social 

involvements, but only so long as those pursuits did not infringe upon their 

reproductive roles.  On the other hand, for those who regarded economic 

independence as the key to women’s emancipation, motherhood was a burden that 

must be alleviated if this generation of modern-educated young women were to 

achieve any status as persons.40  Indeed, just like the Italian women whose mothers 

were shaped by fascism and the influence of the Catholic Church, this new generation 

of women could not learn anything about independence and freedom in careers and 

marriage from their mothers who could only perpetuate the dominant value system 

and the experience of motherhood.  Therefore, the mother could not serve as a 

positive role model for either personal or social relationships.    

Within the exclusive all-girl school campus environment, elite young women were 

able to foster relationships with other young women similar in class and educational 

stature to themselves.  Like their Italian counterparts, they invested in each other in 

relationships based on recognition of value and mutual trust between women, as a 

way of combating the negative values imposed upon them by male systems of 

meaning in a patriarchal society.  Through two-way social exchanges, they were able 

to weave a world in which the interests associated with being a woman circulated, 

                                                   
40 Sally Taylor Lieberman.  The Mother and Narrative Politics in Modern China.  (Charlotesville and 
London: University Press of Virginia,1998), pp. 27-31. 
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articulating their desires and knowledge of themselves, of their position in the world.  

For Italian feminists, these exchanges were structured both horizontally and vertically 

as they were modelled on the mother-daughter paradigm.  For young Chinese women, 

however, these relationships could only be structured horizontally because this was 

the first generation of feminists.  While the issue of not being able to learn from their 

mothers was a common factor in both contexts, for this new generation of young 

Chinese women, there was no previous generation of feminists from whom to learn.  

In this context, the mother therefore, was incompatible in meeting their needs in a 

modern society. 

For Shi Pingmei and her friends the “green room” became a sanctuary where they 

could invest in one another and form interdependent horizontal relationships in which 

they could express and give value to their personal experiences as young women.  For 

both Shi Pingmei and her group of friends and others in comparable situations in 

college, being able to engage in regular social exchanges with one another, generated 

an increasing emphasis on, and awareness of, locating and understanding female 

subjectivity.  This, however, was not in relation to men, but to themselves as women.  

Symbolically, these social relationships achieved a similar purpose to those formed in 

the Italian consciousness-raising groups where women met in private homes to 

address specific issues of concern as the focus of attention slowly shifted from 

relationships with men to an investigation of the relationships between/amongst 

women.   

After graduation, this type of regular social contact amongst friends in the “green 

room” naturally ceased and as a result, the sense of community and solidarity that 

came from being part of a supportive network was also severed.  Increasing social 

instability and relocation to other areas, both within and outside of Beijing, left Shi 

Pingmei and her friends isolated and estranged from each other.  Lu Jingqing, for 

example, was an active participant in the demonstrations that shook Beijing Women’s 

Normal campus in the aftermath of the May 30th incident in 1925, in Shanghai.  This 

culminated in thirteen students and workers being killed by British police and the 

mishandling of the situation provoked a rash of nationalistic demonstrations that 

erupted in all parts of the country.  Student disturbances continued throughout the 
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next year, particularly at Beijing Women’s Normal College where conflict persisted.41  

In protest over the administration’s handling of the unrest, Lu Jingqing, like many 

other educated young women, eventually left school in 1927 and moved south to 

Wuhan, which was the hub of revolutionary activity at this time.42 There she joined 

the women’s association of the Chinese Nationalist Party (GMD,Guomindang)43 

where there was a strong commitment to social change and women’s emancipation. 

Yet while this seemed like liberation, it was not the case as gender issues were 

subsumed under an all-encompassing nationalist agenda.  

Moreover, for young educated women like Lu Jingqing, there was a growing 

realization that society’s attitudes towards women had not changed.  Even though 

greater access to public life through new educational and professional opportunities 

had actively encouraged and supported young women’s quest for independence, 

society still regarded marriage and motherhood as the desired feminine roles.  As Lu 

Jingqing and Shi Pingmei watched many of their progressive classmates, including Lu 

Yin herself, after a series of ill-fated teaching jobs and love affairs, revert to the 

traditional female model of excellent wife and virtuous mother (xianqi liangmu), 

these young women realized that traditional Confucian assumptions and expectations 

about women’s place in society still exerted a tremendous influence over their lives. 

                                                   
41 For a more detailed account of the May 30th  incident, 1925, refer Christina Kelley Gilmartin, 
Engendering the Chinese Revolution.  Radical Women, Communist Politics, and Mass Movements in 
the 1920s.  (Berkeley/Los Angeles/London: University of California Press, 1995), pp. 121-147; and on 
the revolutionary movement in Wuhan, also refer Gilmartin, pp. 181-199.  
42 On January 1st, 1927, the revolutionary government issued a decree proclaiming the establishment of 
Wuhan as the new capital of the national government of China. For a discussion of the significance of 
Wuhan in national politics, refer Christina Kelly Gilmartin, pp. 181-190.   During the revolutionary 
upsurge of 1926-1927 Lu worked for the Wuhan Central Women’s Department.   Refer Amy D. 
Dooling.  Women’s Literary Feminism in Twentieth Century China.  (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2005), p. 227, n. 34.  Lu herself was wounded in the bloody government suppression of warlord and 
anti-Japanese demonstrations of 18th March 1926 in Beijing, in which many of her female friends died 
including Liu Hezhen to whom Lu Xun (1881-1936) wrote his famous “In Memory of Miss Liu 
Hezhen” (Jinian Liu Hezhen jun).  This incident was later referred to by Lu Xun as “the darkest days 
since the founding of the Republic of China.”  Refer David E. Pollard, The True Story of Lu Xun.  
(Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 2002), pp. 103-104.  For details of the 19th March Incident 
of 1926, refer Chi Man Wong, “The 18 March Incident of 1926 Revisited: Looking at the Wider 
Context.”  Journal of Cambridge Studies, Vol. 6, No. 4, 2011, pp. 20-24.  In 1922 Lu Jingqing’s 
mother died from suicide and in 1925 her father died from illness.  These losses were compounded by a 
painful and unrequited first love.  All these tragedies plus the death of her closest Friend Shi Pingmei 
in 1928, prompted Lu to begin her life of wanderings which is the context of the first of two sections of 
her autobiographical writings entitled “Wanderings” (liulangji), 1932.  Refer 
http://www.renditions.org/authors/lujq.html  Retrieved 2.30pm, 12th December, 2013.  For a translation 
of “Wanderings” by Amy Dooling, refer Janet Ng and Janice Wickeri, eds.  May Fourth Women 
Writers:  Memoirs. (Hong Kong: Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1996), pp. 74 -93.  
43 The GMD is also known as “Kuomin’tang” or KMT.  
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Such experiences became paradigmatic for many educated young women after they 

graduated.  

Isolation and estrangement, post-graduation, from one’s their supportive network 

were experiences which provided inspiration for Lu Yin to write and publish “After 

Victory” (shengli yihou) in Short Story Monthly in 1925.  The story showcases the use 

of textuality to replicate personal exchanges between women and explores the 

enactment of textual subjectivities.  The plot unfolds through a series of letters quoted 

within letters and dialogues within dialogues in which one individual voice follows 

another through a series of embedded first-person narrations. 44 The story charts the 

difficulties and disappointments the female characters encountered once they 

dispersed from college.  Large parts of the story are narrated by a central female 

protagonist who tells the story of others like her, but embedding allows each female 

subject to use her own voice to speak directly for herself, and assume a primary 

narrative position.  Thus the story both traces the relationships between individual 

characters and re-enacts them textually.  The use of multiple subjective voices enables 

a thoroughgoing expression of the anxiety and ambivalence felt by many young 

women about the current state of the so-called modern woman.  The story offers clear 

resonances with “One Day” as both stories privilege the I-narrative mode of 

representation except that, in “Victory,” there is a dominant protagonist. The 

qualitative contrast between the two works however is the way that in ‘One Day’ the 

setting of the college community provides the environment for the textual 

relationality to take place, whereas in ‘After Victory’ the text itself provides the 

enabling context for the textual relationality.  

The Wild Rose Weekly (Qiangwei Zhoukan) 

In their creative work, Shi Pingmei and fellow writers and friends Lu Jingqing and Lu 

Yin provided a range of different enabling contexts through which a web of textual 

relationalities could be woven, not least by readers.  All three writers were frequent 

contributors to mainstream journals and literary supplements and formed their own 

loose knit literary group known as ‘The Wild Rose Association’ (‘Qiangwei shehui’). 

                                                   
44 Janet Ng, The Experience of Modernity. Chinese Autobiography of the Early Twentieth Century, 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003), p. 35, 
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45  As members of this association, Shi Pingmei, Lu Yin and Lu Jingqing frequently 

wrote linked and occasional free verse poems and published them in The Women’s 

Weekly (Funü zhoukan), which was an influential insert in The World Morning Post 

(Shijie ribao). 

On 15th November 1926, ‘The Wild Rose Association’ assumed direct control of The 

Women’s Weekly, and changed the name to The Wild Rose Weekly.46  For a period of 

two years, between 1926 and 1928, Shi Pingmei and Lu Jingqing co-edited The Wild 

Rose Weekly in which they frequently published xiaopin47 and intimate letters and 

poetic exchanges.  In keeping with its modern ethos, the first page of The Wild Rose 

Weekly featured a pictorial motif of a young woman who was the epitome of 

“newness” and “modernity.”48  The young woman is standing upright, her hands 

outstretched in front offering what appears to be a tray of thorny rose clippings, as if 

inviting readers to partake.  Her hair is fashioned in a ‘bobbed’ style, a May Fourth 

practice that symbolized modern womanhood and emancipation from the traditional 

codes for women; her body is also draped in an androgynous Grecian style robe that 

symbolized a complete break from traditional gendered dress codes.  This symbol of 

modernity is illuminated by the rays of the sun that stretch upward and outward, as if 

to signal and embrace the dawning of a new era of women’s emancipation and 

participation in the public sphere. 

                                                   
45 Wade Giles translates Qiangwei  as  rose and/or rose bush.  Qiangwei has been variously translated 
by modern scholars Amy D. Dooling and Kristina M. Torgeson as ‘Wild Rose;’ yet Janet Ng translated 
Qiangwei as just simply ‘rose.’ However, based on the pictorial motif on the first and subsequent 
issues of the weekly as well as an article  in the first issue, published 16th November, 1926,  written by 
the editors and which appears like a ‘declaration of intent,’ appealing to writers to send a particular 
type of article for publication,  I have chosen to translate Qiangwei as ‘Wild Rose.’  This I believe, is 
more in keeping with the radical nature of The Wild Rose Weekly which openly stated that sometimes 
articles might not appeal to all, as they might be quite critical.  Indeed, articles may not be ‘like a 
fragrant and beautiful rose,’ but more like ‘thorny plants that will hurt you.’   In this way, the writings 
published in the supplement were different from conventional modes of representation.  Refer 
Appendix 1. 
46 Refer Appendix 1.  This announcement appeared as the first article of The Women’s Weekly (Funü 
zhoukan), dated 15 November, 1926.  This Weekly was first published on 21st June, 1926, No. 25.  
Subsequent issues were published on 28th September 1926, No. 26; 19th October, 1926, No. 27.  A 
further two issues were published on 2nd November, 1926, No. 31; and 9th November, 1926, No. 32.  
No.s 28 and 29 are missing from the microfiche files and while it is reasonable to assume that they 
would have existed, it is difficult to verify this. Beginning in 1924 and under the auspices of ‘The Wild 
Rose Association,’ Lu Jingqing assumed editorship of The Women’s weekly, a supplement to Beijing 
Post, and which featured literary works and writing by women.  
47 A form of personal essay known as “small and/or fragmented works.” 
48 Refer Appendix 1. The Wild Rose Weekly, 16th November, 1926, No. 1. 
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The first issue of The Wild Rose Weekly was published on 16th November 1926.  In 

this inaugural issue the editors set out the parameters for both contributors and readers 

alike.  For example, they stipulated articles were to be original and written in the 

modern vernacular. The editors also advised that not all articles would be pleasing to 

read, “like a fragrant and beautiful rose.”49  Indeed, some articles would be 

challenging to readers and quite critical of society, like “thorny plants that will hurt 

you.”50 As well, the editors stressed that the journal would publish articles/texts about 

the lives of those whom society did not value, “ordinary lives and wild grass,”51 

specifically, educated young women whose social experiences of female friendship 

were not articulated in dominant modes of discourse.   

Post-graduation, The Wild Rose Weekly provided a mechanism through which the 

modern educated young woman could gain the possibility of imagining a connection 

to a community of which they were once a part.  The private unself-conscious 

conversations that had previously occurred within a private social context (such as the 

“green room” of Shi Pingmei and her friends) were cast into the public textual arena 

of the literary supplement and made available to a broader readership.  Indeed, the 

series of texts that were published in The Wild Rose Weekly, were intensely personal 

and yet, at the same time, engaged with the predicament of this particular group of 

educated young women who were seeking a connection to a past experience of 

friendship which was no longer accessible in a social context.  

 

                                                   
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid.  
51 Ibid. 
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Chapter Three  

 

Imagined Communities of Readers  

This chapter explores the mechanisms whereby a readership, predominantly of isolated, 

educated young women, could, post-graduation, imagine a much desired sense of 

community through reading  Over a period of eleven months, between November 1926 

and October 1927, Shi Pingmei wrote a series of texts  using her own name and the 

pseudonym Bowei and published them in the supplement The Wild Rose Weekly under 

three column headings: ‘Oceans of the Heart’ (Xinhai), ‘Random Notes,’ (Ouran cao) and 

‘Great Waves of Speech’ (Taoyu).   Of this body of texts, some were elegiac, while 

others concerned her relationship to Gao Junyu, and to her friends and/or family 

members.  While all the texts engage this readerly community via the supplement 

following the same paradigm, I have chosen eight which most overtly exemplify the 

dynamics of relationality. Those in an epistolary format articulate seemingly personal 

experiences of female friendship; yet at the same time, they provide an enabling context 

through the first-person pronoun, for multiple textual relationalities on the part of readers. 

Texts which portray the mother-daughter relationship reach to the very heart of the 

modern-educated woman’s identity.   Significantly, these texts contemplate an alternative 

representation of feminine experience - identity construction, and the problematic 

relationship between the modern woman writer and her mother.  In this way, the texts are 

representative of the body of texts as a whole.   

Through similar past experiences and a female protagonist similar in class and 

educational stature to the readership group, young women could imagine a connection to 
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a community of which they were once a part.  While the narratives could not solve the 

problem of isolation, they offered validation of their experiences of female friendship.  

This in turn enabled a meaningful reading for these young women, who believed that 

dominant discourses did not engage with their particular predicament.  The texts provide 

a mechanism through which isolated readers could gain the possibility of imagining a 

past experience of camaraderie and support and feel validated in their current situation.  

As a framework through which imagined communities of readers could potentially 

emerge, in this chapter I draw on aspects of Benedict Anderson’s singular concept of an 

imagined community1 expanding it to encompass textual communities of readers.  In 

addition, I explore the crucial role of Shi Pingmei’s strategic manipulation of the 

epistolary mode.   

At face value, the texts in this column appear to be intensely personal letters to Shi 

Pingmei’s immediate circle of close friends.  Seemingly personal experiences of female 

friendship are recounted in an epistolary format that suggests there is a specific writer- 

addressee relationship. Each text is addressed ‘to someone’ and is written by Shi Pingmei 

under the pseudonym Bowei, a pen name known to her close friends and associates.  The 

most distinctive aspects of texts that utilize an epistolary format, is the extent to which 

the language is coloured by the specific relationship that appears to exist between the 

writer and addressee.  This interpersonal bond is reinforced by an I-you relationship that 

is articulated through the (female) I narrator who always has, as her (implicit or explicit 

partner), a named you who stands in a unique relationship to the I in the text.2   

                                         
1 Benedict R. O’G. Anderson,  Imagined Communities.  Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism. (London, New York: Verso, 1983). 

2 Janet Gurkin Altman,  Epistolarity.  Approaches to a form.  (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 
1982), pp. 117-119.  
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Within the language of the text, the writer seeks a response from the reader who, in an 

actual letter, would be called upon to respond as a writer and to contribute to the narrative 

exchange.  This function derives from the reversibility of the I-you pronouns in actual 

epistolary exchange as the you is expected to become the I of a new text. 3  In epistolary 

discourse, the narrator constructs scenarios of absence using language that is preoccupied 

with presence.  In an attempt to close the gap between presence and absence, the narrator 

uses language that creates the illusion of the present (now) by oscillating between the 

then of recounted past experiences and the future.4  Both what is written and how it is 

written, is partly shaped by the addressee, the friend who, as an agent, is just as important 

in the narrative as the writer.  The personal nature of the I-you pronouns creates the 

illusion of the present in the mind of the reader who imagines herself as being part of this 

exclusive relationship within the text.  This creates a fundamental impulse for “the desire 

for exchange”5 from the addressee.  Such reciprocity whereby the named you, becomes 

the I of a new text, is essential to the maintenance of an epistolary exchange as it invokes 

the entire process of being written and read.6  The epistolary situation evokes 

simultaneously the acts of writing and reading, as correspondents alternate between the 

roles of narrator and narratee.   

However, when seemingly epistolary texts are published, the reader’s relationship with 

the text is not the same. These texts adopt the epistolary form to engage readers in a 

particular way. Through publication, the intimacy between the writer and addressee is 

expanded beyond the interpersonal bond of the I-you relationship to incorporate multiple 

                                         
3 Altman, pp. 117 – 119. 

4 Ibid., p. 187. 

5 Ibid., p. 89. Italics in original. 

6 Ibid., p. 117. 
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external readers into the world of the narrative.  Thus, as the intimate space between 

writer and addressee is expanded and transformed, the texts only masquerade as personal 

letters.  With wider accessibility, a distancing occurs between the private bond of the 

writer-addressee relationship and the multiple textual relationalities that occur when other 

readers in the public textual sphere engage with the texts.  This shift lays bare a paradox: 

as a reflection of self or the self’s relationships, a letter connotes privacy and intimacy; 

yet, as a document that is published, a letter by definition extends to a wider readership.7  

When the specific addressee is transcended, ‘the desire for exchange’ is also transcended 

and evolves into a response8 through reading.  While there is an I- you relationship in the 

texts that appears as if it is being responded to, it is not personalized.  The I-you is still a 

constant relationship throughout the texts despite the fact that it becomes transformed and 

extended to include multiple readers who do not necessarily know of the writer nor the 

addressee but, rather, who actively seek to discover a connectedness with the text through 

the reading experience.  With this imagined transformation of the I-you relationship, 

different experiences recounted in the texts are available to other readers who will 

individually make the texts meaningful to themselves with reference to their current 

situations.  Thus the evocation of different “styles of imagining”9 will be defined in terms 

of the imagination process and informed by previous experience. Through the process of 

imagination, each individual reader will give shape to the narrative and become agents 

and narrators in their own right, although only in their own individual imagination. The 

author constructs a narrative voice in the texts that can be read in multiple configurations, 

and in a format that provides a mechanism for accessibility to multiple readers to imagine 

a connection through the texts.  

                                         
7 Ibid., pp. 186-187.  

8 Italics added. 

9 Anderson. p. 6. 
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The idea of an imagined community was first proposed by Benjamin Anderson in relation 

to the definition of nationhood which he described as an “imagined political 

community.”10 He argues that modern nations are imagined because, while the members 

of even the smallest nation will never know, meet, or even hear of, most of their fellow 

members, they exist in the communion of their imagination.  Communities are 

distinguished not by any sense of falsity or genuineness, or by any central idea, but by 

“the style in which they are imagined.”11 This is enabled through the process of 

imagination itself.  Each individual imagines belonging to a nation in their own particular 

style through which they are producing an idea of connectedness that is larger than they 

are themselves.  Every single member imagines a relationship with the nation that is 

entirely individual to their own circumstances.  At the same time, each assumes everyone 

else imagines similarly to themselves, and that their particular idea is replicated.  The 

idea of a nation is produced through the multiple replication of this process of 

imagination.  All members are stimulated in different ways to promote in themselves the 

idea of a community, but one that is singular and totalizing.  Therefore, regardless of the 

actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived 

of as a fraternity, as a deep horizontal comradeship through which all members can 

imagine a connectedness through their own style of imagining.12  Ultimately it is this 

fraternity, as Anderson argues, that produces an idea of the modern nation.  

I argue that imagined communities of readers are similarly enabled through the process of 

reading. However, the only way a reader can gain a connection to a community is 

through the texts and by imagining a sense of the predicament of others who share the 

                                         
10 Ibid. 

11 Ibid. 

12 Ibid., p. 7.  
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same plight as the narrator.  The reader is not thinking about other readers; her 

relationship is with the text which speaks to her.    

To create an impression of authenticity for multiple readers to individually imagine a 

connection to past similar experiences and/or memories, a type of code is established.  

This appears to be personal between the I-you narrative in the text, but is ultimately 

accessible to others.  On the one hand, these recounted experiences appear to be so 

intimately personal that a reader unfamiliar with the narrator’s personal circumstances 

would have difficulty understanding the subtle references to people and events.  Yet, 

upon closer scrutiny, the referentiality is not as specific as a first reading might suggest, 

evoking mood and experience commonly recognizable to the dominant readership group.  

For example, in each text different scenarios of isolation are constructed in which the 

female protagonist is alone, and yearning to feel a connection to a close friend. This 

could be an individually named reader but when an unknown reader reads the texts, she 

imagines that her own thoughts and feelings are articulated through the female I narrator.  

Readers recognize the feelings of the protagonist as someone who understands their 

situation.  Even though there is distance between the writer and reader, the reader 

recognizes the sentiments expressed by the female protagonist.   The reader no longer 

feels isolated as she imagines that someone else understands her situation.  How she feels 

is validated through the text and the reading experience by imagining a connectedness.  

Each single reader imagines through her own subjective experiences and becomes the I of 

a new but imagined response that is relative to her own individual experiences and 

situation.  

In epistolary narrative, the past is always read in relation to the present and each reader 

imagines in the present a connection to a past experience; or alternatively, the reader 

could imagine future events.  Whether the related scenarios and events retold through the 

texts refer to a distant past or merely relate to actions that have occurred in a more recent 
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time frame, the meaning is often relative to the present, which is the reader’s reference 

point.  The process of imagining happens in the present moment and is preoccupied with 

immediacy or presence which recreates, in the mind of the reader, some experience of 

friendship which is now past, although it could also relate to future possibilities.  This 

process enacts in the present moment, through memory, remembered events in the 

reader’s life evoked by the text, or evokes in the present moment, future events or 

contact.  In both cases, the imagined response brings the immediacy of the textual context 

“here” as opposed to “there” where the addressee is at the moment of reading.13  In Shi 

Pingmei’s texts, what appear to be interpolated memoirs are retold through separate units 

of fragmented dialogue, both individually and collectively, to provide an historical 

context that enables each reader to imagine herself as being a part of a past event she 

herself has experienced and is seemingly recounted through the texts. When read through 

this perspective, every single reader interprets and decodes the messages in the narrative 

through her own subjective lens, and mentally inserts her own experiences between the 

lines of the text to create her own individual but imagined response.  Moreover, every 

single individual reader responds to various textual stimuli and responds individually to 

the text. Sentences from the original text alternate with, and are superimposed by, the 

individual reader’s own experiences to create a new and imagined response; however, it 

is one which is only imagined as it exists only within the mind of each individual reader.  

As the texts circulate among the general reading public, multiple other individual readers 

in the public textual domain are able to read and interpret the texts in their own individual 

style as each relates the retold experiences to their own individual circumstances.   

Individually, each of these other readers brings to the reading, in a way that is meaningful 

to them, the experience of their own memories of friendships and events that have 

                                         
13 Altman, p. 135. 
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occurred within a historical context similar to that of the narrator.  For example, many of 

the individual readers were likely to be young women from the elite classes, who were 

educated and had studied away from home and spent several years in an exclusive all-

girls boarding school environment before graduation and the dispersal of their cohort.  In 

the boarding school environment such young women could converse with each other on a 

daily basis about issues that were important to them and have their thoughts and feelings 

validated.  Through reading the texts, individual readers are able to relive these past 

experiences of camaraderie and support, by imagining those experiences in the present, 

and feeling a sense of connectedness.  Even though individual readers might be alone and 

have relocated to different parts of the country, the texts evoke an imagined connection 

that the reader would not have had before reading.  Through reading, individuals could 

imagine a connectedness greater than themselves.  By connecting to a particular event in 

their lives which might resonate with the text, a reader could relive it by remembering the 

community of which she was previously a part.  This process of imagining gives rise to 

an imagined community of readers.   

As the texts target a broader readership beyond that of the narrator-addressee, the 

author/narrator does not know the reader but understands her predicament. Indeed, it is 

the texts that provide that connection as the author is not known to the majority of 

readers.  The narrator seems to be writing about her life and therefore the sense of 

connectedness a reader gains through the texts is only ever the intimation of a 

community.  Therefore, unlike Anderson’s concept of a singular community of the 

nation, each reader individually imagines some type of community and an individual 

sorority for themselves through the text.  Multiple readers therefore, create multiple 

sororities as each individual reader responds individually to the text through their own 

individual style.  In this way, individual readers feel they are a part of a community 

greater than themselves, nonetheless, only through a community that is individually 
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recognizable to each reader.  The texts evoke a sense of community which each reader 

has experienced in the past and with which she is able to connect in the present.  Thus she 

imagines herself as part of a community that is greater than her, which includes her 

friends, from whom she may now be separated.  Of course the only way these friends can 

actually connect is if they are prompted by their reaction to the text to communicate 

directly in some way.  

When each individual reader reads, she imagines a relationship to the texts that is her 

own and relates the experiences recounted through the texts, to her own individual 

situation.  Various stimuli within each text could trigger a response from an individual 

reader which in her mind has the potential to close the gap between the presence and 

absence of a friend. Other stimuli through which a reader might relate could be 

fragmented dialogue that recalls her own social interaction between friends, or the 

recounting or other past experiences of friendship to which she could imagine a 

connectedness. Each individual reader is stimulated to respond in her own style to the 

parts of the text that have relevance in her life.  Furthermore, as the majority of readers 

could have had an experience of female-female friendship in a boarding school 

environment that could not be replicated elsewhere, each reader imagines a 

connectedness to a past community that is akin to a sorority, a sisterhood.  Indeed, there 

is an implicit sense of a broader community as readers are connected through similar past 

experiences and common memories. Through all the different scenarios constructed 

within the texts, individual readers are connected through a process of imagination that 

results in a horizontal comradeship amongst young women who understand each other.  

Just as each member of a nation is able to imagine a connectedness greater than their 

selves and unite together through the processes of imagination, so too are readers able to 

imagine a connectedness that is greater than themselves, but which is recognizable to 

each individually through the style of a sisterhood.  Ultimately it is this sense of a 
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sisterhood, young women united by similar experiences, that makes it possible for friends 

who may now be separated to imagine a connection through the texts and to gain solace 

through the process of imagination.  In this way imagined communities of readers are 

created through a process that is replicated multiple times with multiple individual 

readers as they access the texts through publication in The Wild Rose Weekly.  

As a framework for envisaging readers imagining a connection through the texts, I 

propose a horizontally structured paradigm of five circles of readership that resonate 

outwards from the innermost circle of just one person, the addressee, to embrace other 

readers who are external to this intimate space but who are connected through similar 

past experiences, and further out still to members of the general reading public who may 

not be so connected. Significantly, this is a feminine paradigm of readers, with women 

writing to women about, and enacting, the relationalities which are central to their 

identity.  While these circles are necessarily presented as categories, they should be 

understood within the context of a spectrum only because clearly all possibilities of 

readership are embedded in the diagram.  Thus not all readers in the outermost circle will 

be ‘voyeurs influenced by patriarchy’, but they have been placed in a diagrammatic form 

in order to show the range of possibilities. 
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Diagram of Circles of Readership  

 

This horizontally structured paradigm mirrors a ripple effect as more and more readers 

individually access the texts, but at diminishing levels of individual connectedness. The 

closer the association of each individual reader to the experiences recounted in the texts, 

the stronger the affinity of each to the interior dialogue expressed through the I-you 

relationship; the further away an individual reader is from this intimate code of 

association, the more impersonal the reading experience becomes and the more 

disconnected the individual reader is.  This is because the code is not only female 
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gendered, but pertains to a specific type of close relationship between young women who 

imagine a connectedness through a narrowly delineated set of circumstances. Therefore, 

the further a reader is away from this style of imagining, the less likely they are to have 

an affinity to the experiences recounted in the texts.  Furthermore, the wider the 

circulation, the more likely the readership is to include individual male readers as well, in 

which case these experiences are most likely to be beyond the reader’s scope of 

reference.  Thus with little connection at all, the fourth and fifth circles serve a more 

didactic purpose, to bring an awareness of the experiences of female-female relationships 

to the general reading public.   

The first circle directly evokes a situation from the past.  In this circle there is only one 

reader, the individual addressee, who is a close friend of the author/narrator.  The reader 

connects through past experiences of close bonds of friendship in the “green room” at 

college where these friends were able to be together in a relationship of mutual solidarity 

and support whereby thoughts and feelings that pertained to the various dilemmas of the 

educated young woman could be validated.  Since the reader knows the author in the 

external realm, she would respond to the texts in the present, through this particular style 

of imagining.  

The second circle resonates outwards from the first to connect with other elite, educated 

young women.  These readers may not have been part of the intimate space in the “green 

room,” but would have had knowledge of the author either from having been on the same 

college campus and/or through the fame of the author who was a well-known published 

writer and contributor of short stories and poems through The Wild Rose Association.  

These readers would also have had similar experiences of friendship on the same college 

campus where they would have interacted on a daily basis with other young women in 

the classrooms, dormitories, dining halls, and so on.  For example, a reader might 

remember a connection to a particular conversation with a particular friend who 
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understood her thoughts and feelings about independence in marriage and career.  

Another reader might connect through different memories, such as conversation in the 

classroom about a lecturer or a conversation in the dormitory in the morning about 

something as simple as the order of the day’s activities.  Whatever the scenario, readers 

are connected through these individual processes of imagination.   

The third circle is layered upon the previous two and is the last in the paradigm to 

connect exclusively to the dominant readership group of educated young women.  The 

readers identified in this circle would have had similar experiences of friendship to those 

of the narrator, although there is no link to the author or the people named in the texts; 

however, readers may have heard of the author through her publications.  These readers 

would recognize the experiences evoked in the texts as being familiar, and which are 

related to some aspect of their lives in their current situation.  For example, some readers 

could have experienced the same type of camaraderie and supportive networks to those of 

the narrator on a college campus, and therefore could be connected through similar styles 

of imagining. Even though the reader is further away from the epicenter of the paradigm, 

this is the dominant circle of readership which targets the majority of readers.  There 

would have been no personal bond but readers would have been connected through 

similar past experiences and common memories.  Each reader imagines their own style of 

connectedness, through different stimuli; yet there would still be a shared sense of 

community through the same process of imagination.   The texts targeted a particular 

community of readers, who each imagined in their own way, a connection to a sorority 

through reading, a concept that pluralizes Anderson’s singular vision of an imagined 

community.   

In the above three circles, readers are all connected through the same stimulus, the texts, 

but through individual patterns of imagining which have a coherence to them, thus 

creating an imagined sisterhood or sorority that did not exist before reading.    Ultimately 
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it is this idea of a sisterhood that makes it possible for so many readers who were largely 

unknown to each other, to create multiple imagined communities through the reading 

experience.   

By the fourth circle the potential readership changes from being woman-centered, to 

embracing male readers.  As discussed above, at the height of the May Fourth era 

concepts of self and identity were part of the central discourses of modernity for both 

men and women.  However, towards the end of the decade when these texts were written, 

discourses of individualism, self and identity had been eclipsed by the wider concerns of 

the nation.  Even though the texts articulate the gendered ‘self’ of the modern educated 

young woman, the male intellectual could engage with the texts as a mechanism through 

which to enact his own emotional angst, through the discourses of that “other” of 

representation, the modern educated female self.14   

The fifth and final circle in the readership paradigm is located on the fringes of the 

general reading public and mainstream society.  As these readers would have had no 

connection at all to the experiences of the female protagonist recounted through the texts, 

any reading would be more cursory in nature, possibly voyeuristic, possibly only to 

reinforce firmly held traditional views and assumptions about women’s place in society. 

Indeed, all readers in this outer circle should be considered to some extent as influenced 

in some way by the overarching masculinist paradigms of influence and identity upon 

which society is predicated. 

In circles four and five, the recounted experiences in the texts are outside of the reader’s 

frame of reference and therefore, readers could not imagine sense of connectedness 
                                         
14 Refer Chapter Two for a discussion of this concept. Since this is a paradigm of feminine readership, 
despite the closeness of the relationship between Gao Junyu and Shi Pingmei, Gao himself would 
necessarily be placed in this fourth circle. If he were a named recipient of a letter, he would be placed in the 
innermost circle; but he appears only in an embedded context.   
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through the texts.  However, what they could possibly gain through the reading 

experience is an awareness of the intricacies of private female relationships in the public 

textual sphere.  Indeed, it is possible that many of these readers, would still have regarded 

marriage and motherhood as the proper feminine destiny.  However, the texts targeted a 

predominantly female readership which had had a particular experience of female 

friendships in a college environment and formed relationships that were outside of 

traditional social relationships. Such an experience was both rewarding and empowering 

for these young women who believed that in relationships of solidarity and support, they 

could exercise some measure of control over their lives and imagine a different sense of 

self, one that did not concur with masculine constructs of identity.  Post-graduation, this 

type of sociality was no longer possible and readers became isolated in a number of 

different ways from their supportive network. The texts engage with this particular 

condition, and enabled those who were experiencing it in some way, to have recognition 

through the texts and connect through reading.  Thus the texts published in the column in 

The Wild Rose Weekly, provide a mechanism through which a broad readership of 

isolated young women could imagine a connection to a community or sorority through 

the act of reading.     
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Chapter Four 

 

Extending the Traditional Boundaries of Autobiography 

This chapter analyses five of Shi Pingmei’s texts in new and different ways from 

previous scholarship which has tended to characterize her writing as either 

autobiography, or fictional realism.1  This chapter argues that for a number of reasons, 

defining them under either of these distinctly defined genres is problematic.  To begin 

with, autobiography as a genre comprises the construction and narration of the self.  As 

demonstrated in the Introduction, historically the genre derives from Western notions of 

the (masculine) self, as a separate entity deserving contemplation for its own sake, both 

as the subject and object of narration.  In pre-modern China, the meaning of a person’s 

existence was accessed by historians, not by the subject’s own authority, in accordance 

with his devotion to the family and society.  Women were objects of patriarchal 

definition, their lives determined in relationship to men, as daughters, mothers and wives. 

2 The Confucian model of self kept women invisible and their voices unheard, leaving 

little room for the development of the women’s self which was interwoven with others.3   

But this did not mean that there was not a self to be expressed or examined.  In the 1920s 

as a direct result of access to the vernacular language, women were able to claim the self 

and write from their own experiences.  The development of the vernacular as a literary 

                                                        
1 Realist fiction is a genre that arose in the May Fourth period as a remedy for what were deemed to be 
obsolete and decadent classical genres. With the premise of representing “reality” this discourse engaged 
writers in the task of reconstructing personal and public experience in a time of rapid socio-political 
transformation. The rise of realist literary aesthetics and this eras conception of realism’s proximity to truth 
and authenticity granted women writers unprecedented authority (at least temporarily), within the cultural 
context of redefining women’s social women’s social and political identities. Within this context, new 
women writers strove to advance their own version of modern gender “realities.”  Refer Marston Anderson. 
The Limits of Realism: Chinese Fiction in the Revolutionary Period (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1990), p. 225; see also Amy D. Dooling, Women’s Literary Feminism in twentieth-century China.  
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), p 66. 
2 Jing M. Wang.  When I was Born.  Women’s Autobiography in Modern China.  (Wisconsin: the 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2008), p. 24.   
3 See also Margery Wolf, “Beyond the Patrilineal Self: Constructing Gender in China,” in Roger T. Ames, 
Wilmal Dissanayake, and Thomas P. Kasulis, eds., Self as Person in Asian Theory and Practice, (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1994), pp. 251-67. 
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language meant that for the first time, there was a clear alignment between the spoken 

and written languages.  The ability to write the self, using a subjective mode of narration, 

particularly the diary and epistolary forms that privileged speech and emotions, gave 

women an audible voice in the public arena and led to a sense of self and empowerment 

for women that was not possible before.  Through the deployment of the first-person 

narrator, they could probe the subjective consciousness of individual women within the 

context of their reality.   

By the late 1920s, the notion that women’s self-writing was unrelated and inferior to 

“broader” political and national concerns began to pervade analyses of “women’s 

writing” (funü wenxue) by Chinese critics of all persuasions.  The critical devaluation of 

gendered writing served to initiate a process of critical marginalization that persists in 

accounts of modern women’s writing in China by Chinese and Western critics who have 

described women’s writing as “overly sentimental and subjective,”4 and have tended to 

reiterate that women writers, unlike their male counterparts, were unable to move on to a 

“broader vision of reality.”5  

The critical backlash against women’s writing is a complex issue, at once entangled with 

the shift toward a revolutionary aesthetic in the late 1920s and with the masculinism that 

continued to hold sway in cultural discourse.  New interests in proletarian fiction, social 

and socialist realism that had emerged in response to China’s national crisis led to a 

turning away from the highly subjective mode of early May fourth writing. While the 

critical fraternity was male dominated, women writers involved in leftist politics also 

expressed points of view that embodied their radical political convictions.  Yet what 

many critics of women’s writing seemed to overlook was that subjective literary 

tendencies were not unique to women.  Indeed, as discussed in Chapter One, many male 

intellectuals had been equally absorbed with the self and self-expression early on in the 

                                                        
4 Janet Ng and Janice Wickeri, eds., May Fourth Women Writers: Memoirs.  (Hong Kong: Renditions, 
1996), p. 7. 
5 Rey Chow, “Virtuous Transactions: A Reading of Three Stories by Ling Shuhua.” In Tani E. Barlow, ed., 
Gender Politics in Modern China.  Writing and Feminism.  (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
1993), p. 90. See  also Yi-tsi Feuerwerker, “Women as Writers in the 1920’s and 1930’s.”  In Margery 
Wolf and Roxane Witke, eds., Women In Chinese Society. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1975), p. 
168.  Feuerwerker sees Ding Ling as the one exception among women writers of this period.    
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May Fourth era.  The criticism levelled at women’s writing however, tended to rest on 

the opposition between the personal and the political, which in turn underpinned the 

dismissal of women’s concerns as irrelevant to politically engaged literature. 6  Women’s 

writing that prioritized a more personalized approach was deemed unacceptable on the 

left because of the wider societal responsibility that writing was expected to engage.  But 

with the polarization of the political and therefore, the literary scene, critical realism and 

social responsibility were advocated while personalized voices went out of favour. 

Therefore, it could be argued that characterizing women’s writing as fictional realism is 

also problematic because critical realism, which transformed into socialist realism, was 

embedded in the political polemics of the period.  Nevertheless, the need for personalized 

first-person introspection was still just as necessary for women writers and readers of the 

continued male domination of the literary landscape.  Indeed, that so many women 

writers such as Shi Pingmei continued to insist on more personal subject matter in their 

narratives was a deliberate and natural choice borne in response to the particular social 

and political circumstances of the time, even when such a mode went out of favour.  

The five texts discussed in this chapter are autobiographically inspired first-person 

narratives.  However, they are not like many other single first-person narratives by 

women writers such as Lu Yin for example whose short story “After Victory” (Shengli 

yihou) creates a sense of a first-person persona.  Even though these narratives deploy the 

first-person pronoun, there is no definitive sense as to the identity of the first-person 

narrative persona.  Moreover, a significant difference between Shi Pingmei’s and Lu 

Yin’s texts is in the genre.  In epistolary and autobiographical writing the pronouns have 

a particular force.  When writing autobiographically, one tends to write in the first and/or 

third-person.  But in the epistolary format, the first and second person pronouns are used 

in relationship.  Thus the ways in which this type of work is read, open up numerous 

possibilities for sororities and communities to emerge through the act of reading.  Lu Yin, 

on the other hand, wrote fictionally apart from one occasion when she wrote in an 

explicitly autobiographical style.  This means that when writing fiction, there is not the 

                                                        
6 Amy D. Dooling and Kristina M. Torgeson, Writing Women in Modern China.  An Anthology of Women’s 
Literature from the Early Twentieth Century.   (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), pp. 26-27. 
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same spectrum of possibility in the reading of pronouns.  However, one can identify with 

a particular portrayal in fiction.   

Shi’s texts are transgressive because at this particular time, public discourse was 

elsewhere.  Indeed, that which was being discussed was the plight of the nation, in the 

context of the encroachment of the Japanese, civil war and economic chaos.  In the early 

years of the May Fourth era the emancipation of woman was an important factor; 

however, as the decade wore on, the emancipation of women was appropriated and 

eclipsed by masculinist politics.  At the same time, questions of class came to 

predominate over questions of gender. Thus the funü wenxue mode of writing became 

superseded by nationalist politics.  The comparatively wide circulation of The Wild Rose 

Weekly supplement is also a factor in the nature of the transgression as educated women 

had potential access to it over wide areas of the country, particularly the main centres 

such as Shanghai and Beijing.  The texts were dismissed as being sentimental and 

irrelevant, yet at this time of such instability, they continued in circulation for a period of 

two years empowering multiple reading sororities.  

The form of these pieces can also be considered as strategically transgressive in that, they 

were written in an epistolary format but presented in a non-epistolary manner.  They are 

written under the pseudonym Bowei which in itself is a narrative strategy that 

manipulates the separation between the author, Shi Pingmei, and Bowei, the first-person 

narrator.  Because readers in the first and second circle7 have a pre-existing extra-diegetic 

relationship with Shi Pingmei, the pseudonym enables slippage between the intra- and 

extra-diegetic modes to take place.  For example, in one of the texts Bowei, first-person 

narrator addresses Lu Yin, a close personal friend of Shi Pingmei, the author.  As the 

addressee would identify with both the intra- and extra-diegetic contexts, slippage is 

possible between Bowei as the first-person narrator and Shi Pingmei, the author.  But for 

the majority of readers, their initial engagement with the texts happens through Bowei, 

the first-person narrator.   

                                                        
7 Refer previous Chapter for this readership paradigm. 
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As a writer, Shi Pingmei constructs an identity through the use of the pseudonym in the 

column.  In the third edition of The Wild Rose Weekly, she makes a clear statement to her 

readers as to the identity of Bowei, the narrative-persona in the texts.  She informs her 

readers that Bowei is synonymous with “a memory for sorrowful past experiences,”8 an 

identity premised on the loss of community post-graduation.  However, as she does not 

specifically refer to these experiences as being her own, she is already creating a space 

for others to interpret Bowei’s narrative in their own style.   

Written in an epistolary format, the texts all address someone individually but are aimed 

at a broader readership.  This type of text is differentiated from personal correspondence 

because it consciously engages how meaning is constructed by its readers.  Embedded in 

the epistolary structure is the notion of exchange and communication.  However, since 

neither are possible in the context of publication and reading, the classic dynamics of 

epistolary communication are transformed, through the very act of publication in the 

public domain.  Exchange and communication are transmuted into response and 

imagination.  Because readers are likely to be isolated, the epistolary structure enables 

multiple individual readers to imagine being part of a community through the text and the 

act of reading.   

Central to my argument is the concept of community and how educated young women 

who have become isolated from their supportive networks, could gain the possibility of 

imagining a community through reading.  The idea of an imagined community is enabled 

through the texts by certain predicative and pronominal traits that are particular to the 

structure of epistolary discourse and language.  A distinctive aspect of the epistolary 

structure is the extent to which it is marked by the specific relationship that exists 

between the writer and the addressee. This interpersonal bond is expressed through the I-

you pronominal relationship which structures meaning in the letter narrative.  The I-you 

relationship shapes the language used, whereby the I becomes defined relative to the you 

whom the writer addresses.  The epistolary experience is a reciprocal one as the letter 

writer simultaneously seeks to affect her reader and is affected by her.  Because the 

notion of reciprocity is such a crucial one in epistolary narrative, the reader is “called 
                                                        
8 The Wild Rose Weekly, 16th November, 1926, No. 1.  
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upon” to respond as a writer and contribute to the narrative.  This call for a response from 

a specific reader within the correspondent’s world creates the desire for exchange,9 

whereby the I becomes the you of the new response.  Within the context of these texts, 

there is no written exchange; however, the possibility for exchange is still present but on 

an extra-diegetic plane via responses that are imagined by readers who may identify in 

some way with either the I or the you pronouns.  Readers establish an identification with 

either the intra-diegetic I or you that is meaningful to them individually, and this 

identification evokes a past social experience of friendship.  Disengaged from a 

supportive network in which emotions, hopes, desires and motivations could be entrusted 

and validated, readers could re-establish a connection to a past experience of support via 

the processes of imagination and, once more, regain a sense of a connection to a trusted 

friend and feel validated through the act of reading.   

Drawing upon the feminist philosophical idea of affidamento which proposed a 

supportive network for women in Italy in the 1960s,10 my interpretation suggests that 

imagined connections evoke supportive networks between friends through the process of 

reading.  Within the texts, entrustment is now facilitated in the first instance, by Shi 

Pingmei whose narrator Bowei entrusts her emotions, hopes, desires, motivations and 

disappointments to readers through the pronominal I and you pronouns in the epistolary 

format.  Beyond this, entrustment happens at differing levels depending on the individual 

reader’s identification with or relationship to the you pronoun. In the first circle, each 

addressee has an exclusive relationship with Shi Pingmei, that enables a personal level of 

entrustment that is not possible with other readers. The “green room” was a privileged 

social context from which all other readers in circles two and three were excluded.  Each 

addressee now re-imagines this intimate past experience of entrustment in an extra-

diegetic context through their identification with the intra-diegetic context.  In the second 

circle, readers also have knowledge of a pre-existing extra-diegetic relationship with the 

writer and the addressee and therefore also had a past experience of entrustment that is 

now re-imagined through their identification with the extra- and intra-diegetic contexts.  

                                                        
9 Janet Gurkin Altman, Epistolarity.  Approaches to a Form. (Columbus: Ohio State University, 1982), pp. 
89, 117.  
10 Refer Chapter Three for an expanded discussion of this concept. 
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Readers in circle three have had similar experiences of entrustment but because they do 

not know the writer or the addressee, they cannot relate directly to the experiences 

entrusted through the pronominal I and you.  But they imagine in their own style, a past 

experience of entrustment and being connected to an imagined sorority through the 

epistolary structure in the texts.   

Entrustment links readers back to a time in the past when they were socially connected 

and felt validated and gives them the possibility of imagining that happening now, in 

their present circumstances.   The texts provide the enabling mechanism for the new 

textual relationalities which are envisaged.  A significant aspect of the epistolary format 

used in these pieces is that little or no emotion is expressed via the you pronoun.  

Emotions are supplied by the reader in her identification with the you pronoun through 

her imagined response.  Moreover, because this type of writing derives from embedding, 

it enables more than one voice to be heard through the text, depending on what is being 

entrusted and the ways in which this occurs in each reading context.  Indeed, it is the 

reader’s emotions that trigger the processes of imagination and which in turn enable an 

imagined community to emerge through the act of reading.    

With reference to the circles of readership described in the previous chapter, in the first 

circle, there is and can only be one reader, the addressee.  Each addressee is a close 

personal friend of the writer and each will respond in a particular way because 

individually, each has intimate knowledge of the context which is not available to other 

readers beyond this circle.  Therefore, at this level, entrustment will take on a very 

personal dimension.  In the second circle there is also a pre-existing relationship that can 

be invoked as readers also have knowledge of both the writer, Shi Pingmei and the 

addressee in an extra-textual context.   

The third circle embraces the majority of readers who are the elite and educated young 

women who may or may not have had similar experiences to the narrator but will identify 

with some aspect of the text.  Even though the text is not addressed to them personally, 

most of these readers would probably identify with the addressee and read the text as 

though it is intended for them.  While these readers would have no knowledge of either 
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the writer or the addressee, individually each can connect imaginatively to their own 

experiences of similar types of relationships in response to the text.  Because many 

readers in this circle are likely to have been involved in education and an academic 

environment, many would possibly have knowledge of the writer, either through her 

published works or her highly publicized love affair with a married man.11  Some of these 

readers would have gone to college and had similar experiences of friendship to those 

relayed through the text; some readers could have aspired to go to college but were 

unable to do so; other readers could possibly have had a family member who attended 

college or might know of someone through a friend who has had such an experience.  In 

addition, many readers in this circle could identify with the narrative persona within the 

texts through the common tropes such as despair, the weather which is linked to mood, 

the relationship with the mother,12 or a love relationship that is not working.  Key to these 

textual identifications is the use of epistolary dialogue.    

In circles four and five, the readership changes from being exclusively female to possibly 

including male readers as well.  This creates a very different dynamic in the reading 

experience because the reader may read out of curiosity rather than identification.  Here 

the texts have the potential to function didactically to perhaps offer an understanding of 

the dilemma of the educated young woman, as opposed to enabling an imagined 

community through reading.  These readers fall outside of the main female readership 

and will be discussed separately later in the chapter.   

Each of the five texts envisages a reading community of women drawn from circle three.  

All the texts are founded upon an event that enables multiple readers to imagine being 

able to communicate with a trusted friend.  At the same time, each text presents a 

meditation on one aspect of a scenario of isolation, such as being alone at night, 

travelling home alone, or looking out at a landscape.  These texts appeared in the column 

‘Oceans of the Heart’ (‘Xinhai’) in The Wild Rose Weekly and were published over a 

period of eight months, from January to August, 1927.  In chronological order of 

publication date, they appeared as follows: ‘Suxin’ (‘Suxin’) published in ‘Xinhai’ No. 6, 

                                                        
11 Refer Introduction.  
12 While the mother-daughter relationship is a frequently occurring trope within the texts, it has its own set 
of complexities that will be analysed through different scholarship in Chapter Five. 



 
 

105 

on 11th January, 1927; ‘To Lu Yin’ (‘Gei Lu Yin’) published in ‘Xinhai’ No. 9, on 25th 

January, 1927;  ‘Qingjun’ (‘Qingjun’) published in ‘Xinhai’ No. 18, on 29th March, 1927; 

‘Yunqin’ (‘Yunqin’) published in ‘Xinhai’ No. 22, on 26th April, 1927; and the final text 

in the series,  ‘Yuwei in the Mountains’ (‘Ji shan zhong de Yuwei’) published in ‘Xinhai’ 

No. 15 on 3rd August, 1927.13  Eight months was a relatively long period of time for the 

continuation of a series of women’s writing, considering the turbulent social and political 

climate that prevailed during that year.14  Each text is entitled with the name of a 

presumed addressee of whom some may have been known to readers, such as Lu Yin, for 

example, who was a published author and friend of Shi Pingmei.  The texts are written 

under the pseudonym Bowei as the first-person narrator, through which the author, Shi 

Pingmei created an identity in the column.  Shi Pingmei herself was part of the modern 

generation of educated young women who comprised the primary readership of these 

texts.  Readers were linked together through the first-person narrator and the column.  

Within the texts, Shi Pingmei was entrusting friendship to readers who could imagine a 

connection through common memories and, often, common experiences with those of the 

female protagonist.  Sometimes Shi Pingmei was quite entrusting as the texts appear quite 

intimate and personal, and sometimes the information could be extrapolated to a more 

general application.  

Each text presents a mode of communication from oral to written which enables the 

possibility of readers being able to imagine a connection to a trusted friend.  ‘Yuwei in 

the Mountains’ is a meditation on speaking as the text is based on oral conversation that 

occurs over the telephone which is then recapitulated through the text.  The text entitled 

‘Yuqin’ is based on the writing a personal letter which is delivered by post to the 

narrator.  The ensuing narrative both recapitulates aspects of the letter and extends the 

                                                        
13 Refer Appendix II for full translations of these texts. 
14 The campaign dubbed “white terror” carried out by Chiang Kai-shek’s forces in Shanghai in April 1927 
against union organisers and suspected Communist Party members was a particularly grim moment for 
women, as latent resentment towards the ever-boldened feminist movement now exploded into a frenzy of 
outright retaliation against white activists.  Hundreds of women workers, students and citizens were killed, 
including leading political activists like feminist Xiang Jianyu, many simply for having bobbed hair, a 
reputed sign of radical allegiances.  In 1927, Xie Bingxing’s female propagandist brigade was disbanded 
and she barely escaped arrest and execution herself.  Refer Elisabeth Croll, Feminism and Socialism in 
China.  (New York: Schoken Books, 1978); and Christina Kelley Gilmartin, Engendering the Chinese 
Revolution: Radical Women, Communist Politics, and Mass Movements in the 1920s.  (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1995).  Refer also Amy Dooling and Kristina M. Torgeson, pp. 24-25.    
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line of communication through common tropes of experience.  The text entitled ‘To Lu 

Yin’ is also based on written communication as the narrator makes references to having 

read two xiaopin written by the addressee and communicates her response to other 

readers through the column via references to common memories and experiences of 

friendship.  The fourth text ‘Suxin’ describes two events which were common among the 

intended readership group: the first is a journey to the narrator’s home town and the 

second conveys receipt of a letter from a lover.  The fifth and final text in the series, 

‘Qingjun’ communicates via writing a letter describing the events surrounding the illness 

and subsequent death of a close friend.  Even though the addressee has since passed 

away, the response imagined is by the addressee because effectively there is no real 

difference between an absent friend and a dead friend.  Interestingly, this text follows the 

same trajectory as the other four because there is still an addressee function.  In addition 

it well exemplifies the way these texts affect a shift from the conventional epistolary 

structure from exchange to a personal response.    

All five texts are constructed via an epistolary format that is expanded to engage a 

broader narrative audience through each reader’s individual identification with the 

pronominal I and you.  Framed within an historical context that is recognizable to the 

majority of readers, the first-person narrator maps her own temporal, emotional and 

intellectual co-ordinates and establishes a code that is determined by the interaction 

between the intra-diegetic I and you (wo and ni) within the texts and the extra-diegetic I-

you relationship outside of the texts, or some combination of both.  For example in the 

first circle, the extra-diegetic I, the writer who is Shi Pingmei, and the intra-diegetic you, 

the named addressee, share a close personal relationship outside of the text. This pre-

existing extra-diegetic relationship informs the addressee’s identification with the 

pronominal I and you relationship.  Sometimes therefore, the addressee may identify with 

the intra-diegetic I, Bowei as the first-person narrator; yet at other times, she may identify 

with the extra-diegetic I, Shi Pingmei.   The intra-diegetic you has a relationship with 

both but as there is no clear distinction between the two, this causes slippage in the text 

and creates different levels of identification.  This is dependent on the subjective lens 

through which the addressee reads the text.  
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In the second circle, the extra-diegetic you, the reader, also has an identification with the 

writer, Shi Pingmei, the extra-diegetic I and the extra-diegetic you, the addressee, because 

of specific knowledge of Shi Pingmei and her close circle of friends.  While the reader 

may not have an extra diegetic relationship with either the writer, Shi Pingmei or the 

addressee, she would have an acquaintance with both because they were at the same 

college.  The reader’s identification with the pronominal I-you relationship within the text 

is therefore, informed by this extra-textual relationship.  Even though the text is not 

addressed to her personally, through common memories and experiences, the reader, can 

nonetheless relate at some level with both the intra-diegetic I, the first-person narrator 

who is Bowei and the extra-diegetic I, Shi Pingmei.  But again, the boundary is blurred 

because no clear distinction emerges through the text.  The reader also identifies with the 

addressee, in both an intra- and extra-diegetic context.  Yet each reader’s identification 

with the texts in this circle will be different from the addressee in the first circle because 

identification is not as intimate.  In other words, if the reader knows either the writer 

and/or the addressee, then she is less likely to think the pronominal you relates to her.  

While some readers identify with both the extra- and intra-diegetic contexts, the majority 

of readers identify with the texts through the intra-diegetic you.  Indeed, it is 

predominantly through the intra-diegetic you that the slippage occurs.  The second-person 

pronoun thus provides the ‘entry-point’ for the majority of readers to engage with the 

texts and imagine a connection through their individual identification with the textual 

you.   

The third circle of readers do not have a personal association with or even knowledge of 

the writer, Shi Pingmei, the extra-diegetic I.  Some readers may be aware of Shi Pingmei, 

as a writer and/or may have knowledge of her romantic relationship to Gao Junyu.15  

Some readers may also be aware of the intra-diegetic you, the addressee, who in one text 

is Lu Yin a close friend of Shi Pingmei.  However, identification with the texts would 

primarily be non-specific, through the intra-diegetic I, the first-person narrator, and the 

intra-diegetic you.  For this circle of readers the intra-diegetic you functions less as a 

specific addressee, the individual reader still identifies through the pronoun you by 

                                                        
15 Refer Introduction for details of this relationship. 
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imagining relationality with the intra-diegetic I, the first person narrator.  The intra-

diegetic you therefore, can be a generalized you or a specific individual. 16  Through 

similar memories and/or experiences, each reader forms an imagined relationship with 

either the intra-diegetic I and/or you that relates to their particular circumstances at the 

time of reading.  At a certain point there is slippage into the external realm as readers 

become drawn into the text, and the addressee’s dilemma becomes the reader’s.  

Sometimes the reader identifies with the you; yet at other times the intra-diegetic you is 

someone else beyond the reader.  But the intra-diegetic you or second-person narratee 

serves as a mechanism whereby the engagement of other readers beyond the addressee 

can take place.  At times the reader privileges the intra-diegetic I as opposed to the intra-

diegetic you; at other times, the reader privileges the intra-diegetic you over the intra-

diegetic I.  When the reader identifies with the intra-diegetic I, she conjoins her own 

thoughts and feelings with those of the narrator.  It is almost as if there is an invisible line 

or boundary between the intra- and extra-diegetic contexts which sometimes is crossed, 

and sometimes not.  While there is always a distinction, identification can range between 

the two.  But with the you pronoun, the situation is different because there is no clear 

distinction between the extra and intra diegetic contexts.  As Fludernik argues, there is a 

function of address in the text whether by means of an explicit address or by means of 

imperatives which in either instance, can be envisioned as “a ‘voice’ without existential 

attributes.”17  It depends on a clear and stable distinction between an intrinsic, textual you 

– a narratee-protagonist, and an extrinsic, extra-textual you, a flesh and blood reader.  If 

the you addressed by the voice in the text is both textual and extra-textual, the you refers 

not only to the narratee-protagonist but also to you the actual reader.  But the you may or 

may not be both narratee and actual reader, in which case the discourse blurs the 

boundaries between them.  If the function of address combines with an ‘existential’ 

situatedness in an historical context, the addressee, you, is an intra-diegetic narratee, 

positing a subjective verisimilar identity between the addressee-you and the protagonist 

you. Under these circumstances, the narrator has some (if only tenuous) existential link to 

                                                        

16 Monika Fludernik, “Second person fiction.  Narrative You as addressee and/or protagonist,”  (Arbeiten 
aus Anglistik und Amerikanistik) 18 (1993), p. 212. 
17 Fludernik, p. 221. 
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the past by having “acquired some knowledge of the intra-diegetic you’s story by being 

part of her world.”18  Where the general trajectory of the intra-diegetic you’s experience 

is widely recognizable through an historical verisimilitude, the actual reader is more 

likely to be drawn into the addressee role.  Moreover, the very fact of addressing the you 

on an enunciatory plane, argues Fludernik, makes for an additional existential connection 

within the texts which occasionally utilizes an implicit, if not explicit ‘we’ as the I and 

the you become one.  In Shi Pingmei’s texts, the reader identifies interchangeably with 

the intra-diegetic you, the addressee, and with the intra-diegetic I, the first-person 

narrator, which is encouraged through the text, at times, by the addition of the plural we 

(women), although ‘we’ will not necessarily exert its force on all readers in the same way. 

As the texts manipulate and expand the intra-and extra-diegetic I and you and as multiple 

readers engage with the texts, multiple imagined communities and sororities of readers 

are made possible.  As a body of work, the five texts offer reflections on the loneliness of 

the educated young woman who, post-graduation, found herself in an isolated position in 

a number of ways. On the college campus and away from home for the first time, young 

women formed horizontal relationships of mutual support and solidarity in which they 

felt empowered.  Outside of the campus environment, the freedom to love and gain 

independence in life was often lost.  ‘True’ love was difficult to defend and moreover, 

despite the revolutionary mantra of freedom and independence being touted on college 

campuses and leftist meetings in the 1920s, this could not readily be applied to affairs of 

the heart.  Young women felt betrayed and isolated because promises could not be 

realized. Some returned home to small rural villages; some remained in the city, while 

others relocated south to join the Communist party. Whatever their location or situation 

therefore, many found themselves isolated in some way from a supportive network of 

female friends to whom they could entrust their thoughts and emotions and feel validated.   

As discussed above, the texts take on an epistolary form that gives the impression of 

being personal correspondence between the first-person narrator and the addressee; yet 

because they are not specifically referential they enable the personal engagement by 

readers.  For example, thoughts and emotions are evoked which are described as being 

                                                        
18 Ibid., p. 222. 
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incapable of being articulated, but that, nevertheless are a recognizable aspect of the 

dilemma of the modern educated young woman.  Conversely, on other occasions, the 

texts give voice to aspects of that dilemma for readers unable to speak for themselves.  

Readers are given a voice through the texts, a strategy that potentially closes the gap 

between social and textual relationality.  

The texts evoke a range of modes of communication and mechanisms which express and 

evoke the experience of the isolated young woman.  These include speaking on the 

telephone, reading and writing letters, reading literature, reading poetry written by other 

women, and reading through the column, which provide readers with the tropes of 

community through which such imagined relationalities become possible.  

Communication relies on the letter format and focuses on addressing you the reader.  

Inarticulatability is explored through various tropes including the weather, the night sky 

and the landscape, all of which function as metaphors for loneliness. The following 

analysis explores the way the texts are constructed in an epistolary format to evoke these 

sensations and trigger different levels of emotional response in readers.   

Movement between Extra-Diegetic and Intra-Diegetic Context 

The discussion of these texts is divided into two parts: the first part focuses on the 

epistolary format which provides the foundation for readerly engagement with the texts.  

The second part explores two distinct themes: communication and isolation.   

1. Expanding the Epistolary Format.   

Oscillation between writing and reading forms the thematic material of epistolary 

narrative. Epistolary discourse is marked by hiatuses of all sorts: time lags between event 

and recording, between message transmission and reception; spatial separation between 

writer and addressee.  Yet it is also a language of gap closing, or writing to the moment, 

of speaking to the addressee as if she were present. It is the language of the “as if” 

present.  In ordinary conversation the language affirms a physical presence.  As Altman 

argues, it is an extension of the roll-call ritual – “Are you there?” – “Present.”19 The 

                                                        
19 Altman, p. 140. 
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epistolary format uses the language of the letter which “creates the illusion of the present 

(now) by oscillation between the then of past and future.”20 Thus, to write a letter is to 

‘speak’ to someone in an epistolary format that maintains the illusion of the friend being 

present.  The friend is represented through her own words, made present by “make-

believe,”21 through the intra-diegetic context, potentially closing the gap between 

presence and absence. A fundamental aspect of this format is the notion of exchange 

whereby the reader is called upon to respond as a writer and contribute to the narrative. 

The narrator is seeking a response from a reader within the correspondent’s world.  The 

letter format connotes privacy and intimacy as a closed exchange between the writer and 

addressee.  The person addressed becomes the I and writes back.  But when that 

document is published it reflects the intention for it to be read by an audience beyond the 

writer-addressee (I-you) relationship.  The texts under discussion are published 

documents which, by this very fact, effect a transformation of the notion of exchange 

implicit in epistolary texts.  There is no longer the possibility of normative epistolary 

exchange which becomes transformed into an imaginative readerly response, founded on 

the perpetuation of the notion of presence, which remains.  Altman’s desire for exchange 

22 is thus expanded to a response from a broader readership.  Readers are drawn into the 

narrative through individual identification with either the I and/or the you pronouns and 

in their own individual way, become participants in the dialogue.  They imagine that the 

text is addressed to them (you) or speaks for them (I).     

The I-you relationship structures meaning in the texts as the I becomes defined relative to 

the you whom the narrator addresses.  Within the readership paradigm, this only works in 

the first circle. For example, in the text addressed to ‘Suxin’ one reads “You know who I 

am”23  which is directed at the addressee, and indicates that the reader has personal 

knowledge of the narrator.  However, for the majority of readers, identification with the 

first-person pronoun would be most likely to be via recognition of the sentiments 

expressed in the text, as if the reader’s own predicament were being presented.  For 

example, “For three months I secretly saw the sorrow deep down in your heart, but I 
                                                        
20 Ibid., p. 187. 
21 Ibid., p. 140. 
22 Altman, p. 89.  
23 ‘Suxin’    
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didn’t want to ask you directly.  I can only comfort you indirectly.”24  These sentiments 

are personal and yet at the same time, could be recognized by any reader whose feelings 

could be validated through reading the text.   

You Pronoun 

Readerly identification with the texts is most likely to be via the intra-diegetic you. 

Sometimes the reader recognizes the intra-diegetic you as being the addressee, such as the 

following example in the text addressed ‘To Lu Yin’ − “In the letters you have written, I 

recognize your compassion.  The compassion is whole and pure and not given because 

you wanted something in return.”25   

Beyond the limitations of the specific you, the named addressee, the second-person 

pronoun becomes a more generalized you which has the potential to be read by non-

specified readers as referring to them.  At this point in the reading process, readers insert 

themselves into the text and identify with the intra-diegetic you through the evocation of 

similar experiences.    

At other times, via the reading process, the intra-diegetic you functions like a revolving 

door whereby the reader is at times positioned intra-diegetically and at times extra-

diegetically.  At such times, the you may be both narratee and actual reader.  Whereas in 

“Lu Yin” the addressee is well-known, in the text addressed to ‘Yuwei’ this is less likely 

to be the case as readers are unlikely to have known the addressee.  However, readerly 

identification is still through the intra-diegetic you as in the following example, “How can 

I thank you for your love and comfort.  You have broken my silence.”26  Even though 

there is an I and a you in this excerpt, the you becomes dominant.  The text is speaking to 

you, the reader.  

Here, even though readers may not know who the intra-diegetic addressee is, they can 

still identify with the feelings expressed in the text through the you, which creates a sense 

of presence.  Where the general trajectory of the intra-diegetic you’s experience is 

                                                        
24 ‘Qingjun’  
25 ‘To Lu Yin’ 
26 ‘Yuwei’  
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recognizable the reader is more likely to be drawn towards the addressee role.  As 

discussed above, emotions are only expressed by the first person narrator. She might 

acknowledge how the addressee might feel, allowing the reader to supply her own 

emotions via the you pronoun in an emotional response that replaces the epistolary 

response of a private exchange of letters.  Indeed, part of the dilemma of the isolation 

associated with the readership is the inability to express deeply felt emotions in terms of 

friendship.  During the reading process, slippage occurs between the external realm and 

the intra-diegetic context and the addressee’s dilemma becomes the reader’s.   

While identification with the intra-diegetic you depends on a clear distinction between the 

extra- and intra-diegetic contexts, this distinction is often undermined because as 

previously discussed, the location of the addressee is only part of the you’s story.  When 

the reader recognizes that the textual you who is the narratee-protagonist does not 

coincide with the actual reader, the extra-textual you, another audience position becomes 

prominent, that of the observer, the position from which the reader watches the intra-

diegetic I and you think and talk.27  By contrast, those in the outer circles of readership 

could engage with the texts out of curiosity rather than identification, to gain a sense of 

the emotional angst of the educated young woman.   

Intra-diegetic I 

In circles one and two, readers have knowledge of the author in an extra-diegetic context 

and their reading will be informed by this pre-existing relationship. These readers do not 

identify with the intra-diegetic I because they would recognize it as the author, Shi 

Pingmei.  In this context the reader does not relate to the text through the I but through 

the you because it is as if Shi Pingmei is speaking directly to them when she says you.  At 

the same time, the I persona could also be distinguished from the author as Bowei, the 

first-person narrator.  In this scenario, the narrator reaches out to a broader readership.  If 

the reader connects to circumstances beyond the text, identification would be extra-

diegetic.  If the reader in circle one or two identifies with circumstances in the text, then 

                                                        
27 Fludernik, pp. 221-222. 
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identification is intra-diegetic.  At times this identification will navigate between the 

extra- and intra-diegetic realms and enacting different modes of readerly identification.   

An example of the slippage that can occur between the extra- and intra-diegetic modes 

can be found in the text addressed ‘To Suxin.’  In the intra-diegetic context, the narrator 

entrusts seemingly personal information about a love affair.  

You asked me about Tianxin.  I feel such deep pain that it is a sign of bad 
luck.  I always feel that I am as dead as the evil spirit because I grabbed a 
man’s heart and stole it from him.28   

The extra-diegetic context is that the author, Shi Pingmei, was in a relationship with a 

married man Tianxin (Gao Junyu).  Although deeply in love, Shi Pingmei rebuffed his 

advances when she learned of his previously arranged marriage to a girl in his home 

town.29  This information was generally well-known not just amongst her close friends, 

but within the wider public domain.  Readers who were in her close circle of friends, 

would have related to the first-person narrator extra-diegetically as Shi Pingmei, not as 

Bowei and read the text knowing of her personal circumstances.   Yet, at the same time, it 

is possible to separate the context from intra-diegetic I as Shi Pingmei and identify with 

the text intra-diegetically, through the first-person narrator, Bowei.  Unrequited love was 

part of the dilemma of the educated young woman, many of whom had similar 

experiences. Outside of the college environment, ‘true love’ was difficult to pursue and 

dreams could not easily be realized. 

At other times, the texts privilege the intra-diegetic I over the intra-diegetic you.  In such 

circumstances, the I is able to speak for the reader expressing that which the reader thinks 

but is perhaps unable to express, or unable to articulate to those around her.   

In the following example from the text addressed to ‘Suxin’ the words of the intra-

diegetic I readily extend beyond the immediate context and are able to speak for the 

reader.   

                                                        
28 ‘Suxin’ 
29 This stormy but tragic love affair later became the subject of Lu Yin’s novel, “Ivory Rings” (Xiangya 
jiezhi). In recent years this story has been told in a popular biography as well as a television mini-series.  
Refer Janet Ng and Janice Wickeri, eds., in May Fourth Women Writers: Memoirs. (Hong Kong: Chinese 
University of Hong Kong, 1996), p. 64. 
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I have never walked a long way by myself but a few months ago I wanted to 
try what it was like. You disappeared into the darkness.  After I started this 
journey I began to feel afraid. 30 

After graduation, young women left the supportive environment at college and many 

embarked upon some type of journey alone. Having spent some years together in the 

supportive environment of a college campus, young women identified with a different 

sense of ‘self,’ one that was in relation to others like themselves.  Separation from this 

network was often a daunting prospect.  Indeed, beyond the camaraderie and support on 

the college campus, the dreams and aspirations of the modern young woman were 

difficult to realize and frequently misunderstood.  In such circumstances, the reader gains 

a sense of sympathetic presence through the intra-diegetic I that is speaking for ‘me’.   

Embedded I  

Embedding extends the identity of the narrative persona.  This narrative strategy enables 

multiple first-person narrators to have a voice through the intra-diegetic context.  In the 

text ‘To Lu Yin,’ the narrator embeds a ‘diary’ entry which serves as a dialogic for self-

scrutiny.  The intra-diegetic I quotes herself through the embedded I writing about herself 

to the intra-diegetic you, the addressee.  Beyond reading circles one and two, this reads 

as:  I quote myself writing about myself to you, the reader.  The narrator gives voice to 

her ‘self’ and the dialogic dimension enhances the two aspects of community and sense 

of presence that are meaningful for the reader.  Readers feel privileged because the intra-

diegetic I is entrusting private information to them through the embedded I. This is an 

integral part of the psychological action in the narrative.  Past stimulus, the narrator’s 

‘diary’ entry, is incorporated into present response as the narrator is represented – made 

present again, through her own words, which transforms the monologue into a dialogue.31   

I am living in this emptiness.  I have a chest full of hot blood full surrounded 
by muddy ice cubes.  This chills my heart and makes me feel heartless.[…] 
The only nourishment young people need is love, yet the first thing I am 
suspicious about is love.  I laugh at the tranquilizer people speak of or write 
about.32 

                                                        
30 ‘Suxin’    
31 Altman, p. 138. 
32 Ibid. 
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Extra-diegetically, the narrator is in love with a young man who is betrothed to a girl in 

his home town, information that is publicly known.  However, this information could also 

be extrapolated to a general context because shattered dreams of freedoms of love in 

marriage were part of the dilemma of this group of modern young women.  Buoyed with 

optimism of the possibility of such freedoms whilst they were together in social networks 

of camaraderie and support, young women felt empowered.  For a brief period in their 

lives, they believed a new sense of ‘self’ was possible beyond the college campus 

environment.  However, here, the betrayal felt by modern educated young women when 

they returned to mainstream society which was still dominated by the traditional 

patriarchal social order, is keenly articulated.  Arranged marriage was rejected as it 

belonged to traditional concepts of identity, while ‘true’ love imagined as giving young 

women more control over their lives, was framed by modern patriarchy. Thus women’s 

disempowerment was perpetuated and modern dreams could not be realized. The only 

way through this dilemma was to reject love altogether. This powerful sense of 

disempowerment is given a voice through the embedded I which speaks for readers who 

have no avenue in mainstream discourse through which to express these private feelings. 

Because of the splitting of the narrative persona via the embedded I, a dialogic context is 

constructed, such that, with the engagement of the reader, a sense of community is 

created.   

Third-Person Pronoun  

Male intellectuals and educated young women were equally affected by affairs of the 

heart because mainstream discourse did not tend to sanction independently initiated 

romance.  As a mechanism through which to engage other readers beyond the dominant 

readership group of educated young women, occasionally, the narrator uses the third-

person feminine pronoun, she (ta) which refers to feminine experience, and at other 

times, occasionally the narrator refers to masculine experience through the use of the 

third-person pronoun he (ta).  The following excerpt from the text ‘Yunqin’ is an 

example of the use of the third-person pronoun she.  

When I was chatting with mother, the doorbell rang and not long afterwards 
the maid let in a young woman who was in her thirties.[…] Her eyes were 
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filled with sadness so we could easily tell she was a poor and sad person.  
Guess who she was.  It was your friend from intermediate school, Miss Chen. 
She mentioned that she was suffering physically and mentally. You know, her 
marriage was arranged by her brother.  She wasn’t consulted let alone asked 
for her consent.[…] She can only suffer and become ill.  Her only escape is 
through death.33 

Even though this passage refers to the experiences of a particular young woman, her 

personal circumstances are readily transcended by the dominance of the third-person she.  

The reader may be encountering similar difficulties herself in an arranged marriage or 

alternatively, may know of someone who is and whose circumstances are therefore given 

sympathetic recognition through the text. Female readers therefore, are included in the 

community of reading.  The mechanism for inclusion is the intra-diegetic you, which 

speaks to the reader.    

Occasionally, the narrator also uses the masculine third-person pronoun he (ta), an 

example of which is offered in the following passage from the text ‘Suxin.’  

On the night of the 12th, I received Tianxin’s letter from Shanghai.[…]  In the 
letter he mentioned his victory of returning home and the breakout and freedom 
from being trapped.  He is naturally very happy to tell me this but when I read this 
news, I feel he is even more pitiful because from now on he really is by himself.  
After all, he feels empty and disappointed because a dream as beautiful as a 
flower, was just a brief moment in his heart, Suxin!  I watch him walk into the 
dim lake.  How can I not feel broken hearted?34 

The extra-diegetic love affair with Tianxin, would have been publicly known by male 

readers as well as close friends of the narrator.  Tianxin’s victory could be his separation 

from his wife in anticipation of marrying his true love, only to be followed by deep 

disappointment because his love was rejected.  In a similar way to the previous example, 

Tianxin difficulties are given sympathetic recognition through the third-person pronoun 

which male readers could read with endorsement and empathy, particularly those who 

might have had a similar experience to Tianxin.  Readers who identify with Tianxin’s 

circumstances through the third-person pronoun, could imagine their own thoughts and 

feelings being expressed.  Thus, in a similar way to female readers, these male readers are 

being included in the community of reading.  This happens through a combination of the 
                                                        
33 ‘Yunqin’ 
34 ‘Suxin’ 
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‘sympathetic recognition’ via the third-person he and the sympathetic use of the intra-

diegetic I.  In this text, the mechanism for inclusion is the I which seems to be speaking 

directly to the male reader about Tianxin.   

Noun ‘Friend’  

Some of the texts include deployment of the personal noun ‘friend’ (pengyou). The use of 

this non-gendered noun is interesting. ‘Friend’ is multi-referential because it can be 

applied to any context.  It can refer to anything and everything: it can be a relationship 

between male and male, female and female or male and female.  ‘Friend’ therefore, 

encourages reader participation in the text because it is non-gendered and can be 

extended to whomever is reading, and make any reader, male or female, who identifies 

with or relates to the intra-diegetic context in some way, a friend through the text.  In the 

text ‘Lu Yin’ offers the potential for readerly engagement through the deployment of the 

pronoun “friend.”   

Friend, I cannot continue writing.  You are a warrior who has been through 
hundreds of battles.[…] Friend, struggle and go forward.  Destiny is in the 
dirt of our hands.  How life is shaped is like the earth in our hands.[…] 
Friend, how we shape ourselves is dependent upon ourselves.35    

In this passage, the friend is directly addressed, and thus this noun functions in a very 

similar way to the use of the intra-diegetic you in enabling a crossing of the boundary 

between intra- and extra-diegesis. The reader substitutes (him or) herself in place of the 

intra-diegetic addressee.  Intra-diegetically, female readers could draw strength from the 

knowledge of Lu Yin’s personal journey towards independence and her attempt to shape 

her destiny as a modern young woman.  Equally, the text offers inclusivity to a broader 

readership sympathetic to the iconoclastic anti-Confucian movement that was challenging 

traditional concepts of identity within the family, particularly with regard to arranged 

marriages, divorce and romantic love. While the primary focus of this discussion is on the 

feminine reading experience and the appropriation of these terms, male intellectuals were 

also part of this dilemma.  Within the context of this passage, when ‘friend’ is expanded 

to the plural we and our, this all the more increases the inclusivity of the sense of 

                                                        
35 ‘Lu Yin’   
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community created via the act of reading.  The use of we endorses the special connection 

between the intra-diegetic I and the reader, and potentially includes others if the reader 

imagines it so.  The inclusivity is all the more marked because the noun ‘friend’ is not 

gender-marked. 

As discussed above, the epistolary format provides the crucial mechanism for readerly 

engagement with the text.  The texts take on an epistolary form that gives the impression 

of being personal correspondence between the first-person narrator and the addressee; yet 

because they are not specifically referential, they enable the personal engagement by 

readers.  As published texts, the intimacy between writer and addressee is expanded 

beyond the interpersonal bond of the I-you relationship to incorporate multiple external 

readers into the narrative.  When other readers in the public textual sphere engage with 

the texts, multiple textual relationalities occur as the specific addressee is transcended 

and evolves into a response through reading.  While the I-you still maintain a constant 

relationship throughout the texts, it is transformed to include multiple other readers who 

actively seek to discover a connectedness with the text through the reading experience 

and reference to their own lives.  This evokes different styles of imagining that are 

defined in terms of the imagination process and informed by previous experience.  While 

each reader imagines their own style of connectedness, there would still be a shared sense 

of community through the same processes.  Readers are drawn into the narrative through 

individual identification with either the I and/or the you pronouns and in their own 

individual way, become participants in the dialogue.  At times in the texts there is direct 

identification with the text, which speaks to me, the reader, through the intra-diegetic you.  

This creates a sense of presence for the reader who becomes a participant in the text.  

Sometimes the texts privilege the intra-diegetic I that extends beyond the immediate text 

and speaks for the reader expressing that which she thinks but perhaps is unable to 

express. The act of reading itself and individual engagement with the pronouns evoke a 

sense of connectedness to a community of which the reader has experience in the past, 

and with which she is able to connect in the present.    These processes potentially evoke 

multiple textual relationalities and imagined sororities of readers.   
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2. Thematic Engagement 

Isolation 

Readers are isolated from their supportive networks and the texts provide them with a 

mechanism through which they can imagine a connection to a trusted friend.  Thus, the 

sense of unspeakability is raised in the texts and is recognized by readers even if each text 

is ostensibly addressed to a named addressee.  When friends share the same time and 

space, communication is extra-verbal as well as verbal: tones and gestures play a role.  

But when space is no longer shared, meaning is more difficult to articulate.  In epistolary 

discourse, writer and reader share neither time nor space and this is reflected in the 

discontinuity of the exchange, a dialogue composed of more fragmented, monologue-like 

units than the components of oral dialogue.  Although the epistolary situation involves a 

wider hiatus between thought and expression than that which would occur in an oral 

exchange, past stimulus of common memories and/or similar experiences is incorporated 

into the present response by the reader.36  Yet, a sense of unspeakability, an inability to 

meaningfully articulate thoughts and feelings, remains.  This is threaded through these 

texts and becomes a mechanism for the imagining of recognition, intimacy and 

community through the reading process.  The night sky, the weather and the landscape 

function as metaphors for isolation and unspeakability.  

In ‘Yuwei’ the night sky functions as a metaphor through which intimate feelings of 

isolation and loneliness could be expressed.  In classical poetry there is a trope in which 

separated lovers both contemplate the same moon and imagine the other lover looking at 

the same moon and feeling connected through that moon.37  In the following passage, the 

narrator draws on that tradition and her discussion of the moon and the stars additionally 

                                                        
36 Altman, p. 136. 
37 The fairy tale of the Cowherd (human being) and the Weaving girl (goddess) dates back to the Eastern 
Han Dynasty.  In this old legend the Cowherd and the Weaving girl fall in love.  When this forbidden love 
is discovered, she is banished to Heaven, allowed to return only once a year, on the seventh day of the 
seventh lunar month, to meet her Cowherd across the Milky Way.  Refer Janet Ng and Janice Wickeri, p. 
63.  
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functions as a means through which readers could imagine a sense of connectedness to a 

close friend, through the act of reading.    

At this time, the quarter moon and a few stars appear at the corner of the window.  
People are so tired they turn to their dreams now.  Only you are still awake and I 
am too.  Although you are in the lonely mountains and I am in the bustling city, at 
this moment I am not lonely although we are far away.”38   

Through the trope of the night sky, the reader recognizes the narrator’s predicament.  Set 

against the vastness of the night sky, the tiny image of the quarter moon and few stars 

that appear at the corner of the window only accentuate the sense of isolation.  The 

repetition of the adjective ‘lonely’ (jimo) which is juxtaposed against the adjective 

‘bustling’ (fanhua), also highlight the narrator’s loneliness.  Even though she is 

surrounded by people in the city, she is still lonely because they do not understand her 

dilemma.  The reader recognizes the narrator’s dilemma and the trope of the night sky 

evokes similar sensations for the reader who may also be alone contemplating the night 

sky.  She feels validated in her current predicament because her feelings resonate with 

those of the narrator. Initial identification with the text occurs through the intra-diegetic I 

who speaks for the reader.  But then, the intra-diegetic you evokes recognition in the 

reader.  She identifies with the narrator who understands her and the reader becomes a 

participant in the dialogue.  Both are awake thinking about a past experience of 

friendship.  Then a connection may occur as the reader may imagine a connection to a 

friend from whom she is separated. The use of the plural we expands the reading context 

to a wider narrative audience and potentially links the reader in a way that is individually 

meaningful, to an imagined community through reading.  

In the next passage quoted from ‘Yunqin’ isolation is also articulated through the trope of 

the night; however, it is nuanced within the context of a dream. In contrast to the previous 

text in which the symbolism of the Cowherd and the Weaving girl permitted one reunion 

each year, this text alludes to there being many.    

It suddenly turned clear last night.  In this tranquility, under the stars and the 
new moon, my heart feels unspeakable emotions.  From the courtyard I look 
up at the starry sky and think of what happened a few months ago.  I feel that 

                                                        
38 ‘Yuwei’   
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there are many reunions and goodbyes in life.  It is just like a dream.  When I 
think of you all, you are probably intoxicated with wine by the victory, or 
maybe you are just lying in the battle fields dreaming of your home town.39  

Here the imagery of the full moon and constellation of stars evokes a broader sense of 

relationality and of ‘unspeakable emotions’ (xinqing jiujie zhe).  Thus while these images 

potentially bridge the gap between presence and absence, at the same time, they are so far 

away that they only serve to accentuate the distance between narrator and addressee.  

Through the intra-diegetic context, the reader recognizes the narrator’s feelings which 

resonate with her own.  Thus she feels validated because the narrator understands how 

she feels.  Identifying with these images is possible through the differing reading 

positions enabled by the intra-diegetic I and  you.  Initially, this passage privileges the 

intra-diegetic I who speaks for the reader who cannot speak for herself.  The reader 

recognizes the narrator’s isolation and feels validated.  Then the intra-diegetic you 

becomes dominant as it evokes recognition in the reader.  Then a connection may occur 

and the reader may imagine a connection to her trusted friends by relating to the idea of 

‘victory’ (shengli) which has multiple connotations for this readership group.  The use of 

the plural you (tamen) enables the reader to imagine a sense of connectedness and 

community of which she was once a part.   

Weather is another trope associated with the unspeakability of mood and emotions.  In 

the following passage from ‘Yunqin,’ the narrator is strategically playing on images of 

the spring weather to evoke sensations of isolation and loneliness in the reader.    

Since spring time, in nine out of ten days, the grey city is cloudy with no 
traces of sun.  Sometimes I see half of the sun in-between the clouds, but 
soon it is covered by clouds floating by.  I am a bit sentimental, so amidst the 
abundance of flowers and the bright sunshine, my heart is already surrounded 
by cloudiness.  How can I bear this kind of weather to put pressure on my sad 
heart? 40 

The spring weather is like a different version of the metaphor of the moon and stars 

except the overriding feelings of isolation defy the spring weather.  Spring sunshine 

promotes a symbiotic relationship between warmth and growth, and symbolizes the sense 

                                                        
39 ‘Yunqin’ 
40 ‘Yunqin’ 
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of relationality and connectedness with a trusted friend.  Just as the floating clouds that 

momentarily interrupt that symbiosis, feelings of sadness from being isolated from a close 

friend potentially overwhelm the narrator’s heart.  By identifying with these images, the 

reader recognizes the narrator’s feelings of sadness and loneliness.  The intra-diegetic I 

speaks for the reader and articulates for her that which she cannot express herself.  The 

reader feels validated because someone else understands how she feels.  Then a 

connection may occur and the reader may imagine her own friends and feel part of an 

imagined community through reading.   

In ‘Suxin’ isolation is articulated through images of the landscape. The narrator embarks 

on a journey back to her home town and when she arrives, describes an idyllic scene with 

her family. However, this happy reunion is at odds with how she feels.  

Everyday around six or seven in the evening, I watch the beautiful sunset and 
the clouds on the mountain.  I accompany my father upstairs to see the 
mountains.  In the green woods I can see the monastery’s two towers and hear 
the sound of the bell ringing out from the monastery.  It is a pity that I am not 
a poet or a painter.  In this beautiful environment I feel ashamed.41  

The narrator is speaking directly to the addressee to whom she entrusts her thoughts and 

feelings associated with returning home and/or imagining the prospect of doing so.  Yet 

the narrator feels perplexed because her feelings are at odds with the beauty of the 

landscape.  The extent of the disconnect is accentuated by the beautiful scenery which is 

juxtaposed against the powerful imagery of the presence of the father and the monastery, 

images that disrupt the narrator’s fragile sense of self because both are associated with 

patriarchal conceptualisations of feminine identity and control to which she can no longer 

relate.  However, the dominant sound of the bell overrides the sound of her voice and 

beckons her back to her ‘rightful’ place.  Thus for the narrator, relocation back in this 

patriarchal environment, is now associated with a deep sense of guilt because her new 

modern identity does not equate to the traditional expectations of feminine identity as to 

who she should be.  Indeed, the narrator laments that if she were a poet or a painter, she 

could construct this imagery yet at the same time, remain separate from it.  Through the 

intra-diegetic context, the reader recognizes the narrator’s emotions which may relate to 

                                                        
41 ‘Suxin’  
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her own, not just in an actual return home, but in contemplating doing so.  The reader 

identifies with the intra-diegetic I who speaks for her and validates her inarticulatable 

thoughts and feelings.  At the same time, the concept of returning home, either real or 

imagined, is also part of the general dilemma of this readership group and therefore could 

be extrapolated to a broader reading audience.  Thus a connection may occur as the 

reader imagines a link to her friends who may be in a similar situation.  The reader 

imagines a sense of connectedness and community through the reading processes.     

Communication 

In contrast to isolation and unspeakability, communication involves speaking and when 

this is enacted or evoked in a text, it enables the reader via reading to engage with the 

particular mode of communication conveyed through the textual format.  As a narrative 

strategy, the epistolary format enhances the imaginative process that brings readers to a 

sense of sorority which enacts aspects of social behaviour in a textual form, both of 

which are key areas of community and presence.  This section examines the way different 

modes of communication are evoked and express the dilemma of the isolated young 

woman.  Speaking on the telephone, reading letters, reading literature, reading poetry 

written by other women, and reading the column become mechanisms for the transfer of 

oral dialogue to a textual format.  

The following passage from ‘Yuwei in the Mountains’ offers the potential for readers to 

imagine communicating with a friend through the telephone conversation reconstructed 

through the intra-diegetic context.   

I heard your voice on the telephone.  How can I thank you for your love and 
comfort.  You have broken my silence.  I could never remain calm in my 
heart.  Besides, when I am indulging in this happiness, it is hard for me to 
remain indifferent.[…]   

You asked what I was doing now.  You asked if I can imagine what tonight 
was like for you in the mountains.  You asked how I feel in the night under 
the bright moon and starry sky.  At last you wished to get a long letter from 
me.  You wished to read true tears from life in my letter.  I have guessed, 
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Yuwei, you must be in a perplexed and emotional state, maybe very cold and 
weary.  You thought about me and were concerned about me.42  

A telephone conversation enables an exchange when speakers are geographically distant.  

Moreover, writing down a conversation transfers social action to a textual context.  

Readerly engagement with the text enacts the transformed epistolary frame whereby the 

impossibility of exchange becomes a response via the imagination.  In its reconstructed 

context, the telephone conversation becomes a crucial mechanism for creating a general 

shift from epistolary exchange to a personal response.  Strategically placed at the 

beginning of the text, the conversation enables readers to imagine in the present, a time in 

the past when they spoke and gives the seemingly personal a broad referentiality.  Even 

though personal access to a telephone would have been a rare luxury for the average 

person, readers could imagine this happening through reading the text. 43  In this context, 

personal utterances are written in colloquial language that resembles a conversation.  

Wishful thinking becomes the catalyst for the imagination as readers could engage in a 

conversation by reading.  

In the text, there is a continual shift between the intra-diegetic and extra-diegetic contexts 

through the deployment of the I and the you pronouns. These shifts are made possible 

through the different reading positions which change depending on the reader and the 

range of readership.  The colloquial dialogue re-enacts the telephone call and addresses 

the addressee as if she had made the telephone call herself. The addressee is represented 

through her own words.  In the absence of the addressee, the epistolary format creates the 

illusion of the addressee being present, and as Altman argues, with whom one can 

converse through imagined dialogue.44 Initially, the text privileges the intra-diegetic I 

                                                        
42 ‘Yuwei in the Mountains’  
43 Refer Anton A. Huurdeman, Worldwide History of Telecommunications.  (New York: J. Wiley, 2003). 
Huurdeman states that all of Asia had roughly 149k lines in 1910 (hundredths of a percent) with total 
global lines in service being just over 11 million.  He also points out that the global number of users who 
had access to the telephone in 1922 was close to the 20 million mark.  But this growth occurred mostly 
growth within the US and Western European markets.  Therefore, because of the civil wars and general 
social and political chaos that existed in China during the teens and early 1920s, telephone installation and 
usage would certainly have lagged behind global growth.  Therefore, it would be surprising if as few as 
0.1% of the general Chinese population had access to telephone lines at this time.  Indeed, availability 
would most likely have been to a select few homes, a few high-end hotels, some government offices and 
possibly some universities. Thus the ability to engage in a social conversation via the telephone would have 
been wishful thinking for most readers.  
44 Altman, p. 139. 



 
 

126 

which usually gives the reader a voice by speaking for her.  However, this is an 

interesting case of the narrator reporting to the reader what she said.  Interior dialogue in 

which the addressee’s words are quoted differs from that in which her voice is imagined.  

This technique of citation is an integral part of the psychological action of the narrative as 

the addressee’s voice is real, though past, and heard upon replay through the reenactment 

of the telephone conversation.  Past stimulus, (the addressee’s voice) is incorporated into 

present response as she is represented, made present again.45  Notwithstanding this, the 

reader recognizes the narrator’s desire to continue to communicate via the reconstructed 

conversation.  Through common memories and/or similar experiences of speaking with a 

friend, the intra-diegetic context resonates with the reader who feels validated.  Then a 

shift occurs and the reader identifies with intra-diegetic you who speaks to me, the reader.  

She is given a voice and becomes a participant in the dialogue.  The reader’s wish to 

communicate with an absent friend can be addressed by imagining being connected to a 

past relationship of entrustment through the re-enactment of a telephone conversation.  

The act of reading a letter is another mode of communication through which readers 

could imagine a shift from a social to a textual context.  Epistolary writing potentially 

bridges the gap between narrator and addressee as it “creates the illusion of the present 

(now) by oscillation between the then of past and future.”46  To write a letter to a friend is 

to speak to them, but in order for this illusion to be maintained, the other person’s voice 

must be heard. In this text, the letter is incorporated into the present response as the friend 

is represented through the physical ‘presence’ of the narrator’s letter.  Memory and 

expectation keep the narrator present in the imagination of the addressee through a 

frequent oscillation between past and future.  According to Altman, the technique of 

invoking the delivery of a letter gives written language the inerasable qualities of spoken 

language and gives the epistolary utterance the spontaneity of the oral one.47  

                                                        
45 Ibid., p. 138. 
46 Altman., p. 187.   Emphasis in original.   
47 Ibid., p.136.  
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The following excerpt from the text ‘Yunqin’ is constructed to respond to a written 

exchange via the delivery of a letter. “Then the doorbell rang and the postman delivers 

your letter to me.  How happy do you think I am?”48  

Initially, this excerpt privileges the intra-diegetic you.  The text is speaking to me, the 

reader who becomes a participant in the text.   In ordinary conversation language affirms 

a physical presence, but in this context, it is ‘as if’ the reader is present. Then the reader 

recognizes the narrator’s desire to communicate personal feelings through the delivery of 

a letter. In this instance, the text speaks for the reader who feels validated in her situation, 

through reading. Then the reader could link her thoughts to a friend and imagine being 

reconnected and being able to communicate via reading.    

The text ‘To Lu Yin’ offers the potential for readers to communicate through reading 

published works and through reading the column.   

I have read “To Sister Mei – the Tide of the Intelligent Sea” (Linghai chaoxi zhi 
meijie) and “To Old Friends in the North of Yan” (Ji Yanbei zhu guren).  Since I 
read them I feel you are just like myself.  You have expressed so much 
indescribable feeling for me, I have nothing left to say. When one feels that the 
other person is just like herself, how unusual and comforting it is. But Lu Yin, I 
have already got such a feeling.49  

This passage is about reading published works with reference to literary exchanges 

between the author/narrator, Shi Pingmei, and the addressee, Lu Yin, as members of ‘The 

Wild Rose Association.’50  While some readers may have knowledge of this external 

relationship and relate to Shi Pingmei as the first-person narrator, the majority of readers 

would, depending on their situation at the time of reading, identify with the intra-diegetic 

I as the first-person narrator.  Readers who knew the author/narrator and the addressee 

could imagine communicating with a friend through reading.  For the majority of readers 

the I speaks for them, as educated and literate young women who feel connected through 

reading the column.  At the same time, readers could identify with the intra-diegetic you 

and recall a past experience of entrustment with a friend whereby intimate feelings that 

were inarticulatable, were understood.  The ability to communicate textually relies on the 

                                                        
48 ‘Yunqin’ 
49 ‘To Lu Yin’   
50 Refer Chapter Two. 
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letter framework through which thoughts and feelings can be recognized, appropriated 

and/or transferred to a reader’s personal context.  The narrator alludes to the fact that she 

has “nothing left to say” because the column has completely spoken for her and 

represented her feelings to readers who then understand these through the intra-diegetic 

context. If readers are able to imagine being connected through this combination of the 

column and the published works, then they are given a voice through this context.  The 

use of the adjectival phrase “old friends” (guren) extends the reading audience to any 

reader who by reading, could potentially become a friend through the text.  Participation 

is encouraged through the plural we which has the potential for enabling the creation of a 

community of connectedness.   

Whereas the text addressed ‘To Lu Yin’ is constructed to engage readers through reading 

published texts and the column, in the text addressed to ‘Yunqin’ a broader reading 

experience is evoked and validated through reference to poetry written by women poets.   

It got cold and I walked into the room and from the bookshelf I took a book 
of poems written by women poets and read it under the lamp to forget my 
lonely emotions.51    

The narrator expresses what it feels like to read about women’s experience in women-

authored texts and this reflects back to the reader, her own actuality and validation.  

Reading other women reading mirrors that which the reader is doing both at an individual 

level and in a broader context through the column.  As a mode of communication and 

narration, poetry employs layers of imagery and metaphorical language to articulate 

indescribable emotions.  As there is no you pronoun in this passage, readers could 

identify with the actions of the first-person narrator.  The intra-diegetic I speaks for the 

reader who could imagine communicating with a friend reading poetry written by another 

woman.  

The five texts discussed throughout this chapter are meditations on isolation and 

loneliness, and  reflect on the dilemma of the educated young woman who seeks a 

connection to a community of which she was once a part.  The texts engage with that 

condition and enable those who are experiencing it in some way or who have an 

                                                        
51 ‘Yunxin’  
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understanding of it, to have recognition through reading.  Shi Pingmei’s strategic 

manipulation of the epistolary mode provides a crucial mechanism for readerly 

engagement with the texts and for creating a general shift in the concept of community 

from a social to a textual context.  Within each text, the seemingly personal is expanded 

to a broader audience to any reader of this generation of educated young women through 

the act of reading.  Drawing on aspects of Anderson’s concept of an imagined 

community,52 isolated readers imagine a connection to a sorority by identifying with the 

intra-diegetic context and in their own particular style, feel validated in their current 

predicament.  While this does not solve the problem of isolation, the texts evoke an 

imagined connection that the reader would not have had before reading.  Through the 

process of reading, individuals might imagine a connectedness larger than themselves, by 

recalling an event in their lives which might resonate with the text, and relive it by 

remembering the community of which they were previously a part.  Communication is 

enabled or evoked when a reader engages with a particular mode of discourse and feels 

validated through an imagined connection to a sorority of which she was once a part. 

 

                                                        
52 Refer Chapter Three. 
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Chapter Five 

 

Autobiography and identity construction: the relationship 

with the mother 

Whereas in the previous chapter, the epistolary format enabled a move away from 

consideration of texts with respect to the author, this chapter returns to the author by 

considering a second group of texts that appeared in The Wild Rose Weekly.  The 

three texts discussed in this chapter were written by Shi Pingmei as the first-person 

narrator and were published in the supplement over a period of fifteen months, 

between February 1927 and May 1928.  The first text is entitled: ‘Amidst the Sound 

of Firecrackers on New Year’s Eve’ (‘Baozhu sheng zhong de chuxi’), published in 

issue 11 on 8th February, 1927.  This text is constructed around the activities 

associated with New Year’s Eve, a time of the year for families when members return 

home to cast out the old and celebrate the dawning of the New Year. The text is a 

meditation on loneliness articulated through the female “I” narrator who is not at 

home and is not returning.  The second text is entitled: ‘Performing in the midst of a 

Nightmare’ (‘Emeng zhong de banyan’) and was published under the column 

‘Random Notes’ (‘Ouran cao’) in issue 52 on 10th January, 1928.  Both of these 

narratives are xiaopin and use titles that are reflective of the author’s desire to actively 

and creatively redefine her life by presenting an alternative representation of feminine 

experience.  

The third text is very different from ‘Firecrackers’ and ‘Nightmare’ both in form and 

in the way it incorporates the question of the nation into the consideration of the 

mother-daughter relationship. It is a three stanza poem with the provocative title, ‘I 

tell you, Mother!’ (‘Wo gaosu ni, muqin’).  It was published in a special edition of 

The Wild Rose Weekly on 29th May, 1928 entitled ‘National Shame’ (‘Haonian jichi 

guo’)1 and the poem is located in the horror of the tragedy of the Jinan Incident2 as a 

                                                   
1 ‘National Shame’ (was a special edition of The Wild Rose Weekly that was published over a period of 
nine days, from 23rd to 31st May 1928, between the Weekly’s regular issues No. 68 and 69.  This special 
edition was written in response to and protest over the May 3rd Incident (Jinan Incident), an armed 
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result of an invasion by the Japanese military on 3rd May 1928.  The poem explores 

the various ways in which the search for the mother takes place and how ideas of the 

nation complicate this quest.   

In this group of texts, there is a closer link to autobiography because without the 

mediation of an epistolary framework, the “I” pronoun is much more likely to be 

associated with Shi Pingmei, the author.  In these texts there is no pseudonym.  The 

presence of a pseudonym as in the previous body of texts, allows for greater distance 

between Shi Pingmei and the first-person narrator.  Yet at the same time, similar 

reading processes are at play as pertained in the epistolary texts: readers acknowledge 

the sentiments expressed from an extra-diegetic perspective and they effect a 

transposition of context by bringing aspects of their own experience to bear upon their 

reading of the text.  A sense of community and validation is achieved through this 

recognition and association process of reading.  In particular, the texts offer a strong 

sense of the affinity with the intra-diegetic I who may well seem to speak for the 

reader and articulate her own experience.   

The central concern of these texts is identity construction and the problematic 

relationship between the modern woman and her mother.  This was an almost 

universal concern among the generation of modern educated young women.  In the 

texts, the accounts of this relationship are both personalized and at the same time 

widely recognizable. This chapter focuses on the dominant readership of circle three.  

Without the epistolary framework the specific reading interactions of readers in the 

inner two circles is less differentiated, notwithstanding their closer relationship with 

familiarity with the author and the personal details of her life.  Shi Pingmei and her 

readers are all daughters educated in the modern era and it is less significant whether 

or not readers are personally acquainted with the author.  All readers have mothers; 

all are educated; and all are in a difficult situation because society is in a period of 

transition and are trying to articulate a new and different sense of self that is 

                                                                                                                                                 
conflict between the Japanese Army allied with the Northern Chinese Warlords against the 
Guomindang’s southern army in Jinan, the capital of Shandong during the Guomindang’s Northern 
Expedition. 
2 The Jinan Incident or May 3rd Tragedy as it is also known, was an armed conflict that broke out 
between the Japanese Army allied with Northern Chinese warlords against the Guomintang’s southern 
army in Jinan, the capital of Shandong in 1928 during the Guomintang’s Northern Expedition.  For a 
comprehensive account of this incident, refer C. Martin Wilbur, The Nationalist Revolution in China, 
1923 – 1928. (London and Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 176 – 180. 
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associated with modernity.  Their mothers are generally anchored in the past and 

identify with traditional Confucian paradigms of identity.  This generation of young 

women is trying to articulate a new and different sense of self that is associated with 

modernity.  This is the dilemma.  Young women are torn between the desire for the 

mother and the inability to separate from her.  The problem is that while the daughter 

is linked to the mother, in this context, the mother does not provide a model for the 

daughter who wishes to live her life in another way that poses challenges to society 

and potentially frees her from being trapped by the biological destiny imposed by 

tradition.  Writing allows Shi Pingmei to present ways in which the biological chain 

can be broken. 

The analysis undertaken in this chapter combines sociocultural feminist theories with 

a textual analysis that seeks to highlight the tension that emerges between the power 

of existing structures and discourses that have previously rendered impossible the 

existence of mothers and daughters outside of a patriarchal framework of 

identification. The chapter draws on a range of feminist theories as theoretical tools to 

analyse the complexities of the mother-daughter relationship in this particular context.  

These theories range from Chodorow’s notion of relationality3  to Julia Kristeva’s 

theory of abjection,4 Judith Butler’s theories on the body and the performativity of 

gender,5 and Jessica Benjamin’s concentration on the difficult balancing act of mother 

and child, between autonomy and relationality.6  This is the first time such an 

approach has been applied to women’s writing from 1920s China.  Indeed, as 

discussed in the Introduction, Shi Pingmei’s texts have largely been ignored by recent 

scholarship and any analysis that has been attempted has been limited to analysis 

within masculine constructs of identity.   

                                                   
3 Nancy Chodorow.  The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender.  
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978a).  For a discussion of the pre-oedipal, refer Jacques 
Lacan.  Écrits: A Selection.  Trans.  Alan Sheridan.  (London: Tavistock, 1977); Sidonie Smith, 
“Autobiography Criticism and the Problematics of Gender.”  In Sidonie Smith,  A Poetics of Women’s 
Autobiography.  Marginality and the Fictions of Self-Representation.  (Bloomington and Indianapolis: 
Indiana Univeristy Press, 1987), pp. 13-14. 
4 Julia Kristeva.  Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Léon S. Roudiez.  (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1982). 
5 Judith P. Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex.” (New York: Routledge, 
1993).   
6 Jessica Benjamin.  The Bonds of Love: Psychoanalysis, Feminism, and the Problem of Domination.  
(London: Virago, 1990, orig, 1998).  
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In China, the period of the 1920s, was a time of massive socio-cultural and political 

transformation, from tradition to modernity.  Young women were trying to define 

themselves differently, outside of masculine paradigms of identity.  Even though the 

scholarship on the mother-daughter relationship which is used in this chapter was 

developed almost fifty years after these texts were written, and in a different cultural 

context, this group of texts identify and express poignantly the same problematic 

relationship to the maternal bond and the difficulties associated with trying to 

separate.  This type of analysis works particularly well with these texts because the 

issues identified by these feminist theorists are particularly relevant to this particular 

generation of modern Chinese women.  While there have been translations of a small 

number of Shi Pingmei’s texts, the mother-daughter relationship has, to date, been 

entirely neglected by scholars.   

Part of the significance of these particular texts is that they were written in an era 

when women’s emancipation and debates surrounding this issue were often over-

simplified.  May Fourth male intellectuals, in striving to dismantle Chinese 

patriarchal tradition, constructed the concept of “traditional woman” as the ‘other’ of 

the independent male individual in modern society.7  During the New Culture 

movement, the three obediences and four virtues used to illustrate traditional 

women’s victimization and suffering became a completely negative stamp for 

traditional female roles from which young women were trying to liberate themselves. 

The May Fourth discourse of individualism was closely tied to that of women’s 

liberation, which inscribed Chinese women as both the imagined object to be 

liberated by the male geren subject and the figurative representation of men’s self-

emancipation from the patriarchal tradition.8  In the early 1920s, intellectuals on the 

left, in reaction to the perceived inability of iconoclastic May Fourth individualism to 

provide a blueprint for the desired social and political changes, called for a critique 

and transcendence of individualism from a Marxist perspective.9  For early modern 

Chinese women writers who came from middle- or upper class backgrounds, 

                                                   
7 Ching-kiu Stephen Chan, “The Language of Despair: Ideological Representations of the “New 
Woman” by May Fourth Writers.”  In Tani E. Barlow, ed., Gender Politics in Modern China.  Writing 
and Feminism.  (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1993), p. 13-14. 
8 Lingzhen Wang.  Personal Matters.  Women’s Autobiographical Practice in Twentieth-Century 
China.  (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), pp. 68-69.  
9 Lydia H. Liu.  Translingual Practice: Literature, National Culture, and Translated Modernity – 
China, 1900 – 1937.  (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), p. 97. 
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iconoclastic May Fourth discourses on women’s emancipation and individualism 

provided entry into the public realm as writers. From the mid- 1920s through the early 

1930s, an ongoing discussion of revolutionary and proletarian literature among leftist 

writers resulted in a further demand for the representation of revolutionary themes, 

and masses and class-consciousness.10   

In the late 1920s, this shift away from personal, introspective styles of writing in 

favour of national building and revolution marginalised the interests of modern 

women readers, for who gendered matters of personal identity continued to loom 

large.  The relationship with the mother was very significant amongst this particular 

readership group because it constituted their identities as daughters.  The fact that 

they could read about the mother-daughter relationship in ways that were both 

meaningful and relevant to their lives, was very important to them.  Moreover, writing 

about this particular relationship and circulating it in this particular literary 

supplement, engaged Shi Pingmei herself with the shared experience of her core 

readership.   

In addressing the way in which the relationship to the maternal is manifested in Shi 

Pingmei’s writing, this chapter examines three first-person narratives which highlight 

the narrator’s difficult process of representation of the mother-daughter relationship 

within the patriarchal order.  This is manifested as a complex matrix of love, anger, 

betrayal and guilt.  At the same time, this chapter also considers how the texts explore 

both the tensions created when separation and distance from the mother are sought, 

and possibilities for a redefinition of the maternal bond by bringing new and different 

values and strengths to the relationship. By appropriating the mother’s thoughts and 

invoking the mother’s voice through the second-person pronoun, Shi Pingmei 

suggests a way to break the chain and proclaim or rediscover and valourise her love 

for her mother which after all is not only a first love, but one that is outside of the 

patriarchal order.  

 
                                                   
10 Cheng Fangwu.  Cong wenxue geming dao geming wenxue [From a literary revolution to a 
revolutionary literature].  In Kirk Denton, ed., Modern Chinese Literary Thought: Writings on 
Literature, 1893 – 1945.  (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996), p. 269-275; Yu Dafu. [1923]  
Wenxue shang de jieji duozheng [Class struggle in literature].  In Kirk A. Denton, The Problematic of 
Self in Modern Chinese Literature.  (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1998), pp. 263-
275.  
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Theorizing the Mother 

In the past few decades, feminist theorists from a number of disciplines have been 

scrutinizing the complexities of the mother-daughter relationship. In the 1970s, the 

psychoanalytic claim of the importance of the pre-oedipal mother-daughter bond 

generated a vast amount of feminist debate among scholars attempting to identify the 

specificity of, and give value to, the daughter’s relationship to the mother.  Nancy 

Chodorow examined the psychology of gender socialization within the family and 

was influential in rethinking the early dynamics of the mother-daughter relationship.  

Chodorow suggested that the most important feature in early infantile development 

occurs in relation to11 another person.  Significantly, she emphasises the importance 

of the relationship with the mother in the early formation of a woman’s identity, as 

this bond intersects with, shapes and informs a daughter’s different sense of self and 

who “I” am.12  Although not specifically linked to Chodorow, Mary G. Mason’s 

identity field stresses that feminine identity is grounded in relationships that are an 

inherent part of what is produced textually when representing the self.  Indeed, Mason 

appropriates Chodorow’s notion of the “more complex relational constellation” of 

women’s emotional lives.13   

Judith Butler argues against relational positionality and uses the term “performativity” 

to capture the provisional and political nature of identity formation through the body 

and gender performance. She defines performativity as the “power of discourse to 

                                                   
11Chodorow. p. 77.  Chodorow’s emphasis.   
12 Ibid., p. 78.  Again, Chodorow’s emphasis.  
13 Mary G. Mason and Carol Hurd Green, eds., Journeys: Autobiographical Writings by Women.  
(Boston: G.K. Hall, 1979), p. xiv.  Mason and Green link together the autobiographies of a varied 
group of women around the idea of a journey that offers a wide range of explorations, from intellectual, 
spiritual, to psychological and emotional.  Through the idea of the journey, they underline two 
implications of that metaphor: journey as action and movement, implying freedom and the will to 
choose, and journey as direction, implying a goal beyond the self. Refer Journeys, p. vii.  See also 
Mason, “The Other Voice: Autobiographies of Women Writers.”  In Bella Brodski and Celeste 
Schenck, eds., Life/Lines.  Theorizing Women’s Autobiography. (Ithaca and London: Cornell 
University Press, 1988), pp. 19-44; and Marcus K. Billson and Sidonie A. Smith, “Lillian Hellman and 
the Strategy of the ‘Other.” In Estelle C. Jelinek eds., Women’s Autobiography: essays in Criticism.  
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1980), pp. 163-79.  For important applications of Chodorow’s 
concept of women’s relational identity to women’s fiction and poetry, refer Judith Kegan Gardiner, 
“On Female Identity and Writing by Women.”  Critical Inquiry 8 (Winter 1981): 347-61; and Alicia 
Ostriker, “’If I be you’: Self-Other Identification in Women’s Poetry.”  Paper delivered at the Modern 
Association meeting, December 1984.   
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produce effects through reiteration”.14  For Butler, an “I” does not precede the social 

construction of gender identity; the “I” comes into being through that social 

construction: “The subject is produced in and as a gendered matrix of relations.”15  

The ‘I’ that is its body is, of necessity, a mode of embodying possibilities.  Bodies 

thus “materialize” but the body is not “site or surface,” rather the body is “a process 

of materialization that stabilizes over time to produce the effect of boundary, fixity, 

and surface we call matter.”16  Identity is always coming into being through 

reiteration and being unfixed through the “gaps and fissures” that emerge as the 

constitutive instabilities in such constructions, as that which escapes or exceeds the 

norm.17   Butler further contends that “the body becomes its gender which produces a 

legacy of sedimented acts rather than a predetermined essence whether natural, 

cultural or linguistic.”18 These acts are continual and incessant, materializing through 

the body constituting the identity that is purported to be and performatively 

constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results.  And those 

expressions are effects produced by the culturally pervasive discourses of identity that 

inform historically specific modes of autobiographical narrating.  

Kristeva theorizes motherhood as the site of resistance to phallocentricism, since 

pregnancy and nature erase the opposition between self and mother, subject and 

object.  The maternal she suggests, remains forever the abject, that which is at the 

same time to be expelled and impossible to eliminate as it is only through defilement 

of the maternal that subjectivity can be established.19  Kristeva’s theories of abjection 

leave women and the maternal forever in a position of liminality between the semiotic 

and the symbolic.  Kristeva proposes the realm of the semiotic as the space of 

jouissance, 20 the nonverbal effluence of subjectivity that lies outside the Law of the 

                                                   
14 Judith P. Butler.  Bodies that Matter.  On the Discursive Limits of “Sex.”  (New York: Routledge, 
1993), p. xii. 
15 Ibid., p. xv. 
16 Ibid., p. xvi 
17 Ibid., p. xvii 
18 Judith P. Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Construction: An Essay in Phenomenology and 
Feminist Theory.” Theatre Journal, Vol. 40, No. 4, Dec. 1988., p. 522. 
19 Julia Kristeva.  (1980b). Pouvoirs de l’horreur.  Paris: Seuil.  Powers of Horror: An Essay on 
Abjection, trans. Léon S. Roudiez.  (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982).  Cited in Adalgisa 
Giorgio, “Writing the Mother-Daughter Relationship.”  In Adalgisa Giorgio, ed., Writing Mothers and 
Daughters.  Renegotiating the Mother in Western European Narratives by Women. (New York and 
Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2002), p. 15.   
20 For Julia Kristeva, the realm of the pre-symbolic, the ‘semiotic’, is the space of the jouissance, the 
non-verbal effluence of the subjectivity that lies outside of the Law of the Father, outside of logocentric 
thinking and practices of representation.  Refer Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, “Introduction: 
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Father and signals the rupture of the semiotic, the erotic, the unknowable and 

unrepresentable, the “feminine.”21  In order to find her own female jouissance the 

daughter must negotiate this powerful maternal imagery.  

As the daughter tries to gain some degree of separation from the mother in adulthood, 

this relational stance becomes problematic as it generates a preoccupation with issues 

of merging and separation, and a complex struggle of loss because it requires the 

daughter’s tacit acceptance of the fictions that bind her, including the story of her 

cultural inferiority.  While there is entry into language through the newly adopted 

vernacular, this is complicated by the patriarchal social system which is internalised 

through language and which must occur at the expense and repression of the mother. 

Notwithstanding this, entry into language is empowering, but it is still tainted with 

patriarchy.   Indeed, as much as the daughter turns away from the mother and seeks to 

identify with masculine ideals, she may find herself more deeply embedded in 

essentialist ideology that renders her story one of silence, powerlessness and self-

effacement.  Furthermore, if she speaks with the voice of patriarchy, she perpetuates 

the silencing and disempowerment of the mother.  The daughter’s acquisition of a 

separate sense of self therefore, is constantly threatened because as Flax argues, her 

sense of continuity with the (m)other impedes the acquisition of a ‘core identity.’22   

A way of rescuing the mother-daughter attachment from such pathological territory 

however, is through the negotiation of conflict which has been the main concern of 

American theorists who came after Chodorow.  Both Jane Flax and Jessica Benjamin 

posit a female relational sense of self and concentrated on the difficult balancing act 

of mother and child, between autonomy and relationality.  Flax remains within the 

parameters set by object-relations theory and continues to assume a pre-Oedipal 

mother-child symbiosis from which the child must move away in order to develop as 

an individual.  It is valuable to summarize Flax’s findings because her description of 

the daughter’s struggle to negotiate the conflicting desires for ‘autonomy and 
                                                                                                                                                 
Situating Subjectivity in Women’s Autobiographical Practices.”  In Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, 
eds.,  Women, Autobiography, Theory.  A Reader.  (Wisconsin and London: the University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1998), p. 19.  See also Toril Moi, ed.,  The Kristeva Reader. (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1986); and Julia Kristeva, “My Memory’s Hyperbole.” In Domna C. Stanton, ed., 
The Female Autograph, (New York: New York Literary Forum, 1984), pp. 219-35.   
21 Sidonie Smith., p. 13. 
22 Jane Flax.  “Mother-Daughter Relationships: Psychodynamics, Politics and Philosophy.” In Hester 
Eisenstein and Alice Jardine, eds., The Future of Difference.  (New Brunswick and London: Rutgers 
University Press, 1990, orig. 1980), p. 23. 
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nurturance’ has been used by literary critics to enlighten textual mother-daughter 

relationships.  Flax presents two contradictory scenarios: firstly, the daughter’s 

acquisition of autonomy is threatened by a mother who does not let her go; and 

secondly, the daughter feels she has not been nurtured enough and does not wish to 

separate from her mother.  Flax assumes a maternal figure who is narcissistically 

attached to the child as a result of her lack of power and her inability to satisfy her 

desire outside motherhood and who therefore, threatens to engulf the child.23 Like 

Chodorow, Flax sees mothers as products of the same unequal sexual relationships, in 

the private as well as the public domains, which have produced their daughters: “there 

seems to be an endless chain of women tied ambivalently to their mothers, who 

replicate this relation with their daughters.”24  Flax also cautions women against the 

creation of a normative ideal of connectedness and relationality, against which real 

mother-daughter relationships, unavoidably subject to conflict, will be seen as 

pathological.25   

Benjamin offers a way out of this dilemma and challenges unproblematic pre-oedipal 

maternal space and maternal engulfment described by both Chodorow and Flax, 

focussing on the early mother-child relationship as an interaction between two 

subjectivities. Benjamin argues that from birth, each member of the dyad perceives 

itself as being distinct from the other while at the same time being dependent on the 

other for recognition: “Recognition is that response from the other which makes 

meaningful the feelings, intentions, and actions of the self.  It allows the self to realize 

its agency and authorship in a tangible way.  However, such recognition can only 

come from an other whom we, in turn, recognize as a person in his or her own 

right.”26  Thus differentiation becomes the result of a delicate balancing between self-

assertion and mutual recognition which enables self and other to meet as equals.  

However, this constant tension between self and (m)other does not exclude conflict.  

This is because the resolution of the emotional knot between mother and daughter 

resides within the relationship itself, when each overcomes the desire for omnipotent 

                                                   
23 Jane Flax, (1990),  pp. 34-35. 
24 Ibid., p. 37. 
25 Jane Flax, ‘Mothers and Daughters Revisited.’  In Janneke van Mens-Verhulst, Karlein Schreurs, 
and Liesbeth Woertman, eds., Daughtering and Mothering: Female Subjectivity Reanalysed.  (London 
and New York: Routledge, 1993), pp. 145-56.   
26 Jessica Benjamin.  The Bonds of Love: Psychoanalysis, Feminism, and the Problem of Domination, 
(London: Virago, 1990, orig. 1998), p. 12.   
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control of the other and acknowledges the other’s independent existence.27  Thus as 

the daughter contemplates the difficult transition from a social relationship to a 

textual (re)construction of the mother-daughter relationship, she tends to recreate the 

pre-existing social tensions within the mother-daughter dyad in her narratives.  This 

struggle, argues Bella Brodski, pivots on the mother as she is the pre-text for the 

daughter’s autobiographical project.  “As the child’s first significant Other, the 

mother engenders subjectivity through language; she is the primary source of speech 

and love.”  Thereafter, the maternal legacy of language becomes charged with 

ambiguity and fraught with ambivalence. Nonetheless, in response, (however 

deferred), Bella Brodski contended that “the daughter’s text variously seeks to reject, 

reconstruct, and reclaim – to locate and recontextualize - the mother’s message.”28   

While these theories/theorists and literary critics’ arguments are not prescriptive, they 

provide strategies for understanding the complexity of women’s autobiographical 

writing.  In the case of Shi Pingmei, these theories have valid application because 

they help us approach her as a self-conscious writer seeking narrative authority at a 

time when a younger generation of Chinese writers, both men and women, were 

challenging traditional familial bonds and expectations. They particularly addressed 

the relationship to the mother, thus opening up a similar patterning of anxieties to 

those described in the scholarship above.  Although in the China of the 1920s women 

writers did not generally achieve the same level of feminist consciousness that 

western women writers did in the 1970s and 1980s, their persistent writing on mother-

daughter attachments during a radical historical transition manifested a specifically 

gendered struggle and engagement that is parallel or similar to that of western women 

writers.  Moreover, the application of such sociocultural feminist theories provide a 

useful framework through which to understand the complex negotiation of maternal 

stories that characterize Shi Pingmei’s autobiographical storytelling.  

                                                   
27 Adalgisa Giorgio, “Writing the Mother-Daughter Relationship.” In Adalgisa Giorgio, ed.,  Writing 
Mothers and Daughters.  Renegotiating the Mother in Western European Narratives by Women.  (New 
York, Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2002), p. 26.   
28 Bella Brodski, “Mothers, Displacement, and Language.”  In Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, eds., 
Women, Autobiography, Theory.  A Reader.  (Wisconsin and London: the University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1998), p. 157.  For an extensive and perceptive review of the mother-daughter relationship, see 
Marianne Hirsch, “Mothers and Daughters,” Signs 7 (Autumn 1981): 200-22.  See also, Shirley Nelson 
Garner, Claire Kahane, and Madelon Sprengnether, eds., The (M)other Tongue: Essays in Feminist 
Psychoanalytic Interpretation. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985).   



 140 

Writing the Mother-Daughter Relationship in 1920s 

Shi Pingmei was not the only woman writer to write about the mother-daughter bond 

and identification in this era.  During the early and mid-1920s, the visibility and 

presence of the mother was prevalent in women’s writing. The modern-educated New 

Woman appears regularly as an ‘unmothered daughter’ across the spectrum of May 

Fourth fiction.29  Lieberman contends that the central theme of women’s depiction of 

the mother-daughter relationship was one of loss.  This completely overlooks many 

other representations that focus on the mother-daughter bond and identification, for 

instance the works by Su Xuelin30 and Bing Xin(1900-1999), as well as Shi Pingmei 

herself.  Perhaps the most well-known narratives on the mother-daughter relationship 

are those written by Bing Xin whose writing expresses a strong desire to return to 

blissful unity with the mother, and whose love she claimed to be the origin of the 

world. For Bing Xin, the mother’s love, unconditional and inclusive is both the origin 

and destiny of the self – body and soul.  The mother-daughter bond is never broken or 

lost but is instead an ongoing process, denoting sometimes a physical state of 

symbiosis, sometimes a dialogue or communication between mother and child, and 

sometimes an ultimate, mythical ideal that, instead of evoking lack or prohibition, 

results in the empowerment of a different subject.  Moreover, it is within the primary 

love bond that Bing Xin sees a self being born and an individual subject formed. 31  

Whereas Bing Xin’s narrative approach to the mother-daughter relationship was one 

of continuity as the daughter does not transition from the pre-oedipal stage to the 

oedipal stage and an independent identity,32 Shi Pingmei posits discontinuity, 

dramatizing the difficult process of symbolisation and representation within the 

                                                   
29 Sally Taylor Lieberman.  The Mother and Narrative Politics in Modern China.  (Charlottesville: 
University Press of Virginia, 1998), p. 105. 
30 For a detailed discussion of Su Xuelin’s writing on the mother-daughter relationship, see Lingzhen 
Wang.  “Modern and Contemporary Chinese Women’s Autobiographical Writing.”  PhD diss, Cornell 
University, 1998a, pp. 146 -152. 
31 Lingzhen Wang.  Personal Matters.  Women’s Autobiographical Practice in Twentieth-Century 
China. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), p. 88. 
32 During the critical view of the construction of the new woman in the May Fourth era and the 
exclusion of women writers from the let-wing period, women writers like Bing Xin who wrote in terms 
of sexual and psychological development, were criticised for lacking a certain feeling for change or 
progress.  Wang, pp. 84-85.  Also refer MengYue and Dai Jinhua.  Fuchu lishi dibiao [Emerging from 
the historical horizon].  Zhengzhou: Henan renmim chubanshe, 1989.  For other discussions on the 
marginalization of women writers as well as the repudiation of the mother, see Wendy Larson, “The 
end of “Funü Wenxu”: Women’s Literature from 1925 to 1935.”  In Tani Barlow, ed., Gender politics 
in modern China.  Writing and Feminism.  (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), pp. 58-73; and 
Sally Taylor Lieberman, pp. 1-18.   
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patriarchal order.  The point of difference is that Shi Pingmei highlighted the tensions 

of the mother-daughter experience, but not as a victim of destiny – indeed, quite the 

opposite.   

The difficulties encountered by Shi Pingmei who creates her own narratives counter 

to traditional paradigms of identity, are manifested in the complex nuances of the 

three discrete texts, each with their own central preoccupation surrounding the 

mother-daughter relationship.  All three texts treat a specific issue such as loneliness 

and isolation from home, performativity on the ‘surreal’ stage of life, and the pressing 

factor of the issue of the nation. Each of these issues enables three different 

approaches to the overall preoccupation with the search for the mother and the 

narrator’s attempts to redefine the relationship, and give it value and strength.   

Analyses of Texts 

1. ‘Amid the Sound of Firecrackers on New Year’s Eve’  

This text foregrounds the problematic relationship associated with the mother in the 

context of a return to the family home by the daughter.  The daughter is not at home 

where tradition expects her to be until she is married.  However, the problem is not so 

much that she is away from home per se, but that her pursuit of an independent 

lifestyle is complicated by a continuing attachment to home. As the protagonist 

recounts her emotional journey through successive and imagined homecomings, each 

New Year’s Eve she finds her thoughts returning to home which threatens her quest 

for independence.  

This time of year, when there is joyous activity all around, stirs up 
tremendous conflicting feelings in people.  The heart of the traveller is 
shadowed by a deep yearning for home.  No matter how little one misses 
home or even if one has no home to miss, feelings of sadness can well up 
suddenly, like the emptiness one feels on being startled from a dream.33 

The narrator portrays a sense of loneliness, of being away from home and being 

individuated. For the protagonist, ‘home’ was the place of her childhood, but now, as 

an adult who has left in search of a different path from that within which she was 

shaped, this is no longer a familiar place in the same way it was before she left.  It is 

                                                   
33 ‘Amid the Sound of Firecrackers on New Year’s Eve.’ 



 142 

tainted with concepts of an identity to which she can no longer relate.  The inability to 

put into words this dilemma of simultaneously feeling a deep emotional attachment to 

the place which simultaneously represents values that threaten her present existence 

recalls the ‘unspeakability’ discussed in the previous chapter: ‘I don’t know how to 

describe it but I feel a nameless sense of dejection and sadness.’34 

The protagonist’s difficult quest for independence is captured in the metaphor of the 

exploding firecrackers which rise into the air, explode, then fall to the ground 

symbolizing her shattered hopes and dreams that have failed to materialise. ‘One after 

another, the bursts of firecrackers have disturbed the once tranquil pool in my 

heart.’35   

With each successive New Year’s Eve the protagonist’s journey continues to be 

hampered by circularity as she is consumed with conflicting thoughts and feelings 

that draw her back to her mother.  Thus, despite being surrounded by joyous activity, 

the protagonist finds herself embroiled in an emotional tug-of-war, drawn by 

misguided loyalty and the inevitable associations of home and mother. ‘Tiny ripples 

spread from my senses all the way to the depths of my soul.  I don’t know how to 

qualm my quivering heart. I begin to think of my mother.’36 

Alone on this significant festival associated with homecoming and without her mother 

to comfort her in her loneliness, the protagonist both yearns for and misses the 

mother, whose love, were it only available, would give the daughter solace and 

strength.  After all, according to Chodorow’s psychoanalytic theory, this love is the 

daughter’s first love and one that is defined outside of the patriarchal order. 37  

Nonetheless, the process of looking back creates tension within the text because the 

mother’s alignment with patriarchy threatens to overwhelm the narrator’s quest for 

independence.  To carve out a modern existence for herself, the narrator must leave 

her mother behind, not just physically, but emotionally as well, however strongly that 

modern existence may create a need to re-bond with the mother.  

                                                   
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Chodorow, pp. 166 – 167.   
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In her search for a resolution from the ties of the familial bonds of tradition, in the 

narrative present, the narrator places the mother at home in front of the altar, while 

placing herself at a far remove.   

Just now she is standing tearfully before the altar, her lips moving in 
prayer. Is she saying prayers for her daughter afar?  Perhaps she is hoping 
that the summer vacation will come quickly so her daughter can come 
home from afar.38  

The text acknowledges the force of Confucian constructs of identity for the altar is the 

ancestral shrine of the father’s family, not the mother’s.  On the one hand, it appears 

as though the narrator is following convention, yet on the other hand, the daughter 

appears to find some kind of solace in the familiarity of what she imagines the mother 

to be doing and thinking.  The mother expresses her concern for her daughter in the 

only way open to her, through prayer.  While the daughter may not approve of the 

method, she acknowledges the mother’s pain at her daughter’s absence, because she 

equally feels her own pain at being away from her mother.  At the same time, the 

implicit critique is clear: the mother wishes the daughter to return home, but by so 

doing she is denying the daughter the new life path that she has chosen for herself.  

This acknowledgement of the strength of the mother-daughter bond from the mother’s 

perspective allows an interesting subversion on the part of the mother, who wants her 

daughter back, but in her world she is not allowed to hold on to her daughter who 

must be married off.  All the daughter sees in the mother’s desire to have her back is 

an enactment of traditional values which equally disavow the mother-daughter bond 

and inflict deep sadness.   

Only the Gods know the sadness buried in her soul.  Only the red candles 
before the altar shed tears with her. Tonight, she must be thinking about 
me even more than usual.39  

Red is the colour of celebration and worship.  Instead of being joined in celebration, 

in their separation, the mother and daughter are joined through sadness.  The scenario 

is irresolvable as neither can comfort the other in their loneliness.  However, there is 

recognition of the bond that binds.  Love remains and is reinforced through the 

narrative shift which addresses the mother directly.   

                                                   
38 ‘Firecrackers.’ 
39 Ibid. 



 144 

Mother, I know you love me.  I am far away from you, absent once again 
from the family’s New Year reunion dinner.  However, as I celebrate here 
in this distant place, whenever I swallow my tears and raise my cup to 
drink to someone’s health, you are the one in my heart.40  

The daughter valorizes and reaffirms her love for the mother even as to do so 

articulates the difficult dilemma of the New Woman.  Returning home means 

confronting the impossibility of the mother-daughter bond, under Confucian 

patriarchal influence.  Yet the only way the daughter can deal with this is by 

remaining at a distance.   

The text situates the mother-daughter bond in relation to cultural ideologies of and 

figures selfhood.  While there is affirmation of a new type of bond, this requires the 

mother’s acceptance of her position as both paternal order and modernity create 

tension within the mother-daughter bond.    

Mother!  I cannot comfort you in your loneliness at home and you are 
unable to console me in my sadness while away.  A thread of love tethers 
our thoughts for each other in these two different places.  Why is there 
separation in life?  We are like a pair of stars on two different side of the 
Milky Way, meeting only once a year.41    

The daughter’s rebellious choice inevitably poses challenges to social norms and this 

makes it difficult for there to be a resolution.  The mother is given a position of 

textual visibility but what is being recognised is the distance that separates them and 

the resulting different states of loneliness. Recognition of the mother’s predicament as 

well as the daughter’s is extensively explored.  Thus even though no resolution is 

possible, the text becomes a mechanism for readers’ engagement in terms of 

independence and modern constructs of identity.  Benjamin argues that resolution of 

the emotional knot that binds mother and daughter resides within the relationship 

itself.42  Textual visibility of this difficulty enables the possibility of some kind of 

resolution, but only from the daughter’s perspective and only if she is able to maintain 

her distance from it, the anguish of so doing notwithstanding.   

                                                   
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid.  The Milky Way refers to an old legend of the Weaving Girl, a goddess, who descends to earth 
and falls in love with the Cowherd.  When this forbidden love is discovered, she is banished to Heaven, 
allowed to return only once a year, on the seventh day of the seventh lunar month, to meet her 
Cowherd across the Milky Way.  This legend was also discussed in the previous Chapter Four in 
relation to the trope of the moon and stars. See Janet Ng and Janice Wickeri, eds., May Fourth Women 
Writers: Memoirs.  (Hong Kong: Renditions, 1996), p. 69.   
42 Jessica Benjamin. p. 12.   
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2. ‘Performing in the Midst of a Nightmare’ 

In contrast to ‘Firecrackers,’ this text is located outside of temporality, constructed 

within the context of a surreal dream as a young girl dances on a stage and performs 

the role of the modern woman.  This manifests within the text as tension and conflict 

between mother and daughter.  The protagonist aspires to a new independent life in a 

modern world, yet is continually forced back to masculine constructs of identity in 

terms of who she is and who she is expected to be in a patriarchal society.  This 

profile in no way represents who “I” am, a young woman who defines herself 

differently to expectation.   

This is a very modern text because it anticipates much later theorisations of 

performativity and gender identity.  In terms of autobiographical performativity, 

Judith Butler argues: “There is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; 

that identity is performativity constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be 

its results.”43  The narrative performance constitutes a self that is “a cultural and 

linguistic fiction constituted through historical ideologies of selfhood and 

storytelling.”44  

On the surreal stage, the narrator performs an idealised role that marks the gulf 

between performance and her reality. The difficult journey to self-definition is 

expressed through the narrator/protagonist’s performance which is inscribed upon the 

body.  ‘I revolve on the romantic and fanatical stage. I use pink silk to cover the 

wounds all over my body.  I use makeup to cover my pale face.’ 45  

The slim veneer of pink silk symbolizes her weak body and essentialist notions of 

femininity.  Makeup metaphorically represents a masculine defined cultural ‘mask’ of 

identity that disguises the psychological wounds encountered on this journey and 

gives her the courage to perform a culturally constructed role that constitutes an 

                                                   
43Judith P. Butler.  Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity.  (New York: Routledge, 
1990), pp. 24-25.  
44 Sidonie Smith.  A Poetics of Women’s Autobiography. Marginality and the Fictions of Self-
Representation.  (Bloomington and Indianapolis, 1987), p. 45.   
45 ‘Performing in the Midst of a Nightmare’.   
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identity of whom she is purported to be.  Yet such a role is “always a reiteration of a 

norm or set of norms.” 46   

The protagonist aspires to a new independent life in a modern world, yet she is 

continually confronted with masculine constructs of identity to which she no longer 

relates.  She feels threatened by those who try to force her back into traditional 

constructs of identity. 

I am surrounded by flowers that are poisonous and covered with thorns.  I 
sing and drink wholeheartedly with no fear.  All kinds of demons are in 
the audience making faces at me.  They complement me and then make 
bad comments about me.  They look at me and I look back at them.47 

The flowers are a metaphor for the beauty of youth but in this context they are used 

ironically: demonic, poisoned and tainted with the scent of patriarchy which threatens 

the protagonist’s new found identity.  This is complicated by a minefield of 

patriarchal definitions that intervene between herself and her ‘self.’  The audience 

sneers disapprovingly at the protagonist for daring to be defined differently and seeks 

to force her back to her socially sanctioned identity.  But because this is a 

performance, the protagonist has no fear.  She acts defiantly and faces her detractors: 

“I will perform a false character.”48  Indeed, on this new stage of ideals she has 

distance from them and therefore, is not overawed.     

As the protagonist tries to define herself differently, her thoughts return to her mother.  

The narrator invokes the mother’s name and an implied dialogue with her.  

I let mother down.  When I was in my hometown she felt sorry for me, but 
I am not going to shed any tears in this world.  I will only play with 
everything and let everything play with my emotionless past – what can I 
say?49 

While the protagonist feels the pull of the mother and is torn between associations of 

home and her new found identity, in contrast to ‘Firecrackers,’ she seeks distance 

through play in order not to become ensnared by the emotions that ‘Firecrackers’ 

foregrounds.  In order to deal with her own predicament, the narrator needs to give 

                                                   
46 Judith P. Butler.  Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex,” (New York: Routledge, 
1993), p. xxi.   
47 ‘Nightmare.’ 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
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recognition to the mother and her despair.  The narrator feels the emotional pull of the 

mother-daughter bond but refuses to identify with it.  Tears symbolize weakness and 

patriarchal definitions of femininity; the narrator acts defiantly as she refuses to be 

identified through this narrow lens.  

The narrator is surrounded by a cacophony of recorded voices.  

I am amongst a sea of people all day long.  But the noises around me are 
all fake as they are made by a phonograph.  What did they say?  Who did 
they speak to?  Whenever I think of this I will wear the stage coat to the 
theatre as it makes me forget about my worries. 50 

The phonograph is a common image of the era which stands as a metaphor for those 

who mouth platitudes and perpetuate false ideas.  Brainwashed by patriarchy, people 

do not think about what they say, and the voices just replicate prevailing social 

values.  Clearly any attempt to speak back to such a cacophony is futile as it is 

reinforced through the masses that identify with it. As an educated and thinking 

young woman, she recognises just how fake these voices are: they do not equate to 

her new concept of ‘self’ defined outside of patriarchal constructs of identity.  To face 

her detractors, the narrator wears her stage coat to protect her fledgling new identity.  

Indeed, she wears a coat that makes it appear as if she is conforming to her culturally 

constructed role, even though she no longer relates to it.  

When I am happy, I will perform a false character.  The colour of red 
paint covers this black body of mine and buries all my memories.  This is 
my new discovery, and it has an anaesthetizing effect on me.51 

Red symbolizes celebration and all the significant events in a woman’s life such as 

marriage (and returning home to celebrate New Year’s festival).  In this context the 

colour red is used ironically because it buries everything, including the narrator’s new 

identity.  Black symbolizes destruction, the narrator’s charred body.  However, this 

image is also used ironically because destruction signifies the body as being abject, 

the site of resistance to maternal instincts. The main threat to the narrator’s becoming 

of ‘self’ is her dependence on the maternal body.  Abjection conceptualizes an 

intimate revolt against reigning paradigms of identity and this leads to a renewal of 
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notions of identity and self.   As Kristeva argues, it is only through “defilement of the 

maternal,” that subjectivity can be established.52  

The narrator is torn between identification with the mother and her new identity that 

has recognition of the bond, but does not identify with the ascribed role. Performing 

her own identity turns her reality surreal.  Recognition of this is empowering.  

Conformity with Confucian expectations means living a lie but dancing to her own 

tune turns her own world into a nightmare.  Torn between the old world and the new 

world, the narrator appeals to the Gods for a resolution of her dilemma:  “God, what 

more can I ask you for except this?”53  A poignant revelation is the way this constant 

tug-of-war becomes all too familiar and mundane and exerts an anaesthetizing effect 

on the narrator.  On the one hand she recognises the pull towards traditional 

constructions of identity yet feels powerless to distance herself from it.  It is almost as 

if the continual “reiteration of a norm”54 performed on the body will become her new 

reality, thus signifying an inability to separate.  

When she is alone, the protagonist tries to break free of her patriarchal identity but is 

continually confronted with the destructive force of Confucianism.  This manifests in 

her mind as a nightmare in which she is haunted by the reality that this stage upon 

which she performs permeates every aspect of her life and threatens to overcome her 

new identity and quest for independence.   

It is dim, everybody has left and I am by myself.  I run into the cold and 
lonely street.  In the cold forest and under the fading light of the moon, 
the stage is so tall it reaches to the clouds.55 

In the midst of this nightmare she is confronted with images that continue to threaten 

and draw her back to her biologically determined role. She appears confused as to just 

exactly what is her ‘true’ identity: her new role or that which has been socially and 

culturally imposed on her.   
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53 ‘Nightmare.’ 
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55 ‘Nightmare.’ 



 149 

It is like a great lion king squatting and opening its big and bloody mouth 
ready to devour people.  My body starts to shiver from the cold.  I cannot 
distinguish if what is warm inside is a dream or what is cold outside is the 
dream.56 

The lion king with its bloodied mouth symbolize the gaping jaws of Confucianism 

that stand forever poised, waiting for a signs of weakness that will enable them to 

draw her back and devour her new ‘self.’  The confusion derives from the dilemma of 

the New Woman: being drawn by the anaesthetizing effect of ‘non-identity,’ yet, on 

the other hand, she cannot accept it.   

In an act of defiance, the protagonist runs back away from the mouth only to be 

confronted by the towering and iconic image of the mirror on the dressing table.  

Apparently trapped, with no visible means of escape, she stares into the ‘cultural hall 

or mirrors’57 which projects onto her, that which she has metaphorically rejected.   

At this time I keep my eyes wide open and, biting my lower lip, I come 
running back and stand before the dressing table mirror.  Before me I see 
a young lady, pale and trembling and with unruly hair.  I do not know her.  
The beautiful noble girl on the red carpet – I do not know where she has 
gone.58   

In the mirror, her ideal new persona has disappeared and the image reflected back at 

her is that which others expect her to be.  The mirror represents the cultural surface 

upon which her identity is based and into which she stares to reaffirm her fledgling 

identity.  The mirror does not reflect back an image of a unique individual identity.  

Instead it is an image of woman who has been defined by the dominant culture. 59  

However, the mirror presents two competing self-representations: that of the pale 

trembling young woman who fulfils the patriarchal imperatives of female selfhood 

and who defends the integrity of her innocence; and that of the beautiful noble girl 

who demands recognition of her independence.  This latter image also reveals a split 

as “the subject recognizes itself at the moment it loses itself in/as the other.”60   The 

beautiful noble girl has disappeared. The narrator is no longer anaesthetized, even 
                                                   
56 Ibid. 
57 Susan Stanford Friedman, “Women’s Autobiographical Selves.  Theory and Practice.”  In Shari 
Benstock, ed., The Private Self: Theory and Practice of Women’s Autobiographical Writings.  
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58 Ibid. 
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Feminist Knowledge: Critique and Construct.  (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 44.  
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though she says she is. This is the narrator’s new revelation.   On the one hand, the 

narrator recognizes her ‘self’ as separate, yet on the other hand, continues to 

experience herself in an attachment characterized by her primary identification with 

the mother and therefore, continually involved in issues of merging and separation 

from the mother-daughter dyad.61  However, as Rowbotham argues, this can also be a 

source of strength and transformation because it has the potential for a “new 

consciousness” of self to emerge.62  

The mirror before which the narrator stands reflects back at her the cultural 

obliteration of her identity and which is reinforced by the imagined voice of the 

mother.  In despair, the protagonist calls out to be comforted by her mother’s love, 

which is the narrator’s first love, and one formed outside of the patriarchal constructs 

of identity. But this represents an impossible refuge for the narrator because she is 

still imprisoned by a masculinist conceptual system that will only serve to further 

entrap her.  Within this new revelation is the realisation that the mother-daughter 

bond remains unresolved.   

After I looked in the mirror, I fell to the ground and I heard a voice 
whispering in my ear.  Then I fell asleep with this imagined voice.  
Sometimes in the middle of the night I would wake holding the leg of the 
table and calling my mother.  Sometimes I would dream the shadow of 
my soul.  But when I throw myself to that soul, I fall on the ground and 
weep, then awake.63 

An interesting feature of this passage is the intensity of the emotion portrayed, from 

complete despair and desperation to a state of despair and consciousness, an 

awareness of where she is and where she does not want to be.  In this text the narrator 

goes a step further than in the previous text.  In “Firecrackers” the narrator imagines 

the mother’s voice but in this text, she calls to the mother which is step further away 

in the process of untangling the emotional bond that binds mother and daughter 

together.  While she is drawn to the strength of the bond as a continuation of the 

status quo, the mother is no place of refuge for a daughter who wants to live her life 

another way.  This is an agonizing situation.  Julia Kristeva argues that although ‘the 

call of the mother’ can be used by women to shatter the symbolic order of patriarchy, 

                                                   
61 Chodorow, p. 166. 
62 Rowbotham, pp. 26-46. 
63 ‘Nightmare.’ 
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it also has a deadly potential.64  In the absence of an alternative female system of 

signification, the ghostly maternal often expresses itself through voices.  It leads to 

disintegration rather than to coherence.  Therefore, before the protagonist can journey 

through the looking glass toward literary autonomy, she must first come to terms with 

this distorted image in front of her and examine, assimilate transform the idealised 

maternal figure male authors have generated for her.65  The narrator has the power to 

reach out toward the woman trapped on the other side of the mirror and help her 

climb out on her journey towards textual empowerment.  The text creates an objective 

space of communication necessary for mother-daughter recognition.  Since 

recognition is a two-way process, the daughter’s longing for maternal recognition 

must be accompanied by her ability to recognise the mother as an individual, which 

entails seeing the mother in the reality in which she functions and has been produced, 

and then discovering her individuality beyond that maternal role.66   

The main point of focus in this text is the gulf between performance and reality which 

is not conventionally recognised by the male dominated majority. ‘Nightmare’ offers 

a different type of contrasting evocation of patriarchy and the relationship with the 

mother to that presented in the previous text. In ‘Firecrackers’ the mother-daughter 

relationship is portrayed as being sad yet more defiant than in ‘Nightmare’ which is 

more conciliatory, yet at the same time, so much more aware of the damage wrought 

by patriarchy.  As Butler contends, “Performativity is thus not a singular ‘act’ for it is 

always a reiteration of a norm or set of norms, and to the extent that it acquires an act-

like status in the present, it conceals or dissimulates the conventions of which it is a 

repetition.”67  

‘Firecrackers’ is a critique of patriarchy in all its forms identifying two different types 

of loneliness: one is derived from the traditional paradigms of identity and the other is 

                                                   
64 Julia Kristeva, 1986, pp. 186-187. 
65 The bereaved mother and the idealised maternal figure became a staple of China’s New Literature.  
A gentle nurturing figure, selflessly and naturally loving, her occasional joyful image and voice evoked 
a sentimental linguistic register.  Foremost amongst the natural qualities ascribed to her was, apart from 
the maternal instinct, the presumed innate quality to love and sacrifice for a child.  She was the central 
icon of Chinese modernism.  For an expanded discussion of the concepts of the idealized mother, refer 
Sally Taylor Lieberman, The Mother and Narrative Politics in Modern China.  (Charlottesville and 
Virginia: University Press of Virginia, 1998), pp. 19-50 and 188-217. 
66 Adalgisa Giorgio, ‘The Passion for the Mother,” in Adalgisa Giorgio, ed., Writing Mothers and 
Daughters.  Renegotiating the Mother in Western European Narratives by Women.  (New York and 
Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2002), p. 122.  
67 Judith P. Butler.  Bodies that Matter. On the Discursive Limits of Sex.  p. xxi.  
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in defiance of those traditions, with both parties being equally lonely and 

unrecognised in their predicament.  Yet despite the distance that separates mother and 

daughter, there is still something that holds the bond together.  By bringing the 

mother to visibility within the text, there is an attempt at reconciliation with the 

daughter being able to recognise the mother as a person in her own right.  The 

capacity for mutual recognition resides in a shared reality.  Differentiation becomes a 

delicate balancing act between self-assertion and mutual recognition which enables 

self and other to meet as equals.  Yet Benjamin’s symbolic space does not invoke 

differentiation, but creates a space of tensions in which there is the ability to 

recognise and symbolically represent the subjectivity of the mother.  This enables the 

possibility of the reformulation of traditional identifications.  The desire to control the 

other belongs to the realm of fantasy, yet the capacity for mutual recognition resides 

in a shared reality.68  In ‘Nightmare’ there is an attempt at reconciliation but this 

creates confusion because the narrator remains torn between identification with the 

mother and her new identity.  While the narrator is drawn to the strength of the 

mother-daughter bond, she also recognises the mother is no place of refuge for a 

daughter who wants to live her life another way.   

3.   ‘I tell you, Mother!’ 

This poem prefigures the tension between national and feminist politics by engaging 

in the national context.  The issue of the nation was of such national significance to 

this readership group, that the editors suspended publication of the regular issues and 

context of The Wild Rose Weekly to devote one week of time and space exclusively to 

articles that depicted this dilemma.69  During this period in the late 1920s, issues of 

the nation were becoming urgent: the government was in disarray, there was the Jinan 

Incident of 1927-28,70 and the ongoing issue of warlordism.  National salvation was a 

                                                   
68 Adalgisa Giorgio argues that these are fantasies nurtured by both mother and the child; the latter’s 
fantasy of maternal omnipotence leading to a desire to retaliate and assert its own omnipotence (the 
Kleinian child’s inner projection) and the mother’s fantasy of her own perfection as a mother (a 
socially-constructed desire). Adalgisa Giorgio, ‘Writing the Mother-Daughter Relationship.”  In 
Adalgisa Giorgio ed., Writing Mothers and Daughters.  Renegotiating the Mother in Western 
European Narratives by Women.  (New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2002), p. 26, n. 13.    
69 During this week of special publications, a number of different contributors wrote articles depicting 
some aspect of ‘National Shame.’  Lu Yin and Shi Pingmei each wrote one article for this edition. This 
poem was Shi Pingmei’s contribution and shows how important it was to her personally and at the 
same time, how significant it was to the readers of The Wild Rose Weekly.   
70 Refer footnote 2, this Chapter.  
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grave preoccupation, as much for thinking educated young women as for male 

intellectuals.  Issues pertaining to the nation were urgent; yet at the same time, to this 

generation of modern young women so was feminism and emancipation.  

To acknowledge her own predicament, the narrator needs to give recognition to the 

mother.  The problem is that the mother is aligned with patriarchy and traditionally 

has no voice in affairs of the nation or in her own life.  Both the nation and the mother 

are identified with masculine paradigms of identity.  This is confronted in the text 

with the mother being brought to a position of textual recognition.  The provocative 

title is reiterated again at the beginning of each stanza because the mother is not 

engaged and she should be.  On the one hand, the narrator wishes to engage the 

mother with the national context; yet, on the other hand, the narrator realizes that this 

is difficult for the mother.  ‘I tell you, Mother! It is painful for you to hear this sad 

and groaning voice’71  At a surface level, it is difficult for the mother to hear the 

daughter’s voice.  The mother’s generation does not understand affairs of the world 

because these women have been confined to the domestic quarters of the family 

compound and therefore, disconnected from affairs beyond this context.  However, at 

the same time, the texts infer a deeper metaphorical meaning associated with pain, in 

terms of the patriarch being associated with the enemy.  Metaphorically, patriarchy 

becomes equated with the destructive forces of enemy Japanese soldiers.   

If patriarchy is associated with the enemy then readers will envisage the nation as 

split between two destructive forces: patriarchy and the nation.  This enacts the 

central contradiction between nationalism and feminism as the nation itself is a 

masculinist construct.  This creates a rupture in the poem in terms of both the 

mother’s and daughter’s engagement with the nation.  The rupture is identified by the 

juxtaposition of images of power with semiotically driven images of abjection.   

The narrator equates her disempowerment under patriarchal constructs of identity 

with that of the people of Jinan whose lives have been destroyed by the weapons of 

the enemy.   

                                                   
71 ‘I tell you, Mother!’ 
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It is the struggle between the people in Jinan and the cruel Japanese 
soldiers.  It is the gun and the cannon and also the horses trampling over 
our glorious land.  Blood and tears emanate from this tremendous anger.72    

The horses become a trope for patriarchy that has trampled on the land which 

symbolizes the body of the nation.  The narrator uses these images to metaphorically 

represent the forces of patriarchy that have exerted a destructive influence over the 

body of women.  Blood and tears are unremittingly linked with the realm of the abject 

as they disturb identity.  The narrator is angry that her wounded identity is a product 

of her maternal inheritance and this creates tension within the text.  

‘I tell you, Mother! It is difficult for you to see how China has been 
destroyed by this situation. The Japanese are everywhere in the green 
water and the green mountains.73 

The repeated invocation of the mother creates multiple tensions in the text because 

not only is she not engaged, but also identified with the enemy who is not just in 

Jinan, but every corner of existence for women.  As the poem continues the rupture 

widens because of the mother’s identification with patriarchy which is situated in the 

horror of national shame. National shame is also part of feminist politics.  The 

disempowered state of women is part of this national shame and is the reason why the 

narrator expresses it so passionately.  

The narrator is torn between identification with the mother and separation from her.  

On the one hand she recognises the mother but cannot identify with her because of 

her complicity with patriarchy which is aligned with the plight of the nation.  This is 

reflected in the following line: “In the early morning light I force myself to standup 

because my body is weak and sick.”74  

National salvation is her priority because it is so closely aligned to personal 

empowerment. The physical state of the narrator’s body symbolizes the state of the 

nation.  Both are disempowered and have been controlled by the enemy, patriarchy.  

The implicit dilemma is the equally compelling need to stand with patriarchy against 

the Japanese enemy.   

                                                   
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid.  
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In terms of traditional patriarchy and patriarchal imposition on women, the narrator 

should not be engaging in affairs of the state at all.  Their modern education 

necessarily engages this generation of modern young women in the fate of the nation.  

As an educated and thinking young woman, the daughter seeks permission from the 

mother to engage in national affairs. ‘Mother allow me to go.  The war drum is 

beating.’75   

From this feminist stance, the narrator is severing her ties with the mother.  The 

narrator attempts to reconcile her aspirations as a modern young woman and the fate 

of the nation; this is difficult because of the mother-daughter bond which forms an 

integral part of the identity of the narrator or a young woman.  The daughter’s request 

for permission from the mother incorporates several layers of meaning: the mother is 

afraid for the daughter’s safety; the mother prevents engagement with the nation 

because she identifies with Confucian patriarchy which keeps women away from 

national affairs; and most powerfully, the daughter seeks permission to go forever, an 

act of ultimate separation, which is as much about her modern identity as it is about 

national salvation.  Framing the dilemma in a request to the mother for permission to 

leave reflects the narrator’s rediscovery and valourisation of her love for the mother 

which, after all, is not of the patriarchal order.     

The narrator intertwines women’s personal journey of separation from Confucian 

constructs of identity with the national context.  Young women are empowered by 

their modern education and the power of being able to read and write about their 

concerns, has enabled them to recognize the destabilizing effects of Confucian 

ideology, both on themselves in terms of their personal relationship with the mother, 

and their relationship with the nation.  Educated young women who care about the 

nation can equate empowerment in their own lives and separation from the mother 

with national strength and empowerment with that of their own dilemma.  Yet the 

poem warns of the implicit contradictions that lie therein.   

In the final stanza of the text, the narrator links her fight for separation from the 

mother more directly with the plight of the nation.  By so doing, she subordinates her 

personal aspirations as a modern woman and risks the loneliness which the other texts 

explore in depth.  
                                                   
75 Ibid. 
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‘Do not be too sad because of this lonely late life. Millions of people in 
our country are all young.  When one day our country becomes rich and 
the soldiers become strong, we will destroy our enemy.  Boil my blood, 
burn the fire torch.  I will recover to review the country.’76  

In a similar way to the mother’s sadness that was identified in ‘Firecrackers,’ sadness 

in this context equates to loneliness.  Yet this is more profound because of the vast 

distance between national affairs and personal ones.  As the narrator negotiates her 

way through the powerful forces of masculine constructs of identity that have 

previously kept her with the mother and disconnected from national affairs she comes 

to a realization that women together can effect change in their lives. Yet, the narrator 

does not reject the mother herself, only her complicity with patriarchy.   

In ‘Firecrackers,’ the narrator is defiant in her bid for separation from the mother.  In 

‘Nightmare,’ she is more aware of the damage of patriarchy, yet adopts a conciliatory 

approach toward her relationship with the mother.  In ‘I tell you, Mother!’ the 

national context and women’s emancipation are linked through ‘National shame’ and 

the narrator offers a keen awareness of the damage caused by patriarchy both 

personally and nationally.   

In the various ways identified, all three texts that articulate the mother-daughter 

relationship, create tension as the narrator seeks to reclaim then reject the mother’s 

message, although not the mother.  At the same time, each of the three texts highlight 

the tension between mothers and daughters and reveal the inevitable conflict that 

arises as the daughter tries to gain separation from the mother, yet maintain her love 

for her. While the relationship with the mother is personal, it is also multi-referential 

as it is part of the dilemma of this generation of young women. As published 

documents, the texts would have been open to multiple interpretations by engaging 

with multiple readers in the public domain.  These readers would have connected the 

context with their own personal experiences, yet at the same time, would have 

extrapolated the contents to a national context.  Although educated young women 

cared about the nation, these texts show how the nation, as a masculine construct, did 

not take sufficiently into account the predicament of young women of the time.   

 

                                                   
76 Ibid. 
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Conclusion 
 

 

This thesis centres around a body of texts by a young woman writer, Shi Pingmei, that 

explores issues relevant to modern educated young Chinese women trying to redefine 

their gendered identity at the height of the revolutionary May Fourth era.  The thesis 

begins by providing a cultural and literary context for these texts and proceeds to an 

original theoretical approach to Shi Pingmei’s writings. 

 

The mid- to late 1920s marked a transitional period during which writers were forced 

to make political and literary choices that generally placed them somewhere to the 

right or left of centre within the literary circles.  Critics and writers called for a new 

literature of social commitment that denied the validity of individual experience and 

emotion, integral aspects of the modern woman’s identity, and substituted for it, 

social and class awareness, knowledge and action.  Indeed, Leftist critics theorized 

literature in such a way as to exclude the category of “women’s writing” (fünu 

wenxue) that had been foundational to the establishment of modern literary culture at 

the beginning of the May Fourth era.1  The notion that women’s issues and women’s 

self-writing were unrelated and inferior to wider political and national concerns 

served to initiate a process of critical marginalization and omission of women’s 

writing.   

 

It was at this time that Shi Pingmei’s texts circulated within The Wild Rose Weekly, a 

literary supplement to The World Daily newspaper.  This literary supplement 

provided a unique textual reading space that enabled a dispersed community of young 

women to continue to engage with questions of the ‘self’ that they had explored in 

college.  The texts, premised on experiences of female friendship, mutual support and 

solidarity, also embraced other circles of readership.  As first-person narratives, these 

autobiographical and epistolary texts enabled a meaningful reading experience which 

                                                   
1 Wendy Larsen, “The End of “Funü Wenxue”: Women’s Literature from 1925 to 1935.”  In Tani 
Barlow, ed., Gender Politics in Modern China.  Writing and Feminism.  (Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 1993), p. 89. 
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not only engaged with women’s predicament, but, through their language and 

structures, recreated a sense of sorority and community.   

In this thesis, I have constructed an original theoretical approach which combines 

aspects the Italian feminist philosophical notion of affidamento2 with Benedict 

Anderson’s notion of an imagined community,3 Janet Altman’s theory of epistolarity4 

and Monica Fludernik’s5 second-person pronoun through which to explore a very 

specialised readership and their very specific experience.  In drawing upon 

affidamento, my interpretation suggests that imagined connections evoke supportive 

networks between friends through the process of reading.  Entrustment links readers 

back to a time when they were socially connected and felt validated and gives them 

the possibility of imagining a similar community, in their present circumstances, 

enabled via textual relationships.   

 

As a framework for envisaging readers imagining a connection through the texts, I 

proposed a horizontally structured paradigm of five circles of readership that resonate 

outwards from the innermost circle of just one person, the addressee, to embrace other 

readers who are external to this intimate space but who are connected through similar 

past experiences, and further out still to members of the general reading public.  The 

closer the association of each individual reader to the experiences recounted in the 

texts, the stronger the affinity of each to the interior dialogue expressed through the I-

you relationship; the further away the individual reader is from this intimate code of 

association, the more distant the reading experience becomes.  Furthermore, the wider 

the circulation of the texts, the more likely the readership is to include individual male 

readers as well, in which case the experiences recounted are most likely to be beyond 

the envisaged reader’s scope of reference.  In the case of the outer circles, the texts 

serve a more didactic purpose of informing and enlightening readers.   

 

                                                   
2 Mirna Cicioni, “’Love and Respect, Together’: the Theory and Practice of Affidamento in Italian 
Feminism.  Australian Feminist Studies, No. 10, Summer 1989.  
3 Benedict R. O’G Anderson, Imagined Communities.  Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism.  (London, New York: Verso, 1983).   
4 Janet Gurkin Altman.  Epistolary.  Approaches to a Form.  (Coumbus: Ohio State University, 1982).    
5 Monica Fludernik, “Second-person Fiction: Narrative You as Addressee and/or Protagonist.”  In 
Arbeiten aus Anglistik und Amerikanistik 18 (1993).  
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I utilise aspects of Benedict Anderson’s singular concept of an imagined community6 

and expand it to encompass textual communities of readers.  The idea of an imagined 

community is enabled by the use of an epistolary format which, strategically expanded 

and transformed, embraces a broader narrative audience.  Within the context of these 

texts the possibility for exchange is extended to an extra-diegetic plane via responses 

that are imagined by readers.  Framed within an historical context that is recognizable 

to the majority of readers, the narrator establishes a type of code that is determined by 

the interaction between the intra-diegetic I and you within the texts, the extra-diegetic 

I-you relationship outside of the texts, or some combination of both.   

 

In the first circle, the pre-existing extra-diegetic relationship between the writer, Shi 

Pingmei, informs the addressee’s identification with the pseudonym Bowei and the 

pronominal I and you relationship.  In the second circle, the reader’s identification 

with the text is informed by the extra-diegetic relationship between the narrator and 

addressee.  Thus the reader can relate at some level, with both the intra-diegetic I, as 

Bowei, and the extra-diegetic I, Shi Pingmei.  While no clear distinction emerges 

through the text, there is always a distinction.  The third circle embraces the majority 

of readers who do not have a personal association with Shi Pingmei.  While some 

readers may be aware of her as a writer, identification with the texts would primarily 

be non-specific, through the intra-diegetic I, the first-person narrator and the intra-

diegetic you. For this circle of readers, the intra-diegetic you functions less as a 

specific addressee, and the individual reader identifies through the you pronoun by 

imagining relationality with the intra-diegetic I. Through similar memories and/or 

common experiences, each reader forms an imagined relationship with either the 

intra-diegetic I and/or the you in a style that relates to their particular circumstances at 

the time of reading.  At some point there is slippage into the external realm as readers 

become drawn into the text and the addressee’s dilemma becomes the reader’s.  The 

intra-diegetic you serves as a mechanism whereby the engagement of other readers 

beyond the addressee can take place.  When the reader identifies with the intra-

diegetic I she conjoins her own thoughts and feelings with those of the narrator.  

Identification with the you pronoun blurs the distinction between the extra and intra-

diegetic contexts.  Where the general trajectory of the intra-diegetic you’s experience 

                                                   
6 Anderson, p. 7. 
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is widely recognizable through an historical verisimilitude, the actual reader is more 

likely to be drawn into the addressee role.  As the texts manipulate and expand the 

intra- and extra-diegetic I and you and as multiple readers engage with the texts, 

multiple imagined communities and sororities of readers are made possible.   

The impact of the autobiographical and the strategic deployment of the epistolary 

form enable an extraordinary sense of readerly engagement with the texts.  Seemingly 

personal correspondences between the first-person narrator and the addressee are 

expanded and transformed to engage a broader reading audience; as they are not 

specifically referential, they enable personal engagement of readers.  Thoughts and 

emotions which are described as being inarticulatable, are nevertheless evoked as they 

are a recognizable aspect of the dilemma of the modern educated young woman.  

Conversely, on other occasions, the texts give voice to aspects of that dilemma for 

readers unable to speak for themselves. Readers are given a voice through the texts, a 

strategy that potentially closes the gap between social and textual relationality.  As 

published documents, the texts effect a transformation of the notion of exchange 

implicit in epistolary texts.  There is no longer the possibility of a normative 

epistolary exchange as this becomes an imaginative readerly response.   

 

In the series of texts discussed in Chapter Four the inability to articulate is explored 

through various tropes including the night sky, returning home, and the weather, all of 

which function as metaphors for loneliness.  The analysis of these texts explores how 

their construction via an epistolary format, evoked the aforementioned sensations and 

triggered different levels of emotional response.  Readers are drawn into the narrative 

through individual identification with either the I and/or the you pronouns and in their 

own individual style, become participants in the dialogue.   

 

Initially, the reader recognises the narrator’s isolation which makes her own situation 

valid.  If the reader relates to the intra-diegetic I the text speaks for her.  Alternatively 

if a reader identifies with the intra-diegetic you the text speaks to her and she becomes 

a participant in the dialogue.  Then a connection may occur linking the reader to her 

friends and previous experiences.  Unspeakability becomes a mechanism for the 

imagining of recognition, intimacy and community through the reading process and 

multiple imagined communities and sororities of readers are made possible.     

 



 161 

The texts evoke a range of modes of communication and mechanisms which express 

and evoke the experience of the isolated, educated young woman. These include 

speaking on the telephone, reading and writing letters, reading literature, reading 

poetry written by other women, and reading through the column.  Communication 

relies on the letter format and focuses on addressing you, the reader.  When enacted or 

evoked in the texts, the reader is engaged with that particular mode.  As a narrative 

strategy communication enhances the imaginative processes identified by Anderson 

that bring readers to a sense of sorority, and enact aspects of social behaviour in a 

textual form.  Readerly engagement with the text enacts the transformed epistolary 

frame where the impossibility of exchange becomes a response via the imagination.  

Imagination turns the reading experience into a response by the reader who transitions 

the intra-diegetic context to circumstances in her own life.  Thoughts and feelings are 

appropriated and/or transferred to the reader’s personal context.  

 

Chapter Five returns to the author and considers a second group of texts that 

contemplate an alternative representation of feminine experience, identity 

construction and the problematic relationship between the modern woman and her 

mother.  In these texts, without the mediation of the epistolary framework, there is a 

closer link to autobiography.  At the same time, the texts offer a strong affinity with 

the intra-diegetic I who may well be read as speaking for the reader and articulate her 

own experience.  In the texts accounts of the relationship between the modern woman 

and her mother are both personalized and at the same time, widely recognizable.  Shi 

Pingmei and her readers are all daughters educated in a modern era, and are all trying 

to articulate a new and different sense of self, one associated with modernity.  While 

this is difficult, writing about this problematic relationship allows Shi Pingmei to 

present ways in which the biological chain can be broken.   

 

My analysis utilises aspects of sociocultural feminist theory that highlight the tension 

that emerges between the power of existing structures and discourses that have 

previously rendered impossible the existence of mothers and daughters outside of a 

patriarchal framework of identification.  In particular, and applied to Chinese 

women’s writing of this era for the first time, feminist theories on relationality, 
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particularly those of Nancy Chodorow,7 Mary G. Mason,8 and Sheila Rowbotham9 

provide a means through which to approach readerly engagement of these texts by the 

majority readership group.   

 

The difficulties encountered by Shi Pingmei as she created her own narrative counter 

to the traditional paradigms of identity are manifest in the complex nuances of the 

three discrete texts discussed. Each has its own central preoccupation surrounding the 

mother-daughter relationship, including the need for and affirmation of a new type of 

bond between the mother and the daughter, a condemnation of the damage wrought 

by patriarchy and the traumatic ways in which preoccupation with the fate of the 

nation problematizes women’s relationalities.    

 

My analysis shows how Shi Pingmei’s writing emerges from her desire and search for 

the mother.  Each of the texts highlights the tensions of the mother-daughter 

experience and how she tries to redefine, and give value and strength to that 

relationship.  Anticipating in remarkable ways analysis which emerged in the 

following decades, the texts foreground how the mother does not provide a model for 

the daughter who wants to live her life in a way which poses challenges to society.  I 

argue that Shi Pingmei the writer breaks the biological chain of inheritance through 

her work.  Her mother’s destiny does not prefigure her own as language reform, 

education and her gendered experiences on the college campus enable her to follow a 

different path.  It is through writing her life as a subject of her own experiences that 

she attempts to redefine that relationship.   

 

Readerly engagement with these texts offered validation for a dispersed community 

of modern educated young women, of past experiences of friendship, camaraderie, 

mutual support and solidarity during a period when concepts of self and identity were 

being eclipsed by the national context.  At the same time, it further affirmed the 

common predicament of isolation and loneliness during a period of rapid socio-

political transformation.  For this generation of modern educated young women, 
                                                   
7 Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering.  Psycholanalysis and the Sociology of Gender.  
(Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1978).  
8 Mary G. Mason, and Carol Hurd Green, eds., Journeys: Autobiographical Writings by Women.  
(Boston: G. K. Hall, 1979).  
9 Sheila Rowbotham.  Woman’s Consciousness, Man’s World.  (Middelesex, England: Penguin Books, 
1973).  
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masculinist paradigms of identity still reigned supreme.  Indeed, the texts show the 

need for the continuing consideration of these issues of the gendered self.   

 

As identified in the Introduction, to date, existing scholarship on Chinese women’s 

writing of the 1920s in general, shows a prevailing focus on masculine paradigms of 

identity which are not sufficiently inflected with more recent theorizations of 

women’s writing and do not take into account feminist theories of women’s 

autobiographical writing. This thesis draws on the rich ferment of feminist critical 

activity, and makes a contribution to the ever-increasing amount of analysis 

undertaken on women’s life writing, particularly with respect to Chinese women’s 

writing of this era.  Shi Pingmei’s texts provide a dynamic space for the exploration 

of the self as it intersects with life and writing.  As narrator and protagonist she 

constructs her own paradigms through which to frame her “stories on stories.”10  Her 

search for the elusive and shifting “I” is veiled behind different identities through 

which she constructs herself via references to lived experiences and the personal 

relationships in her life.  Significantly, she threads together the ordinary lived lives of 

herself, her close female friends and her mother, and involves them in a complex 

interplay of autobiographical modes of self-inscription.  Shi’s texts testify to her own 

sense of individuality, merging the shared and the unique as she constructs a ‘self.’ 

This is multi-faceted, based in a group consciousness, but at the same time, very 

much in an interdependent existence, to reveal an awareness of a group identity that 

intersects with her individual identity. 11  The analyses undertaken in this thesis show 

the importance of neglected writers like Shi Pingmei whose autobiographical writings 

included “the real presence and recognition of another consciousness.”12  Indeed, this 

deep awareness of others was a key element in the development of her sense of ‘self’ 

as a young woman of modernity. Significantly, this thesis offers a rehabilitative 

                                                   
10 Sidonie Smith, A Poetics of Women’s Autobiography.  Marginality and the Fictions of Self 
Representation.  (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), p. 46.  Smith uses this phrase in 
referring to the process by which the reader allows the autobiographer to create her own fiction, 
knowing that it is either “an inductive invention” or an “intentional creation” because every life 
contains within it “multiple discourses on discourses, stories on stories.”    
11 Susan Stanford Friedman, “Women’s Autobiographical Selves.”  In Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, 
eds., Women, Autobiography, Theory.  A Reader.  (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1998), p. 
74.  
12 Mary G. Mason and Carol Hurd Green, eds., Journeys: Autobiographical Writings by Women.  
(Boston: G.K. Hall, 1979), p. xiv. 
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account of her writing and thereby claims a place for her within the Chinese 

autobiographical canon.  
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Appendix I 
 
The Wild Rose Weekly [Qiangwei Zhoukan] First Edition  
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Wild Rose Weekly [Qiangwei Zhoukan] Icon  
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 Chinese texts in Chapter Four 
 
 ‘Suxin’  
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‘To Lu Yin’ 
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‘Qingjun’ 
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‘Yunqin’ 
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‘Yuwei in the Mountains’ 
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Chinese texts in Chapter Five 
 
 ‘Amid the Sound of Firecrackers on New Year’s Eve’ 
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‘Performing in the midst of a Nightmare’ 
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‘I tell you, Mother!’ 
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Appendix II 
 

English Translation of texts in Chapter Four 

 

1.  ‘Suxin’ [‘Suxin’].  Bowei.  Published 11th January 1927, 
in ‘Oceans of the Heart,’ (‘Xinhai’), No. 6. 

I have never walked a long way by myself but a few months ago I wanted to try and 

see what it was like and disappeared into the darkness.  But after I started this 

journey, I started to feel afraid.  I kept asking why I have to go back by myself. I got 

up into the carriage and was even afraid to open my eyes because when I did, there 

seemed to be many horrible eyes watching me.  I did not know if they wanted to catch 

me or if they wanted to hurt me.  Sometimes, in order to avoid them watching me,, I 

looked out of the  window.  But that was even more horrible.  There were shadows in 

the field.  I knew they were deserted graves but I always thought it was someone 

hiding and trying to hijack the carriage. That was when I felt really sorry and 

wondered why I as a woman alone had to stand in the dark with strangers and head 

into an unknown place.  I wanted to see my future which was not my home town and 

not my mother’s paradise. 

After a while the sky started to brighten up and an old lady came up to me.  I stood up 

and let her have my seat.  She seemed to murmur and I could not figure out what she 

said. You know who I am.  I do not like to speak to strangers.  I did not stand up.  I 

just made room for her and sat in silence. 

I am not afraid now.  They got used to seeing me.  Then the surprise in my eyes 

became gentle because I knew they had no intention of hurting me. The look was 

because I was a female travelling alone.  But why did I do that and make room for an 

old lady I did not know?  I knew that in her heart she was a lonely traveller and in 

people’s eyes she assumed the role of my guardian.  This made me very courageous 

and put me at ease. 

Then I leant on the window and slept for three hours.  When I woke up the old lady 

was gone and there was a young girl beside me.  She had a basket in her hand that 
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seemed to be heavy. I said: “Little girl, isn’t that heavy for you?  Why not put it on 

the floor.”  Funny, after I offered her a solution, she blushed and left the basked by 

my feet. 

At noon on 2nd July, I changed to a different carriage.  I was on my way to my home 

town.  The engine was like a flowing dragon, sometimes flying over mountains and 

sometimes hiding in the tunnel.  The small round stones piled up and became a cliff.  

I could hear the music of the water.  Do you know Nan Ziquan?  The sound of the 

water is like a crack in the green cliff with the silver water cascading down like 

pearls.   

The train travelled through the woods like an arrow and the young shepherd boy was 

attending the stock.  The village girls did not smile and as they looked at the white 

smoke from the train they seemed to be saying: “Come back wandering friends.”  I 

could not imagine that even though I had ridden the train more than ten times, it was 

only now that I felt the loneliness of my home town and the beauty of the mountains 

and river.  Taihanshan was covered with a gentle green.  The cloud on the mountains 

was like the hair of a maiden.  Because of the rain, the fog became dense.  When I 

passed by it reminded me of “Undine.” 

At three in the afternoon I was standing in front of my home at Tauhuahan.  My 

favourite dog was lying in from of the door.  He looked up at me as a stranger.  He 

wagged his tail, straightened his ears and barked fiercely at me.  Then our gardener 

came.  When he saw me, he put down the water he was carrying on his shoulders.  He 

and bowed deeply at me and said: “Miss has come home.” 

I rushed through the door and went straight to the back yard calling my mother.  Yet 

in this moment of happiness there were also a few strands of bitterness. When I saw 

my mother I knelt before her and buried myself in her bosom, grabbed her legs and 

cried bitterly. 

My mother was getting old.  I could hardly count how many more silver hairs she 

had.  In the tender bosom of my mother I felt lazy and drunk.  I was like a wild rose 

under the sun.  Suxin.  Do not be sorry about your wandering.  In that moment when I 

reunited with my mother, I believed the happiness was like a dream that could not be 

touched.  This reunion contrasted the bitterness of wandering but when I remembered 
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that I would eventually be wandering again, I sighed, as this temporary happy reunion 

could only bring sorrow. I laughed but wept in silence.  Why did I do that?  I am 

afraid to be leaving in the future and afraid of future wandering.   

Only my mother knows me.  One thing I dared not tell her was that one morning 

when I was combing my hair, a lot fell out.  But my mother seemed to think of 

something and asked me: “When you were out of town, were you ill? Mother was like 

an x-ray.  She could see my inner body and knew what I had been through.  I did not 

dare answer her and asked sister-in-law to comb my hair for me.  Then I ran into my 

room and cried.    

For the past few days it had rained in the afternoon and the lotus flower in the fish 

pond looked really pretty.  On the green lotus leaf the water glissens like a pearl.  My 

niece said it was like big and small peaks falling on to a jade plate.  The family had 

fun together.  Everyday around six or seven in the evening, at sunset, I accompany my 

father upstairs to view the mountains and the green woods.  I could see the two towers 

of the monastery and hear the sound of its bell ringing.  It is a pity I was not a poet or 

a painter.  In this beautiful natural environment, I felt ashamed.  You asked me about 

Tianxin.  I felt such unpredictable pain that I felt it was a sign of bad luck.  I always 

felt that I was as dead as the evil spirit because I grabbed a man’s heart and stole it 

from him.  Suxin, how can I have the courage to play our sorrowful encounter once 

again? 

On the night of the twelfth, I received Tianxin’s letter from Shanghai.  I was a long 

letter that covered twelve pages.  He sent it double registered mail.  In the letter he 

mentioned his victory of returning home, and his breakout and freedom from being 

trapped.  He was naturally very happy to tell me this but when I read his news I felt he 

was even more sorrowful because from now on he really is by himself.  After all, he 

was living in emptiness and was disappointed because a dream as beautiful as a spring 

flower was just a brief moment in his heart. Suxin, I watched him walk into the lake.  

How could I not feel sorry for my loyal friend?  But there was nothing I can do.  Of 

all the sparkling stars, only one represents his life.  This star will brighten up this lake 

forever.  
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So day and night I think that even if I am in my mother’s warm embrace, I still sense 

the coldness of the world.  After I reviewed this long letter, I felt sure of this 

unavoidable bad luck.  Day by day, this worry in my heart just gets worse and worse.  

But Suxin, I am not brave enough to lift the veil and let him know that he is heading 

for such a disaster.  Under the light pink veil is not a beautiful wild rose.  It is only the 

body of a maiden that is already rotten. 

One night when my mother and everyone else were all asleep, I walked under the 

grape vines in the front yard.  The sky was as clear as a waveless sea and the moon 

was shining.  I stood in this lovely garden imagining all night, what would happen in 

the future.  I leant on a star fruit tree and felt the shadow of flowers shaking.  I heard 

some footsteps but they were not heavy.  It was my sister-in-law.  She touched my 

shoulder and said: “Sister, you are not in bed.  Why are you doing this?   Dear sister, 

can you still tell me?”  I could not resist the sorrow.  I hugged her and cried like a 

forced water tap.  We did not sleep that night.  Both of us sat in silence until day 

break. 

Sometimes, the atmosphere in the house was lots of fun.  I will tell you a joke.  We 

had a maid in the house.  She was in her fifties.  She usually went everywhere in 

silence but sometimes would say funny things.  Last night my mother gave her a 

purple coat.  It was antique as it was made twenty years ago.  She put it on straight 

away and started dancing in the yard.  We all laughed.  My younger niece Qinling 

hugged me.  I laughed and cried. Mother was in her room but came out as we left.  

Later father returned and this old maid started dancing in the house.  My father could 

not help but laugh.  In this joyful atmosphere, I could forget being depressed.   

I will probably return to Beijing on 10th August.  To see you I have to leave my 

mother.  Suxin I am mildly intoxicated and can hardly imagine the future.  Today 

mother visited grandmother.  It was in this quiet moment that I wrote this long letter 

to you.   
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2. ‘To Lu Yin’ [‘Gei Lu Yin’].  Bowei.   Published in 

‘Oceans of the Heart’ (‘Xinhai’), 25th January 1927, No. 9.   

I have read the two essays: “To sister Mei – the Tide of the Intelligent Sea” (Linghai 

chaoxi zhi meijie) and “To My Old Friends in the North of Yan” (Ji Yanbei zhu 

guren).  After reading them I felt that you are just like myself.  You have said to me 

there are many emotions that cannot be described by pen; there is nothing left to say.  

It is precious and comforting when one feels that others are like oneself.  Lu Yin, you 

and I already know this.  If our world continues to be empty and lonely we will 

clearly see ourselves, even if it is cold and heartless in the world.  I will only long for 

this deep spiritual connection and nothing more. 

In the letters you have written, I recognize your compassion.  This compassion is 

whole and pure and not given because you want something in return.  For more than 

twenty years I have struggled and encountered loneliness.  Although there are wounds 

and blood all over my body, I still clench my teeth and force a smile on my face.  I 

hope to get a little bit of compassion and comfort in this hard life of mine to 

encourage me to continue to do battle in the world.  But what I get is sarcasm and 

teasing.  Each time I fall into the cold place of people’s minds I weep because from 

then on I cannot stand the ruthlessness of heartbroken arrows.  I want to hide and 

keep away from the cold world and mankind.  When I finished my school life, I 

stepped into the black hole of the world.  My usual naivety turned into coldness and I 

keep people at bay.  Year by year I farewell my lovely youth.  Step by step I have 

fallen into a deep hole full of thorns, being embraced by teasing and sarcasm.  

Compassion and comfort are far away.  I curse the world and hate mankind.  I am 

angry at myself for being deceived by myself.  I could not predict that you who are far 

away at the edge of the water and in a crowd, would send me comfort and 

compassion.  How happy do you think I am?  I lift the veil off of my heart and take 

you into the depths of my heart.  I am afraid that you might soon disappear or fly 

away.  The worry is not because I am nervous.  Friend.  I have encountered this kind 

of compassion a few times before when I was in situations where they were either 

fake or cold and hard.  But when I realized they were all fake, they disappeared. This 

kind of compassion is the kind I mentioned earlier, that was given in the hope of 
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receiving it in return.   When I cannot give something in return, compassion and 

comfort will desert me after all.   

Friend.  I cannot continue writing.  You are a warrior who has been through hundreds 

of battles.  You have probably experienced this kind of trauma. 

I have received your letter that was full of enthusiasm and compassion.  When I was 

walking in the woods under the lonely cold moon, I was watching the dry branches.  

When spring came I could see the new birds and the green world.  Friend, I feel 

regretful now.   From now on I will no longer curse the world just because I am not 

happy and I will not hate the world because I have not received this compassion.  

How can we know if in the future, the dry and cold woods will be covered in green?  

Life is full of struggles.  Even though we know it is an illusion, we still have to go 

and chase it. Even though we know there is a cliff in front of us, we have to force 

ourselves to struggle.  You and I are like this and so are others.  Nobody can escape 

the huge net. It is probably because of this there are so many heroes who are 

rebellious and will perform this tragic play.  In our long history there is fresh blood 

and tears.  Friend, struggle and go forward.  We use blood and tears to write our life 

on the page of history.   Even if our soul is weakened, this tremendous amount of 

blood and tears will earn the compassion of mankind.  Destiny is the dirt in our hand.  

How life is shaped is like the earth in our hand. Friend, how we shape ourselves 

depends on us. 

Maybe we have been too optimistic.  You will probably laugh at me and I am afraid 

we are the earth in the hand of destiny.  I also feel that in in all these years, it is 

destiny that has shaped me.  I would not dare to shape destiny.  I am really speaking 

in a dream. You might want to tease me and say I am a horse that walks on the sky 

and cannot be retrained.  In actuality, I would rather be a strong horse that runs as fast 

as the wind, and carries my life on a small saddle.  If I step heavily I could make the 

world turn and disturb the balance.  Any by disturbing the dust of this universe, I 

could shape the world and destroy the universe under my iron feet. But friend, I am 

probably not a strong horse in the sky.  Whenever I dress myself and prepare the 

saddle to ride on the horse to kill my enemies, I am always bound by things to which I 

have to conform. Therefore, I have to destroy those clothes, set them aside and sigh.  

Until now I was still cowering under the trough, eating the grass that has ready made 
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me sick. I have to be in this place all day long and cannot walk outside of it, even for 

one step.  I do not know if it is the environment or myself that I have been restrained 

by.  I have been living like this for four years.  Friend, you probably sign for my 

sadness as I cannot do anything spontaneously without regard for the consequences.  I 

cannot even die a quick death.  Alas, who makes me live in sadness dies in sadness.  

Is it society or myself?  I have no answer and am afraid you do not have the answer 

either.  Therefore, I have so many things to tell you, but all I have is silence. 

“There are many things I want to say, but I cannot. All the birds have gone and I 

cannot send what is on my mind.” 

I am in silence, always packing my bags on my back and walking ahead day and 

night.  I do not know where I belong or where I am going to. I just walk every day 

from sunrise to sunset, walk and walk whether it is rainy, windy, sick or difficult.  I 

have never stopped and rested.  Nature does not allow me to stop and rest before I 

arrive at the place I want to go, the place where I can rest forever.  Naturally my feet 

set out every day and every night and have been covered by dust or stepped on by 

other people’s footprints.  But what is in my mind, is there forever.  The marks of my 

life are these footprints.  Friend, everybody is like this; it is beyond belief that the 

purpose of being in the world is to imprint some footprints.  What we leave to the 

world, are untraceable and indistinguishable footprints.   

Now when we are walking we also pay attention to footprints.  It makes up happy and 

sorrowful if we walk like stupid people and just continue walking, not hesitating at 

the crossroads, not fearing when there is danger, and not reflecting when it is past. If 

we stop without hesitation, then we will just live carefree from birth to death. It will 

never be easy to be touched and shed tears when we step on an ant.  Friend, we are 

too fragile, yet to clever to think too much and linger too long. This is what shapes us.  

We can be both happy and sorrowful for what we are today. 

Lu Yin, I have all the enthusiasm in my chest.  I am willing to sink the cold hard 

world in my warm blood.  After I try and try and realize that there is nothing I can do, 

I will bring this heart in return.  After a few tries, not only can I not warm the world, I 

myself have even become frozen.  In my diary this year there is a passage: 
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“I am living in this emptiness.  I have a chest full of hot blood surrounded by dusty 

ice cubes.  It makes my heart chilled and heartless.  My heart cried and I became sick 

because of the cold weather. 

For the past few days I have left the crowed environment and have slept in this quiet 

room by myself, quietly looking out of the window at the snow.  I suddenly think of 

life that I cannot answer except by death.  The fire was sparkling in the furnace.  I 

watched it burn and turn to ashes.  The warmth died with the ashes.  I watch the rising 

sun on the window and I watch it set in the west under the veil of the night. The 

brightness it has given me dies with the setting sun.  People are working and running 

from the time they wake up to the time they lie down.  They wake from their dreams 

and from youth to old age, from birth to death, they return to their dreams.  I do not 

know what life really is.  I am sick.  When I am sick, everything becomes suspicious 

or doubtful.  

The only nourishment young people need is love; yet the first thing I am suspicious of 

is love.  I laugh at the tranquilizer people speak of or write about.  We all have seen 

the sweetness, separation and oath until the end of the world. Birth and death are the 

same.  As a result of this suspicion, I feel this is a big lie.  It is probably because of 

this lie that there is some brief happiness and not lasting sorrow.   

What do I believe in my heart?  There is nothing in the universe which is unchanged.  

I have no way but to pursue the emptiness because emptiness is forever.  It is 

something that can comfort you in despair.”  [End of diary entry]. 

I am living in this emptiness.  I have given my heart to the emptiness.  Lu Yin, I am 

under the sad wind and the sad sun standing beside the new grave and am in tears 

looking out at the bright sky.  Even if everyone ends up in this situation, not everyone 

feels the same way.  But my friend, I am not feeling lonely because I am standing 

next to the grave.  I am standing next to the grave because I want to feel emptiness.  

Knowing this I do not have to say much about how I feel.  I believe only emptiness 

can give me comfort and compassion and the courage to fight the battles in our life.  

At dusk, when the new moon is rising, I am in tears as I wave to the setting sun: 

“[Looking at the setting sun, I cannot see any sign of humans as my leaves are 

covered in a reddish hue].” 
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At this moment only you know the sadness.  In Beijing we have three inches of deep 

snow.  I love it.  I run in the snow whether it is day or night.  I also play in the snow.  

My soul has been cleansed as white as the snow.  Friend, if you were in Beijing, you 

would be very happy.  The snow has not melted.  It is cold and there is snow 

everywhere.  The north wind is blowing like a knife.  It is blowing in my face.  I have 

tears in my eyes and struggle and quiver with cold.  Deep in my heart it is so empty 

that I cannot find myself in it.  Friend, I am also praying.  I wish this north wind could 

blow away the cloud deep in my soul to reveal the rising sun so that it could shine and 

warm the chilling universe.  For the past few nights, the moon and snow are beautiful.  

In this beautiful scene, I seem to be getting some comfort.  It seems that I can hear 

you singing.  

I heard you will soon be coming to Beijing.  I am a bit unsure whether I should go to 

the station to pick you up, or just hide away from you.  When I heard you really are 

coming back, I feel afraid that I will have to reveal my heart to you – how about you?  

Day by day, step by step, when approaching this grey city, will you shudder, will you 

weep?  I will not dare to go on thinking.  Okay, I will wait for you in silence.     

 

3. ‘Qingjun’ [‘Qingjun’].  Bowei.  Published 29th March, 

1927, in ‘Oceans of the Heart’ (‘Xinhai’), No. 18. 

Four years ago when I was in school your silhouette was deeply engraved into my 

heart.  I loved your graceful gesture; I loved your gentle and passionate personality.  I 

remember at a gathering you were invited to play the ancient string instrument. 

Amidst the noise crowd, you played a fine tune.  You were wearing a top made of 

black flannel which had a small white rose embroidered on the chest.  It looked 

elegant and refined.  The whole house of guests were mesmerised by your wrists.  

The sad tune made people feel like crying.  I thought that you might become a tragic 

person in the future because hidden in your cold, yet refined, soul, was the seed of 

sadness. 

After your graduation, I once heard you play at an exhibition. It was simple but 

graceful and it just made me admire your talent more.  I thought that if you were not 
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attached to the rich and joyous environment, your future achievement could be 

beyond your imagination.   Because of destiny, four years later I was able to go to the 

same school as you did.  We studied together and became very close friends and 

because of this friendship, I know your personality well.  You are a girl with oriental 

gentleness and because of this, you are passionate, talented, sentimental, and become 

sick very easily.  Every day in your room you were accompanied by scrolls of poems, 

painting brushes, medicine pots and a mirror. 

For three months I secretly saw the sorrow deep down in your heart.  But I did not 

want to ask you directly, only comfort you indirectly.  Today, beside the mesh 

curtain, you told me your sorrow, and I realised where your sorrow comes from.  Poor 

you.  You have suffered from your anguish and were trapped in ambivalent emotions, 

having been pierced through by the arrow of old morals.  You were reduced to ashes 

and made to groan and cry under the old system and cannot find a way out. After I 

heard what you said, I cried but for fear of increasing your sadness, I swallow it 

secretly and replace it with a smile on my face to comfort you.   

Qingjun!  I cry for you and at the same time, cry for myself.  In this world, because 

we suffer from the same misfortunes, we can understand each other’s suffering.  Only 

under the same vexed conditions can we feel empathy for each other.  Therefore, 

when I heard your sincere story today, I felt sorry and tearful.  I wondered where the 

tears came from! 

Now I am a prisoner escaped from love.  I have been through many agonies to 

transcend myself.  I was once a person proud of my youth and love. I was reluctant to 

throw this away.  Who would have thought that love was a blind child and we were in 

the age of transition.  It is a pity for us that we have a sword in our hearts as we have 

become the scapegoats of the system.  On one side of the sword, are emotions; on the 

other side is reason. We have let it pierce our heart until the blood flows to the side of 

our body.  We have tossed and turned and wept in the blood that cannot escape.  

Qingjun.  I have been in Beijing for six years and after I awoke, there was endless 

sorrow.  It only made the dead sorry for the living sad.  Traces of innocent and pure 

love have become intertwined in a cloud of sorrow and cannot be separated.  Under 

the dark cloud of sorrow, youth and love have gone and disappeared.  Now I have 

tasted all this agony, I have experienced all these emotions in life and now feel that I 
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have none left.  In the past I felt that there were many things I had not completed; but 

the universe is full of deficiencies.  What power do I have to fill up these 

deficiencies?  

But I have always helped.  All the systems and the environment can be improved by 

us.  The fun in life was to strive for our wishes and desires, so sometimes I disapprove 

of your passive attitude and feel defeated by the enemy and want to die.  Sometimes I 

resent myself for unfortunately becoming the prisoner of evil forces.  Sometimes, I 

am angry that this kind of pain has not only trapped me, but is still trapping many 

people.  You are one of those who was hurt by the hammer.  I was like you.  My love 

was strong and my senses were clear so there becomes a strong contradiction.  If I 

was for love, then my reason would be trapped. I did not want to be a traitor under the 

old system. It was for this reason then, that my love will remain trapped but I refuse 

to become a heartless lover.  Before the contradiction could be resolved, I had already 

made a big mistake and trapped Mr K in order to solve this unsolvable problem.  But 

this is not the joyous fruit of love that we had hoped for.  

Today, you told me you only have to die and because he was married, you could not 

create your own paradise.  At the same time, you are in love with him.  You cannot 

desert him for another man before you have completed your love.  I do not know how 

to help you to solve the problem.  I do not know how to encourage you to accomplish 

your happy life.  I think that you had better fight on the road of living and not to hide 

in the past through death.  As long as you have faith in your love, as long as you are 

willing to accomplish your love and not to worry about anything, no matter how 

much family, friends, relatives and society despise and blame you, go and create your 

bright future and realise your happy life.  Before you die, I wish you could strive to 

create a new life and discard all your illness.  Do not make yourself die from 

melancholy and feel sorry for hundreds of years.  We will get compassion from the 

old society.  Why do you have to make the old morals laugh at you as a traitor.  I wish 

you would become a new woman who will fight for everything.  I do not wish you to 

seek death and become a sinner to religion.  Time flies and youth and love are 

fleeting.  You have to use your power to capture it, to try not to let it slip away feel 

regretful for it.  
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Originally I was someone who believed in fate.  But now I think it an excuse for lazy 

and weak people. Believe in our strength.  We could create a universe in a day and 

night.  Out strength could destroy anything and could reconstruct anything.  Our 

strength could save the dead and make them living.  Qingjun.  Believe in the 

greatness of your strength. 

Marriage was based on love.  Whether moral or immoral, it depends on the purity of 

love.  As for the old system the degree of a person’s status was considered natural but 

not worthy of a smile. People could just push it to one side and carry on.  We were 

born for love and born for a happy life.  We were naturally not born to recognise the 

old society and that system. Therefore, we do not acknowledge the need for 

revolution.  

If there are words of regret, you will not be surprised at how bold I was.  Ever since 

you were sick, I have known you were sentimental.  But we are not close so I do not 

want to ask you how you have been.  I secretly pray that one day the illness will be 

gone and the misfortune surrounding you will disappear.  That day you asked about 

my troublesome past, it has disappeared in smoke. You made me relate to your 

experiences and you knew how wrong I was.  I wish to tell you not to throw away 

your life anymore and feel regretful all through your life.  

I feel afraid that your sunken eyes will have tears.  I feel afraid that your thin and 

weary cheeks and shoulders are weighted down with worries.  You told me about 

your sister writing a long letter to Tianjin to blame you, I felt the heartlessness of 

bone and flesh, and your misfortune. If it were not for your sister’s introduction, how 

would you have had such a difficult relationship.  Maybe she wanted to solve the 

sadness between you because the one who created the problem is the one who can 

solve it.  She wanted to separate you and destroy and wipe away all the traces.  

Anyway, love does not have its own free will and we have no power over other’s 

success or failure in love.  Only the two of you can decide your future.  Qingjun.  I 

have known all of your bitterness but I still ask you to be broadminded.  Keep your 

body so you can keep fighting.  Please do not feel desperate and ask for death and kill 

yourself. 
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Today when I returned I was in a very bad mood.  Due to your sickness, I have to 

write this letter to comfort you, asking you to focus on something else.  These 

contradictory words however, you may want to laugh at me for making my story 

sound plausible.  At last I wish you would embrace your new life into reducing your 

pain.  I have prepared a full glass of wine for your victory. 

This letter was written to Qingjun when she was sick.  I remember it was 11th June 

1926.  Before the summer holidays and before I returned from Sanchun, I received the 

news that she was very ill.  Because she had already been admitted to the German 

hospital, I did not want to see her.  When I returned after the summer vacation, I did 

not want to see her. One afternoon I visited her but her family would not let me see 

her because she was seriously ill.  That night I received a phone call from Mr W 

saying he knew I had visited her.  When I saw Qingjun, she was afraid that I might 

feel sorry for her so she asked Mr W to call me and tell me her situation, then comfort 

me.   

Two days prior to mid-Autumn festival, in the middle of the night, when one of her 

friends Mr A visited me, I knew she had left the world and all her troubles.  I felt 

unspeakable sorrow, although her death was in my predictions. 

She was sober when she dies.  She asked her family to phone and fetch Mr W.  

Although she did not utter a word when she died, I think in her heart they intertwined 

their parting sorrows.  The night after her death, Mr W kept her body company for the 

night. If there is a soul for Qingjun, she might be satisfied. She died before her lover 

and exposing her body to the old society might be her last strategy. 

When I was with her again, she was in a coffin and her family was crying bitterly.  In 

front of the funeral parlour there were many funeral scrolls which seemed to be 

complimenting her and feeling sorry for her. These people are the ones who laughed 

at her, teased her and slandered her when she was alive.         
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4.  ‘Yunqin’ [‘Yunqin’].  Bowei.  Published 26th April, 

1927, in ‘Oceans of the Heart’ (‘Xinhai’), No. 22.  

Since spring time, in nine out of ten days, the grey city is cloudy with no traces of 

sun.  Sometimes, in between the clouds, you are able to see half of the sun, but soon it 

is covered by the clouds floating by.  I was a bit sentimental so in the bright sunshine, 

amidst the abundance of flowers, my heart is already surrounded by cloudiness.  How 

can I bear this kind of weather to put pressure on my sad heart? 

Last night it suddenly turned clear.  In this tranquility, under the stars and the new 

moon, my heart felt this unspeakable emotion.  From the yard, I looked up at the 

starry sky and thought of what happened a few months ago and felt there are many 

reunions and goodbyes in life.  It was just like a dream.  When I thought of you, you 

were probably all intoxicated with wine by the victory or maybe you are just lying in 

the battle fields dreaming about your home town.  It got cold and I walked into the 

room.  From the bookshelf I took a book of poems written by women poets and read it 

under the lamp so as to forget my lonely emotions. Then the doorbell rang and the 

postman delivered your mail to me. How happy do you think I was! You are 

concerned about your white haired elderly mother and the plum flower which was in 

bloom when you left.  This proves that you are still thinking about Beijing and 

Yunqin.   

Three days ago I went to visit mother.  When I arrived at the hospital my mother 

gladly led me into the room.  Everything is like it was when you were there, except 

that the plum flower has withered.  On the table was an embroidered red ball and a 

type of lotus flower. They are flowers you would not recognize.  They did not belong 

to you.  They belonged to my mother.  But embedded in the smiles of the rosy flowers 

was some of the love mother feels for you.  Now they are a substitute for you to keep 

lonely father company. You should be thankful to those flowers you do not recognise.  

Your bed was not empty.  It was occupied by Miss Tian who for many nights, kept 

mother company.   Miss Huang visits very other day.  Some other friends often visit 

too.  When mother told me this she seemed proud.  With a smile, I said: “This is 

Aunty’s blessing.  A daughter left, but many more arrive.”  She smiled.  In this smile 

I saw the love and greatness of all mothers.   
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I thought of mother in my home town which is a mountainous city.  She is not as 

generous as your mother and she does not have these lovely girls around her.  What 

she saw was only the elderly father with a silver beard and relatives who have no 

emotion as their hearts are as cold and hard as stone and ice.  These people made her 

life miserable.  I was rebellious and because I am far away from her, I cannot take 

care of her. Later I talked with mother about your wandering life.  Mother open-

mindedly commented on the current status without any personal emotion.  I silently 

admire her.  Only a generous and open-minded mother could have a brave daughter 

like you.  I am far from being like you.   

Mother can survive by herself, so without any hesitation, you can plunge yourself into 

the battlefield.  Between the eyebrows on her face, there are fine lonely lines.  They 

are newly there because of missing you. 

When I was chatting with mother, I pushed the doorbell and not long afterwards the 

maid let in a woman who was aged in her thirties.  On her thin yellow face there were 

traces of beauty of when she was younger.  Her eyes were filled with sadness so we 

could easily tell she was a poor and sad person.  Guess who she was.  It was your 

friend, Miss Chen, from intermediate school. She came to ask mother to see a doctor 

to cure her liver problems.  She mentioned she has suffered physically and mentally.  

You know.  Her marriage was arranged by her brother.  She was not consulted let 

alone asked for her consent.  A few years after her marriage she had six children and 

because she had so many, four years ago she got a fourteen year old maid called 

Qiuxiang.  When she first arrived she was obedient and industrious but gradually she 

became lazy and stole money as well as other things.  It turned worse and not even 

mother could stop her.  Another good maid came but because of Qiuxiang’s 

behaviour, she was spoiled.  For the past couple of years, she became even more 

spoilt.  Her master Zhong allowed Qiuxiang to bully her.  At the beginning they only 

yelled at her.  Eventually they started to hit her.  The money in the house was all 

given to Qiuxiang to manage.  When Qiuxiang was offended it was worse than 

offending master.  Once when Quixiang was playing and keeping third master 

company, she used a stone as big as an egg and broke third master’s nose.  There was 

blood all over his face and nearly damaged his eye. Mother could not bear it and 

scolded Qiuxiang.  Qiuxiang could not take this and tidied up her things and she stood 
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by the gate waiting for master to come home.  She said, crying to the master, that the 

wife was driving her away.  After listening to this, the master carried her belongings 

back to the room and said sorry to Qiuxiang.  That night master Zhong beat her.  He 

did not care about the wound on his son’s face.  Miss Chen said Qiuxiang could not 

be driven away now.  Miss Chen was asking people to find master Zhong a second 

wife hoping that when a good second wife comes, they could discuss Qiuxiang.  Miss 

Chen was in tears when she talked about this. Her family was like a pot of hot oil.  

Her husband was the devil and she did not know when this was going to end.  

Because of the six children she could not bear to desert them or divorce her husband. 

Her husband would not allow her to take the children away.   

Even if he agreed, how could she possibly feed them.  Who could she talk to about 

this bitterness?  The Chinese law was not written for women.  It was there to protect 

men’s beastly behaviour.  She could be bullied by a maid and stepped on by an 

abusive husband. She would only suffer and become ill.  Her only escape was through 

death.  

Yunqin.  You are an advocator for change in the whole society and for the protection 

of women.  What can you do to save this poor woman?  There are many women that 

we do not know of and who are suffering like this.  Therefore we must ask society to 

change and destroy those iron bars that protect devils.  It we do not make an effort, 

they will be dropped to the bottom of hell and cannot see the sun again.  There are so 

many beastly men like him.  I do not know how they can cover themselves with this 

human skin and fool around under the sun.  Suyu wrote to me and said the lover who 

deserted her for someone else has returned and is trying to make it up with her.  He 

said: “A heartless man may be a passionate man and doing you wrong might be 

loving you.”  He said this to induce her and wishing her to make it up to her.  Even if 

he wanted to have fun with a whore, you cannot let a man do whatever he wants.  

Besides, Suyu is working on women’s liberation. 

A wandering life is not a happy life. You said you have seen so many things I have 

not seen before and suffered many things I have not suffered before.  This is to your 

credit in life.  What more do you want.  These proud experiences that you see with 

your eyes become implanted in your heart. If one day you could live an easy life in 

the mountains and in the forest, you could write down what you have gained in life.  
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Maybe your experiences will be a popular and precious book.  The night is about to 

end.  There are the sounds of lonely geese in the sky.  Yunqin, I make a literary salute 

to you with my pen!             

 

5. ‘Yuwei in the Mountains’ [‘Ji shan zhong de Yuwei’].  

Bowei.   Published 8th March 1927, in ‘Oceans of the 

Heart’ (‘Xinhai’), No. 15.  

It is deep into the night.  I am sitting next to the window beside my desk with a good 

book open.  The moon reflects my shadow on the wall.  I would never have thought 

that you, in the mountains on the night of a bright moon, would remember me 

wandering in the dream of the mundane world.  Then from far away, I heard your 

voice on the telephone.  How can I thank you for your love and comfort. 

You have broken my silence.  I could never remain calm in my heart.  Besides when I 

am indulging in this happiness, it is hard for me to remain indifferent. Therefore, after 

I hung up the phone, I thought of writing to you.   

Are you now still meditating under the pine tree, dreary and tired, looking up at the 

moon and dreaming about your dreary wandering life?  Are you standing by the river 

looking at the chilly sky and looking at the cold shadows cast by the moon?  Maybe 

you are standing on top of the many mountains, looking at the lights in Beijing city 

and trying to look for this small soul of mine in the darkness; maybe you are lying in 

bed listening silently to the pine trees and the water, remembering your family in your 

home town, and thinking it used to be lively. Now it is only your mother who is 

surrounded by loneliness and dreariness.    

Yuwei, after the night you told me honestly about your life, I realised that there are 

many painful people like us who are struggling and even more mothers who are 

powerlessly struggling, fighting and surrendering.  Under the iron feet of the horse 

they are being stepped on and insulted as they suffer all the pain in the world and dare 

not fight back nor say a curse.   
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We are too powerless to save our mothers from the pain and too powerless to save 

ourselves but we cannot help but struggle to fight for our wishes and receive a better 

result.  It is not only just you and me amongst friends as I know there are many in 

these circumstances, every one of them worrying about their lonely and pitiful 

mothers.  Hidden in their kind and gentle smiles are the deepest worries of the world.  

In their old and wrinkly faces are engraved the worst traces of the world, their spirit 

of working hard to bring up the family and their endurance of the hardships of life.  

These qualities will never be possessed by us girls who are shallow and depressed, 

always groaning and cursing because they cannot endure even a little suffering.  So I 

always think we should fight and destroy the worst environment our mothers are in 

and also learn the spirit of endurance from our mothers, or we will position ourselves 

in the pain that is getting worse.   

You asked what I was doing now.  You asked if I can imagine what tonight was like 

for you in the mountains.  You asked how I feel in the night of the bright moon and 

starry sky.  At last you said you wished to get a long letter from me.  You wished to 

read true tears from life in my letter.  I have guessed, Yuwei, you must be in a 

perplexed and emotional state, maybe very cold and weary.  You thought of me and 

were concerned about me.  I know you are only trying to get some compassion and 

news from the world in the lonely mountains.   

At this time, a quarter moon and a few stars are appearing in the corner of the 

window.  People are so tired and turn to their dreams now.  Only you are still awake 

and I am too.  Even though we are so far away with you in the lonely mountains and 

me in the prosperous city, at this moment I am not lonely. 

I have mixed emotions.  Sometimes I am as peaceful as a mediating old monk who is 

sitting right next to an ancient Buddhist statue.  Sometimes I have turbulent emotions 

like a warrior horse running in the battle field.  Sometimes I am like a running 

fountain and sometimes like an iced lake.  Sometimes when I am deep in the 

mountains I have a sense of being in the midst of a busy city; yet at other times, when 

I am in the city I feel as lonely as when I am in the mountains.  This is when I realize 

that there is a deep gap between the reality of the world and the world I imagined in 

my mind.  Because you are now in the mountains, I think of the view of the night in 

Xishan. 
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In the summer of last year I stayed for three days in Wofo temple.  No matter whether 

it was day or night in the green mountains, it was very romantic watching the moon 

and stars, listening to the sound of the pine trees and the fountain.  Day and night, in 

the cradle of mother-nature, I felt intoxicated. 

Accompanying me, were brother Meiying, and brother Quai.  The people living there 

and entertaining me were a few of my best friends.  One of them is brother Yun who 

seems to share the same fate as me who seems to be bound by imagination.  But he 

also became disappointed and has to swallow this kind of sorrow.  

The first night I went with him to the top of Yuwang.  We lay on the soft green grass 

waiting for dawn.  The pine forest looked dark and vast. Under our feet below the 

mountain, there is a fountain and because of the rocks, the fountain sounded like 

pieces of jade.  It was an intoxicating tune.  He and I were waiting for the moon to 

silently rise.  We did not utter a word. We were thinking of our individual dreams and 

in the beginning we both tried not to let our tears fall.  A few moments later the half-

moon rose from the light green veil.  The moon made everything seem cold and 

dreary.  It was getting deeper into the night.  The sound of the wind and water made 

huge noises that echoed in the valley. Then Yun and I could no longer contain the 

sadness we felt.  We lay face down in the meadow and silently wept.  We were young 

people who had been deserted by the joyous world.  When other people were sleeping 

soundly in their dreams, we had been abandoned and were crying in the meadow of 

the mountain.  Who would know except for the bright moon and the stars in the sky. 

All we could hear were the sounds of the fountain and the wind in the valley.   

An unstable shadow approached us.  We felt scared because we thought we had 

awakened the mountain spirit. Lying face down in the meadow, we stopped crying.  

But as the shadow approached calling my name, I suddenly realized that it was 

brother Quai.  He smiled and said: I searched the mountain and had thought the 

wolves had taken you away.” 

As he guided us down the mountain, with one on either side, he behaved so much like 

an adult.  Brother Yun returned to Beijing and brother Quai and I returned to 

Longwang temple.  When Meiying saw me she sighed and said: “We took you out to 
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have fun but still you feel sorrowful!” I did not sleep that night.  I thought of many 

things that had happened before. 

On the second night, we watched the moon from the pavilion called “Watching 

Sunrise” which is on top of Shangshan.  Because there are many people there, I did 

not cry but I felt a certain degree of coldness surging through my hot blood.  We 

walked up the mountain on a road lined with green trees.  What I saw that night was 

the shadow of the trees and the silver light that shone in between the leaves.  When I 

looked around I felt a sense of a deep yet tranquil mystery hidden in the dark forest.  

As I was the last in line, I watched how the others advanced forward, as though they 

were chasing something.  I laughed.  Brother Yun turned his head and asked me: 

“Why are you laughing and walking so slowly?”  Jokingly I replied: “ I walk slowly 

because I have nothing to hurry for.  

After we reached the pavilion, the wind came from all four sides of the valley.  It was 

refreshing.  It not only blew away the heat, but also the sorrow deep in my heart, as it 

seemed to turn into butterflies and fly away.  We could see Beijing lit up and could 

see the red flag of Zhongshan shrine on the top of Biyuan temple.  I could also see 

Jingyuan park where you are resting now. 

On the third night, I went to Biyuan temple to visit a sick friend.  In the yard under 

the moonlight, I saw the persimmon tree.  The leaves had yet to turn red.  I lingered 

for a long time, wondering if the ignorant persimmon tree would know what I was 

contemplating?  At different times, and in the minds of different people, this tree 

encapsulates the same Buddhist concept of footprints and hand prints. I can only 

praise the magical ways of destiny. 

With memories of the three days and three nights, every though of Xishan makes me 

think it is loveable.  Yuwei!  How about you?  Maybe, because you live in the 

mountains you cannot wander as freely as I can.  In the mountains the sound of the 

bell in the ancient temple and pine forest, the half-moon, the rocks and the sound of 

the fountain, all make us transcend to free our spirit.  This is unlike life in the city 

where everywhere you look is insincere and every place is tied down.  Our souls are 

crouched in the prison of darkness and cannot be released.  It is deep in the night and 
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I am tired from imagining.  I have to quit writing now.  I wish for a sweet dream. 

[1926, end of Autumn].  

 

English Translations of texts in Chapter Five 

1. ‘Amid the Sound of Firecrackers on New Year’s Eve’ 

[‘Baozhu sheng zhong de chuxi’].  Shi Pingmei.   

Published 8th February, 1927, No. 11. 

Translated by Janet Ng. 

This time of year, when there is joyous activity all around, stirs up tremendous 

conflicting feelings in people.  The heart of the traveller is shadowed by a deep 

yearning for home.  No matter how little one misses home or even if one has no home 

to miss, feelings of sadness can well up suddenly, like the emptiness one feels on 

being startled from a dream. 

It is a fine day after a snow fall.  There are, naturally, many sojourners in this northern 

capital city.  Firecrackers rocket through the air all night – how can your heart not 

burst along with them, and then fall to the ground, just as they do?  A bursting heart, 

like a bursting firecracker, will fill the sky with brilliant sparks.  But they come down 

in a confusion of scattered fragments. 

Eight years, eight years I’ve listened to the sound of firecrackers in Peking.  My 

surroundings and my mood are different each year, but the sound is just as soul-

shattering and heart-rending.  I remember my first year as a freshman in the “red 

building.”  I think I spent my New Year’s Eve lying on an icy cold bed in the 

dormitory, weeping.  When I couldn’t bear the sound of firecrackers anymore, I 

pressed my hands against my ears and buried my head under the quilt, trying to 

convince myself that it was just an ordinary night and I should be quiet and go to 

sleep.  The second year I spent with a friend from my hometown.  Three or four of us 

childhood friends sat around the warming stove, talking about our past mischiefs 

when we were at the Taiyuan Junior Teachers’ College.  Through our laughter, I 
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heard the firecrackers and thought about my mother, kneeling in front of the altar 

praying for me.  The third year I spent writing in a classroom in the “red building.”  

That was my best period, because I spent my time in earnest study and also learned to 

write in the vernacular. I no longer treated everything as flippantly as before.  But that 

was the same year I came to know the sorrows of the human condition.  The fourth 

year I was still at the “red building” – I remember spending New Year’s eve writing a 

letter filled with anguish and composing four old-style poems. 

By the fifth year, I had left the “red building” and was living in the east wing of an 

old run-down temple.  That year was filled with hardships and passed amid sadness 

and illness.  The sixth year, I was taken in by a loving family which doted on me and 

watched over me like one of their own.  Unfortunately, Yu was seriously ill and I 

passed New Year’s Eve with a troubled heart amid the press of duties.  The seventh 

year, I was still living with this cheerful, lively family.  Ironically, my smiles never 

quite hid the tear stains on my face.  When a lonely swallow finds a seeming respite 

within the gates of paradise after a long and difficult flight, she may discover in the 

silvery sheen of the mirror that her body is covered with the scars of her wounds, and 

the discovery makes her even more forlorn.  That year, fate abandoned me. 

Tonight is the eighth New Year’s Eve.  Like every other year, the sound of 

firecrackers rises and falls.  The bright sparks sent out by the explosions and the ashes 

that fall to the ground also seem the same.  Even my own insignificant existence 

appears to be replaying an old scene as it turns in the great wheel of humanity. 

It has been eight years.  As I painstakingly recollect the events of these years, I realise 

that I’ve accomplished nothing more than to muddle through.  The traces left by my 

life’s journey are merely the trivialities of womanhood.  I can’t find even a couple of 

extraordinary events to write about.  I am angry at my own weakness and 

disappointed at my dreams having been dashed to pieces by fate.  What continues to 

struggle on in this world is no more than the remains of a sad woman trying 

hopelessly to be a tragic heroine.  It I have another ten years before me, I hope to 

fulfil this simple desire, that I may rekindle the dark and lifeless flame of humanity 

with a blaze of pure whiteness. 
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I am a superfluous member of family and society.  My only burden in life, aside from 

my anguish at my weakness in the face of the trampling, bullying, mockery and jeers 

of the world, is merely to find nourishment and shelter.  Therefore the burdens of 

New Year’s mean nothing to me.  In this winter night of gnawing hunger and howling 

cold, as the candles burn low and the year dwindles away, I can be proud, for I am 

sitting under a dim light, warmed by the heating stove, slowly reminiscing over my 

past.  I listen intently to the relentless pop of the firecrackers outside the windows.  

From these sounds, I imagine the destiny of every firecracker form its explosion to its 

descent to the ground.  Just think what an idle occupation this is! 

This New Year’s eve, I do not need to go to the accounts office to wait to collect the 

salary owed me.  I do not have to trail through icy snow taking things to a pawn shop.  

I do not have to greet and visit relatives and friends.  I do not have to worry about 

food and drink for tomorrow.  So I should be very happily sending off the old year 

and welcoming the new.  However, amid the pop and fizzle of firecrackers, my 

feelings are neither so simple not so relaxed.  I don’t know how to describe it but I 

feel a nameless sense of dejection and sadness.  One after another, the bursts of the 

firecrackers have disturbed the once-tranquil pool of my heart.  Tiny ripples spread 

from my senses all the way to the depths of my soul.  I don’t know how to calm my 

quivering heart. I begin to think of my mother. 

Just now, she is standing tearfully before the altar, her lips moving in prayer. Is she 

saying prayers for her daughter afar?  Perhaps she is hoping that the summer vacation 

will come quickly so her daughter can come home to her.  Only the gods know the 

sadness buried in her soul.  Only the red candles before the altar shed tears with her.  

Tonight, she must be thinking about me even more than usual.  Mother!  I cannot 

comfort you in your loneliness at home and you are unable to console me in my 

sadness while away.  A thread of love tethers out thoughts for each other in these two 

different places.  Why is there separation in life?  We are like a pair of stars on two 

different sides of the Milky Way, meeting only once a year.  Our one month of 

reunion during the summer holidays is like the seventh day of the seventh month 

when the Weaving Girl and the Cowherd are reunited in the stars.  Mother, another 

year has passed.  The silvery strands of hair on your temple must have grown more 

profuse.  Perhaps your tears of pinning for your child have already run dry after eight 
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years.  Mother, I know you love me.  I am far away from you, absent once again from 

the family New Year’s reunion dinner.  However, as I celebrate here in this distant 

place, whenever I swallow my tears and raise my cup to drink to someone’s health, 

you are the one in my heart. 

Mother, do you remember why I left you?  It was only because I wanted to eat a bowl 

of rice that I had earned with the sweat of my own brow.  For this tiny wish, I 

wrenched myself form your warm embrace, to become a traveller, roaming over the 

world.  Yet, every New Year’s eve, the first person I think of is you.  I can do no 

more than say a prayer for you from afar as I continue along my rugged journey.  

When I think about my mother, I think also of my seventy-year-old, silver-haired 

father.  He is not only my gentle and loving father, but my most respected and dearest 

friend.  In over a decade of my travels on dusty roads, none but my father has 

understood, acknowledged, forgiven and known me.  He is growing old.  Neither my 

brother Huang, nor I, in charting our own futures, can often keep him company.  

China is plagued by troubles and wars between the north and the south.  He constantly 

worries for the safety of his two children; his soul knows no rest.  Aside from trying 

my best to be a daughter whom my father can be proud of and delight in, I really 

don’t know how else I can comfort and repay him. 

There is more to life than just worrying about clothes, food and survival.  Yet how 

much of one’s happiness is sacrificed for material fulfilment?  I am not the only one.  

Of course there are naturally many others who, as firecrackers burst all around, are 

also lamenting their separation from their families. 

When I tire of thinking about my parents at Niang-tzu Pass, I think about Ching-

ch’ing, drifting on the sea.  Where is she tonight?  Only heaven knows.  Whether she 

is at sea, or under the water, at the edge of the sky or the corners of the earth: only 

heaven knows.  Whether her trip south this time is sorrowful or joyous, smooth or 

dangerous: only heaven knows.  Amid the loud clamour of the firecrackers, I can only 

pray silently to the gods to give her strength, sustain her and keep her unflinching 

until she can no longer struggle on.  What else can one say?  The world is consumed 

by destruction.  When human affairs are so inconsistent, one can only keep one’s eyes 

open, one’s back straight, keep trudging on, and see what it has all been about in the 



 228 

end.  One quietly endures all the darts aimed at one, swallowing all troubles.  When 

one falls, one gets up!  Again and again, until one’s blood runs cold and one’s body 

turns stiff, and can no longer go on.  So, onward we go!  The way ahead might not be 

all rosy hopefulness, but in life one can only move forward, even though one knows 

well that the road is treacherous and rugged, covered with brambles and thorns.  Out 

future is uncertain; where is our home?  One cannot foresee these things: they must be 

left up to destiny.  Since human life is fickle, there will always be separations and 

reunions, sadness and joy.  But these are precisely what make human life meaningful 

and interesting.  I pray that Ching-ch’ing watches the luminous clouds at sunset of the 

cold moon at night during her travels at sea, she will come to a further understanding 

that she cannot build her life on illusions and dreams that she has to reposition herself 

at another front line in life’s struggle and strike out courageously.   

I hope that tonight, she will be able to bury her dreams of the past, or else allow them 

to burst with the firecrackers, till nothing remains of them.  From now on, she should 

put her intelligence and ability towards achieving her goals.  Won’t that make her our 

hero?  Begging sadly for pity, groaning and wailing for compassion are hardly fitting 

for intellectual women like us.  What we should do is to set ourselves ablaze so we 

might be a torch for those who come after us.  If a tiny spark can illuminate a corner 

of heaven and earth, then we must also be diligent in our duty and in our pursuits. 

This evening, I opened up the little box of books that Ching-ch’ing gave me.  The box 

was scratched and worn – just like her heart.  I felt a surge of sadness as I was going 

through the books and couldn’t stop my warm tears from falling onto her old 

volumes.  I stood stolidly by the heating stove, looking at the ashes and thinking 

about her in the “greenroom” that night packing this box.  Her sorrow and despair 

were perhaps far more intense than mine now as I weep over the lonely box.  It has 

been stowed in my room for four or five days, but I had not wanted to open it.  

Sometimes when I see it I feel a penetrating sadness.  But I couldn’t bear to remove it 

either.  If only Ching-ch’ing knew how impossible these books have been for me, she 

would never have left them for me. Whenever I see them, I think: Her heart is 

damaged and worn, just like this broken box. 

After being startled from our dreams, we parted.  Where she is tonight when the 

sound of the firecrackers resonates everywhere?  Destiny is cruel to break apart our 
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fragile, linked arms.  I  only hope we can still hold hands in our dreams. It is late, but 

there is no end to the exploding firecrackers.  Like the firecrackers, my anxious heart 

rises and falls, burst into shards and splinters, then lies frozen on the ground. 

 

2. ‘Performing in the midst of a Nightmare’ [‘Emeng 

zhong de banyan’].  Bowei.   Published 10th January, 

1928 in column ‘Random Notes’ (‘Ouran Cao’), No. 52. 

I was wandering in the world.  I have been through a few stages of self-indulgence.  

Sometimes I indulged in a love affair.  After my love affair ended I indulged myself 

in sad memories, then poisonous wine.  When I was sober, I indulged in the colourful 

comedy of the stage.  Recently I came here to cheer and dance all through the night.  I 

was not tired. 

I used pink silk to cover the wounds all over my body.  I used makeup to cover my 

pale face.  I revolve on the romantic and fanatical stage.  I was surrounded by flowers 

which are poisonous and covered with thorns.  I sand and drank wholeheartedly with 

no fear.  All kinds of demons were in the audience making faces at me.  They 

complimented me but also said bad comments about me.  They looked at me and I 

looked back at them.   

Now I let all my friends in faraway places who miss me and who think about me, but 

are in tears because of me.  I let mother down.  When I was in my hometown she felt 

sorry for me.  But I am not going to shed any tears in this world.  I will only play with 

everything and let everything play with my emotionless past.  What can I say?  I am 

amongst a sea of people all day long.  The noises around me are all fake masks.  What 

did they say?  Who did they speak to?  Whenever I think of this I wear the stage coat 

to the theatre as it makes me forget about my worries.  When I am happy, I perform a 

false character.  The colour of red pain covers this black body of mine and buries all 

my memories.  This is my new discovery and it has an anaesthetizing effect on me.  

God, what more can I ask you for except this? 
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It is dim and everybody had left.  I am by myself.  I run into the cold and lonely 

street.  There is the cold forest and the remnants of the moon, and a stage so tall that it 

reaches the clouds.  It is as though there is a great lion king squatting and opening his 

big bloody mouth as if it is ready to devour people.  Suddenly, I was awake at this 

moment.  My body started to shiver form the cold.  I cannot distinguish if what is 

warm inside is a dream or what is cold outside is the dream. At this time, I am 

keeping my eyes wide open.  Biting on my lower lip I came running back and stood 

before the dressing table mirror.  I see a pale and shivering young lady with unruly 

hair.  I do not know her.  I do not know where the beautiful noble girl on the red 

carpet went. 

After I looked in the mirror, I fell to the ground as I heard a voice whispering in my 

ear.  I fell asleep with this imagined voice.  Sometimes in the middle of the night I 

would wake, holding on to the leg of the table, calling my mother.  Sometimes I 

would dream the shadow of my soul.  When I throw myself to that soul I would fall 

on the ground, weep, then awake. 

Anyway, I am someone who cannot rest her heart. The next morning, as usual, I put 

on my dancing coat, put on my make-up, make all the womanly gestures and make 

my voice very attractive to perform different roles.  It is at this moment that I lose 

myself.  I am only a body.   

I am a fallen woman who has been rescued by some of my friends.  I struggled to 

recover from extreme sadness and have some hope for myself.  I hope to become a 

novelist.  I even wanted to become a leader of a revolution or a political leader. 

I drifted around in every direction and came back.  I had all sorts of dreams but none 

of them satisfied me.  None of them can save me from pain.  It was my last decision 

to become a actress performing comedy in order to bring happiness to people.   

There were times when I was happily singing and dancing and suddenly recognised a 

few familiar faces.  Although they do not know my original face, when I saw them, 

my chest was shrouded in sorrow. 

Eventually I fainted next to the instrument before the play ended.  After that I was 

stronger and was more able to resist.  When I saw them I felt like nothing.  Half a 
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year later I did not know them, and I was afraid I would be harassed by the passing 

dream.  I hope those who are in the environment are all a new audience whom I do 

not know. God, I hope you can tell my mother and friends who miss me.  Friends I 

have found my grave in a place in the future where I want to be buried. 

 

3. ‘I tell you, Mother!’ [‘Wo gaosu ni Muqin’].  Shi 

Pingmei.  Published May 29th, 1928 in ‘National Shame,’ 

a special edition of The Wild Rose Weekly, 23rd May to 4th 

June 1928.    

 

I tell you, Mother! 

It is painful for you to hear this sad and groaning voice. 

It is the struggle between the people in Jinan and the cruel Japanese soldiers. 

It is the guns and cannons and also the horses trampling over our glorious land; 

Blood and tears emanate from this tremendous anger. 

 

Majestic green Taishan is covered in fog. 

The temple of a thousand years is destroyed into relics. 

Dead bodies pile up like mountains and blood gathers like a river; 

The spring colour beside Daming Lake is tainted with various bloody scars. 

 

I tell you, Mother! 

You should cry for this hidden hatred and big insult which is difficult to avenge. 
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Listening to the laughter of the devil because of victory, they are drinking our blood. 

Beside Chehuan bridge the willows are angry, the colour has changed; 

This beautiful land is just like falling flowers. 

 

In this evil world, there is no justice, no humanity, no sympathy. 

Life vanishes just like the clouds. 

I hope those people who died tragically and bloodily will have a sound sleep; 

Do not miss this broken nation. 

 

I tell you, Mother! 

It is difficult for you to see how China has been destroyed to this situation. 

The Japanese are everywhere in the green water and the green mountains. 

In the early morning light I force myself to stand up because my body is weak and 

sick; 

Mother, allow me to go.  The war drum is beating. 

 

Do not be too sad because of this lonely late life.   

There are millions of people in our country, and they are all young. 

When one day our country becomes rich and the soldiers become strong, we will 

destroy our enemy. 

Boil my blood, burn the torch.  I will recover to review the country. 
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[written in the “White house” – 25th May 1928]. 
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