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ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates works of two late-Qing period born, well-educated, May Fourth period

first-generation female writers, Ling Shuhua )& 44 (1900-1990) and Feng Yuanjun JZ 505

(1900-1974) who both had a literary creation peak during the 1920s-1930s. Born in a high-
ranking official family, Ling is known as a Chinese modernist writer and painter. Born in a
wealthy literati family, Feng being known as a scholar of Chinese classical literature and literary
historian. A similar life trajectory didn’t make them write comparably but having a remarkably
different one.

By looking at Temple of Flowers 7 2 <5 (1928) by Ling Shuhua and Trace of Spring &
J2(1927) by Feng Yuanjun, the central argument of this thesis is that the authors’ writing style is

considered different simply because they have depicted women in different marital states. The
theme of marriage is through-line which connects both writers and also reflects experiences of
women’s lives during the May Fourth period. The first chapter examines the male figures among
Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s work, where there is always a lack of specific description as
well as the male characters being physically absent in the stories. Although these stories show
the independent side of women and criticize men who are unfaithful in love, there are
subconscious limitations on the self and female consciousness through the authors’ historical
milieu. Chapter two looks at the empowered elder woman roles in the traditional family system
who functions as the unexpected oppressor towards the younger generation in the patricidal
society. By tracing May Fourth feminism, individualism and female awareness in Ling and
Feng’s writing, I aim to show an inner conflict between modern ideologies and traditional

morality in the two writers’ works, and their depiction of women is formulaic.
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Introduction

This thesis engages with modern Chinese literature during the May Fourth Period, exploring the
early period Chinese feminism by working on two leading female writers Ling Shuhua and Feng
Yuanjun’s representative short stories. Modern Chinese literature grew rapidly during the Repub-
lican Period (1912-1949), and both Ling and Feng wrote excellent literary works during this
time. The May Fourth Movement created opportunities for women to pursue education or gender
equality, and it also provided the space for female intellectuals to write. This indispensable event
can be thought of as the progress of modernization from feudalism to women’s progressive ideo-
logies, and the writing woman group became a prominent characteristic of this movement as
well. For these female writers, language and pen give them the agency to deliver their voices. As
Lydia Liu argues, “May Fourth Women’s literature, especially women’s literature of the self,
also provided a public space for women to construct, explore and strengthen their subjectivity of
women.”! My research responds to the influence of May Fourth Movement on well-educated fe-
male writing groups by providing a compelling comparison on how two May Fourth Period lead-
ing-feminist writers, Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun, who reacted differently related the concept
of marriage both in their writing styles and contents.

In this thesis, I will focus on their creations in a time frame from the 1920-1930s, which
can be thought of as the peak stage of their literary output. Through this decade, we can also see
the gradual changes through analyzing their creation. In Ling and Feng’s works, their romantic
rebels find themselves searching for a model to structure their brand-new identity. This kind of
new identity searching is the beginning of self-awareness and the grounding of the concept of in-
dividualism that they are trying to reject the tradition and break down the existing social norms.

The scope of this thesis is an investigation on short stories from Temple of Flowers 122

¥ (1928), Women % A ( 1930) by Ling Shuhua and Trace of Spring #J8° (1927) by Feng

! Lydia H. Liu, “Invention and Intervention: The Making of a Female Tradition in Modern Chinese Literature,” in
Gender Politics in Modern China: Writing and Feminism, ed. Tani E. Barlow (Durham: Duke University Press,
1993), 153. http://dx.doi.org/10.1215/9780822396840.

2 There is no official translation for the book title. It is my own translation.
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Yuanjun. I will mainly focus on the concept of marriage and woman roles in family system
among the stories, with the hope of revealing that the two female intellectuals who lived in a
conventional society has inner conflict between their deep-rooted ethical norms and modern ide-
ologies which resulted in their feminist awareness still have limitations, even though they have

been referred to as modern women.

Early Period Chinese Feminism and May Fourth Movement

Ling Shuhua /&4 f£(1900-1990), one of the most famous early 20th-century modernist
female writers, has been significantly studied in modern Chinese literature. Feng Yuanjun 557t
#Z(1900-1974) was relatively less known than Ling Shuhua, and was known more as a scholar of

Chinese classical literature. Both Ling and Feng were born in a high-ranking official family in
the same year of the late Qing period, being well-educated women and participated in the May
Fourth Movement. Although they both stayed in Beijing for an extended period, they didn’t get
to know each other, and they weren’t friends. Their similarities in the social background and ed-
ucational background didn’t make their writing styles similar, but rather markedly different.

Ling Shuhua’s peak writing period was in the 1920s and the early 1930s. Western literary
works heavily influenced her writing. Her writing style is a typical representation of the so-called

guixiu pai zuojia [HZF5RVEZ (boudoir school writer) 3, which means the writing style tended to

be more feminine and focused on the narrower topic of women’s lives. The term ‘guixiu pai’ de-
serves some discussion. As Rey Chow mentions, “the fusion of domestic femininity and literary
critical terminology is indicative of a deep-rooted ambivalence toward the relationship between
women and their attempts at artistic representation.” Unlike the typically May Fourth Women’s
writing, female characters in Feng Yuanjun’s works were more unconventional and bolder, but
ultimately failed other liberated May Fourth intellectuals’ expectations. Feng only wrote for a

few years during the early 1920s, but she still significantly impacted the early May Fourth

3 The term guixiu [£]35(well-bred young ladies) to a woman in a complimentary manner who has been excellently
brought up at home. Here it is transferred into the language of literary criticism to describe the work of a woman
writer. See Rey Chow, “Virtuous Transactions: A Reading of Three Short Stories by Ling Shuhua,” in Gender Poli-
tics in Modern China: Writing and Feminism, ed. Tani E. Barlow (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), 92.

4 Chow, “Virtuous Transactions: A Reading of Three Short Stories by Ling Shuhua,” 92.



literature. In Feng’s later life, she gave up writing after getting married and started researching
classic Chinese history with her husband, Lu Kanru.

Women'’s issues became the focus of cultural discussions during this time due to their
close association with the larger political and ideological concerns of the May Fourth intellectu-
als in reforming China. Influenced by a Western ideal of liberalism, the May Fourth radicals had
seen the subjugation of women in feudal China as evidence of the most conspicuous aspect of the
inhumanity of Confucian traditions.’ In conventional Chinese society, the education women re-
ceived had to inculcate the good mother and virtuous wife ideology so that they could in the fu-

ture fulfill their responsibility to the state by xiangfu jiaozi #5 K #+ (assisting husbands and in-

structing sons) - the phrase identical to that used by the late nineteenth century male and female
reformers championing women’s education.®

The family is a prototypical traditional Confucian structure that trapped women within
the domestic sphere and forced them to live as parasites who must rely on men. When introduced

the category of women as a universal category of niixing 2% (woman), Chinese feminist writ-

2% ¢ 29 ¢¢

ing was flooded with texts representing women as the “playthings of men”, “parasites”, “slaves”
as dependents of men or simply as degraded to the point of nonexistence. ’ The concept of duli

renge JH37 A% (independent personhood) is a hallmark of May Fourth feminism. For those ed-

ucated female writers, as Yan Haiping reflected that, “the lifeworks where the predicaments of
the ‘weaker sex’ are so figured that they are not only inextricably linked with, but also paradig-
matically evocative of the ‘destiny’ assigned to the variously marginalized, exploited, displaced
or dispossessed as ‘prey of the strong’ in modern history, regardless of their actual sex.”® Nota-
bly, in the early 20 century, most Chinese women’s fictional writing was closely related to their
real lives, and the writing functions as a method to deliver their feeling to readers. In other

words, their writings are more like an autobiography, self-reflections of their irresistible destiny.

5 Xiufen Lu, “Chinese Women and Feminist Theory: How Not to do Cross-Cultural Studies,” East-West
Connections: Review of Asian Studies 5, no. 1(2005): 137.

¢ Paul John Bailey, “The ‘woman question’ and education in the May Fourth period,” in

Gender and education in China: gender discourses and women’s schooling in the early twentieth century
(London: Routledge, 2006), 113.

7 Tani E. Barlow, “Theorizing ‘women’,” in The Question of Women in Chinese Feminism (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2004), 53. http://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.04244.0001.001.

8 Haiping Yan, “Introduction: On Empowerment,” in Chinese Women Writers and the Feminist Imagination, 1905-
1948 (New York: Routledge, 2006), 5.
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Rather than use the so-called ‘weaker sex’ to refer writing women group, this thesis instead in-
vestigates their resistance towards the ethical code of the Confucianism under a male-dominated
society.

In the case of writing women in the modern Chinese literature period, readers well-versed
in the literature from this historical moment are aware of the feminine identities constructed by
the leading male intellectuals such as Hu Shi, Lu Xun and Cai Yuanpei. As Amy D. Dooling
points out, “discussions of female emancipation, women’s suffrage and education, and even mar-
riage and foot binding in the early May Fourth press had become largely dominated by male
voices, giving rise in certain circles to concerns about the role women themselves were to play in
resisting patriarchy.” Women writers are trapped in a dilemma that they are still being charac-
terized as a parasite who needs to rely on male writers for the chance to publish. Although these
female writers’ rebellion against the conventional definition of femininity received attention
from the public, the reality was that liberating females from the traditional family were unrealis-
tic.

Moreover, the concept of marriage is the common task that female writers targeted; they
aimed their criticism towards the conventional ethical code under the depiction of the traditional
female figure and women’s marriage. Revolution and reform from the final years of the Qing
dynasty to the present have been corrosive and preservative of family arrangements, reconstitut-
ing gender relations in ways that can be distressingly predictable or intermittently surprising.
Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s early works, they have spent time depicting the free love and
romance between well-educated young intellectuals. May Fourth lovers were first and foremost
rebels who struggled to reject the Confucian family and its ethical and ritual codes. But the ro-
mantic rebels found themselves in search of a model on which to structure their brand-new iden-
tity. As Lydia Liu suggests that the discourse of individualism enabled May Fourth intellectuals
to open a new battlefront in their struggle to claim “modernity” and to reject “tradition.”'® They
are trying to reject the tradition and break down the existing social norms. So, female writers

started to pursuit their freedom of chasing love and tried to escape from arranged marriages.

? Amy D. Dooling and Kristina M. Torgeson, “Introduction,” in Writing Women in Modern China: An Anthology of
Women'’s Literature from the Early Twentieth Century, eds. Amy D. Dooling and Kristina M. Torgeson (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1998), 14.

10T ju, “Invention and Intervention,” 153.



Love for them is the ultimate affirmation of individual freedom and sovereignty. In iden-
tifying the family as their adversary, they believe that the battle is won once they succeed in
breaking away from its claws and forming a free union. Young lovers dream of building a more
rational and humane community of two—the companionate marriage—on the strength of the re-
demptive power of romantic love. Among depicting how female protagonists pursue modern
love, Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun showed their commonality as members of the xin niixing

#& M (new woman) groups that, in their works, the male figures are always absent feature

vague description of the masculine characters. The female protagonist’s recollection of the pro-
cess of love is just to experience the happiness and sorrow from it and make it a spiritual support
outside of the feudal system. Moreover, the female authority figures in arranged marriage is an-
other essential element that both two female writers advocated the subjectivity of individual life
and established a modern identity towards the freedom of love. At the same time, those female
protagonists always feel guilty towards their mothers during their struggles with filial love. Fur-
thermore, a vast difference existed between Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s works that focus
on the different aspects of the concept of marriage. For Feng, her works emphasize the process of
chasing freedom, love and escaping from an arranged marriage. As Ling is more careful and del-
icate in her writing than Feng, she paid attention to female’s lives after marriage since marriage
is still largely the only role available to women. They enter romantic liaisons with earnest expec-

tations of marriage and as a result, often end up bitterly disappointed and victimized.

Be in a Dilemma: Critiques on May Fourth Writing Women Group

Many scholars in the field have ignored the fact that the feminist identity recognition
among early period May Fourth writers hasn’t been fully established. The existing scholarship
occludes how these well-educated female writers struggled on their different conception of self,
and simply categorized these female writers as a monolith: the new woman group. Moreover,
scholars have already worked on how the xin niixing zuojia %% EZX (new woman writers)
are similar to each other, but no one has worked on how they are different. This thesis is trying to

provide a new perspective by comparing two leading female writers’ different period works to

examine the concept of marriage in their works and why they are different from each other.



Since scholars always misinterpreted the concept of marriage in the May Fourth period literary
work, the task of this thesis is to reconstruct this specific understanding.

Female intellectuals in the May Fourth period still suffer from a lack of scholarly atten-
tion. Among the existing scholarship, there is no precise and official categorization of writing
genres for female writer. In that case, we can see in numerous works of scholarship that these fe-
male writers are all referred to as the boudoir school based on particular conditions, such as fam-
ily background, creation period and whether they are famous or not. The blurry definition of
May Fourth female writers is the best proof that people erase female writers’ achievements in the
May Fourth literature. Since scholars only seek female writers’ consistency and ignore their di-
versity in writing creation, the definition of new woman in early 20th century China is unclear
and problematic. Although the boudoir school is the most representative genre of female writing
during the May Fourth period, the genre new woman was also used to categorize female writers.

The definition of the term guixiu [F35 (well-bred young ladies) of the so-called guixiu pai [£75
Jk(the boudoir school) in the Republican Period China has a different meaning from the original

usage of the term. This term was originally used in the Southern Song Dynasty, which is usually
used on talented daughters from a distinguished family and particularly refers to unmarried girls
in later periods. In a book called Xianging Ouji [A5182F (Leisure Notes) written by Li Yu, the
following passage is found, “AEFBarE, £, B, F, #HUZ, HARTD, 7 (Women
who call themselves well-bred young ladies, must be skilled in the four scholarly arts of calligra-
phy, painting, playing the guqin and playing Chinese go.)!!

The boudoir school in the Republican period is more like a social identity delegated to
the May Fourth female intellectual who were well educated and came from a prominent family
and published literary works. Though there is some unclear definition of categorizing Republican
period female writers, several scholars have discussed this issue. As early as the 1930s, critic Yi
Zhen divided May Fourth writers into three categories: The boudoir school consisting of Bing

Xin 7K0x (1900-1999) and Su Xuelin 752 #K (1897-1999), whose works focused on love and

beauty, and described maternal love, childlike innocence and nature, all of which were in line

L yu 253, Xianging Ouji (K1518% [Leisure Notes] (Changchun: Shidai wenyi chuban she, 2001), 243, quoted
in Anita Xiaoming Wang with Wang’s translation, “The Idealised Lives of Women,” Arts Asiatiques 73 (2018): 68.
In the original: Li Yu 253 (1610-1680) “AEFEapE, B, &, 2, #HEOZ BHAod, F2MUEmEh L,
UKz, TEXRZ, T TNESNE, FnEth, ”



with the basic conventions for female writing. Others like Ling Shuhua, who is categorized into
the subgenre of the xin guixiu pai #7[E 75K (new boudoir school) or xin guige pai zuojia 7 [E &
JRTEZK (new boudoir writer) based on descriptive skills and aesthetic attitudes towards love. The

new boudoir writers are not as restrained by etiquette and social norms as the boudoir school
writer group, but they also consider the social influence and the identity towards themselves.
Their behavior and thoughts are similar to the new woman, but their writing is still confined by
societal norms and conventions. Another group, represented by Feng Yuanjun being called as the
new woman writers, are seen as braver than the other writers in that they challenged the feudal
ethical code and norms and chasing for free love and equality for females.!'? Regarding Yi Zhen’s

categorization, Zhu Ling provides another perspective on reading them. Zhu concluded that,

TW—K, TN AERREH S EERET S F LN EE £ R CIENE
AR _Kilﬂllé"] SR ER O] AR AR Zﬁ“l?lﬂi‘”‘”A 1B, XELS T HE W=
REFRZXNER, EENRNEBFNEN, ABERTT R BAER",

“It doesn’t matter which writing genre (these female writers) belong to, their literati crea-
tion are all the works describing the boudoir life and psychology of young woman in up-
per-class families. These works may graceful, may rebellious, but can be called ‘boudoir
literature’ creations. These women writers from the boudoir were deeply influenced by
the culture in their early years and had the experience of studying abroad when they were
youth. They all have seen and experienced western civilization.” 13
In this thesis, I intend to prove that these female writers’ feminist consciousness is constantly
changing with society and is an evolving process. Therefore, a single classification based on sev-
eral works is not realistic since it ignores its growth process. I agree with Zhu’s argument that
these female writers still retain some fixed ideas that being trapped by traditional social norms as

they lived in that circumstance. However, I argue that this is the inevitable outcome of the

12Yi Zhen 3 &, “Ji wei dangdai Zhongguo nii xiaoshuojiamen” J1{i/ 24X F1 [E % /M ZK (] [A few contemporary
Chinese women writers], Funnii zazhi 194 %7516, no. 7 (1930), quoted in Zhu LingZk)%, “You guige zouxiang
shehui- shi lun kangzhan qi jian guige zuojia chuang zuo de zhuan bian” £ “[F & E @t =1 1S Hu R HHE “F
B ER BI{ERIE A [Moving toward Society from “Guige”: Discussing the Creation Change of “Guige” Writers
During the War of Resistance Against Japan], Zhong hua niizi xue yuan bao RIELFF B4R |, no. 3 (2007): 52-
57. See also Chen Jingzhi (3% 2 , Xiandai wenxue zaoqgi di nii zuojia IR X F R HIAI L EXR [Women writers of
the early period in modern Chinese Literature] (Taipei : Chengwen chubanshe, 1980), 21.

13 Zhu Ling 2K7%&, “You guige zouxiang shehui- shi lun kangzhan qi jian guige zuojia chuang zuo de zhuan bian,”
53. Unless specified, all translations are my own.



overall historical moment because they cannot achieve a perfect ideological transformation
through their rebellious consciousness alone.

In 1918, Hu Shi #f3i& (1891-1962) gave a presentation on the ideology of new woman,
who is the first person to do so in China. While giving this speech at the Beijing shifan daxue 1t
FFSEAF (Beijing Women’s Normal School), Hu depicted an image of the modern woman

who is completely in opposition to traditional norms and deep-rooted ethical code. As Joshua

Adam Hubbard points out that, Hu Shi used the term xin funii 37332z (new woman) to refer the

woman who!#

MEE, WELR. SRR TAEEET R, NMERE, ~Mrilz, #

XEBBRS, BREkS.

wears unusual clothing and lets down her hair...whose views are radical, whose behavior

tends to be extreme. She does not believe in religion and does not conform to traditional

conventions. She is high-minded and maintains high moral standards. '°

Hu Shi’s article was the beginning of what is widely known and read as advocacy on the
term new woman and he himself was hailed as one of the pioneers on woman liberation move-
ment during a moment where many thinkers were considering the topic. However, in one such
essay from 1916, Hu Binxia explicitly characterized three of her acquaintances as new woman

by using the Chinese character xin niizi 31 2f(new woman). The printed use of this term in

1916 predates Hu Shi’s later use of new woman, often cited as the origin of the new woman
trope in China. '® Hu Binxia’s article, “Ershi shiji zhi xin niizi” — 142 > #% ¥ (The New

Woman of the Twentieth Century), demonstrates that the image of a new woman had already be-
come a discursive tool for discussing the intersection of modernity and femininity in China by
early 1916.!7 In this context, the use of the term new woman predates Hu Shi’s use, and also

challenging the view that the discussion of new woman merely reflects the anxiety of male

14 Joshua Adam Hubbard, “Troubling the “New Woman”: Femininity and Feminism in The Ladies’ Journal (Funii
Zazhi) (8% Z2%E) , 1915-1931,” ( master’s thesis, The Ohio State University, 2012), 1.

15 Hu Shi #31&, Wencun X 1%, Vol. 1 (Taipei: Yuandong tushu gongsi yinxing, 1953), 662, translation with slight
modification from Hu Ying, Tales of Translation: Composing the New Woman in China, 1899-1918 (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2000), 11, quoted in Hubbard, “Troubling the ‘New Woman’,” 1.

16 Hubbard, “Troubling the ‘New Woman’,” 1.

7 1bid., 1.



intellectuals.'® This raises the salient question of why do women’s voices not receive a public re-
sponse in the same way that the male intellectuals receive, or why have women’s voices been ig-

nored in the first place?

The Objectified Female Under Male Gaze

Gender does not necessarily refer to the difference of sex between man and woman, but
how this sex-difference is formed and understood by society. Gender seems to have become a
particularly useful word as sex and sexuality studies have proliferated. It offers a way of differ-
entiating sexual practice from the social roles assigned to women and men.'” In this case, gender
analysis can also be used in this paper. It’s not hard to see that Chinese literature has always been
dominated by men, even when it comes to women’s issues. Either from the call for equality in

Kang Youwei FEH 4 (1858-1927)’s Datong Shu X [5]4 (Book on the Great Unity) to the advo-
cation on liberating woman in Chinese literary magazine Xin Qingnian 315 (New Youth)
found by Chen Duxiu <t 55 (1879-1942), all the voices came from men. Even though it sup-

posed to be woman who had the most say in these female related issues. However, women’s
voices and words are barely heard. Besides, male intellectuals are often selectively imported into
issues related to female consciousness in accordance with the traditional Confucian society.
Women’s liberation is often closely linked with the state as well, and gendered nationalism be-
comes a significant factor in the propagation of the significance of women’s liberation.

Zhou Zuoren [E{E_A (1885-1967) had been an active spokesman for women’s liberation

and their participation in writing since the early 1920s, and also being known as one of the prom-
inent writers during May Fourth period. In one of his most well-known essays, entitled “Niizi yu

wenxue” 2ZZF 53 % (Women and Literature), Zhou advocates modern Chinese women partici-

pate in the cultural reformation and encourages them “take advantage of their own creative

'8 Hu Binxia &A#; 2, “Ershi shiji zhi xin niizi” — 1442 > 74 ¥ [The New Woman of the Twentieth Century],
Funii zazhi 1342475 2, no. 1 (1916): 1-13; Hu Ying, Tales of Translation: Composing the New Woman in China,
1899-1918 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), 1-18; Louise Edwards, “Policing the Modern Woman in Re-
publican China,” Modern China 26, no. 2 (April 2000): 115-16, quoted in Hubbard, “Troubling the ‘New Woman’,”
25.

19 Joan W Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” The American Historical Review 91, no. 5
(1986): 1053, doi:10.2307/1864376.1056.



abilities to express their true feelings and thoughts and to eradicate age-old misunderstandings
and misgivings about women.”?’ This is supposed to be a good start for female intellectuals, but
unfortunately, Zhou’s notion of women’s liberation carries a heavy air of male-centred national-
ism. His promotion of women’s education and women’s liberation functions as a tool of serving
nationalism. Interestingly, in his later essay concerning the woman’s question written in 1928,

“Funii wenti yu Dongfang wenming deng” 3% 0] @1 5 Z= 75 L HHZE (Women’s question and
Eastern civilization), Zhou Zuoren claims that, “F e 8P EX LI Z ~N&IA, EHTLF
2@/ ER, MERRAXETEERRER, MEAXNELAUMSENEAN—HE, " d

think the reason the feminist movement does not flourish in China can be attributed to a lack of

female consciousness, and the fundamental reason for that is because they [women] are not yet
enlightened. Therefore, ideological remolding is an issue that deserves our fullest attention.)?!
Using Zhou Zuoren as example, who as an influential public figure who promoting women’s lib-
eration, he has a firm grip on their right to speak out. Male intellectuals can have the right to crit-
icize and evaluate everything, from the encouragement women’s participation in both society
and writing creations before to accuse women lack female consciousness. They control what ed-
ucational resources they can give women, but they don’t provide these new women time to pro-
ceed the knowledge and give opportunities to make women’s voices heard. In that case, the pub-
lic can rarely hear elite women comment on men. Also, the same male-centred ideology appears
in Zhou Jianren [z A (1888-1984)’s article, “Funii zhuyi zhi kexue de jichu” {94 F X > Bl%
AYEAH (The Scientific Foundations of Feminism), where he promotes the social advancement of
women while also maintaining the biological inferiority of most women compared to most
men.”? While Zhou Jianren’s arguments seems to allow for a certain degree of flexibility in gen-
der identity, it can be easily figure that his arguments build up on an assumption or a preset con-

dition that masculinity is superior to womanhood.

20 Dooling and Torgeson, “Introduction,” 14.

21 Zhou Zuoren FE{E A, “Funii wenti yu Dongfang wenming deng” %3 % (8] .5 %< 77 XX BHZE [Women’s question
and Eastern civilization], in Zhou Zuoren zaoqi sanwenxuan [E{ENFEAEI 3% [Selected Earlier Essays by Zhou
Zuoren], ed. Xu Zhiying (Shanghai: Shanghai wenyi chubanshe, 1984), 136, quoted in Xiaoquan Raphael Zhang
with Zhang’s translation, “A Voice Silenced and Heard: Negotiations and Transactions Across Boundaries in Ling
Shuhua’s English Memoirs,” Comparative Literature Studies 49, no. 4 (2012): 590.

22 Zhou Jianren [E%E A, “Funii zhuyi zhi kexue de jichu” {34 3 X = Bl= I EAH [The Scientific Foundations of
Feminism)], Funii zazhi 133427 9, no. 4 (1923): 2-4, quoted in Hubbard, “Troubling the ‘New Woman’,” 43.
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Female intellectual group has been always live under the male gaze and the society still
being dominated by the male group. They rarely could take the initiative, and at the same time,
there is no way to escape the male’s control completely. Everything they have, including the ed-
ucation resources, job opportunities, and even the platforms for publishing writing pieces, are all
designed through following the ideology of the male elite group. That is why the existence of

women'’s literature is essential, which is a vital way to listen to women group’s voices.

Structure of the Chapters

This thesis will link Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s works together by using the topic
of marriage. In my opinion, these two writers describe women in different marital statuses when
they write about marriage. Feng Yuanjun’s new women fail to achieve freedom, and Ling
Shuhua depicts the traditional women who are forced to accept marriage is the beginning of their
marriage. As such, I discuss how the two writers’ express women’s self-perception around the
issue of marriage. Furthermore, I investigate the female protagonist’s awareness changes bring
and the change of their family status in a conventional society. If viewed in terms of marital
status, the two writers’ literary works depict the best embodiment of women’s lives under the
mixing of old and new ethical ideologies during the May Fourth period.

Although two female writers advocated the subjectivity of individual life, there still have
a self-contradicted identity that exists towards free love. In Chapter One, I focus on the
embodiment of the female consciousness in the works of the two writers and the limitations of
the cognition of independent individuals when creating the roles of independent women. When it
comes to men in a relationship, the authors lack a clear description, which thematically
strengthens women’s control over a relationship by reducing men’s presence, but always lacks
men’s participation when different situations arise. In addition, when the two writers describe the
self-pursuit of women, it always ends up with female protagonists leave the home. The relatively
single and fixed description reflects that the two writers feel confused about the future of
independent women.

In Chapter Two, I mainly discuss the role of women in the traditional family system.
Over time, women have different perceptions of themselves after the change of family identity
and the neglected relationships between different generations of women without male figures.

Women, through marriage, end up with a certain amount of power and become the voice of the
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patriarchal society: in Ling Shuhua’s works, the married women, the mother-in-law is an
oppressor towards the daughter-in-law; among Feng Yuanjun’s works, the figure of a mother
always oppresses her daughter by using the name of filial piety and love to force them accept the

arranged marriage.
Contribution

Even on issues related to the women movement, women’s voice has been long ignored,
especially about women’s writing has always been discussed in general terms. Whenever the
May Fourth period female writers are mentioned, they take up but a few lines of scholastic
research. Scholars would be brought up the name of female writers as much as they can in
limited lines, which resulted in many of them being underestimated. Meanwhile, whenever the
names of female writers are mentioned, the public pays more attention to their private lives, with
one such example being the fascination with Ling Shuhua and her affairs. This thesis only
focuses on these two writers’ literary creations without further emphasizing their private lives
beyond what has already been provided to the interested public.

In addition, I think the classification of female writing schools during the May Fourth
period is still unclear. At the same time, there should be more ways to categorization female
writers rather than simply using their writing styles. In this thesis, [ used marriage thematic as a
starting point to compare Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s works which are usually considered

different writing styles.
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Chapter One

Imperfect New Woman: A Transformation From Rebellious Daughter to Compliant Wife

By analyzing Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s short stories, this chapter explores May
Fourth female intellectuals experiencing an identity crisis in a dilemma between finding feminist
consciousness and conventional morality. To respond to modern ideas brought about by the May
Fourth Movement, female writers tried to break away from male-centered moral constraints. In
this chapter, I mainly discuss the similarities between Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s works
and the issues in their understanding of the independent consciousness of a new woman. The
kind of problematic knowledge regarding female independence is the common thread linking
May Fourth Period female writers. At the same time, compared with the classification of Ling
Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s writing styles into “new woman writers” and “new boudoir writers”,
I categorize their writing as featuring women characters with various marital statuses. In this
chapter, the female protagonists described by Ling is the new woman after marriage, while
Feng’s female protagonists are the new woman before marriage.

This chapter is organized into three sections. In the first part, I provide a close reading of
Ling Shuhua’s “Lii tu” j{xi& (Journey, 1931) and Feng Yuanjun’s “Wu dian” 1% 5. (Delayed,
1928), and I argue that these two writers are still subconsciously portraying female protagonists
as parasites attached to each of the men they loved. Simultaneously, I further explore a point of
commonality between the different writing styles regarding depicting the lack of men appearing
within the stories. The second part presents an analysis on Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s un-
questioning and idealistic feminist thoughts when they depict female protagonists pursuing the

freedom of love and independence by examining Ling’s “Qixia” #5585 > (1927) and Feng’s “Lii
xing” fi<f7 (Travel, 1924). The third part analyzes “Hua zhi si” 7 2 35 (Temple of Flowers,

1925) by Ling and “Wo yizai aishen gian fanzui le” 32 £ ZFJE3E 7 (I have committed a

2 Qixia 258 is the female protagonist’s name that there is no specific meaning, so I didn’t provide the English title

translation for this story. This name can be literally translated as the beautiful rosy cloud.
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sin before Cupid, 1925) by Feng, showing that both writers were adopting a satirical style to crit-
icize men implicitly while concurrently questioning the free love of new women.

Both writers attempted to find their own identity by searching for the value of women
themselves. It is almost impossible for female elites to escape from social pressure and seek
changes immediately under a conventional society. Therefore, their pursuit of free love is a kind
of egotistical and naive endeavour. The May Fourth movement has always been regarded as a
milestone on the path of Chinese women’s liberation. Along with this liberation movement for
democracy and freedom came a wealth of literary works. Male writers mostly wrote more widely
circulated literature about women’s sovereignty and independence during the May Fourth Move-
ment. This chapter aims to redefine these underestimated literary works created by women dur-
ing the same period and discusses the diversity of female writers’ self-consciousness. Moreover,
besides the limited space for these female elites to write freely due to historical constraints, their
self-recognition is still at a nascent stage, which is also why the characters in their writing are
relatively one-dimensional and static. Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun, as the first group being
influenced by imported idealism, are also heavily influenced by Norwegian playwright Henrik
Ibsen’s three-act play— A4 Doll’s House. Ibsen’s play is another reason the way they described the

fate of the new women has similarities.

Introduction

The origin of Chinese feminism, rather than a discrete phenomenon linked to the domi-
nant idea of the May Fourth Movement, surged from the New Culture ** era and was a was a
continuation and an explosion of a feminist discourse that had existed in China since the late
Qing.?® The journey of Chinese feminism started far earlier than people thought; modern femi-

nism arose in China in association wither the reform movement of the mid-1890s.2% Anarchist He

24 New culture movement (1915-1919) was a movement that happened in China during 1910s and 1920s. It
criticized traditional Chinese ideas such as Confucianism and promoted a new culture based Western ideas such as
science and democracy. This movement was led by many famous scholars such as, Chen Duxiu I35 (1879-
1942), Cai Yuanpei 227015 (1868-1940), Li Dazhao Z=A £/ (1889-1927) and Lu Xun €31 (1881-1936) who
studied abroad.

25 Zheng Wang, Women in the Chinese Enlightenment: Oral and Textual Histories (Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1999), 44.

26 Peter Zarrow, “He Zhen and Anarcho-Feminism in China,” The Journal of Asian Studies 47, no. 4 (1988), 797.
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Zhen and poet-revolutionary Qiu Jin, who lived in the late Qing period, represented some of the
most dynamic representations of femininity in the nineteenth century. He Zhen pointed out that
women wouldn’t truly achieve equality with men until they became economically accessible and
able to support themselves one day, a preliminary concept of what we call independent women
nowadays. Following the New Culture, the May Fourth movement’s appearance is another turn-
ing point for Chinese women, which afforded opportunities to use literary forms to deliver their
voice. Educated women challenging male-dominated literature had not occurred before 1919; the
May Fourth Movement of 1919 was a student movement, a political challenge to the then gov-
ernment’s failed policies vis a vis the foreign powers decision regarding the fate of the nation at
the Versailles Peace Conference, and a social, cultural, and intellectual watershed.?’

Under the significant concepts of gender equality, hunyin ziyou 3§34 B F5 (free marriage)
and ziyou lian’ai B 752 (free love) in the May Fourth movement, intellectuals were awak-

ened to feminist awareness and discourses in searching for self-identification and individual lib-
eration. Meanwhile, a fictional heroine who provided great inspiration to many Chinese women
in this period was Nora?®, from Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen (1828-1906)’s play 4 Doll’s
House , translated by Hu Shi #f3& (1891-1962) and published in The New Youth Magazine in

1918.%° Hu Shi’s representation of Ibsen’s character undeniably became a transition point for so-
ciety, especially for women who received an education and engaged with cultural reformation.
The ending scene of 4 Doll’s House about the new woman Nora leaves her home in order to
chase her pursuit had a significant influence on female intellectuals. However, in light of the so-
cial reality of China at that time, Lu Xun’s provides a pessimistic analysis on his speech, Nuola

chuzou hou hui zenyang S 4 & f52 E+F (What Happens to Nora After She Leaves Home,

1923), he believed that there were only two outcomes for Nora after she left home: either sell

herself sexually or go home.*® Lu Xun’s speech is the discussion based on the play 4 Doll’s

27 Janet Ng, “Introduction,” in May Fourth Women Writers: Memoirs, eds. Janet Ng and Janice Wickeri (Hong
Kong: The Research Centre for Translation, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1996), 9.

28 4 Doll’s House also translated as 4 Doll House. It is a three-act play written by Norwegian playwrights Henrik
Ibsen. This play deals with the fate of a married woman, Nora, who didn’t get a chance for self-fulfillment in a
male-dominated society. See Henrik Ibsen and Simon Stephens, 4 Doll’s House (London: Methuen Drama, 2012).
2 Ng, “Introduction,” 9.

30 Eileen J. Cheng, “Gendered Spectacles: Lu Xun on Gazing at Women and Other Pleasures,” Modern Chinese
Literature and Culture 16, no. 1 (2004): 11.
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House, which reveals the social questions about freedom and equality for Chinese females. As
Xu Chang concluded in the article “The Construction and Conflicts of the May Fourth New
Women Mythology: Focusing on the Textual Fissures in Feng Yuanjun’s ‘Siberian Cocklebur’”

that,

“PRE B E” WA NI AT EEEY, SEWRI 7 LHEKE MR
Tﬂ\ ?%‘HEE HEALHNRE, TRREE R BENMRD TRERRESER
M—EMNBUASE BOSREEY . BRAMBIEN ), XEWRET HJURA %ﬁ WHY
R TR EALRENHE, EHLNERDSBRE L TREER.

...the construction of the myth of the May Fourth movement new woman in the mode of
“Nora’s leaving” rather than about the expression of women’s pursuit of freedom and
breaking the shackles from the feudal ethics, is more about the product of collective con-
struction, imagination and shaping by intellectuals with the desire of “enlightenment” un-
der the certain ideological and political mentality. In these stories, the female protagonists
are described as the rebellious “modern” new woman images and reflect the May Fourth
movement’s undercurrent. 3!
Xu analyzed modern ideology from a political perspective and described the situation of female
intellectuals during the May Fourth Movement period. Although the movement of women’s lib-
eration is under the male gaze and also carries certain political motivation, the figure Nora repre-
sents the enlightenment for female intellectuals on how they understand the modern woman and
the concept of individualism. Meanwhile, it also became a fixed creation model, that many fe-
male writers using the female protagonist leaves home as the ending of the story.
In this chapter, the concept of feminism is only used to describe Ling Shuhua and Feng
Yuanjun’s unique approach as May fourth period leading female intellectuals. As Lydia Liu ar-

gues in her chapter “Invention and Intervention: The Making of a Female Tradition in Modern

Chinese Literature,” that terms such as niixing yishi 20" &R (female consciousness) and niix-
ing wenxue " 3% (female literature) are invented by critics who wish to conceptualize a fe-

male tradition that will recognize women as historical subjects rather than objects of male pat-

ronage.>? This distinction serves a further purpose for this thesis in attempting to draw attention

31 Xu Chang 44, “Wusi xinniixing shenhua de jiangou yu maodun chongtu- yi fengyuanjun Juanshi zhong de

wenben liexi wei zhongxin” F PUF & M #IEEM SF BEHR—LUDRE (Bi) FHICAZEEA 0 [The

Construction and Conflicts of the May Fourth New Women Mythology: Focusing on the Textual Fissures in Feng
Yuanjun’s Siberian Cocklebur], Sanming xueyuan xue bao = B3k, no. 3 (2018): 7-12.
32 Liu, “Invention and Intervention,” 153.
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to the underestimation of women’s literature during the May Fourth period. This chapter will
only focus on the in-text close reading and the combined analysis of the May fourth period back-
ground and the living environment of Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun themselves.

The majority of theorists have conceptualized sexuality as socially constructed, but pre-
cisely how this process occurs has been the focus of much debate. In this case, focusing on fe-
male literature is the best approach to learning what kinds of messages these female writers in-
tended to deliver. Moreover, the terms such as female consciousness and female literature will be
used to discuss Ling and Feng’s works, which to expresses the importance and specific perti-
nence to the results of the female elite and refers only to the works being forgotten or neglected
by the public when they study on the May fourth period literature.

Since scholars tend to only pursue female writers’ consistency and uniformity in their
analyses and ignore their diversity in writing creation, the definition of new woman in early 20th
century China is unclear and problematic. The female literature here is read through a different
perspective rather than holding the same view as Wendy Larson argues in “The End of “Funii
Wenxue”: Women'’s Literature from 1925 to 19357, where Larson stated that, “...good literature

» 33 which con-

is not an investigation of social problems but rather the outpouring of emotions,
tributes meaning to women’s writing or writings related to human emotions. This is important in

that it shows that the public starts to formulate an idea about the concept of funii wenxue 324X
= (women’s literature). Larson also defines Chinese literature as “basically feminine and lyrical,

and even though most famous authors have been male, men are imposters when they try to
write.”*

As a representative of the boudoir school, Ling Shuhua is known for her writing which
describing women’s married life. Also, she achieved fame for becoming the significant critique
she got in her writing career. Rey Chow argues in the “Virtuous Transactions: A Reading of
Three Stories by Ling Shuhua” that, “in the ‘public’ realm of Chinese letters, the presence of
guixiu qualities becomes regarded as the limitations of the woman writer: she does not write

enough about “important” matters; she is too confined to the domestic world of feminine sorrow,

33 Wendy Larson, “The End of “Funii Wenxue”: Women’s Literature from 1925 to 1935,” in Gender Politics in
Modern China : Writing and Feminism, ed. Tani E. Barlow (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), 63.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1215/9780822396840.

34 Larson, “The End of “Funii Wenxue,” 63.
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and so on.” 3> Chow also points out that the problem at hand is not merely that women writers’
contributions to modern Chinese literature must be recognized as having equally profound mean-
ings as men, but how they can be recognized in their specificity. Chow’s article is the first well-
known scholarship to label Ling Shuhua’s writing style as boudoir school writer, effectively
making her name a metonym for this genre. Further contributing to Chow’s argument, this chap-
ter tries to display the female protagonist’s growth among Ling’s short stories.

The second female writer I discuss in the chapter is Feng Yuanjun, who is well known as
the representative of the new woman writers. Unlike Ling Shuhua’s typically feminine writing
style, her writing style is more unconventional and rebellious. In this thesis, the two writer’s dif-
ferences are used to contrast one another. Much in the same way as Ling, the new woman in
Feng’s stories still encounters problems as, although advocates against feudalism and looking
forward to the emerging modern ideologies, they still obey conventional morality subcon-
sciously.

Ching-Kiu Stephen Chan in “The Language of Despair: Ideological Representations of
the “New Woman” by May Fourth Writers”, attempts to read the dilemma of modern Chinese
realism as a crisis in the formation of “self” for the women within a “new” sociocultural space
that was still very much organized by a language that spoke of despair through a patriarchal
voice.’® Chan’s article reveals that people had given overly high expectations to female
intellectuals before this article during May Fourth Movement. They struggled in the margins of
the May Fourth Movement; the modern culture put women in the center of the storm but did not
give them enough room to present and show them the respect they deserved. Moreover, unlike
Chan’s article which treats Feng Yuanjun’s writing as a cry of despair towards the patriarchal
society, [ argue that Feng’s unconventional style was limited to a certain extent, and her boldness
was established within the acceptable range of the masses while struggling to move beyond
them. Therefore, she accepted some new ideas but failed in upheaving deeply rooted traditional
ideas.

Among Feng’s works, her transgressive female protagonists dare to love and hate, and

some of them even commit suicide to show their determination in pursuing free love. They

35 Chow, “Virtuous Transactions: A Reading of Three Short Stories by Ling Shuhua,” 92-105.
36 Ching-kiu Stephen Chan, “The Language of Despair: Ideological Representations of the “New Women” by May
Fourth Writers,” Modern Chinese Literature 4, no. 1 (1988): 36.
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belong to the category of unmarried women. Regarding to Ling Shuhua’s writings, many female

protagonists are xinshi taitai =, KK (new style wife), which refers to the well-educated

women who chose to marry because of free love. In other words, the significant difference
between the two writers is in the direction and position, whether before or after marriage, in
which they focus on the effects of unions between people. Feng Yuanjun’s works always end
with the new women who bravely ran away from their parents to chase free love. In Ling
Shuhua’s stories, there is always new woman still being trapped in household duties although
they get married because of free marriage. Thus, I aim to link the two writers’ work together that
the unmarried new women in Feng’s works will eventually become housewives as Ling Shuhua

depicted.

Male Figures: An absentee at the scene

By analyzing Ling Shuhua’s “Lii tu” /3% (Journey, 1931) and Feng Yuanjun’s “Wu
dian” 1% 5. (Delayed, 1928), this chapter shows that both Ling and Feng, or the female writers in

the May Fourth period, share a common problem in that they subconsciously depicted female
characters as parasites of men once they have established certain interpersonal links such as the
marriage relationship as described by Ling and lovers as illustrated by Feng. Moreover, the male
protagonists are always the absentee at the scene since Ling and Feng’s description of men is still
one-sided and lack of specific physical appearance.

In “Lii tu”, there is no clear description of the male figure in the story, yet his shadow
permeates through the story through select profile descriptions and exchanges of dialogue
between the mother with the narrator or between the son and the narrator. The male figure’s
image is depicted as a husband who is not loyal to his wife, a father who does not love his
family. The figure of the sick mother in the story is the traditional image of a married woman
who loves her husband. This story uses first person narration and gives the same attitude towards
the role that male plays in a family and questioning the concept of love. One of the issues that I
will engage with is that Ling Shuhua, who has long been criticized for only writing about
women’s boudoir lives, has a story that discusses what happens during the female protagonist

trip. I read how Ling’s depiction of female protagonist’s behaviour who walks out of the home
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and interacts with the outside world as a kind of growth or development of female individuality.
This also represents the author was trying to prove that women are stepping out of the
conservative life, and Ling herself, as a writer, also can write on the female who participates in
society.

This story’s narrator is a new woman who loves reading, needs to go to Peiping by train
because her aunt is seriously ill. She meets a pregnant and sickly woman in the carriage, holding
a small boy in one hand and taking care of an infant in the other. The purpose of this trip is to
take care of her sick husband. According to her description, this pregnant woman’s husband
suffered from some contagious venereal diseases, which seemed to have been passed on
congenitally to their son. The narrator feels that the mother did not know her illness was related
to her husband, so suggests the mother protect herself and use birth control. However, the sickly
woman is determined to continue procreating for her husband’s family. Based on the sympathetic
feeling the narrator has, she does not want to tell the woman that her husband is suffering from a
venereal disease.

During the trip, the narrator first has a conversation with the little boy. From the
description, it is not hard for a reader to speculate how irresponsible and uncaring the father was
towards his children. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have let his children get a venereal disease. The

narrator states in a passage:

EFFIREFIOR, HWERNXFEMENTLATELZKEGRN, KAOHFHN
FLTRRK. RATXZTERALR 7 F—1F10m, MRS SIIEERRRHRE
I

It is well-known medical knowledge that tells me that children born to a father deeply af-
fected by the venereal disease will not live long and have a higher mortality rate in their
early childhood. The boy who stands in front of me had suffered the same illness symp-
toms as his father. I'm afraid his fate has been sealed in the unseen.*’

From the medical knowledge the narrator possesses, she can be identified as a well-edu-

cated female elite, and it is clear to her that the father’s illness was contagious. However, as the

37 Ling Shuhua /& UE, “Lii tu” k3% [Journey], in Hua zhi si 7 2 3 [Temple of Flowers] (Tianjin: Tianjin renmin
chubanshe, 2016), 184.
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narrator is unsure whether the woman knows, she began to test whether the mother by asking

where they are headed to first.

“BARE, WEELE TR, BIJIHRERLEESR. 7

BENEETEE: “RNEENBNFER? (MIBABZONET? 7
“BhAEFE, NIABIEEF. MET-=EFq], tICE—RXHRE, BT
DERAGE . SCFTHAMEL T 205 7. REER/NE, REMIEHENEIKE
R, MXED, WEXAEE], REERER, . « X—RAREMMAEEX, BE
Ry

“To Shijiazhuang. His father is ill, and he has sent me some express mail that that I
should go see him.”

I could not help asking that, “Is your husband that ill? How long have you been apart?”
“It’s not that bad, but it doesn’t get better easily. From... from about three or four years
ago, he had another bout of this sickness, where it cost a lot of money just to treat and
make it better. I do not know how much it cost to have the shots. Spending money is no
big deal but that he has a bad temper when he’s sick. He loves to go out and have fun, but

he can’t leave the house when he’s ill, all he can do is stay at home, and this time I’'m
worried enough to go see him.” 3

From the conversation between the narrator and the mother, this is not the first time her
husband has suffered from this illness. However, the father continued to live the same lifestyle
and even had multiple children with his wife- this sickly woman, who is being asked to travel to
look after him even though she is in the advanced stage of pregnancy. At the same time, the nar-
rator learned that her husband was not only involved in family life but also had a bad temper.
Despite the character flaws of this man is visible to the reader, the mother feels nothing is wrong
with her husband. Instead, she took her efforts for granted and ties her fate firmly to her hus-
band’s. She regards herself as an object, which was also a woman’s self-recognition in feudal so-
ciety. After marriage, women and their husbands automatically became a community of shared
destiny. Marriage robbed their roots on where they have come from. The following conversation
between the narrator and the woman can show how she looks at herself as an individual and her
sense of belonging as a female after marriage. It is also a comparison between new women and
conventional women, which illustrates the importance of education popularization. Moreover,
the narrator senses that the woman lacked medical knowledge. Out of sympathy, the narrator still

gently persuades the woman.

38 Ling, “Lii tu,” 186-187.
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BARNMERMIE: “RIEENRININ? BRERE D NO—R A5, RBEXJL
NEF, TRAG. 7 “BENELNIE AR, ERMICEH, EABEWIRIO
—mJL, TAANETMHNE. T2, BRmOFEERETE, 7
“BIRRAORKEL? ” 368

“fE, £, XEEH REENZILEZEENT, RE T ZOEEAEREKIR
1, 7

I could not help saying to her, “Is your husband’s disease contagious? I think you ought
to be more careful. You have a few children, and you mustn’t become unwell.” “I do not
know it’s contagious or not. The last time when he had it, the doctor told me to be careful
and do everything I can to not get sick from him. But how can a couple stop things like
that?”

“Is your family*® in Shijiazhuang?” I asked.

“Yes, yes, what would it be? ‘Married daughters are like sold goods.” No matter how
much I’ve suffered, I won’t go back to my parent’s home to complain.” *°

It can also be used as a contrast between traditional women and new women. In this short
story, Ling Shuhua contrasted the narrator with the conventional woman who had to interact with
society because of her husband. Under the same scenario that a husband has an infectious dis-
ease, the woman is steadfast that no matter what difficulties she meets, she will not turn to her
parents for help. This can be seen as a demonstration on the power of traditional ethical norms
that limit possibilities. As a new woman, the narrator would subconsciously want to separate
from the husband and return to the maiden home. Therefore, the woman’s definition of self-value
is put within the family and fully attached with her husband, the narrator as a well-educated
woman, consciously thinking about the relationship between the self and family and treating her-
self as an individual.

Notably, the new woman, the narrator, doesn’t make a statement or a clear stand towards
neither this kind of love between the mother and her husband, the male figure, but instead ex-

presses sympathy and pity.

...... BEARBETZEABNERTE. IHFNERARRAEER, EXAanit
A JRBAON A T EFEARKETNT AT S — AR TS
K ? FARIRE A, HERDHFERHENES, HENRZ—MEAMGIE4.

¥ niangjia 98 2%, here refers to home of a married woman’s parents.
40 Ling, “Lii tu,” 186-187.
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Although I have many reasons to recommend birth control to her, what is to be done with
such a life, which only expends energy and suffers? But do I bear to tell her one more
truth to such a woman who is struggling to survive about something she can’t take?” I
cannot bear to say, and what I lack too is the religious salvation of the bitter will. I only
have a kind of sentimental emotion. *!

The ‘sentimental emotion’ the narrator has, is a new woman point of view on the femi-
nine fate. As mentioned above, the narrator thinks this woman’s life is only waste and suffering.
Therefore, the narrator’s exclamation above reflects Ling Shuhua’s sympathy for the fate of con-
ventional women who live for their husbands. Compared with Feng Yuanjun’s bold expression
of emotions which will be discussed shortly, Ling’s description of feelings and personal attitudes
in the story is subtle and restrained. Her feminine writing is constantly being praised, but this
kind of writing style has few robust expressions of emotions among her short stories. This story
is Ling Shuhua’s later period work which does not belong to the May Fourth Movement's peak.
Still, it reveals the writer’s exploration on the topic of marriage and the meaning of a woman’s
life.

Moreover, this story doesn’t directly criticize the oppression brought to women by a
male-centred society; but only looks at the women persecuted by conservative feudal ideology

from the perspective of a well-educated new woman. As Fan Qingmei argues,

“EET X AR ERE A 2 ERETZBMRL. ATHRNBR, LA
FUATEZERANAER T AN BERNLEXEFR T — MR ARHIER.

“‘Awakening and perplexity’ is the characteristic of love in women writers’ works during
the May Fourth period. Due to the time limitation, they could not go and would not look
for a more in-depth exploration of human nature; but had also opened an unlimited topic
for the later period female literature.” 42

Unlike Ling Shuhua, who works more on depicting convectional women’s married lives, Feng

Yuanjun spent more time writing about the contemporary woman's romantic relationship. By an-

alyzing Feng Yuanjun’s “Wu dian”, I would argue that the male figure always exists when

41 Tbid., 188.

42 Fan Qingmei 38525, “Juexing yu kunhuo-lun “Wusi” niixing wenxue zhong de aiqing shuxie” 5782 5F 2% - 1
“HIU LM F AR E B S [Awaking and Puzzlement: On the Love Describe of Woman Literature in the Pe-
riod of “May Fourth”], Xinzhou shifan xueyuan xue bao TN IPSEFEFEF R, no. 1 (2004): 24.
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everything goes well. I call her male protagonist a fair-weather lover since they always disappear
when the female protagonists need them. Feng Yuanjun’s female consciousness has fully estab-
lished, but their understanding of independent women still belongs to the preliminary stage.
Also, nobody knows what will happen to the writer’s female protagonists once they get married
because Feng hasn’t written about women’s marriage life. Are they still insisting on being new
women who pursue gender equality and freedom? It is not difficult to tell that the way Feng
writes about love is fixed and single. The male protagonists under her pen always appear in a
one-sided, abstract image and can never be as brave as female protagonists. Undoubtedly, Feng
Yuanjun’s female protagonists are bold and unconventional but seems a little lost since the pure
love she firmly believes exists only in a self-sacrificing way.

In the story, Feng Yuanjun depicts an irresponsible man whose only strength is at sweet-

talking. The heroine Yan Jizhi 35t4% 2~ is a new woman. After attending a party organized by her

old classmates and teachers, she receives a telegram from her hometown saying that her mother
is seriously ill and hopes Jizhi could return home to visit her as soon as possible. Jizhi is worried
that her mother has missed her too much which brought about this sickness. On the other hand,

as she already has a lover Yang Yuxiang 4% j#f], she is also afraid that this telegram might be

intended to trick her into returning home and forcing her to accept an arranged marriage. The fe-

male protagonist struggles in deciding to return home to visit her mother or not.

la%ﬂ%??@%%%% ROSthEL! HIFRMHEmRAZ-HENE, BAN
Z! ZRMERDUAMEER], BESUEGRA. BIEADE, AERESRE
SR, ERE !

If my mother is ill and I do not go back to see her, it will be hard for my conscience to
rest. [ would sacrifice my life for love- for the love of my mother, for the love of my
lover! The value of love has no difference between different people; they are worth using
my life to sacrifice. We are separated this time, who knows what will happen.*’

From the beginning to hesitating whether to go home to visit her sickly mother rather than decid-
ing to go back immediately at the moment she received the letter. This kind of behaviour proves

that she is steadfast in her love. In the heroine’s view, whether the family or her lover cannot

43 Feng Yuanjun >Z35t 2, “Wu dian” 12 . [Delayed], in Feng Yuanjun xiaoshuo: Chun hen B E/Ni: (FIR)
[Feng Yuanjun’s novel collection: The Trace of Spring], ed. Sun Xiaozhong 77 £, (Shanghai: Shanghai guji
chubanshe, 1997), 43.
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give up, she would have sacrificed her life to protect either. So, she is worried that she may be
separated from her lover if she chooses to go home. In contrast to Jizhi’s display emotion, her
lover Yuxiang behaves differently. After telling her lover that she had received the telegram
from her mother, they wept and silently hugged. When Yuxiang heard Jizhi’s final decision on

returning home, his first reaction was wanting to end their relationship

“RNEEIANIE, BOSEREA, BOREEHE, BINOLTREE
T

“We each have our futures. We are all grown up; neither of us should prevent each other
from doing things. This is the end of our friendship!”*

! BHEXTHENZXAES. RMNNGERT! RNEI, TN
prREge! 2 My A=, AL, HIKET .

“Jizhi! You should know that the world isn't that simple. Our love is ended now! If you

love me, we will no longer be in any relationship!” He sighed, pushed her away and went

on his way. ¥

Although Yuxiang has put forward to end the relationship, Jizhi is adamant that the love
between them has not changed. In the face of possible family obstacles, the heroine firmly be-
lieves in the love between her and her lover. From Jizhi’s point of view, nothing can stop them
from being together, and she will try to get back to her lover. However, the male figure’s first re-
action is to sever the relationship, and he chooses to avoid everything that might happen after-
wards. In this relationship, the couple can enjoy happiness together; but Yuxiang will be absent
whenever anything happens and leaves Jizhi alone. As Meng Yue and Dai Jinhua conclude that

Feng Yuanjun’s lack of specific description towards the male figure is because,

WROB B 5 RXDBCMAEZA. BSME—TER, XFBa/NL
BRERTEATFREZMBSREMT RSN RIS, FEh AL
TEALHNFAT, HIEREN, BZH, HEZXF AL EAI.

She rarely uses the words ‘me’ and ‘he’ to distinguish herself from the person she loves.
In this way, her stories are not designed to address the gender feelings or gender

4 Feng, “Wu dian,” 45.
4 Ibid., 46.
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perspectives that women may acquire through love. What is missing in her narratives is

the heroine’s sense of self. 46
From the beginning to the end, it seems that Jizhi is the only one who is making efforts towards
this relationship, moving back and forth between family and lover. Even in the face of the
breakup brought up by her lover, the female protagonist also acts as if it did not happen. Her
blindness in this relationship reveals that her love is firmly attached to the male character.

Later, Jizhi returned home after a long journey. She was relieved to find her mother was
healthy; but soon endured a sermon from her brother, Yanzhi, who expresses his anger at his sis-
ter’s unruly behaviour and his hatred of free love. After this conversation, Jizhi learns that her
mother in fact used the health problem as an excuse to trick her into returning home. After re-
turning home, Jizhi’s mother was very strict about her correspondences. But Yuxiang still tried
his best to send a letter to express how much he misses her. In the letter, he mentions that what
he said to Jizhi is because he is angry that he could not protect the person he loved deeply. Be-
cause he needed a place to vent his anger, he chose to join the army. The letter also mentioned
that he would help her return to school by sending a school administration office's fake letter to
ask her to go back to school.

And when he writes to Jizhi, who was trapped by her mother at the same time, this is how

he describes his mood:

FORWEE, AN, ERaPEZl SBEZEVER, —FNHER, —REEAM
[
I ran out of love and joined the war. The courage of the battlefield, as great as the tender-
ness of love, all makes people intoxicated.*’

Yuxiang is always avoiding this relationship, from trying to end it several times to go to
the army to wait for Jizhi. It can be seen from the description in his letter that although he tried to
help her escape the plight, Yuxiang himself did not take specific actions. He neither said he
would be at school waiting for Jizhi to come back nor tell her what kind of plans he had for their

future. He finds another safe place, the army, and awaits his girlfriend to sort everything out

46 Meng Yue &% and Dai Jinhua #$81E, Fuchu lishi dibiao: xiandai funii wenxue yanjiu 3% J 2 #h3%: 2R
X FMFE [Emerging from the historical horizon: a study of modern women’s literature] (Zhengzhou: Henan

renmin chubanshe, 1989), 53.
47 Feng, “Wu dian,” 52.
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before continuing their relationship. It seems that the female protagonist is the only one who has
been firmly convinced of their love and believes they will be together. Their love was a spiritual
pillar for the female protagonist. The heroine’s resistance to pursuing free love and rejection of
the arranged marriage is originated from her unilateral love for her lover. Such kind of links es-
tablished by free love is characteristic of Feng Yuanjun’s writings. However, there is nothing in
the story that can prove that their love is indestructible; rather it demonstrates that love is su-
premely fragile.

Surprisingly, the story ends with the female protagonist giving up on going back to
school. Jizhi, who has a notice from school, has a legitimate reason to go back. However, when
she went to the train station to wait for the train back to school because the train was delayed,

Jizhi changes her mind and decides to go home. As Feng Yuanjun writes,

s, ENRORMNBANE, NEMEEFRNESLE, WRIEH A NIZAVFE

ESFRELERE,
As for Jizhi, the love towards the lover being temporarily defeated, raised again and

started struggles again with the filial love towards mother. She deeply regretted having
promised her mother about not going to Beijing this year.*®

The ending here has similarities with Ling Shuhua’s “Lii tu” as I have discussed
previously; both new women characters are in a dilemma about women’s self-realization, and the
definition of independent personality is relatively vague. The female is in a dilemma between the
modern ideology on pursuing free love and the traditional moral viewpoint represented by filial
piety. For Jizhi, who is a well-educated woman, she begins to consider what she desires and tries
to rebel against arranged marriages. Although her definition of free love is somewhat vague, she
is still courageously pursuing freedom.

In summary, from the discussion on both stories, the two writers have certain stereotypes
and inherent consciousness about love and marriage, no matter if the relationship is free or
arranged. When the romantic relationship establishes a particular emotional link, then there is no
significant difference between Feng Yuanjun’s heroines as new women. Ling Shuhua’s female

characters have traditional patriarchal ideas. This kind of writing on free love also leads to

8 Ibid., 52.
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Feng’s female protagonists’ fatal shortcoming that her new woman protagonists’ awareness on

individualism is relatively vague.

Where can the May Fourth Period Feminism go?

In the previous section, I examined the absence of male figure in Feng Yuanjun and Ling
Shuhua’s works, and further analyzed how the two writers implicitly criticize the men and
masculinity, which can be interpreted one of the early and most incipient examples of discourse
on the topic of individualism. This section will further investigate Ling Shuhua and Feng
Yuanjun’s works, finding out more textual evidence of how the female protagonists’ pursuit of
independence. Meanwhile, both female writers are holding an unclear recognition of
individualism ideology. Moreover, Ling Shuhua, as a representative of the boudoir school,
emphasizes describing the new woman differently compared with Feng Yuanjun’s description of
the new woman.

For example, in Ling Shuhua’s “Qixia” %585 (1927) and Feng Yuanjun’s “Lii xing” fx{T
(Travel, 1924), both two heroines begin to rethink their lives and trying to figure out what does
the idea of an independent woman actually mean. They begin with what they are interested in
and what they want to do with the rest of their lives, rather than discussing being a good wife or
a good mother. This can be thought of as a symbol of women gaining the ability for independent
thinking. An interesting point is two writers have implicitly mentioned the significance of
education for women. Education plays an essential role for new women, making them start
rethinking a female’s social position and the importance of women’s existence.

Although these highly educated women are aware of the importance of themselves as
women, issues regarding this fact persist. Since none of them have mentioned where institutional
education will eventually lead their female consciousness to, we can see among their works that
the well-educated female protagonists of the short story begin to see themselves as separate
individuals, rather than the parasite of the patriarchal society, which is labelled as wife, daughter,
and mother; each of them demonstrates some notion of individual existence. That’s also why I
call their realization of individualism as a preliminary feminist formulation. They either begin to
think about the meaning of being socialized as women or begin to observe a feeling of

compassion for those who live in traditional societies. However, in their respective stories, the
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authors do not mention how these heroines think about the patriarchal society nor how they will
choose their fate and marriage. These female protagonists and the authors themselves do not
know what the protean idea of independent women will represent and where their vague pursuit
of freedom and equality will lead them to.

In the short story “Qixia”, Ling Shuhua uses the account of heroine Qixia %5 to talk

about how women should balance the tension between marriage and career. Qixia was a new

woman with musical talents; after falling in love with Hu Zhuoqun & ££%, they soon got

married as they both desired it. After marrying Zhuoqun, Qixia became a housewife whose only
focus is toward her husband. One day, she sees that her once cherished violin has become worm-
eaten. After chatting with an old friend at a party later on, Qixia suddenly realizes that she had
been losing her sense of self as a new woman. When she talked to her friends about music and

her violin, which had been put on hold for a long time,

WwRRHECHRER., MATECNBLFEDBE, ACBLRIITNIESE, JIF

HEz TS5 THe, MFZAEEF T, UEACENE’

She suddenly realized that her soul had fallen. In the past, she was so proud and brave

about the issue of equality between men and women that she ridiculed that those trapped

by the conventional idealism, that they can be satisfied easily that they could not compare

with men. But at this moment what was she going through herself? *

Qixia didn’t want to give up being herself; thus, she tried to pick up her favourite musical
activity again by starting to practice the violin and resolving to abandon the household duties.
But her neglect of family chores was ridiculed by her mother-in-law. Sooner, she realized that
these days, she indulged in playing the violin and reviewing old music scores and did not care
about whether her mother-in-law happy or not. Qixia started to rethink the value of being a
woman herself, or from her perspective, she was supposed to be responsible for her family after
she got married.

As stated in the short story,

R WA, M ERBFNLT, ATXKR, A TEHC, HH EEWHFELE
REMRLERANE, ReEBAEBLK, MBERALARD T, 7

4 Ling Shuhua &AL, “Qixia” 58, in Ling Shuhua jingdian zuopin Z £ 22 #E  [Classic work collection by
Ling Shuhua] (Beijing: Dangdai shijie chubanshe, 2004), 112.
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“It should have been,” she thought, “a woman who has a family to take care of ought to
devote all her energy to the family, both for her husband’s sake and for her own. If she

couldn’t spend her energy on that, then she’s just going to get her fair share of restless-

ness.” >°

WARRXE, wHLRLIENNE, MT—VTERSAE, LEFLETRS,
BYNEER, EECUNNE, HAZSRN SR T HmE—Y], WS5h TR
ERFECHER, HEBCHEY, BEABMRENZRNG, XLREHI
7, ALY BRI ER.

Thinking of that, she felt that she had been madly playing the violin as of late and had ne-
glected all the chores. She felt a little restless and sorry, not only for her husband
Zhuoqun, but also for herself. For it was her duty to sacrifice everything for him, and no
matter how delicate the argument was, it would be unjustifiable for her to disregard the
happiness of his family for the sake of not giving up her music and indulging in her
hobby.”!

This description reflects Qixia’s conflicted inner heart appropriately. It is also the inevita-
ble result of the transition during the Reformation period. During that time, there were no exist-
ing examples to follow, and no one knows how new women can reflect their values through the
housework simultaneously after having a family. Those issues persist to the present moment,
where women in the workplace are often asked how to fulfill their values while fulfilling their
family commitments. Qixia doesn’t have the option to find an appropriate way to balance her
family and hobbies. The decision she is going to make is cruel: either she continues to live as a
housewife for her husband she loved so much, voluntarily accepting the rules of being a good
mother and wife as the traditional patriarchal society requires; or she needs to abandon her fam-

ily to chase for the independence again. As Ling Shuhua writes,

BIECZEEENETHE], BELRERNORE, —EATHERE BI KM
THAZE B B A 2R BE N Z8 4

The truth has been evident and right front of her, that she must not continue to play the
violin if she wants to organize a happy family. If she wants to succeed in music, she must
temporarily get rid of the housework. >

0 Ling, “Qixia,” 115.
St bid., 115.
52 Ibid., 119.
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Finally, Qixia gathered up the courage to leave her home and continue to pursue her mu-

sic dream. In a farewell letter to her husband, Qixia says

EIRFANNEBARZ R FULORFE, R—EA=RZREANZEE? g8, I8
RILFREFEEBE N ARERE, ZRKRIDAERARS, HBAR, HR
BERAL, BE—AIRA, I TR T E TR,

You cannot doubt that I had an ulterior motive since our love and understanding for one
another has always been this deep. But as I suppose there should be a woman to take care
of the house in the following years, my mother-in-law cannot be left unattended. Please
break down your prejudices, to marry another wife, assume I’m dead or we’ve di-
vorced.>?

The use of the word xiu {K (cast off) is quite interesting because it refers to traditional society.
The word lihun 48 (divorce) did not come into the Chinese lexicon until the 1920s. Before
that, one could only find the word xiu 1K, the closest equivalent to “divorce,” which literally

means “a man getting rid of his wife,” or “sending the wife back to her own home.”** Moreover,
a male can use a letter to announce his wife’s divorce because the wife didn’t behave well or did
something unforgivable. As a modern woman, Qixia still chooses the term. She also faithfully
believes that the blame rests squarely on her shoulders and asks her husband to marry another
woman because she cannot take care of the household. This kind of reaction shows Qixia’s
vague reception on the idea of individualism in that she needed to find herself again. She just felt
that it was a pity to give up her violin, but she felt as if she had made a mistake, since she was
already married and was supposed to devote herself to this family. Qixia still unconsciously be-
haved like a conventional young lady.

Moreover, in the same letter, Qixia also brings up her definition of marriage and inde-

pendent women,

DARTEEM RIS BRI, PR EEIE, FAFRNRE, KNEHRRIEE
FAH. BHZNMT, TR 7 RIEMmHE—VIREH.

53 Ibid., 120.
% Xiongya Gao, “Women Existing for Men: Confucianism and Social Injustice against Women in China,” Race,
Gender & Class 10, no. 3 (2003), 118.
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I have discussed with you before that a sensible woman ought not to marry. Because of a
harmonious family is mostly cultivated by affection, and there are many places where all
achievements are sacrificed simply because of emotion. >

The ‘achievement’ in the sentence refers to Qixia’s music dream that, through her ideo-
logical perspective on the idea of family, the woman must sacrifice her ambitions to cultivate a
well-functioning family. In Qixia’s world, her concept of women’s self-pursuit is divided. She
believed that an independent woman'’s life should be without marriage because having a small
family of her own and pursuing her ideals are doomed to be unable to coexist. She consented that
a harmonious marriage is the need to sacrifice their pursuit of goals and dreams. Qixia’s defini-
tion of an independent woman is similar to Nora’s choice to run away from her family to pursue
freedom through Ibsen’s writing. This kind of black-and-white decision often appears in the
works of Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun when women face choices between family love and ro-

mantic love, personal pursuit and family. Meng Yue and Dai Jinhua refers Nora as

LRI SR ER MR EAILVFRAER TS U2 AR, XTE

RIERHN . MERANFEZAIELT, TN IBEZ AR AVEH, 5B
NHANBRNE T, BHETHNRA T HZMNE L. . HRHERFERS
S5ERNLMENERENTRE,

...another literary character, who represents almost all the new culture’s standards and
new woman views for the May Fourth period literature. Whether in literary or physical
reality, the new women have taken their first step to distinguish themselves from the tra-
ditional image of womanhood under the demonstration of Nora’s spirit and thinking...
The image of Nora participates in the process of the main body of the May Fourth period
females.*®
Taking Nora as a model, it also explains why the May Fourth period female writers, including
Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun, are always holding similarities in their depictions of women
who are pursuing their dreams or fighting against arranged marriages. Their story endings are
relatively rigid and formulaic.
Returning to Qixia’s story itself, the end of this story shows Qixia rebuilding herself but

sacrificing her marriage since Zhuoqun married someone else after leaving home. In this case, is

this the destined way out for a new woman? Is this the happy ending for the female protagonists

% Ling, “Qixia,” 120.
36 Meng and Dai, Fuchu lishi dibiao: xiandai funii wenxue yanjiu, 66.
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in Feng Yuanjun’s short stories pursuing the so-called free love and free marriage? If so, there is
no difference between a daughter or a wife falling back into another patriarchal society anyway.
We classify well-educated women, women who are pursuing equality and freedom, as new
women, but in this case, does this classification prove productive in any way? Marriage here
seems to function as a causation for new women that they pursue before becoming meaningless
when they get married. If we must tell the difference, they get a true love who is worth she will-
ing to fold up their dreams and pursuit, rather than being forced to give up.

From the reading above, the living space for a woman who refuses to be a housewife is
still limited and compressed. When the woman’s virtuous transaction with her society is almost
complete, and when her self-sacrifice is most unreasonable-that, the narrative is most poignant
and most suggestive of the need for social change.’’ Ling Shuhua’s writing does not directly
point out the how deep the oppression to woman under the patriarchal society goes, but only crit-
icizes the suffering that the patriarchal society has brought to women by describing the woman’s
everyday life.

Moreover, a hypothetical situation emerges regarding the new woman’s marriage in Ling
Shuhua’s short stories which makes women return to a conventional society within the tradi-
tional Confucius idealism. Feng Yuanjun’s unmarried female protagonists are still struggling
with the moral ethic code involving the conduct of sexual intercourse. In this case, it is reasona-
ble to speculate that the heroines in Feng’s works follows the new women’s footsteps after mar-
riage under the depiction of Ling’s works.

In Feng Yuanjun’s “Lii xing”, this short story mainly talks about the first-person heroine
who falls in love with a married man passionately and has a ten-day trip with him, the name of
her classmate. This story uses the first-person perspective to describe the inner feelings of the
narrator, expressing the heroine’s anxiety and the dilemma between chasing true love and afraid
of rumour from others. During the whole story, this couple pretends to be classmates and rented
two rooms in a hotel to hide from the public but continue living together. Although they are
sleeping together, the two of them never break the boundary with amorous activity. They adhere
to the purest love of the heroine’s heart, spiritual love. The heroine claims that people didn’t be-

lieve that spiritual love exists because they have never experienced it themselves.

57 Chow, “Virtuous Transactions: A Reading of Three Stories by Ling Shuhua,” 83.

33



Undoubtedly, the narrator in this story is brave and a new woman with radical thoughts.
She is also an independent woman who advocates free love, but her degree of courage is limited.
Her definition of free love also has strict standards. Her braveness and openness are based on the
premise of not violating the traditional moral precepts she has learned and protecting the female
chastity theory required by the traditional society. The comparison of her standards on free love
is obvious. When they are on the train head to the destination, the action was initiated by the nar-

rator first.

BRBRMAN T, BERAH, RAMAEIE LNBITRRSMREEHEHNN
&, EAREEALEZNIRER.

I want to hold his hand, but I dare not, only when the car’s electric lamp was shaken and
lost its light because I fear the attention from travellers. ®

The heroine is brave because she wanted to hold hands with her lover and did so. But she
did it privately since she is still afraid of rumours from others. Later, when they arrived at the ho-
tel and preparing for going to bed, the narrator found out that the male protagonist had put the
covers on one bed, seemingly with the intention of sleeping together there. Through the descrip-
tion, the narrator seems to be upset and was resistant to sexual advances and even a little bit dis-

appointed with the male protagonist.

IS EE, RMRARZIXHFREE, ERRERMB. SMITMEETHMN
MEWE, ERRENNE, NHEMTABESE, BHEEER, BHEHO, KE
KERALREL T —ZAZH,

What amazes me is that we love each other to this level that we are still unable to break
away from the convention. When he spread two quilts into bed and urged me to rest, |
know why I was so afraid, so shy, and so sad. I sat on the edge of the bed with my head
down for more than fifteen minutes.>

The heroine’s bravery is limited and built on the premise of not being seen by others be-

cause she takes the initiative to hold hands and resists having sex with her lover. Her criteria for

>8 Feng Yuanjun >3yt &, “Lii xing” jX{T [Travel], in Feng Yuanjun xiaoshuo: Chun hen >B3w&E /\it: &R [Feng
Yuanjun’s novel collection: The Trace of Spring], ed. Sun Xiaozhong fMF £ (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe,

1997), 18.
% Feng, “Lii xing,” 20.
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the love she seeks does not involve actual sexual intercourse. So, when it came to the detailed
description for, they are going to bed, she was moved and felt respected by her lover that he

stopped to undress her to her underclothes and stopped before taking it further.

REBIR LN T, BEFERMKRERAN—F 7, MRENUEINZFE,
R BB T MFRE T WmEENREMN, BOERESS LW
[Rigiafh—FF, REMMBAR, ZIZMEE. AR, WEXERFNE-
HARERMNIMBASERSHRANERIA, BNERAENZBIRIL,

He helped me to unbutton my clothes. Until it was only the innermost layer left, he whis-
pered my name and said, “I can’t unbutton this layer.” Like a churchgoer praying for
God’s blessing on him, he stood far away from me with the most remarkable piety. I was,
needless to say, touched in the same way - a feeling which I believe to be the expression
of the highest soul, and at the same time, the expression of pure love.%

In her mind, love without sexual interaction is pure and praiseworthy. In this short story
and in many other stories where Feng Yuanjun writes about sexual activity, she always refuses to
describe it in detail. Instead, she will praise the purity and rarity of spiritual love. For Feng, it
seems she is still struggling with the line of patriarchal morality that any behaviours related to
sexual intercourse violate moral ethics and her pursuit of an idealized expression of love. Fan
Qingmei concludes Feng’s struggle as that, ‘S5 u B X 4R “0~T B IS Sk AR, T
BTME T ER TR IR R, BRI E B
15, ” (Feng Yuanjun’s over-exaggeration and explanation of the “proper” sense of sexual desire

unintentionally revealed her fear of being scolded by traditional ethics and morals subconscious
mind and her timidity of being abandoned by conventional groups.)®! Similarly, Feng Yuanjun’s
heroine’s view of marital status is also related to the ethical codes. After the detailed description
of the couple sharing a bed, she also elaborated on her different views on love before having a
lover and after having one. This contrast reflects the contradictory psychological state of a new
woman, both radical and inherently obeying the traditional moral concepts. This is what the nar-

rator thought earlier,

%0 Ibid., 20.
6! Fan, “Juexing yu kunhuo-lun “Wusi” niixing wenxue zhong de aiqing shuxie,” 24.
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HERXZBTZARNBEFNIA TR TRERE, HIEMENETFHF2A
...

HAA X ZHEBFAAEAENTA.....0

I’ve always had a solid objection to men abandoning their wives to have free love with
another woman...
I think there is nothing more inhumane than this...

After the narrator has fallen in love with the married man and having a closer relationship

as they shared one bed,

BEAERTEBHAARINER, RARIAMEMNREREBFLEIE I BIEA
KR, ARBRNAACCEE T ATNBENREE, MERDMAEERLNERER
MEMZ EBRNAFRHIT, REEMNDENZ X ERXRBUS.

But now I felt that that person was my rival in love, though I knew that their relations
were only the result of conventional etiquette and ethical code. I think that we have now

reached such a point of inseparability. However, to lessen his legal guilt and the society’s
criticisms towards us, we only need to abolish the nominal connection.®

In this story, the heroine’s views on love and purity are contradictory: her pursuit of free
love and women as independent individuals is based on their own, not violated the traditional so-
cial morality required. Meanwhile, she emphasizes that even though people knew she fell in love
with a married man, they didn’t have any sexual intercourse. Therefore, the love between them is
pure. On the other hand, it is a way of getting away from anything that could relate to socially
objectionable activity and touches on other concepts and issues such as purity and extra-marital
affairs, and so on.

In one of the later sections, when their ten-days trip is almost at a close, in the discussion
of sex-related issues, the heroine never explicitly mentions any words related to sex, only to em-
phasize that most people do not understand what love is. She claims that the love they have is the
purest in the world, and other people cannot understand it because they have never met a good

lover.

2 Feng, “Lii xing,” 22.
9 Ibid., 22.
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REBLRBALNRE, AXEGH TBLMAE R, BAREERRRER
L, PRERES? AIRUAANERIENATFAZERRERE), Z2HAE
MENENZBERY, MAMNEZBREEANMBZATERNE, TEXEEM
XA AR,

Carnal desire is normal. Everybody says the chaste Liu Xiahui is rare. How about com-
paring that with embracing together and sleeping in one bed? But I think those people
who do not believe me do not mean to despise us. That’s because they have never learned
what pure love is, and they do not know that love can keep a man from doing what his
lover disapproves of, no matter how desirable it may be.**

This statement seems to be a powerless emphasis on the importance of love’s purity as if
sex were the last wall to protect the definition of free love. Whereas Liu Siqian reads this kind of

emphatic description as a “fragile defense line” and can be called as “self-deceiving” that, “FX 1
XiEh&EREN, BT EHK. ... SEROEN, TR A L&
ILEEBR% . ” (Or in other words, it is a weak psychological defence for the May Fourth period

female elites.)% It shows that they are accepting new ideas but are trapped by traditional beliefs.
For the female protagonist in this story, such pure love is the proof for her as a woman being re-
spected by men, since her love was defined at the expense of the traditional sense of physical
contact as sexual intercourse. There is no mention of any male expressing any of his thoughts
and opinions, but there are several conversations between him and the female protagonist in this
story. Most of the content consists of the heroine’s monodrama with multiple inner monologues
and outpouring of emotions. Her avoidance of sexual behaviour- along with repeated emphasis
on pure love and exaggerated explains why she would avoid having sex with her lover- is an ap-
parent resistance and distinguishes her love from her so-called secular love. In this way, her love
is sublime, and she has a say in this relationship.

As Zhuang Ying observes,

AERRABENZEBRET, XENERESRMEEEN, REEBHAEMAE,
XM EHE T L IEBSEM . BB BHEEFAMMNE AR CERRK, /gdkge 7

% Ibid., 23.

%5 Liu Sigian X213, “Paihua yu jiamen neiwai -Feng Yuanjun xiaoshuo jiedu” AT [ TR — DB/ N fE
152 [Hesitate in front of house - An Interpretation of Feng Yuanjun’s novels], Zhongzhou xuekan F =), no. 4
(1991): 95.
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NFBMERNRELR, TE2ORERIMNBEIMENESE, LR EthBEE AN
TR IR TR ML AR BHERER.

...Among Feng Yuanjun’s love stories, women’s sense of self-notability and maternal
feeling make love become a kind of fulfillment that satisfies women's psychological
needs of longing for independence and escaping from the shelter and subordinate status
of men. These stories avoid men’s description, so it is hard to see how female characters
any actions must fight. It also reveals that the female writers are still in a dilemma that
they face limitations when their writing perspective needs to work on both sexes.

Later in the story, at the end of the ten-day trip, when the narrator talks about how I

would react if others criticized the trip, the narrator had a statement like,

B, QARMZITHARET, PhERRNERSENER, BA1LT
W, RO St R TR A

Even if our behaviour is too romantic, it is the result of a lousy marriage system. We may
break our heads, but we cannot nor dare to take such a responsibility on for ourselves.®’

The statement above can be interpreted as both a criticism of the arranged marriage system and a
kind of excuse for the narrator and the male protagonist. It is because of the inhumanity of the
conventional marriage system that the narrator has this kind of romantic behaviour. Female char-
acters avoiding the mention of sexual desire in the short story are exactly what the author herself
is trying not to mention. For Feng Yuanjun, those thoughts triggered by modern ideas have not
fully transformed into her existing ideology. Therefore, even if she is famous for her unconven-
tional writing, the works are still carefully structured. Such boldness and caution can be seen
multiple times when she tries to deliver her view through the heroine’s mouth. Though Feng has
a vague description of the perspective on writing for both sexes, her failure to take both into ac-
count reflected the milieu of the new women at that time reflects in her writing. Furthermore, this
kind of limitation for female writers on direct expression within the concept of sexual desire and

the critique to multiple issues under the conventional society morality requirements. Those

% Zhuang Ying [F ==, “ “Wusi moshi’ yu wenben liexi-yi Feng Yuanjun zuopinji Juanshi wei zhongxin” “F U}&
1 EXARB—DUE T EERE (£H#) A0 [The May Fourth Pattern and Text Fissure- Based on Feng
Yuanjun’s Juanshi], Henan daxue xuebao (shehui kexue ban) 0] B A F 3R (=R AR), no. 1 (2013): 110.

7 Feng, “Lii xing,” 25.

38



modern thoughts related to anti-feudalism and anti-tradition sentiment whereas the May fourth
elites advocated, actually haven’t been internalized into the deep psychological level to become
their value norms.®

Comparing the two works discussed in this section, although Ling Shuhua and Feng Yu-
anjun have different level of limitation in their scope of writing the theme of their writing con-
sistently focuses on the concept of marriage. It’s worth noting that the new woman under their
works has made entirely different choices during the journey of pursuing themselves. Qixia
chooses to pursue her dreams and ends up losing her husband. Using Qixia as an example, there
are two choices for Ling Shuhua’s female protagonists. The first choice is after marrying some-
one you love and then giving up your ideas and personal pursuits. Otherwise, get a divorce after
married someone you loved; then go back to chasing your dream with the loss of love and family
simultaneously and carry the spiritual insecurity and moral guilty towards the husband. I read
these two kinds of choices as Feng Yuanjun’s heroines - those unmarried new woman’s futures,
who still seek free marriage and free love.

Moreover, it’s not difficult to find that the protagonist under both two writers’ descrip-
tions is determined and non-negotiable. But why they do not have other choices? It seems all
their options are predetermined that whether Ling Shuhua or Feng Yuanjun, they all have a fear
of being abandoned by this society lurking in their subconscious. For example, Feng’s heroines
are unable to overcome the concerns related to sexual behaviour. Yang Xianqin reading Feng’s
avoidance on describing sexual intercourse as “’Z A/ NE I AV ZH B 4TS, 11520
REBIRPESZEIR%TF. ~ (The existence of traditional consciousness in her deep con-

sciousness .)%° For Ling Shuhua, the female protagonists will automatically return to the tradi-

tional lifestyles under the feudal society after getting married and become the faitai KK (mad-

ame). The madame characters in her stories are “close to the new-style woman but in their men-

tality cannot overcome the gentlewoman’s habits.””°

%8 Liu, “Paihuai yu jiamen neiwai -Feng Yuanjun xiaoshuo jiedu,” 95.
% Yang Xiangin #4315, “Feng Yuanjun xiaoshuo chuangzuo de sixiang jiazhilun” >Z5t & /i SHER BB EL
The Ideological Value of Feng Yuanjun’s Novels], Henan shifan daxue xuebao (zhexue shehui kexue ban) 5] 55 )i
g g i
SERFER (TFASRIERR), no. 2 (2008): 184,
70 Jeesoon Hong, “The Chinese gentlewoman in the public gaze,” in The Quest for Gentility in China: Negotiations
beyond Gender and Class, eds. Daria Berg and Chloé€ Starr (New York: Routledge, 2007), 238.
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Sometimes, the contradiction between old and new ideas reflected in the works would of-
ten overlook the public. Since it can be read as just women expressing their inner emotions and
not related to social interactions, it does not require any further attention. Numerous scholarly
articles examine the works of Chinese women writers during the 1920s and 1930s period with a
predetermined answer; in any case, they can only get an explanation as to because these female
writers owing to their preoccupation with private emotional experiences. So, Rey Chow reads
this phenomenon as (they) were unable to move beyond the subjectivism and sentimentalism that
were characteristic of a feminine mode of writing to a broader vision of reality.”! Contra Chow, I
read this focus on personal emotional experience to better understand what female elites thought
during the May fourth reformation period. Their struggles and explorations are well conveyed
through their delicate words. Their works represent the internalization and a process of applying
modern ideas they have learned in social interaction. Female writers are learning new concepts,
thinking about their value as new women, and imitating foreign models to give their heroines a

better future.

The End of Free Love: Some Implicitly Critiques Towards the Disloyal Man

In the discussion in the previous two parts, the absence of detailed male images among
Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s works reveals that females’ limited involvement in society and
female’s powerlessness in a family; in this part, I would like to argue both two writers’ satirical
writing contains the implicit criticism on men. By sticking to the concept of marriage, what
differentiates this section is that the female protagonists in these two stories are new women who
are already married, instead of reading the two works along the line of marital status as I had

done before. With analyzing Ling Shuhua’s “Hua zhi si” £ 2 <F (Temple of Flowers, 1925) and
Feng Yuanjun’s “Wo yizai aishen gian fanzui le” 3 & & Z #5125 7 (I have committed a sin

before Cupid, 1925), Ling and Feng are questioning on the so-called free love insisted by the
new women during the May Fourth Period, and criticizing male intellectuals who were

attributing their feminine fickleness and infidelity to the pursuit of freedom.

"I Chow, “Virtuous Transactions: A Reading of Three Stories by Ling Shuhua,” 90.
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It’s worth noting that as the leading figures of the May Fourth period, female writers Ling
Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun are famous for portraying female lives. Among the rarity works using
male figures as main protagonists, they coincidentally depicted an unloyalty man who was pursu-
ing love and ignore his wife suffering under the guise of freedom. In the stories, many sentences
are full of the suspicion and distrust of love and feelings addressed by two writers which shows
their criticism to men, even society as a whole. As the woman figures of the two stories men-

tioned here are married women, the concept of taitai XK (madame) worth some discussion in
this section. The term taitai XK refers to the wives of official and wealthy bourgeois, in other

words, upper-class men. But in the May Fourth generation, this term included newly educated
women and the relatives, friends, or classmates of the new women. Moreover, a madame was as-
sociated with modernity because she could accompany her husband on social occasions.”> Many
new women who get married feel like they were gradually becoming less like the new women
they used to be, that the traditional morality makes them become nothing more than housewives.
They will be confused about their self-value and gradually doubt the free marriage they pursued.

Ling Shuhua’s “Hua zhi si” % =~ 3§ (Temple of Flowers, 1925) tells a story of a man who

pursues extra-marital affairs and becomes angry after his wife finds out. This story happens on

an afternoon in mid-April. Poet You Quan 4452 and his beloved wife, Yan Qian 515 are sitting

together. You Quan wants to go out to take a walk with his wife, but they did not make it be-
cause he already had an appointment with his friends in the afternoon. So, You Quan asked if his
wife could go for a walk the following day, but Yan Qian has an appointment with her friends.
You Quan is angry about this since his wife’s female friends are, in his eyes, too dull. He cannot
understand why Yan Qian wants to waste her time staying with them. Later afternoon, You Quan
received a letter that appears to be written by a woman, inviting him to meet tomorrow. Instead
of telling his wife about the existence of the letter You Quan lied to her before going to bed that
he said he would be going out to enjoy some fresh air the next day. In the early morning of the
next day, You Quan carefully dresses before going out. After waiting for a while in front of the
famous temple, Temple of Flowers, he saw his wife and realized that the person who wrote the
letter is Yan Qian. When they meet, You Quan said to his wife that he had already found her

tricks and has waited for her for a long time. He also blamed her said she was testing him.

72 Wang, Women in the Chinese Enlightenment, 20.
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When You Quan considers the idea of emotionally cheating on his wife, he gave himself
several reasons to convince himself. He thought this behaviour is reasonable, and at the same
time, he took his wife’s understanding of what he is doing for granted and firmly believe she

wouldn’t see this as a problem.

“LHRECREMERETE? TRIBEZFRBNASNFZZME, hIHEDHR
SEME! X—XBBEXMEGRE? . WASEEN. hEEFECHE TF—%
¥, BRMREEEER, ik, “—EEEE, ALREAVSMEISFENT. hE
RPEH, SRS HXNEES, XF2R, BFART L FENT, M—
R "

“...If I go..., what should I do if Yan Qian knows? But she has made it clear that we only
pen pals, and even Yan Qian knows it doesn’t matter! Why not go and take a look?... She
won’t do anything...” He took the letter and talked to himself for a while. Finally, he de-

cided to take a look. He said, “I must go. She knows me well enough not to be angry at
such a trifle. Literally, why not?... A wonderful dream, I will dream it one time.” 3

Interestingly, when You Quan convinced himself that Yan Qian wouldn’t be mad at him for
meeting a pen pal, he still chooses to lie to his wife. If that’s only meeting a pen pal as how he
convinced himself before, why he still worries his wife know about the existence her female pen

pal?

e BEE A A SR X TR F e b AB AL I R, BIRERMEIWIINERLANES, HirS
=, MR AMBRAML EEE.
Before going to bed, You Quan told Yan Qian that her spirit was dull and stuffy. So, he

would go outside for sightseeing for some fresh air tomorrow morning. His wife also ap-
proved of him for going out for a walk. ™

However, when his intention to betray Yan Qian was sussed out, You Quan acted as if nothing
had happened. He pretended that he had known about it and gradually became angry about Yan
Qian. You Quan started to blame Yan Qian for writing that letter and testing him. He entirely

forgot he is the person who fails to be loyal to their love.

3 Ling Shuhua &1L, “Hua zhi si” 7 2 35 [Temple of Flowers)], in Ling Shuhua % +{4E, eds. Zhongguo xiandai
wenxueguan 1 E I CHE and Ji Lei 1135 (Beijing: Huaxia chubanshe, 1997), 47.
7 1bid., 47.
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R HR 2 ERGER, BIRNXRE, @l —BMERBNT. 55k, “BX
EORAVET . B RERAEIAR, NEBRREFNAE, e, RRIAE
XA JEE L —FE, RXETRGERMRT . 7

You Quan’s face suddenly turned red, with a bashful smile, he grasped Yan Qian’s hand
and said loudly, “I was tricked by you again...Oh, as I expected, it was you again. ......
Well, you made me stayed all morning in this ruined temple. I can’t forgive you this
time.””

e “EERFIR? MREARANRE LEEH T, T—EMRIR. HEY
REMBHE, BiFE=? ”

“Are you still making fun of me?” He shouted, “If there isn’t food you brought in the car,
I will listen to you. Who told you to write a letter like that, in a glib way?” 7

Yan Qian’s reaction is also worth the reading deeper, in that she didn’t express any anger

towards her husband but merely expressed confusion about her husband’s intention to cheat in an

interrogative way. But her statement also shows a new woman’s dissatisfaction with her hus-

band. She mentioned ‘you males’ in the sentence, as if the thing was always happening around

her. At the same time, she seems to question the meaning of marriage as well. In her mind, ‘talk-

ing about love and dating’ should be the same before marriage and after marriage. From her hus-

band’s actions, it seems “love” loses its meaning after they get married.

EE, AR T o HRABARMNBANETA, ATtARIMNIZ A
BE, BREAERE, WECHXAM, X8R T7 ... 1

“Come on. Please don’t pretend you won’t listen to me. .... [ don’t understand the way
you males think. Why do you find it interesting to talk about love with women outside
and feel bored talking about love with your own wives? ...... ”?

Here, Yan Qian is dissatisfied with her husband’s behaviour, but she does not directly

point out that the root of the problem is her husband’s infidelity in the first place. Instead, she

simply states several sentences in a grumbling tone, seemingly afraid to bring this problem

3 Ibid., 50-51.
76 Ibid., 50-51.
" Ibid., 51.
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forward and avoid the possible conflict with her husband. At this juncture, Li Ling reads Ling
Shuhua’s avoidance as the suppression on the self that, “/ZREFREHM L AETRIA T X
BLMENF AN FERARNERIE, EXN LT ARENBERFTEZRUS B MHEME
ZHMRNEOEZLEM .. #H1F. ~ (From a woman’s perspective, Ling Shuhua only expresses
slight concern about the unequal sexual rights between men and women. Still, she does not ex-
amine and criticize how the heroine represses her self-subject consciousness to fulfill male sex-
ual diversity.)”®

Moreover, when You Quan blaming her on why she wants to test him, You Qian didn’t
say anything towards her husband, neither give him any more criticism nor point out his disloy-

alty towards their marriage. This story ends with the following sentences:

BRR T RE: “BHARAMRMNZABERNTIBCH R, BEREF R,
“LJ_IyxTJ\T;c%E)\HE RABZIIR? D RIT R IR SRR 1 LRI R =

=, ARRTREBRAA, TAREFHIAET . BRI AEMI D EHEKEERBR
L TEMRBAIAL?

You Quan smiled and answered, “I don’t understand why you women always believe in
your husbands and often try to test them.”

“Do not accuse anyone unjustly; is this a temptation? The only reason I sent you out to-
day is to let you breathe the fresh air and don’t need to meet with those people you don’t
want to meet or hear anything you don’t want to hear. So, I am not worthy of being the

one who comes out and praises nature and praises the person who gave me a beautiful

soul?” 7°

In this story, the male figure, the husband You Quan, intends to cheat on his wife. Although
there is no actual cheating, it is only because his wife is writing the letter. What if the person
who writes to him wasn’t his wife? Ironically, the husband’s first reaction is to question his wife
and further blame women as a whole. Surprisingly, Yan Qian did not make any attempts to retort
but obediently changed the conversation topic. But the Yan Qian’s last sentence, also the ending

sentence for the whole story, can be read from different perspectives. Yan Qian stated that, ‘so, |

8 Li Ling 2, “ ‘Wusi’ niixing wenxue zhong de xingai yishi” “F U M4 S F A HY14 Z = 1R [Sexual
Love Consciousness in the Feminine Literature of the May Fourth Movement], Liaoning daxue xuebao (zhexue
shehui kexue ban) 17 T KF 3R (T FHSRIZAR), no. 6 (2006): 39.

7 Ling, “Hua zhi si,” 54.

44



am not worthy of being the one who comes out and praises nature and praises the person who
gave me a beautiful soul?’

Yan Qian can interpret this sentence as the wife is a little jealous, so she uses a euphemis-
tic way to blame her husband. For fear of making her husband angry, she did not dare to speak
out expressly. She could only use interrogative questions to express her dissatisfaction. From an-
other perspective of interpreting this sentence, this can be thought of as a new woman for her
question on the free-choice marriage. She began to wonder that what made them different from
before. Why did she no longer enjoy the scenery freely outside and be praised by others but
started to live as a traditional woman who takes care of the household? In fact, in this story, Yan
Qian had a good reason to argue with her husband, but she gave up. She ended the matter quickly
by changing the conversation topic. Her giving up reveals that this modern woman subcon-
sciously tries to avoid creating tension between herself and her husband; she also does not want

to upset her husband. This also shows, “Z* KK HBAN T A 755 A M~ 4 B8 L%,  (the

cowardice of women’s ideology due to the long-term oppression they have been through).®’ The

only question she had is about herself that why she couldn’t be as accessible as before.

Feng Yuanjun’s short story, “Wo yizai aishen gian fanzui le” 2 7 Z#51IR3E 7 (1
have committed a sin before Cupid, 1925) reveals a similar plot as Ling Shuhua’s work. The dif-
ference between these two works is that Ling mainly uses a female perspective to describe her
husband’s infidelity. In contrast, Feng uses a male perspective to describe the process of how he
was attracted by women other than his wife. This short story is one of the few works that written
by her from a male perspective. By adopting the first-person narrative, the male protagonist, the

narrator sends a letter to his friend Mengqi Z3H. In the letter, the narrator tells his story that he
was falling in love with his female student Wu Qiufan =X, as a married male teacher. The
narrator describes his journey of how he knows Qiufan and how he fell in love with her. The nar-
rator also mentioned his wife Biyan Z2¥% in the letter, saying that he and his wife are free love,

and he had already told his wife that he fell in love with his student. Biyan, as a new woman,
says she respects him for his freedom. She thinks that the absolute liberty of both sides is a vital
attribute of love. The short story ends with the narrator stating he was in a dilemma since he

didn’t know how to find Wu Qiufan, the schoolgirl who had gone to Shanghai with her brother,

80 Li, ““Wusi’ niixing wenxue zhong de xingai yishi,” 39.
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or how to face his wife when he was committing the crime infidelity. Similar to Ling Shuhua’s
work, Feng Yuanjun also depicted a married man who is mentally unfaithful to his wife, Biyan.
After explaining on he won’t fall in love with others easily, the male protagonist starts to express
his love towards his student. At the same time, when he mentioned his wife, he said she would

understand him and won’t blame him at all.

F—, FABRXPAZREBHN, FEARIRMRNZME, MBRAEGHAER

B, 5= ZRNEZHEMGA TR ETERRNLC, ERERMANNBE
2, Wit —. BEMA! AR T, KBMAT . BRARZAZMES O

H, SHEAMN (FOENDE) XNTEET. HBAAEMELEXNMEBR

B, ARFETEIK, N4, T2EAETIAREKN, HAERHTE BT
1B

First, because I’'m ruthless, often it’s a woman that people all admire, but I don't put her
in the eye pay attention to her. Secondly, Biyan’s tenderness and wisdom and her sacri-
fice for me can strike my heart, which makes me naturally sincere and dedicated to her.
But my friend! Human nature is too mysterious, too selfish. [ have never been easily tem-
pered by women, today I can’t help myself from being attracted to Qiufan (my beloved
student). I knew this kind of emotion is betraying Biyan, even she knew me very well and
won’t say anything. But I can’t deny that I love Qiufan; I can’t resist my emotion on my
love for her.®!

Unlike Ling Shuhua’s male protagonist, Feng Yuanjun’s male protagonist is more
straightforward and even takes action. He said he had told his wife about the existence of his be-
loved student, Qiufan. He stressed that he and his wife were married because of free love, so his

wife respected his freedom and fully understood him. In the later part of the story, through the

male protagonist’s statements, he kissed his student Qiufan.

RABBANBERBZZBENG S, BUIREIERKELERDE RS, ARG
B, BRBIMMNFEER, MESHHCE, HEARBEFINEH, BRI
CHBARRE RBRE.

You know that Biyan and I are also the union of love. There is never a gap between us. In

the letter I wrote to her, I also mentioned Qiufan’s beautifulness and cleverness and emo-
tion. Though she had great respect for my freedom, she was still a little jealous.*?

81 Feng Yuanjun >3 702, “Wo yizai aishengian fanzui le” T & ZE = 57IL5E 7 [I have committed a sin before Cu-
pid], in Feng Yuanjun xiaoshuo: Chun hen B8 /\Ni: (&JR) [Feng Yuanjun’s fiction collection: The Trace of
Spring], ed. Sun Xiaozhong 7NEE . (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1997), 98.

8 Ibid., 101.
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ENZHHNBEHHSRERNEER, HEREW, v 7! AmIchal 7 /ul. ..

If the thought of my shame had not been extinguished, I should have embraced and
kissed her. However, I have tried a few times...%
The following sentences are what the male protagonist mentioned in the letter to his

friend about how his wife Biyan respond to this incident.

REWBZR, RERWEE BTN, BRERA=EEF 7 RS FEE%

FEENRE., HIBET, XBEHTAZEN? WANENER, 22ENEEN

Blt. F—BltERE, LRERERNAE, BELRNERERR., FEDIR)

HIZ AL !

As long as she also loves you, you wanting to be intimate with her now is fine. I trust you

will not let her forsake the oath of our bond for what we have been through together. Ac-

tually, what does it matter even if you forget it? Absolute freedom of both sides is an es-

sential attribute of love. If it happened, it would be my misfortune; there is nothing rele-

vant to morality. I wish you success in love! 3

Biyan’s responds with some jealousy but still expresses her support for her husband's ac-
tion and respect for his freedom to chasing love. However, as a new woman, some problems ex-
ist in understanding the couple’s liberty in a marriage relationship. From her perspective, free-
dom is more important than anything else and is essential in this relationship. So, even if she and
the main protagonist were married and her husband falls in love with someone else; it only Bi-
yan’s misfortune. Biyan didn’t blame her husband but rather states that nothing is morally wrong
with him. The blind pursuit of free love seems to reflect Feng Yuanjun’s rigid understanding of
female consciousness. In Feng’s writing, freedom trumps everything. But this kind of space does
not lead a woman out of the traditional inherent consciousness since the male protagonist’s re-
lease is based on her self-sacrifice. What Biyan only blamed is her destiny as a woman.

The following paragraph is the male protagonist's reaction after receiving a letter from his

wife, Biyan:

8 Ibid., 103.
8 Ibid., 101.
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A& IR R A ARE! REEER S EEMIRRENGE RAIH
D, RRPHEPE @ EHeE, RKARTIEOE, BABRAZNMELT
A,

My friend! Look at what she said! As soon as I received this letter, I replied to her with a

most cordial letter to show my feelings. At midnight, I ran to the courtyard to pray to God
and confess my penitent feelings, though I did not believe in God. ¥

Rz ZUERFYE Y E LBHMIE, A EEEMMIAE? BRE! HEAE
ZARIE T ANEEKHEE, ERIZHBEZ XHNER! ...

My friend! What shall I do? If I go to Shanghai to look for her, where I supposed to find
her in such a big city? If I go home, I have sinned through my unfaithfulness to my be-
loved wife. How can I confront my affectionate and righteous Biyan?%¢

Ironically, after he professed his loyalty to his wife, he kissed his student. At the end of
the letter to his friend, he is still in a dilemma because he does not know how to choose between
his beloved student and his wife. This is what he calls loyalty and love for his wife. I interpreted
this ironic dilemma as a reflection of Feng Yuanjun’s criticism of men.

Through reading these two stories, I treat them as two female writers questioning the so-
called true love by men. Two writers take a satirical approach to discuss men’s attitude towards
free love and the insinuation that men are still justified when they are not loyal to marriage first.
The obvious criticism towards men can be seen in that women open the door of female con-
sciousness, not merely obeying their husbands and other male characters. As mentioned in the
story, Biyan, the new woman depicted by Feng Yuanjun, shows no anger towards her husband's
infidelity. The male protagonists have the absolute freedom to fall in love with others in this rela-
tionship. In the letter, Biyan only stated that she was a little sad and clearly expressed that it was
no problem for her husband to fall in love with someone else. She rationalized her husband's be-
haviour of cheating. What if it was the wife who loved someone else? As for the new women in
Ling Shuhua’s work, Yan Qian expresses slight dissatisfaction and doubt about men’s lack of
loyalty in the marriage. Later, she herself gives up having further discussion on this topic and de-

cides to suffer silently, which can be read as her fear of her husband. Li Ling made a comparison

8 Ibid., 101.
% Ibid., 103.
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on these two female writers’ avoidance on writing about having conflict with men and read it as

different kinds of cowardice that,

WRIBSTENIERE, ETULMESHABENMERERERS CESEE. dExE
EBMEZZPRINORGEBA, ZAAENKBUET, AinaKENIE,
g e L M EEE T B AT B BRI B EFZE.

If Feng Yuanjun’s cowardice is to deduct the psychological rationality of male sexual he-
gemony as a woman, negate the heart injury suffered by women in men’s extensive love.

Therefore, Ling Shuhua’s cowardice is, in the face of solid male power, she tends to let
women win the living space by giving up themselves to accommodate male hegemony. ¥’

Conclusion

Moreover, when responding to the advocation about gender equality and repositioning of
women related to the marriage and family issues, May Fourth female writers started to think and
involved in the creation of an understanding about themselves. However, there are still some
problems that existed in their modernized self-perception. These female writers subconsciously
recoiled when confronted with undermining male authority and provided a one-sided and blindly
optimistic understanding of their definition of independent women. As Fan Qingmei concluded

that,

ERTRUEFRNIESZ EX—E R TR AH. 838 LSRR L

S PR ES, XENKRHNBR. BERNBR,

...Because they are adopting the optimistic and straightforward method to deal with this

kind of issue, this issue is superficial and one-sided. To propose this issue to solve it but

fail to give females an accurate positioning, which represents the limitation of both peri-

ods and people’s thoughts.

In the first two parts of this chapter, I have investigated the idea of shared destiny by hav-
ing an analysis of Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s works. When female writers construct the
short story, the missing male figure represents that the discourse of individualism and gender

consciousness still belong to the nebulous beginning stage for them. Both Ling Shuhua and Feng

87 Li, ““Wusi’ niixing wenxue zhong de xingai yishi,” 39.
88 Fan, “Juexing yu kunhuo -lun “Wusi” niixing wenxue zhong de aiqing shuxie,” 24.

49



Yuanjun had not yet come to terms with why they are struggling to escape or what they are try-
ing to escape from. In that case, the all-male figure under these newly awakened female writers’
writings represented the patriarchy and dominancy, either implicitly or obviously.

During the May-Fourth Period, men continued to dominate society and defined who can
be thought of as having a role as an oppressor. Under the old moral order, husbands or any other
male figures always represent the whole family’s breadwinner and would not be involved in fam-
ily affairs. This might be why the male model is still missing or has an unclear depiction of these
two writers” works. The objectification of women means the simultaneous subjectification of
men.?® Sheila Rowbotham has argued that people shouldn’t be confused by the abstract defini-
tion of patriarchy and the father figure in real life and further states that a complex picture began
to emerge of ‘manhood’ and ‘fatherhood’ and our contradictory needs and images of both.”
Rowbotham further pointed out that, “because these were men with whom we were connected
passionately and intimately, however painfully, it was impossible to settle for an oversimplified
stereotype in which they could be objectified as ‘the enemy’ or even ‘the other’.””! However,
this statement under the context of May Fourth era China is invalid. During that specific genera-
tion, from a female perspective to read that can see the gender difference.

Moreover, in the majority discussion about the May Fourth period female writers, Ling
Shuhua, are always labelled as boudoir literature leading figure. She is also frequently brought
up as the sharp contrast with Feng Yuanjun, who is categorized as the most representative writer
for the new woman writers. Lu Xun has stated in one article saying that, “Ling Shuhua’s fiction
differs from the boldness and frankness of Feng Yuanjun. In a properly restrained manner, she
delineates the obedience of the traditional woman...”*? Instead of comparing the two writers and
looking for their differences, I prefer to discovering their similarities. Therefore, in the second
part of this chapter, I argued that both Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s writing still within a

range that spends most of the time work on females’ daily lives but describes females’ two social

% Stevi Jackson and Sue Scott, Feminism and Sexuality: A Reader (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996),
303.

% Sheila Rowbotham, “Our Lance,” in Fathers: Reflections by Daughters (London: Virago, 1983), 213.

°l'Ibid., 213.

2 Lu Xun 1R, “Xu yan” 55 [Preface], in Zhongguo xin wenxue daxi T [E|37 3 F K A& [The Collection Of
Chinese New-Vernacular Literature Works], ed. Zhao Jiabi #X 5 & (Shanghai: Liangyou tushu gongsi, 1935), vol.2,
1485-86, quoted in Eileen J. Cheng with Cheng’s translation, “Virtue in Silence: Voice and Femininity in Ling
Shuhua’s Boudoir Fiction,” NAN NU-- Men, Women & Gender in Early & Imperial China 9, no. 2 (2007): 360.
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statuses. It can be roughly divided as female before marriage and female after marriage. In other
words, both Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun have been criticized for only portraying boudoir lit-
erature and women'’s life, which can be perceived as evidence that proves that females are al-
ways out of touch. These May-Fourth female intellectuals were also wandering on the margins of
the male-centred society; the characters in Feng and Ling’s works, whether married or unmar-
ried, all lead to the same destination: they all lost their freedom and individuality, which is used
as the cost for their free love and free-choice marriage.

As a result, May fourth male intellectual constantly criticizes female writers who haven’t
participated in this society. I argue that lack of participation within society demonstrates that
they are trapped in the trifles of daily life; and including these female writers themselves, women
didn’t get the attention they deserve. Instead, they function as the best tool for male intellectuals
for reform and liberation for the new youth. On the other hand, to a certain degree, we can see
how these female writers unconsciously internalize patriarchal values. The Republican period
society, no matter whether during the May Fourth movement or New Culture movement periods,
endowed women with far more severe restrictions than men have. Those female elites didn’t
establish a perfect ideological structure, nor did they break away from the patriarchy’s inviable
ideology.

Female writers are always easily influenced by traditional male aesthetic standards and
social values. In that case, they easily to looking for affirmation and support from male
intellectual groups. This kind of predisposition always leads to an internal conflict, self-
deprecation and ultimately destruction of the woman.”® From this perspective, women’s
literature, whether criticized as without depth or never concerned about a nation, only shows the
inevitability and necessity of this kind of literature. It is an essential part for women to search for

themselves and their consciousness of independence through writing.

93 Josephine Donovan, “Toward a woman’s poetics,” in Feminist Issues in Literary Scholarship, ed. Shari Benstock
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 98-109.
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Chapter Two

Elders as implicit oppressors: Redefining woman’s role in a male-centered family

This chapter explores the multiple roles female characters undertake under the well-known idea

of xiaoshun Z£ I (filial piety) in the conventional Chinese family, along with the process of their

identity transformations in the short stories written by leading female writers during the May
Fourth period. During the reformation period, the issue of gender equality becomes the most fre-
quently discussed topic for many literary elites when they attacked the concept of filial piety.
Within the cultural cannon of literary works, writers tended to portray women as the victims of
patriarchal society. In this chapter, by analysing Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s short stories, I
aim to prove that many people have overlooked female elders’ role as oppressors when we dis-
cuss the issue on arranged marriage. I would argue that once women are empowered, they also
participate in the younger generation’s oppression both consciously and unconsciously. After
giving birth to the next generation, they change positions and reinforce patriarchal standards
within society. The character of woman plays multiple roles in the family, from daughters to
wives; after bearing children, they become mothers and mothers-in-law. As such, this chapter
also discusses the change of different social statuses in women’s lives. At the same time, this
transformation process also reveals how women would empower in the family system.

This chapter will be organized into two sections. First, by investigating Ling Shuhua’s
two works, including “Youfuqi de ren” 48 HJ_A (The person to blessed, 1926) and “Qixia”

2585 (1927) and using filial piety as the cultural context background, I focus on the image of

mothers-in-law, who gradually empowered in the patriarchal society after she has established the
family connection with her son. Other than the younger generation male, elders and mothers-in-
law act as the most powerful person in family dynamics. In contrast with Ling Shuhua, Feng Yu-
anjun spends more time on depicting the figure of mother. Through a close reading of “Ge jue”
R (Separation, 1923) and “Ci mu” Z&£} (Fond mother, 1923), I argue that through marriage,
women are assimilated invisibly by the patriarchal society. Through the process of bearing chil-

dren, women can gain control of their children through kinship authority. For the daughters, the
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mother is also an unexpected oppressor figure under the patriarchal society where they supposed
belong to a same group as woman.

However, getting married, having children, becoming an elder and acting as oppressor to
the next generation is not the only outcome among the literary works. The concept of committing
suicide is also an underestimated tendency in many works of May Fourth literature. Using Ling

Shuhua’s “Wo na jian shi duibuqi ta” “FXWLEEE RS ANEAh?” (In what matter did I do him
wrong?, 1924) and Feng Yuanjun’s “Gejue zhihou” fg42 > f5 (After the separation, 1923)°* in

which both two female protagonists of these two stories commit suicide at their conclusion, I ar-
gue that the action of committing suicide is the last but most powerful weapon for women in a
conservative environment. I also read using women’s suicide as a way to conclude the story as
the authors’ avoidance of visualizing the future of women. Unlike the cannonical literary tradi-
tion in which women committed suicide to prove their loyalty to their husbands and protect their
chastity, suicide in May Fourth literature is a condemnation of the persecution of women by con-
ventional ethical norms. The choice of suicide is also a protest on the moral shackles given to
women by the conventional society. It can also be understood as the May Fourth female elites’
response to reformation on gender equality and criticism towards the traditional Confucianism

ideology.

Tracing Female Roles in a Traditional Family

During the Republican Era (1912-1949), female writers have undergone a shift in self-
identity and realized that women are individuals rather than only belong to the family system.
During the May Fourth period, issues concerning women, such as the reform of the family
system, marriage, divorce, chastity, suicide, suffrage, and the education of women were framed
by attacking the old values of Confucianism.”® One of the famous slogans of the May Fourth
Movement, an anti-imperialist, anti-feudal movement, was “Down with the Confucianism.” As a

result, as Confucianism came into question, significant changes in ideology and social practice

% “Gejue zhihou”fR 4 2~ f5 (After the separation, 1923) is a sequel of “Gejue” g4 (Separation, 1923). The story’s
protagonists have remained identical but using the female protagonist’s cousin as the narrator to tell the following

story after the heroine got home.
%5 Gao, “Women Existing for Men,” 124.
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began to be discussed.”® In her book, Confucianism and Women: A Philosophical Interpretation,
Li-Hsiang Lisa Rosenlee defined Confucianism as, despite all its ambiguity and complexity in
historical reality, having been consistently perceived as the moral backbone and the grand
synthesis of Chinese high culture.”” Therefore, this thesis instead tackles several deep-rooted
concepts of moral behaviour that originated from May Fourth attacks on Confucianism.
Moreover, Rosenlee also points out that numerous existing works of feminist scholarship are too
radical to support the predominant feminist view on Confucianism. Without specifying the
period of time she is working on, the author raises the concept of Confucian feminism to figure
out what Confucianism means to women and feminism. She further referred to this concept as a
“liberation for Chinese women by indicating what might be the steps necessary to construct
Confucian feminism.”?® Different with Rosenlee’s perspective, this chapter neither pushes the
discussion on the oppression of women brought by the patriarchal society to the center of the
critique, nor does it single-mindedly support feminism and criticize everything about the
Confucianism ideology. It does not support a universal position that all women under patriarchal
society as victims, nor will it support every statement produced by Chinese May Fourth
feminism. Instead, I will elaborate on how the moral concept of the conventional society enabled
women to change the concept of their identity and explore what impact they have on both
themselves and the next generation of women.

Filial piety is a rigidly observed moral concept for people who are being educated in a
Confucian culture. One of the most challenging aspects of trying to define filial piety is that,
after the Han adoption of Confucianism as the state ideology in 136 BCE and the Han state’s
broad dissemination of the Xiaojing Z %% (Classic of Filial Piety ), the term “filial piety’ began to

circulate as an empty signifier of virtue.”® Strictly speaking, traditional filial piety is a convention
of relationships, mostly between men, which orders and forms interactions between people based
on their position to one another; the fact that women account for the minority of these
conventions contributes to the lack of space for women in traditional Chinese culture. As

discussed in “Living under the Same Roof: A Genealogy of the Family Romance between

% Ibid., 124.

97 Li-Hsiang Lisa Rosenlee, Confucianism and Women: A Philosophical Interpretation (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 20006), 2.

% Ibid., 4.

9 Maram Epstein, “Toward a New Paradigm of Emotions,” in Orthodox Passions: Narrating Filial Love during the
High Qing (Cambridge: Harvard University Asia Center, 2019), 45.
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Mother-in-Law and Daughter-in-Law in Modern Chinese History,” Daisy Yan Du points out
many Western feminists have ignored the relationship between mothers-in-law and daughter-in-
law, which are particularly prominent in patrilineal cultures such as China.!° By mainly working
on the literary works, I will investigate how the oppression of the relationship between mother-
in-law and daughter-in-law forms through age, generation, and class. Moreover, this chapter does
not emphasize their similarities as women and the differences in the power and relations with
men, I discuss the identity recognition between mothers-in-law and daughter-in-law among Ling
Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s works. Furthermore, Du mainly discussed intergenerational bonds
of mother and son into the patriarchal society after establishing the connection by examining
literary texts written by men.!! This chapter emphasizes the relationship between filial piety and
women, specifically analyzing women’s roles in the traditional family system within the feudal
ethics.

This chapter also investigates the female roles being assigned by the feudal system
around the theme of marriage. Sally Taylor Lieberman’s The Mother and Narrative Politics in
Modern China has a more in-depth discussion on the female roles, including multiple mother
figures, both in the society and family under the Confucian ideology. The chapter “The Idealized
Mother and the Politics of Personhood” explores motherhood in contemporary debates about the
woman question and family reform by working on the early May Fourth period writers’
fictions.!? In the chapter “The Lost Mother and the New Woman Heroine,” Lieberman critiques
the social definition of the mother figure under the Confucianism patriarchy and points out that,
among the May Fourth period literature creation, writers depicted mothers as the figure who
fully participate in the lives of their sons for whole life. In contrast, in the life of the female
protagonists, the mother is noticeably absent or, in some of the most interesting cases, present in
her daughter's psyche as an absence.!® As for this thesis chapter, instead of focusing on the
absence of the mother figure, I look at an elder woman who participates in the protagonist’s

oppression or serves as her oppressor.

10 Daisy Yan Du, “Living under the Same Roof: A Genealogy of the Family Romance between Mother-in-Law and
Daughter-in-Law in Modern Chinese History,” Gender and History 25, no. 1 (April 1, 2013): 170.

101 Ibid., 170.

102 Sally Taylor Lieberman, “The Idealized Mother and the Politics of Personhood,” in The Mother and Narrative
Politics in Modern China (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1998), 20.

103 T jeberman, “The Lost Mother and the New Woman Heroine,” 104.
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In the fiction I discuss below, the differences and antagonism between mothers and
daughters in a conservative environment emerge. Xiongya Gao also conducts similar research in
“Women Existing for Men: Confucianism and Social Injustice against Women in China,”
foregrounding the history of the transformation of female identity from daughter-to-daughter
mother-in-law, which plays a role in sorting out the transformation of female identity in this
article.!® Unlike the general overview on womanhood I mainly compare the female protagonists
created by two female writers, Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun, who actively participate in the
literary circle during the May Fourth movement period to explore their representation and
understanding of the identity of women.

Artistic works are always the best approaches to access the author’s ideology and
consciousness straightforwardly since the protagonist created by the author represents
themselves to a great extent. In this chapter, I mainly focus on the women figures in the May
fourth period rather than broadly using the genealogical approach as a framework adopted by the
authors. [ will re-read Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s works and figure out how the period
changing affects their understanding towards filial piety. The May Fourth period ideology
distorted people’s understanding of filial piety, which is significantly different from the
knowledge of its emotional value in pre-modern China. This change also leads to more critique
on the authoritarianism of Confucianism.

Both Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun were born in the later imperial period (1644-1911)
and grew up in the significant context of the Republican Era (1911-1949) and were heavily
influenced by Confucianism morals. For Ling Shuhua, in her autobiographical work, Ancient
Melodies, she mentioned about how she started on her road to education throughout the works.
In the story “Tutor Ben'%, Ling recorded how her father wants to inherit Chinese traditional
culture, sent her to a private school to learn the traditional Chinese classics. Inside this story, the
figure of Confucius and the classical Chinese tradition is frequently raised. Similarly, in Feng

Yuanjun Zhuan >332 1% [The Biography of Feng Yuanjun] written by Rongxian Yan =Z&1ll,

also mentioned that during Feng’s two years spent in private school, she also had the opportunity

to learn about the “Four Books” and the “Five Classics” of Confucianism .!°® Based on the

104 Gao, “Women Existing for Men,” 114 -125.

105 Ling Shuhua, “Tutor Ben,” in Ancient Melodies (New York: Universe Books, 1988), 116 -136.

106 Yan Rongxian fZZ&1l|, Feng Yuanjun Zhuan 37714 [The Biography of Feng Yuanjun] (Beijing: Renmin
wenxue chubanshe, 2008), 3.
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similar background for these two female writers, it’s reasonable to assume that under an era of
early modernization, the two female writers had more exposure to both domestic and foreign
cultures, their inner conflict within deep-rooted conventional ideology is predictable. As such,
there will be more aspects worthy of in-depth exploration in the woman roles they have created

under the invisible concept of filial piety.

Empowered Woman: Oppressions from the figure of mother-in-law

In the May Fourth discourse, women’s definition has a noticeable transformation: they
are no longer satisfied with the traditional female roles trapped by family, kinship, and Confu-
cianism ethical code. Female intellectuals started to look for self-identities since “traditional so-

29 <¢

cial relations were said to deny women individual identities and turn them into “playthings”, “ap-
pendages”, “parasites” and ‘slaves’”.!1%7 They start to criticize those traditional female roles de-
fined by the Confucian doctrine. As a woman, entering into marriage would allow them to per-
form the role of being a filial daughter, including allowing the course of her life to be controlled
by parental figures. After marriage, she must serve her husband as a wife, and her elders as a
daughter-in-law, allowing all of these figures to control and structure her life. Such are the con-
ventional ethical norms which form the basic requirements for women in conventional Chinese

society, and those norms were precisely what May Fourth writers attacked. Commonly referred

to at the time as the sancong = M (three obedience), this term refers to the prescription of obedi-

ent relationships to the father before marriage, to husband following marriage, and to sons in

widowhood. This term was also analyzed alongside the side [H{Z (four virtues), which pre-

scribed “womanly virtues, womanly speech, womanly deportment, and woman work.”!% There-
fore, women, whose entire existence is structured and shaped by filial piety, will barely have a
chance to form a notion of herself as an individual throughout her life. As Xiongya Gao has
pointed out, “Confucianism seems to have assigned three roles to a Chinese woman: the sexual
object and possession of the man, the child-bearing tool to carry on her husband's family name,

and the servant to the whole family.” 1%

1971 jeberman, “The Idealized Mother and the Politics of Personhood,” 22.
108 Thid., 22.
109 Gao, “Women Existing for Men,” 118.
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Although the situation of Chinese women had been a concern of reformers since the late
nineteenth century, and although the term “women’s rights” entered Chinese public discourse at
the beginning of the twentieth century, the woman problem was most widely publicized and pop-
ularized during the May Fourth era.!!® As part of the first generation of May Fourth period fe-
male writers, Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun created multiple female characters who help read-
ers understand what the female lives looks like during this period. They also showed how female
writers observe their fellow women since their literary works examined different stages of
women’s lives. It also can be read as a critique of women’s oppression by the patriarchal society.
Insofar, I focus on the female relationships under the marriage thematic by reviewing women’s
different roles and status transformations in the family system.

Conventional knowledge dictates that filial piety refers solely to the relationship between
father and son. Research on the filial relationship between the mother-daughter and the relation-
ship between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law is relatively limited. This section mainly dis-
cusses the different depictions of elder female family members created by Ling and Feng; an
area of focus that has not been explicitly explored by most other scholars. By focusing on the
moments in these stories when older women have power in the family, I argue that they become
unacknowledged oppressors in patriarchal societies. These two types of female elders mentioned
here refer to the mother-in-law and the mother. Ling Shuhua, known for describing married
women’s life, mentioned a unique linkage created by marriage: the relationship between mother-

in-law and daughter-in-law. By analyzing “Youfuqi de ren” B85 HJ_A (The person to blessed,
1926) and “Qixia” %588 (1927), I argue that when women, through reliance on their sons and be-

coming mothers-in-law and elders, have a particular power to structure relationships. The two

stories mentioned reveal the oppressiveness the mother-in-law figure brings to the daughter-in-
law as a senior under filial piety required ethical norms. While a mother-in-law could be some-
what integrated into the patriarchal system and assume some power in the domestic sphere, the

daughter-in-law was situated at the bottom of the power hierarchy based on generation and

10Wang, Women in the Chinese Enlightenment, 3.
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seniority.!!! Therefore, the image of a mother-in-law figure is an empowered woman, who up-
holds and “reinforces social practices” that keep young women subordinate to men.'!?

Among these two stories, Ling Shuhua depicts the image of a mother-in-law in different
ways. In “Youfuqi de ren”, the main character is the mother-in-law; and in “Qixia”, the main
protagonist is the daughter-in-law. Through both short stories, we can observe that once women
became mothers-in-law, she has the latent pressure on the next generation, especially towards her
daughter-in-law. While men are absent from the family sphere because they in charge of the ex-
ternal affairs and won’t get involved in the internal spheres, the mother-in-law becomes the dom-
inant matriarch in the family sphere due to her old age.'!® In this way, an older woman has em-
powered through the etiquette of filial piety and her seniority after having daughters-in-law. In
Ling’s “Youfuqi de ren”, through the third-person perspective, the author utilizes a sympathetic

tone to carry out an interesting mother-in-law figure, Granny Zhang £ 3% A K, a traditional Chi-

nese female elder and looks like the most powerful female in their family. It worth mention that
Granny Zhang’s life is emblematic of a traditional Chinese woman, a standard image of xiangi

liangmu %X 3 R £} (virtuous wife and good mother) under the conventional ethical norms. I read

this as Ling Shuhua’s ironic criticism of the traditional feudalism ideology. Compulsory filial pi-
ety 1is likely to get a family member’s compliance and obedience with a particular purpose.

The story starts by introducing Granny Zhang, who has four sons who have all been mar-
ried, along with three daughters who have married and moved away. In the eyes of most people,
Granny Zhang is the most blessed person. She lives a life of comfort and contentment; as well as
having many children and grandchildren, she has dutiful daughters-in-law. Granny Zhang is kind
and unbiased to everyone, it appears as if the whole family is in harmony. However, three days
after her sixty-ninth birthday, she overhears a conversation between her eldest son and his wife.
She realizes that all her blessings were not real, and that the two characters are only interested in
accessing her wealth. Her so-called filial sons and daughters-in-law are illusory in their roles,
maintained by the promise of monetary fortune.

From Granny Zhang, a mother-in-law’s point of view, she did not play an oppressive role

towards her daughter-in-law, and there is no obvious moment to show her suppression as a

11 Dy, “Living under the Same Roof,” 178.

12 Nancy Foner, Ages in Conflict: A Cross-Cultural Perspective on Inequality between Old and Young (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1984), 91.

113 Dy, “Living under the Same Roof,” 171.
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mother-in-law in the story. However, based on the reactions of her daughters-in-law, they feel
certain pressure from her. At the same time, we can see how they respect Granny Zhang and
show obedience to please her and reflecting her authority. Although there is a satire contrasting
with the later section, Granny Zhang found their obedience is driven by money. At the beginning

of the story, there is a description introducing how filial her daughters-in-law are,

—DPEIMDIEFHIINE TR, KRALERKRE. EAKIZEE, HHL
JUBRKINER&ZE, W ERTEACHER, ROPAM=DPREARIT, B
BEHBLOHEZERNARE. . IHRFHNILE, BEAZR, BEERXARZTHE—
y\RO

The Second Young Mistress'!'* and The Fourth Young Mistress often prepare some deli-
cious food for Granny Zhang to taste. Once Granny Zhang feels sick after overeating,
they would blame themselves all day for showing off. The Eldest Young Mistress and
Third Young Mistress don’t have a glib tongue and use different ways to make Granny
Zhang feel happy...This kind of daughter-in-law is rare, but Granny Zhang has a pair of
them. '!°

Granny Zhang’s daughters-in-law always have to think of different ways to win her fa-
vor. That is also the filiality she enjoyed; however, such filial piety has a strong purpose.
Moreover, the oppression comes from Granny Zhang’s family status, in that having the role of
elder and the mother-in-law makes it imperative for daughters-in-law to please their mother-in-
law first. This submissiveness and gratification are limited in the daily trifles and the manage-

ment of family affairs. As the author writes,

RILFERERNDPPE —DIPRRBRELZEERXSE, BRBIIRE—HFER
EIRHL A B
In recent years, although the Eldest and Second Young Mistress took turns to replace the

mother-in-law in managing the household affairs, they did not dare to do anything with-
out asking for advice.'!®

14 Shao nainai /D34 here refers to the young master’s wife of this house. It is the form of address by servants in
the late imperial period and early reformation period.

115 Ling Shuhua /& UL, “Youfuqi de ren” H1ESHIA [The person to blessed], in Ling Shuhua &1L, eds.
Zhongguo xiandai wenxueguan 1 [E I X ZA1E and Ji Lei 112 (Beijing: Huaxia chubanshe, 1997), 63.

116 Tbid., 63.
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From the statements above, it is not hard to imagine just how vital Granny Zhang is to the
management of the household. Meanwhile, a daughter-in-law’s devotion to her mother-in-law
was supposed to be unconditional and unidirectional, no matter what kind of person her mother-

in-law was and no matter how her mother-in-law treated her.'!”

sk ESE, BRERESW: “RNBERMKOTR, ERRIEZRNE? KK
=, EEEXRE—ED? MENAFRRRIESE D, BN, —ERXEEE
RE, MMEHIEAN—EEFBEHIHE. ”

When they came to ask questions, Granny Zhang often pretended to be angry and said,
“You always want to bother me. It’s tough to see me relaxing, isn’t it? It’s a trifling mat-
ter, is it worth for you to come ask me? For those people who know us, they will say you

are careful. For those who don’t know you, they must tell the old woman is so fierce that
her daughter-in-law dare not to have her own ideas.”!!®

As the description on Granny Zhang who often ‘pretending to be angry’, she seems delib-
erately pretending she was tired of dealing with those questions her daughters-in-law has raised.
Her full statement tries to deliver a sense that she doesn’t want to intervene and doesn’t enjoy the
power to control the family affairs. Although she praised her daughters-in-law for being cau-
tious, she also wanted to prove that she wasn’t a malevolent elder. A traditional family was usu-
ally a legal entity under the leadership of a head (male first, then female) who was usually the
oldest and most respected in the family.!!” Based on the unequal power distribution for a tradi-
tional family, once the mother-in-law is empowered, she will enjoy respect and having authority
at the same time.

The following statements also reflect Granny Zhang’s paradoxical actions: she said she
didn’t care about the power of control of the whole family, but she also enjoyed being on top.

She was happy to feel being respected by her daughters-in-law.

KOG IZIEL B RE . G AREREEMIEA), T2REHIEREIEN
TRFAGERM T . BB ORMAIREAR . BUNRAFEKARZEAR R
R OB EHESRTE.

17 Du, “Living under the Same Roof,” 175.

18 Ling, “Youfugqi de ren,” 63.

119 Chiyen Chen, “The Foster Daughter-in-Law System in Formosa,” The American Journal of Comparative Law 6
(1957): 302.
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After hearing this, the Eldest Young Mistress immediately accompanied her words with a
smile and replied, “Mother, you always sympathize with us. However, once we ask for a
tool, you aren’t sympathizing anymore. We dare not mean to bother you. We wish we
could be as wise as you are.”!?

ZOPEERDPIENFREE, BT AETROOTFE EHH, TH
TRXEANFERIE? » ZRATX TR HESET A EEBHBHE )7,
Second Young Mistress feels the Eldest Young Mistress’s words seem not to be tactless;
she must immediately affect a beggar’s tone and begged: “Grandma, please have the pity
on this inherently stupid worm?”” At this pitiful voice, the old lady gave orders along with
laughter and blaming [them].!?!
From the phrase used in the description, it can be seen both two daughters-in-law have been
carefully thinking about their choice of words and their facial expressions when they talk to
Granny Zhang. For the Eldest Young Mistress who is accompanied by a smile immediately, as
well used the words ‘to empathized with’; ‘how dare I to...with particular intention” with a hum-
ble tone. Meanwhile, the Second Young Mistress may think the Eldest Young Mistress’s state-
ment sounds like they are blaming their mother-in-law for not caring for them, and this tone is
not acceptable. Then, she gave the impression of weakness to Granny Zhang by putting on beg-
ging airs. The two Young Mistresses were afraid of any sign of displeasure from the most au-
thoritative person. Since the mother-in-law functioned like the patriarchy’s female deputy in the
Chinese family, she was the immediate, unchallengeable supervisor of her daughter-in-law’s
work and life.!*

Moreover, if Granny Zhang truly has respect from her daughters-in-law and sons, then
she should undoubtedly be the luckiest one. Unfortunately, in the three days following her birth-
day, this old lady finds out that she has only the false display of affection from her daughters-in-
law, and even her sons aren’t on their mother’s side; their sole concern is her wealth. She was

planning to visit her grandsons when she walked to east garden, she heard her eldest daughter-in-

law’s voice who is complaining on other daughters-in-law.

120 Ling, “Youfuqi de ren,” 63.

121 1hid., 63.

122 Judith Stacey, “Principles and Contradictions of the Confucian Patriarchal Order,” in Patriarchy and Socialist
Revolution in China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), 54.
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Look at the Second Young Mistress, how clever she is. She is always thinking of ways to
coax the old lady, so all good things are her turn to manage now. The Fourth Young Mis-
tress ever tricker, she hung around the Granny Zhang all day. She had just been here for
more than a year, and now the old lady could hardly stay away from her. In the future,
won’t the old lady’s treasure be being coaxed away by her...!?}

After hearing the statements above, her facial expression becomes colder, so she asked to

servant Liu Ma to look at the chrysanthemums with her,

s IR E NS EHL AR AT, RN LESHMODGREK, “RERINE A
AMEED? R, XRARFENZIRA? ” KEHKAE. ...

R ZXE, ZXERERER, B7EXNDE, MSFE®—T, BEAAFR
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After stepped into the back gate with Liu Ma’s help, she walked into the west courtyard,

vaguely heard the Fourth Master and Fourth Young Mistress are laughing, saying, “you

say that you love her diamond hat flower the most? You are good at making her happy;
won'’t it be yours sooner or later?”” With the sound of laughing.... As they said this,

Granny Zhang already approached the window and glancing at Liu Ma; then coughed

loudly, and the room became silent.'?*

Granny Zhang understood many things at once through the conversations, but she still
doesn’t want to embarrass herself in front of her servant. So, she used the cough to let the people
in the room know she is there and acted as if nothing had happened. The dialogue between her
sons and daughters-in-law at the end of this whole story made this story full of satire and sadness
which caused a sharp contrast to Granny Zhang’s good life described earlier. The greatest con-

trast in the story can be seen in how the story opens with an introduction to Granny Zhang,

which begins with:

WEZHASDTFARHA T AENES. RTARRNEZM A CREMENE
&, Mg EY) LT R E AR AN A ERZF I IE

123 Tbid., 66.
124 1bid., 66.
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Being a mother-in-law and a grandmother is not a great blessing. What makes people en-
vious is that she still has her wealth and riches, and her son and daughter-in-law and
grandchildren respect her immensely.!?®

As Ling Shuhua depicted initially, Granny Zhang has been admired most because she has
wealth and the most respectful children and children-in-law. As the story progresses, the author
makes an ironic comparison that everyone imposed Granny Zhang is a lucky person whereas the
cruel reality shows the respect is all for nought. With a pitying tone, the author described a tradi-
tional woman’s life, a woman who thought she is owed authority at home and had won respect
from the filial children by being an elder, a mother-in-law. Ling also criticizes the compulsory
filial piety, where everyone only cares about the rules themselves but do not consider differences
in human nature, which can occasionally be driven by money. For the daughters-in-law, their
humble behaviours come from the oppression they get from their mother-in-law and the desire
for money.

In “Youfuqi de ren”, Granny Zhang is an old-style image of a mother-in-law, where
shows the pattern of getting along between the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law in a conven-
tional family. There is no apparent description of the mother-in-law’s oppressiveness on her
daughters-in-law, but rather the reader finds lamentation on the sad life of women under the
norms of filiality. If the readers view these behaviours from the perspective of a mother-in-law,
they may not feel what kind of pressure she brings to bear upon the daughter-in-law. Different
from using the elders’ perspective to describe a woman’s life as a mother-in-law, in another Ling

==

Shuhua story entitled “Qixia”, she uses the account of heroine Qixia %3 EE to depicts the image of

a mother-in-law from the daughter-in-law’s perspective.

In this short story, Qixia doesn’t feel any warmth from her mother-in-law; the only emo-
tion she feels is her mother-in-law's dissatisfaction with her as a daughter-in-law. Unlike Granny
Zhang, who, as an empowered woman, feels warmth from her compliant daughter-in-law Qixia,
as a daughter-in-law, who only encounters direct oppression from her mother-in-law. When men
were absent from the domestic sphere due to the division of inner and outer spheres and the ta-
boo against the mingling of sexes, the figure of the mother-in-law becomes the dominating ma-

triarch in the domestic sphere due to her seniority.'?®

125 Tbid., 64.
126 Dy, “Living under the Same Roof,” 171.
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Through the story, Qixia feels the blatant oppression is from the day she tried to pursue
her dream again at home and started playing the violin. But she neglects family chores and is
subject to sarcastic comments by her mother-in-law. As such, Qixia always pays attention to her

mother-in-law’s mood.

ZHNKAREBZAREEERE TEY, EAXLAFZARN T HE2EAKIR
W\, ARS8 O,
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Suddenly, she heard Mrs. Zhang mentioning the violin to her mother-in-law in the main
room. Since her mother-in-law didn’t talk much here these days, Qixia could not help but
to listen more carefully.

“She seems changed into someone else these days. She was always holding her violin at
all times, no matter if it’s day or night.”

“The music sounds good.” Mrs. Zhang smiled as if trying to appease Qixia’s mother-in-
law.

“In the past, she didn’t play the violin very much. But when one of her friends sent her
one recently, she started playing it all day. Ah, she has family and household to take care
of.” Qixia’s mother-in-law’s voice broke off with a long sigh. Then they began to talk
about something else. These days, Qixia only indulged in playing the violin and review-
ing the musical score. She was unable to care whether Mrs. Zhang was happy or not.'?’

After hearing dissatisfaction from her mother-in-law, Qixia felt she was in a dilemma.
Even though she was a modern woman, in the eyes of others she had a duty to fulfill her role as a
filial daughter-in-law, which includes taking care of her extended family. In this role, she is sup-
posed to know how to behave toward her husband’s family, not only having to please her hus-
band but also his siblings and parents. She is required to pay special attention to pleasing her
mother-in-law, who occupied a powerful family position.'?® Due to this role, she needs to put
down her beloved violin temporarily. Then, she intuitively felt the change in her mother-in-law’s

attitude toward her.

127Ling Shuhua & 4L, “Qixia” &5, in Ling Shuhua /%1€, eds. Zhongguo xiandai wenxueguan A [E I
18 and Ji Lei 113 (Beljmg. Huaxia chubanshe, 1997), 115.
128 Gao, “Women Existing for Men,” 121.
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Recently, Qixia’s mother-in-law talked to her from time to time and no longer pulled a
long face as she did a few days ago. Qixia's husband Zhuoqun also ate more food and
came home earlier than before.!?

Later, Qixia still doesn’t want to give up on her violin, so she started to play it again. Be-
fore Qixia realized it, another half month has passed. The more time Qixia spends with the vio-

lin, the less her mother-in-law spoke to her, until one day:

R=TFRZxraxK, ek KEBHNEANRTERRE BAER
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Only spending one afternoon she unexpectedly managed to learn five songs, and Qixia
was pleased. She walked into the dining room with a big smile and wanted to clean up the
table. Suddenly, she saw her mother-in-law already sitting there with a grim face. Qixia
was too frightened to know what to do; she apologized and accompanied with a smile,
saying that “I didn’t know the meal was ready.”

“Humph!” snorted her mother-in-law with an unnatural smile on her face, “how dare that
disturb you!”!3°

From the statement above, there is a clear sense that Qixia’s mother-in-law was ex-
tremely unhappy about Qixia’s recent behaviours. Simultaneously, the mother-in-law feels her
authority is being challenged, that her daughter-in-law is no longer as compliant as usual. Alt-
hough the mother-in-law’s power, strictly speaking, is partially borrowed from her son, she is
still an authority figure to her daughter-in-law. Thus, what Qixia has done makes her feel uncom-
fortable. Due to the privileged position of the mother-in-law, predicated on filial piety and inter-
generational bonds, a mother-in-law and her daughter-in-law could assume unequal status within
the family, usually with the mother-in-law dominating the daughter-in-law by borrowing patriar-

chal power from her son.!?! The conversation between the mother-in-law and Zhuoqun displays

129 Ling, “Qixia,” 116.
130 Thid., 116.
131 Du, “Living under the Same Roof,” 174.
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how the mother-in-law shows her dissatisfaction towards her daughter-in-law through complain-

ing about how her authority as an elder had not been respected.

SREARED, RMNB—FREHNRET ik, GERFE/ERRLT —IL,
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Tonight, Zhuoqun has a feast outside, so the mother-in-law and Qixia have dinner to-

gether. They finished the meal in silence. Qixia sat with her mother-in-law for a while as

usual. After they exchanged a few words, the mother-in-law said she wanted to lie mo-

tionless to take a rest, so Qixia went to the bedroom to do some household chores. A few

moments later, she heard a voice say:

“How downright outrageous it is! Granny Gao and Granny Wang have already come for

a while, and I was the only one accompanying them. It is wearing me out.”, said Qixia's

mother-in-law.

“Isn’t Qixia at home?”” Zhuoqun answered. “She was at home, but who would dare to dis-

turb her when she was with her music!” The word ‘who’ was particularly stressed, and it

sounded like “I am unqualified to say a word to her.”!3?

Through the mother-in-law’s statement, two things made her feel embarrassed by Qixia.
She felt disappointed when her friends Granny Gao and Granny Wang visited her, and Qixia did
not stay to talk with them. So, she emphasized ‘I am the only person there’, which shows she
thinks Qixia no considerations for her feeling and let her entertain guests on her own. Having
discussed filial piety as the concept of respect, it becomes clear that it is not enough for a daugh-
ter or daughter-in-law to be filial inwardly; she has to fulfill her obligations in order to maintain
her own and her elders’ prestige.!* In other words, because of the desire to maintain a level of
respect, filial piety serves as a disciplinary function for the conventional Chinese family. Further-
more, she felt she could not control Qixia, who was not that obedient as a daughter-in-law in the
traditional sense. This mother-in-law did not feel Qixia’s respect for her, as described in the story
that ‘who would dare to’ and ‘sounds like “I am unqualified for asking her to do something™’ are

complaining about her daughter-in-law because she supposed to the one who have the power to

132 Ling, “Qixia,” 119.
133Yi Zhang, “Practising and Displaying Xiao - Young Mothers’ Negotiations of Obligations to Elders,” The Jour-
nal of Chinese Sociology 3, no. 1 (2016): 16.
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dominate the younger generation. Moreover, the mother-in-law is also very tense about the rela-
tionship between daughter-in-law and son. As Margery Wolf states,

“[... A] mother-in-law was more advantaged than her daughter-in-law in that she could
always partake of patriarchal power by seeking recourse to her son, who was usually the
representative of patriarchal authority and who was expected to be submissive to his
mother in line with the etiquette of filial piety.”!*

When Qixia’s mother-in-law complains about her daughter-in-law to her so, she wants
support from her son. For a mother-in-law, the daughter-in-law is supposed to be filial to her
husband’s parents, but she can never be the core part of the family. Margery Wolf described the
daughter-in-law’s image as a polite stranger to her husband, who in no way threatening the emo-
tional bond between mother and son or the respect between father and son.!*> As a mother-in-
law, her authority would suffer directly if she did not have her son’s support. So, she had to
make sure her son was still on her side and always filial to her. Meanwhile, she would complain
to her son about daughter-in-law when Qixia was not around. She needs to maintain her authority
over Qixia and show her son the image of a loving mother. As the elder, she seems like the em-
powered one, but the center of this family is her son, Qixia’s husband. Margery Wolf explicitly
points out the life being a woman in the male-centred society that, “[...] during the three stages of
a woman’s life defined by male ideology, she was the property of different groups of men who
were responsible for her care but who could, as with any property, dispose of her as they saw
fit. 136

Through the close reading of Ling Shuhua’s two stories, we can see possible avenues for
the construction, transformation and maintenance of feminine identity and status through filial
piety. From marriage, an outsider who can only closely rely on her husband and accept pressure
from the mother-in-law. In the story, Qixia tries to resist this kind of norm, but her inner morality
still makes her give in to some particular perspectives. Through giving birth, and specifically
through birthing male heirs, she has the possibility of shifting away from her husband and his

family towards her own sons. Conceivably, after her sons marry and her family acquires a

134 Du, “Living under the Same Roof,” 172.

135 Margery Wolf, Revolution Postponed: Women in Contemporary China (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1985), 7.

136 The three stages here refer to three obedience for women who were being governed: as an unmarried girl, a
woman must obey her father and her brothers; as a married woman, she must abide by her husband; and as a widow,
she must comply with her adult sons. See Wolf, Revolution Postponed: Women in Contemporary China, 2.
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daughter-in-law, she becomes a mother-in-law and continues to put pressure on the next genera-
tion. The well-known Chinese phrase, “after many a long year, the daughter-in-law has finally

» 137 exemplifies the bitter cycle that each generation

stuck it out and become a mother-in-law,
has passed through.!*® As a result of this mentality, one always looks forward to getting old and
reaching the senior position to be served by and take advantage of the younger generation. In this
way, under the patriarchal dominated society, women's life is like an endless cycle that they have
the same life, only the main protagonist has changed.

Generally speaking, the Confucian female ideal is essentially family-centered: a woman
should become a good daughter, a good wife, and a good mother.'** The mother figure is another
empowered woman role in the traditional family system definition other than the mother-in-law
figure. The status and identity of women is predicated on their relationship to the institution of
marriage. From an unmarried daughter to a married wife, she becomes a mother; then she will be
a mother-in-law if she has a son. Her family status takes time to transform because it takes time
to bear a child, bring them up, and wait for them to get married. Under the traditional society
context, marriage provides women with the only form of culturally legitimate security, respect,
and power available to them the opportunity to assume the role of mother, and ultimately

mother-in-law, through which each could establish a uterine family of her own.!*

Empowered Woman: Mother as an unexpected oppressor

This section will look at another elder woman character, the mother figure, as an unex-
pected oppressor for their daughters who belong to the new woman group. By looking at Feng

Yuanjun’s “Ge jue” fg & (Separation, 1923) and “Ci mu” Z££} (Fond mother, 1923), I argue

that mother figures function as an unexpected role of the oppressor on their daughters; they force

137 The saying in Chinese will be “Z 481325 5(2”. It can be read as one always looks forward to getting old and
reaching the senior position to be served by the younger generation and vent on it the bitterness at the treatment
suffered at the hands of the previous older generation. See Weimin Mo and Wenju Shen, “The Twenty-Four
Paragons of Filial Piety: Their Didactic Role and Impact on Children’s Lives,” Children’s Literature Association
Quarterly 24, no. 1 (1999): 22.

138 Ibid., 22.

13 Tangjia Wang, “Towards a Proper Relation Between Men and Women: Beyond Masculinism and Feminism,” in
The Renaissance of Confucianism in Contemporary China, ed. Ruiping Fan (Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands,
2011), 96.

140 Stacey, “Principles and Contradictions of the Confucian Patriarchal Order,” 52.
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their daughters to have an arranged marriage by utilizing the concept of filial love. In Feng Yu-
anjun’s case, the contradiction between mother and daughter is unusual because people tend to
ignore the relationship between women in the family system. A woman’s family connection usu-
ally consists of a husband-wife relationship or mother-son relationship. The female protagonist
was not only hostile to her mother, but towards feudal society as represented by the mother fig-
ure. The new woman’s identity tending toward independence is “built upon the rejection of the
traditional familial plot and traditional roles, intransigence towards the patriarchy and serving
maternal ties.” 14!

Feng Yuanjun’s female protagonist is always in a dilemma between two sorts of love,
maternal love, and romantic love. This kind of difficulty can also signify the conflict between
traditional norms and modern ideology from a conventional mother and a daughter as a new
woman. [ argue that the collision of ideas between the two generations makes the mother figure
in Feng Yuanjun’s story become an unexpected oppressor. Meanwhile, among the stories, as
Lieberman defines that, “(these heroines are) shaped by a cultural prescription that children must
endlessly endeavor to repay an unrepayable emotional debt to their parents.”'*? Thus, as an el-
derly woman, the mother is empowered by manipulating the endless guilty emotion from her fil-
ial daughter and becoming an unexpected oppressor who always forced her daughter to accept
the arranged marriage.

“Ge jue” is one of the most representative short stories among Feng Yuanjun’s works, be-

cause it describes the dilemma between maternal love and free love of the new woman group.

The epistolary story centers on the unnamed protagonist’s letter to her lover Shizhen +%2. In the

letter, she conveys her determination that she is willing to sacrifice her life for their love. Mean-
while, in the letter, the narrator complains about how her mother tells a lie by saying she was

sick in order to trick the narrator home and put her under house arrest. While expressing her sad-
ness because she is not understood by her mother, the female protagonist shows the reader her
inner conflict in being forced to choose between free love and kinship. Moreover, the collision of
old and new ideas is mentioned many times in the story, representing the most significant con-
flict between the traditional and new youth groups. This conversation also shows why does the

mother force her daughter to accept a traditional marriage.

141 Ng, “Introduction,” 14.
192 1 jeberman, “The Lost Mother and the New Woman Heroine,” 109.
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Although my brother and sister are sympathetic and have tried on numerous occasions to
persuade my mother to give in, they have, unfortunately, failed. She says that what we
did was tantamount to adultery, and that not only have I dishonoured her, but even my
ancestors in heaven are furious and ashamed of me. She says that if my brother and sister
insist on helping me, she will kill herself.!#*

The narrator’s siblings all accept the idea of free love and attempting to persuade their

mother not to force the narrator to accept the arranged marriage. However, the mother saw no

difference between marrying for love and adultery. To not make a fool of herself, the heroine’s

mother insisted that her daughter have an arranged marriage. At the same time, she even threat-

ened her children with her own life to stop her children from persuading her to change ideas be-

cause she knew how potent this threat was to her children. This mother is more concerned about

the threat of losing face rather than her daughter’s willingness. In contrast, the narrator struggles

with balancing the constraints of maternal love with the pursuit of free love.

HER, BERNGEE, ER ENZBEHREHEN, TREERZE, BT EZ.
HERATZEHNELARCERNELE T, WEE TIMERERZARKAIVE, M
BR—RATERE, REAL? IR ERIARMNENEERZBEST E AR
EO

I love you, but I also love my mother. Love is sacred, whether it is the love between a
man and woman or between a mother and a child. Try putting yourself in the place of a
mother already in her sixties who has not seen her children for six or seven years. Could I
still call myself a person if I did not desire to return home and be close to her while I still
can? I took the risk to come home hoping that my love could be fulfilled on all sides.'**

After telling her lover that her mother won’t listen her reasons for wanting to marry for

love, the protagonist goes further to discuss how conflicted she feels at this moment. As she

143 Feng Yuanjun »37tE, “Ge jue” [g4a[Separation], in Feng Yuanjun xiaoshuo: Chun hen Byt E/Ni: (FIR)
[Feng Yuanjun’s novel collection: The Trace of Spring], ed. Sun Xiaozhong #) B (Shanghai: Shanghai guji
chubanshe, 1997),1-2. English translation quoted from Janet Ng in Amy D. Dooling and Kristina M. Torgeson’s
Writing Women in Modern China: An Anthology of Women'’s Literature from the Early Twentieth Century (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 105-106.

144 Feng, “Ge jue,” 2-3.
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described that, “tH 5% F I ZBEZHEZN, THEEL2Z, 122, ” (Love is sacred,
whether it is the love between a man and woman or between a mother and a child.) In the female
protagonist’s inner heart, maternal love and free love are sacred and placed on the same level and
non-comparable. This kind of expression is also presented in Feng Yuanjun’s another story, “Ci

mu” ZZ £t (Fond mother, 1923), which I will be examining later in this chapter. Instead of choos-

ing a specific love, the protagonist tries to balance the two kinds of love.
It’s not difficult to see that the identity of modern women is based on the rejection of tra-
ditional family plots and roles, the uncompromising of patriarchy, and the service of the maternal

bond.'®

HERMAERERW, YRR ETDEREAC UABIA, s E R pEAZES
NECHAEMEERNAL, EAATAE, SxdH2EEREFZENA, A
YA AN EER XA, NEZBABHARLTIEZHE, REMHFE, %=
AR .

I have discovered that humans are selfish; although they make material sacrifices for oth-
ers, they have no spiritual regard for them because they are so trapped in their historical
circumstances. The bond between a mother and a daughter is perhaps the dearest in this

world, but even it is susceptible to this general condition. I also discovered that no matter
what kind of relationship you are in, the one who nurtures you also controls you.'4

She didn’t blame her mother’s oppressiveness on forcing her to accept an arranged mar-
riage. Still, she concluded this kind of behaviour as trapped in their historical circumstances,
which refers to the vestiges of the feudalistic society. As Li Yuefeng points out, Feng Yuanjun
“UWA B MR IMEZRNER SR RNRE, mEAEEENE R RE
Fll,  ([She] believed that women’s resistance in the May Fourth Movement was more against

the bondage of patriarchy and the power of the figure of the husband, while mothers who were

also victims were not included.)'*” Moreover, the protagonist never specifically mentioned her

145 Ng, “Introduction,” 14.

146 Feng, “Ge jue,” 2-3.

47 Li Yuefeng Z=E &, “Ai yu shang de jiao zhi-lun Feng Yuanjun xiaoshuo de chuangzuo tedian” £ 5% 35 41—
0 /N AY 64E4S = [Creative Characteristics of Feng Yuanjun’s Novels], Liaoning xueyuan xuebao (shehui
kexue ban) 17 ZRF R (FT =R, no. 3 (2020): 96.
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mother’s behaviour but used the word human beings to increase the scope from the specific per-
son to a universal level. Also, she credited this fault to filial piety by saying ‘the one who nur-

tures you also controls you’ (fRZAEIHEEE, sLESAAIFH]). This quote reflects that the

protagonist knows her mother is controlling her, but she attempts to justify her mother's behav-
ior.

But it seems that not every mother plays an oppressively dominant role to her daughter.
In the short story “Ci mu”, Feng Yuanjun depicted an unrealistic mother figure who compro-
mised with her daughter and supported her in her pursuits of free love. The plot of this story is
almost the same as “Ge jue”, it mainly talks about a mother who pretended she was ill and asked
her daughter, who is studying in another province, to return home. After the daughter returns, the
mother would force her into an arranged marriage. But the mother here is Feng Yuanjun’s ideal
figure, and as such she respects her daughter’s decision, and the female protagonist avoids con-
flict and does not need to make a choice between free love and kinship.

This short story uses the first-person narrative to describe a young woman who has not
returned home for six years after fleeing from an arranged marriage. However, as time goes by,
her brothers who have studied abroad return home and set up a separate branch of the family in
the provincial city. The heroine’s mother finds her previous letters to her have not been an-
swered, so she asked the female protagonist’s brother to write to the heroine. In the letter, the
mother says that she will go to her if the heroine does not come home. The heroine finally sets

foot on the journey home, and she even makes a suicide pact with her lover Xianggu ZF%¥. Later,

after returning home, the heroine confessed to her mother that she wanted to break off the en-
gagement. Although the mother felt ashamed to face the dead ancestors because her daughter is
following an unconventional path, she decided to respect her daughter out of love.

Feng Yuanjun starts the story by using a metaphor to describe the heroine’s difficult

choice to either be a filial daughter or being a modern woman.

HEWRICR LRI
BZHNZENEHEF.

BN, WML BHERNEN, REZAH TRIENE, BicY
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I have often said that Beijing seems to be my lover, and that my hometown seems to be
my loving mother. I am the unconventional young man who forgets the maternal love be-
tween mother and daughter to pursue my lover’s passion. 4
However, the mother figure in this story seems the ideal mother figure that Feng Yuanjun wants
to create, and such she titled this story as a fond mother. After receiving this piece of mail from
her mother, the heroine feels upset because she feels like she finally cannot escape the arranged
marriage's fate. She already decided how to kill herself to show her dedication to her lover and

the pursuit of freedom. So, she states that,

FIAERIAEZHERARRNFER, RABEEXIYRERRARNHER.

While others see this as the good news of a family reunion, I see it as the applause for this
family tragedy’s opening.'¥’

However, the heroine does not expect that the person who gives in first is her mother.

MR T XA aE . “RIIERTEE, REEXHM T, EERBERARMNINA
He .. BEEEBLEIMEBEESEM. BRBEXEX.. FORREDERIE
Bo - RMNBEURITEREAZ, RINERBMKRINIFMAAN ML, X2 AT
SEME ”

All she said was, “Think for me how I shall ever face your uncles again if I do that. ...
Nevertheless, though I wanted to, I had no courage to do it. To forcibly send you ... I
can’t bear to see you suffer grievously... If you think your opinion is correct, just do as
you want and let me, an old woman, suffer it! ...” %

As Chai and Luo have reflected in their journal article, “ XX “RF’, FTHIER“K
JLZER ‘2IFF . 7 (She will be deeply influenced by the patriarchal culture and become

the spokesman for the patriarchy and acted as the executioner who strangled her daughter’s

love. )!°! That is the reason why in the beginning, the mother would say, ‘I feel ashamed if I am

18 Feng Yuanjun ’575t8, “Ci mu” Z £ [Fond mother], in Feng Yuanjun xiaoshuo: Chun hen Bt /Ni: (&
JR) [Feng Yuanjun’s novel collection: The Trace of Spring], ed. Sun Xiaozhong #E£ (Shanghai: Shanghai guji
chubanshe,1997), 28.

149 Tbid., 30.

150 Ibid., 35.

151 Chai Xujian 42fB# and Luo Zheng % I%.”Shuangchong jiaoyu beijing xia de er’chong renge- Feng Yuanjun

niixing xiezuo de qingzhi chongtu yu huayu queshi” WEHEBEH S TN _EAE DB L MHSENBEHR
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doing so’ since if she helps her daughter, because this violates the traditional ethical norms.
However, through the entire conversation, the dilemma of choosing between lover and mother is
resolved, so the heroine does not have to choose either. Because it was her mother who faced the
dilemma of choice, and out of love for her child, she finally decided to respect the child’s wishes
and bear it all herself as she cancelled the wedding for her daughter.

Feng Yuanjun has created an idealized mother image. This figure would be the exception
to the norm even in the reformation period when people start to learn about free marriage. This
probably the best way Feng could think about how to balance parental love and romantic love.
When two kinds of ideology interact, someone had to give in to create a happy ending. At the
end of the story, the female protagonist planned to go back to school, so her mother brings her
three grandchildren to send her off the train. In the train station, the female protagonist fed with

sweets by her mother along with the grandchildren,

FEIXHENFHERVART, BOEE T RENE, RRAERFNRTTIEEFKRA
A, B NI

In the sweet taste of the sugar, I feel the love from my mother again. So, one is always a
little child in one’s mother’s eyes, no matter how old they are.!>

The female protagonist switches her identity from a grow up to a child which eliminates
the possibility of conflict between her and her mother. I read the mother’s concession here as
Feng Yuanjun deliberately weakening the conflict between the two generations to avoid letting
the heroine choose between kinship and romantic love. That is the reason why I think the image
of the mother here is idealized. Also, in both stories, the use of the mother’s image refers to the
oppression of the traditional-thinking society behind her. She used her daughters’ filiality as a
bargaining chip, try to stop her daughter’s pursuit of freedom, thus becoming an unexpected op-
pressor under the patrilineal society.

The difference between the authoritative woman images in the Ling Shuhua and Feng

Yuanjun’s works is based on the martial state of their children. Through the theme of marriage,

5151555 [Dual Personalities in a Background of Dual Education- The Conflict of Sentiment and Fragment
Absence in Feng Yuanjun’s Feminine Writing], Jiannan wenxue (jingdian jiaoyuan) §|FX % (L HZ20), no. 8
(2012): 357.

152 Feng, “Ci mu,” 36.
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the empowered female protagonist in the two writers” works can be compared. The empowered
elder roles represent the different oppression that a woman needs to face within a family unit.
Before getting married, she will face the pressure from the arranged marriage and become a duti-
ful daughter-in-law under the oppression of conventional filiality norms until the day she creates

her own small family and becomes an elder.

Committing Suicide: A Different Ending of Women’s Liberation

In addition to rejecting or accepting an arranged marriage, both writers also describe an-
other potential outcome, namely suicide. Ling and Feng’s main characters sometimes choose sui-
cide to use the value of their own life in exchange for their freedom or to accuse this society of
women’s injustice. In this section, by investigating Ling Shuhua’s “Wo na jian shi duibuqi ta”
“HREE S ANEAR?” (“In what matter did T do him wrong?”, 1924) and Feng Yuanjun’s

“Gejue zhihou” BBt = f5 (After the separation, 1923), I argue that the female protagonists’ act

of committing suicide is their most substantial criticism towards the male-centred society, with
the dual role of enshrining victimhood through their lives and also as a method to escape from
reality. Moreover, different from the female protagonist who uses suicide as a weapon, I read the
concept of suicide as serving another purpose for these two female writers. For Feng and Ling,
the use women’s suicide to conclude the story is their compromise to the society to avoid visual-
izing women’s future. Young intellectuals demanded that marriage arranged by their parents be
dissolved, while others argued for divorce to end loveless marriages. Some resisted marriage ran
away from home or even took the extreme step of suicide.!** “Free marriage” was one of the
most resounding slogans of the May Fourth period, and the following two stories tackle this sub-
ject in unconventional ways.

One of Ling Shuhua’s most representative works, “Wo na jian shi duibuqi ta” deals with

divorce as an end to a loveless marriage. Mrs. Hu &/ 47345 married her husband, Mr. Hu when

she was only seventeen. After being married for three years, Mr. Hu went abroad to study for

seven years. So, she tried her best to serve her parents-in-law as she learned what she was

153 Meiyi Lu, “The Awakening of Chinese Women and the Women’s Movement in the Early Twentieth Century,” in
Holding up Half the Sky: Chinese Women Past, Present, and Future, eds. Tao Jie, Zheng Bijun and Shirley L. Mow
(New York: Feminist Press at the City University of New York, 2004), 66.
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supposed to do as a daughter-in-law. Mrs. Hu initially thought they could have a happy life when
she finally waited for her husband to come back. However, when she finally saw her husband
again after seven years and was ready to start a new life with him, her husband was disgusted
with this marriage arrangement. He feels bored living with Mrs. Hu, who does not share a com-
mon language with her. By chance, Mrs. Hu found out that her husband was having an affair,
with her husband stating that he would divorce Mrs. Hu and marry someone else. Mrs. Hu felt a
mixture of grief and anger at the same time. She finally committed suicide.

At the beginning of the third person narrative, the author depicts Mrs. Hu’s daily life as a

daughter-in-law and the relationship with her parents-in-law.

WANZHPEHNES L EEZFRNTEA, HNMIIEREE, REE

A, ArEREmE, wHEEE, R LR TFENRR.

Her father-in-law is a well-known senior gentleman in the city, and her mother-in-law is
a well-known, kind woman. She was caring and respectful to them as the female virtues
require, paying respects to them in the morning and evening. Her parents-in-law only

heard her soft voice and her blind subservience. The family environment has consisted of
kindness from parents-in-law and obedience from the daughter-in-law.!'>*

NENZEFTANE, BEERIR, XIARNIFE.

Her parents-in-law cannot see their loving son coming back to them; they often feel sad.
So, she must try her best to serve them. !>

In contrast to the traditional parents-in-law discussed in other stories, Mrs. Hu’s parents-in-law
in the story are portrayed as warm and loving. Mrs.Hu has repeated this kind of life for years be-
fore her husband back to home. Her steady life has changed after she started to live with her hus-

band, because she accidentally found the letters between Mr. Hu and the woman he admired.

BIGSLRRRHE, FELHEBELR, —OBWE. EXFNHEE, &3
ANEBFBENEERE? "IIRMRFINER 7R, AREMMSCRAW—i, T
mAEAES LK, RBEECR, FEMER, —hEtiit, AR,

134 Ling Shuhua & U1, “Wo na jian shi duibuqi ta” “F B4 22X AN AL ?2[“In what matter did I do him wrong?”],
in Hua zhi si 7 2 3 [Temple of Flowers] (Tianjin: Tianjin renmin chubanshe, 2016), 162.
155 Tbid., 164.
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T XIRRER ST LOBRFLN, FRORERN, TRER, RS &
EFEAFENEIREORE, ERENE, AMLALE B! B
(B BRER DRGNS, HENE RIVEEE, (75 RRBNT
B,

She suddenly saw her husband awkwardly enter with an angry look on his face. He said,
“Who would be so unprincipled as to steal all my letters while I was not in the study?”
Poor Mrs.Hu, she was so submissive; originally, she wanted to quarrel bitterly with her
husband, but when she was angry, her throat would get choked up and she would become
paralyzed, so much so that could not even say a word. All she could do was cry.
Furthermore, her husband saw that the letter was in her hand and that other notes lying on
the bed were his most precious ones. By feeling ashamed and angry, he rushed to the bed.
He snatched the letters up in his hand and put them in his pocket. When he wanted to
leave, he suddenly heard his woman call him: “Ah! I want to ask you - that... What will
you do to me?”

He was angry at that time, so he said, “Let’s get a divorce. If you refuse, I'll run away
from you.”!%¢

In this conversation, Mr. Hu’s attitude is also worth paying attention to. From Mrs. Hu’s per-

spective that, it was Mr. Hu who is at fault, there should be no reason for him to react as a vic-

tim. Later, the news as Mr. Hu wants to divorce his wife became known to the whole family. So,

Hu’s family has a meeting together. As for the poor Mrs. Hu,

ST REBIAARHLE, AEERYETTRERABR TR, BR
W CEZMARNE— T, REMABRR, B2 TR B¢
FERRRLE? AL

She could not hear clearly what her father-in-law was saying, and she could only kneel to
her parents-in-law in the middle of the hall with great sorrow. “Please pass judgement on
us,” Mrs. Hu said, sobbing. “Ever since I entered the Hu family, have I ever broken the
rules that as daughter-in-law supposed to obey? What have I done wrong to my husband?
Now he is...”"’

As the only outsider in this family, once a wife lost her husband’s favor, her life would be

spent in loneliness, misery, and constant jealousy. Now, Mrs. Hu has nothing since she lost the

support from her husband. As discussed before, although women in the reformation period had

surface-level interaction with imported notions of modernity-related ideas, the deep-rooted

156 Tbid.,

157 Tbid.

170-171.
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ethical norms are still a gap they cannot easily overcome when they contemplate divorce. As

Mrs. Hu herself states in the story,

“HERE TR, WARMBIEAENEXENRFALTL, & HXFL, &K
RAFNLZABAD, BE—FEHAXBHAERNNER, 7

“I had better write and let others know the reason which compelled me to go this way.
Curses! Nowadays, there must be many women like me; thus, I need to write a letter to
let people know our difficulties.”!®

Dealing with desperation, Mrs. Hu finally committed suicide. Before she committed sui-
cide, however, Mrs. Hu leave a note to her parents-in-law to let them know the reason why she

decided this course of action,

SR NRA

WAE, BEAREGETRR, MEAM], KEZAM, HERWE, SHxRIR
=, MAETHE. BE=0 HE X EFE, DURRARMERZR. &
&, LIFREAR. ZXUASRR, ZRRFARRL, KATARE, BELORE, K
SRERNZE, EERM, RXRESZR, BRAEXZ—&E,

Dear Parents-in-law:

The daughter-in-law is unfilial, in that she cannot serve two elders anymore. Since I en-
tered the Hu family, I was lucky enough to enjoy your warmth and love. I was about to
repay this love; unexpectedly, something changed. I have thought carefully that I can
only sacrifice myself and use my death to keep my husband’s filial piety and to protect
your happiness in your old age. Moreover, in recent years, divorced women have been
treated differently by society. My old father has not returned from a long journey, and I
cannot go back to my natal home. I grew up in the boudoir and I did not learn any way to
make a living. In this case, in this boundless world, I am unable to find shelter. Death is
my only way out.!%

As it has been clearly stated in the letter, Mrs. Hu herself also knows that she has no other
way out after the divorce since she barely can earn a living by herself, and the divorce is stigma-
tized. Because in terms of her current situation, divorce would be inevitable. Otherwise, is there

anything she can do to save her marriage? It is just as same the title of this story, what had she

done wrong? If no one is wrong, why is it that Mrs. Hu must pay the price for her husband’s

158 Ling, “Wo na jian shi duibuqi ta,” 174.
159 Tbid.
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indiscretion with her own life? Mrs. Hu’s suicide was the loudest indictment she could make of
the unfairness of that patriarchal society. While the practice of women’s suicide—a traditional
display of chastity and loyalty to men— was widely condemned by new-style intellectuals as a
cruel and oppressive practice, in this story, suicide is depicted as the only viable alternative for a
traditional woman confronted with her “modern” husband’s infidelity and the prospect of di-
vorce. ' On the one hand, her death revealed that women in the early reformation stage are
speechless and powerless among the family. On the other hand, it is also suitable proof that a
conventional woman could use her suicide to condemn the old ethical norms that persecuted
women. As Margery Wolf has noted, suicide was the most “potent accusation'¢! that a woman
could make. Mrs. Hu was brought up through the moral standards as a traditional woman, and
she was also influenced by the new culture. So, she left a letter before she killed herself. While
crying about her fate, she also let society hear the unfair treatment she got as a conventional mar-
ried woman. Her husband wants to pursue freedom and try to escape from the arranged marriage,
which is fair according to the advocated free love during the May Fourth period. But as a married
woman, she is once again being victimized. Before education was completely universal, such
freedom would surely drive many women, like Mrs. Hu, who grew up with deep-rooted conven-
tional ideology, to death. Before that, women were not able to participate in society like most
men.

Although the female protagonist in Ling Shuhua’s story is different from Feng Yuanjun’s
unmarried new women who commit suicide for the sake of freedom. However, there is no doubt
that two female characters are women trapped by filial piety. Suicide is the only most potent
weapon available for women to resist oppression; and the only chance to prove that they can
wrest control of their lives. In Ling’s story, committing suicide proves Mrs. Hu’s loyalty to her
in-laws as the greatest daughter-in-law. I read this ending as Ling Shuhua criticizing the harm
that free marriage leads to traditional women. As for Feng Yuanjun’s short story, committing su-
icide is the protest of the unmarried female protagonist against the arranged marriage after failing
to escape completely from home. However, being deeply influenced by filial piety, these charac-

ters decide to use suicide to refuse to choose between the filial love to mother and the free love.

160 Cheng, “Virtue in Silence: Voice and Femininity in Ling Shuhua’s Boudoir Fiction,” 330.
16! Bryna Goodman, “The New Woman Commits Suicide: The Press, Cultural Memory, and the New Republic,”
The Journal of Asian Studies 64, no. 1 (February 2005), 68. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021911805000069.
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In contrast, according to Feng, committing suicide is the bravest thing one can do for free love
and the most inspiring way to express one’s will. In the journey of recognizing self-identity as an
individual, the female protagonist always in a dilemma to choose between her natal family and
her lover. The moral guilt traps her towards her mother and against the desire for free love. It
also indicates that, the female protagonist is ultimately running away from the situation since
there isn’t a perfect solution to choosing between family love and free love.

Feng Yuanjun’s “Gejue zhihou” 845 > f5 (After the separation, 1923), told in the third

person. The tragic love story is narrated by the female protagonist’s cousin and is the sequel of

“Ge jue” Bgfs(Separation, 1923).This short story focuses on the female protagonist Juanhua £
££, a new woman, who is forced to return to her hometown. Her mother lures her back by saying

she is sick. Juanhua still returns to her hometown despite knowing that this is a trap. As soon as
she returns, her mother places her under house arrest and arranges a marriage for her immedi-

ately. Juanhua asks one of her cousins to send a letter to her lover Shizhen +#%2. In the letter, Ju-

anhua explains that she planned to escape by jumping over the wall at midnight. However, her
mother suddenly fell ill and the plan of running away fails due to everyone in the house being
awake during that time. The story ends with Juanhua committing suicide and leaving a suicidal
note to her mother.

In the letter to her mother, the female protagonsit states the reason why she chose to suicide,

DERBZERR, EERSMME’ EE2RENR, HEEBHNEAN, REZRH
RS HH, EAEERETENERAR, TRRNFHEERSTZ), ZET MUk
Mo B, FARNEBEREIRYE 7 25 EHMBIRANEZNAZEREHERNX
A, WARER?

How can I leave you when I have not repaid the grace of you raising me? But I love you,
I also love my lover, and love the freedom of my will more. I can obey your terms, no
matter how harsh they are, as long as they are within the limits of not violating my latter
two loves. Now, because your love makes me sacrifice the freedom of my choice to have
the most intimate relationship with the person, I love the least, what else can I do if |

don’t commit suicide?'6?

122Feng Yuanjun JB3t &, “Gejue zhi hou” fg4t ~ f5 [After the separation], in Feng Yuanjun xiaoshuo: Chun hen 5
TE/NR: (FJR) [Feng Yuanjun’s novel collection: The Trace of Spring], ed. Sun Xiaozhong #ME £
(Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1997), 13.
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From the filial daughter’s perspective, she can do everything her mother asked her to do. From a
woman’s perspective, she is a new woman who has self-awareness on independence and a desire
for freedom to make herself. This kind of inner conflict eventually led to a tragic ending. Even it
is the daughter who endures suffering; the writer still tries to explain the mother image, claiming

that what they have done to their daughters is because of love.

WE, RIHERAFT, MERERFFNFRREAR, HFEERRZERLE
ANFHAHOIT, WAFTLRURERES, KEEER, RERIL T, RIAF|ANRE
EETANER, THAERER!

Now, [ am growing up, but not only can’t attend upon you well, and it brings you de-
structive criticism from society. My sin is even higher than Mount Tai, deeper than the
Eastern Sea. When you see my death, just treat it as a stain on our family tree, and abso-
lutely do not beat yourself up over it!'6

Ironically, the female protagonist uses her life to deliver how desperate she is; she still needs to
comfort her mother and take all the blame. Furthermore, Feng Yuanjun also makes a clear expla-
nation of what committing suicide means for this character. The female protagonist defines her
suicide as the only way to balance what she cherished in the world. She is trying to figure out a

better way to solve a problem that has no solution.

W&T%ﬁ?&ﬁz FABAIGLIR, ﬁ)ﬁ%&ﬂ]qﬂlﬂﬁ’]ﬁ’lﬁﬁ’] RPN EER BRI
C RNDUEEFFPRRAER, XFSE, BRELETEALNTES L.

Please don’t blame me, and I won’t blame you as well. It is the clash of two conflicting
ideas that destroy the love between us. If this clash is not extinguished in the future, this
kind of tragedy must not disappear from humankind’s stage.'®*

In many of Feng Yuanjun’s works, the concept of committing suicide to prove devotion
to love has frequently appeared, such as in the two works mentioned above. It was the most sig-
nificant resistance to arranged marriage since female protagonists could not escape successfully
and could not change the mother’s determination which led to resistance by suicide. Both Ling

Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s heroines are representatives of the May Fourth period, presenting

163 Tbid.
164 Tbid.
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differing groups of women. The behaviour of committing suicide represented that woman have
minimal abilities beyond the control of their bodies. Their awareness on leaving letters, in order
to let others know the reason why they choose to kill themselves actually on behalf of a gradual
recognition of women as individuals. They want to be heard by others and take control of the few
things they had could exercise power over.

I read this behaviour as representing the two authors’ avoidance and confusion about de-
picting the future of woman group; they refuse to make choices about the problem’s women fate.
For example, Mrs. Hu, who is a traditional married woman who has no independent ability. It
looks like Ling Shuhua herself does not know what kind of outcome such women will face after
being abandoned when creating a female protagonist like Mrs. Hu. So, the writer gave Mrs. Hu
an ending as killing herself before she knew her final fate. As a representation of Feng Yuanjun’s
point of view, Juanhua as a new woman desperate for freedom, who does not know what kind of
situation she will face if she fails to escape. Moreover, she also doesn’t know how to make a
clear choice between familial love and romantic love. Meanwhile, this kind of escapism also re-
flects Feng Yuanjun herself struggling with unconventional thoughts and deep-tooted ethical
norms. Both Ling and Feng’s avoidance of visualizing women’s future and refusal to choose the

future of women is also the limitation of May Fourth feminism.

Conclusion

Building on the May Fourth feminism discussed in the previous chapter, I have examined
the characters in Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s works. In my opinion, Ling’s female
characters are married women; the unconventional young ladies in Feng’s works will eventually
become the wives in Ling’s work. As the representative writers during the May Fourth
Movement period, they used their works to record how women lived in the collision of old and
new ideas, proving the significance of women’s existence and woman literature worth more
attention.

In the first half of this chapter, I discuss how the transformations formed when women
are empowered. By borrowing concepts by scholars such as Margery Wolf, Rey Chow and Dai
Jinhua, I began analyzing how Ling Shuhua depicts the relationship between mothers-in-law and

her next generation. Moreover, | have also analyzed the change of women’s two different

&3



statuses, before getting married and after marriage. A woman who initially wasn’t belonging to
her natal family's lineage before getting married and occupies a precarious position after her
marriage. As an outsider in her mother-in-law’s uterine family, she needs to live under
oppression and then wait for a chance to build her own small family. Following this, I discussed
the mother image in Feng Yuanjun’s works, a woman assimilated by the patriarchal society to
oppress her daughter in the name of love. As I have mentioned in the previous chapter, I read
their works on the two empowered female identities that women have in the family system under
the andro-centric ideology, from her depiction of the relationship between the daughter and the
mother before marriage to Ling Shuhua’s description of the relationship between marriage as a
daughter-in-law and a mother-in-law.

In the second part of this chapter, I examined the idea of women choosing suicide in the
two writers’ stories. While two heroines from Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s stories use their
bodies as weapons to decry their suffering to the outside world, I argue that it is also an action
taken to escape from facing reality. Either the new woman Juanhua depicted by Feng chooses to
commit suicide for her own free will to escape the choice between kinship and love, or Mrs. Hu,
the traditional woman in Ling’s works, does not want to face her divorce, and chooses to commit
suicide. As the female protagonists were escaping from reality, it also reflects the female writers’

subliminal escape and their confusion about the future of women at the same time.
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Conclusion

In this thesis, I have raised a diverse method on categorizing Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s
writing where two authors’ writing styles are defaulted by scholars as different genres. I read
their distinct writing styles as they have depicted women in different marital states. If the theme
of marriage is mainline, the works of the two writers can be linked together, which will perfectly
reflect women’s lives during the May Fourth period. In the first chapter, I work on the male
figures among Ling and Feng’s work. There always a lack of specific descriptions of males and
male protagonists physically absent in the stories.

Moreover, although two writers show the independent side of women and criticize men
who are unfaithful in love, there are subconscious limitations on the self and female
consciousness. Also, both two writers have implicitly mentioned the significance of education
for women. Education made them start rethinking women’s social role and the importance of
woman’s literature. The second chapter looks at the elder woman roles in the traditional family
system that have been overlooked. The older women’s self-identity has a transformation brought
about by their marital status. They are also oppressors in the patriarchal system towards the
younger generation in society. Moreover, by tracing the May Fourth feminism, individualism
and female awareness in Ling and Feng’s writing, I aim to show an inner conflict between
modern ideologies and traditional morality in the two writers’ works that their depiction of
women is relatively formulaic and rigid.

For these female writers, the advocation on the independent woman and raising their
social statutes allowed them to learn about the self-identity. But their modernized thoughts still

have limitations since the transformation of one’s deep-rooted ethical norms and redefinition of

oneself is not so easy. As Xu Chang points out that, “ (4b1]]) FFaEIZE 140 B M BRI %, 3%
B 7 BRENTRAA B AMARERLR B IEN T2 M E I, 1288 51
AWM ERBFETEMEES PR HE” FUF#1E, ~ (Female intellectuals began to get rid of the
objects as male objects and gained the rights of self-construction subjects, but they still failed to

get rid of the influence of men on female construction. Also, their experience of self-construction

came from the myth of a male-dominated “Nora’s leaving”.)'®> These May Fourth Period leading

165 Xu, “Wusi xinniixing shenhua de jiangou yu maodun chongtu,” 9.
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figures are the first generation to break the existing Confucian doctrine on women and use what
they have learned from the modern ideology to refine women'’s roles in the family and society.
However, they have not defined modern women entirely independently because men still
dominated all their education sources. They are relying on the male-dominated reformation to
write and speak for the woman group. In addition, their definition of independent women during
the May Fourth Movement period was also limited to the image of Nora, which well explained
why these women’s writing techniques were relatively fixed and formulaic. Also, as the early
period May Fourth female writers, who were deeply influenced by the western world, there is no
wonder why Ling Shuhua and Feng Yuanjun’s writing have many commonalities. Furthermore,
their self-awareness towards women as individual subjects did not fully transform them from the
traditional morality. This unfinished transformation also leads to their female protagonist having
to unconsciously avoid some modern idealism such as the concept of sexual desire, the
description of sexual intercourse, and the courage to criticize the conventional patriarchy
morality straightforwardly.

I mainly work on female writers because when I read literature works related to the May
Fourth Movement, the public has ignored many female writers. Although many slogans advocate
improving women’s social status, most of the time, women writers’ names appear in groups, and
many scholars ignore many writers and works that deserve further study. I understand that
writers’ fame might be the most attractive element that can lead people to pay attention to their
works, but that should not be why some writers are forgotten by the public simply because they
are less well known. What made me want to study these two writers was simple, they have
similar life trajectories and stop creation after the arising of Proletarian literature. Both Ling and
Feng were born in the same year; they are known as writers but have multiple titles
simultaneously. Also, they were representatives of different genres of writing. I wonder why
people think they are so different in their writing styles. And I am wondering if there is any other
way of distinguishing their work apart from the writing technique. Or does this kind of
categorization on writing style work? They’re supposed to have a more precise line on defining
May Fourth Period female writers since they share a relatively similar ideology. I found out that
they were writing about women in different marital states, and this is also the preliminary

conclusion I have for my thesis.
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Moreover, from my point of view, this thesis has serval limitations. Firstly, I haven’t
made all the comparisons for Ling and Feng’s creations; some pieces might not fit my argument.
But based on the analysis I have done so far; this is an interesting topic that deserves further
research since currently there is no existing scholarship working on the same issue. Secondly,
this thesis does not include too many personal life and environmental background of the author
as a reference during the in-text analysis process. Rather than their personal lives, the writer's
creations should be deserving more attention, especially for female writers, people pay more
attention to their private life. However, I cannot deny that their writing reflects their personal
experience at a certain level and the environment of their natal family also shaped their writings.
So, if including those factors inside the discussion, I am not sure that the initial conclusion I have
now still hold up. However, I think the literary creations themselves prioritize the analysis rather
than combining the works. An author’s personal life since the creation themselves will be what
the author is trying to deliver. Another limitation will be the concept of filial piety being brought
up in this thesis. The background of my analysis is based on a comprehensive framework on
Confucianism and Filial piety. I am aware that there are many variations about this concept,
which makes my argument somewhat weak. However, I still think the two groups: the
relationship between two mothers-in-law and daughter-in-law; mother and daughter in traditional
Chinese society, is worth more discussion. It can help us understand the women’s views on these

relationships through the writings on women’s lives.
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