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ABSTRACT

Li Ziyun offers an in-depth analysis of the issue of women's
literary voice in China in “The Disappearance and Revival of
Feminine Discourse.” In this essay, Li discusses the develop-
ment of feminine discourse in China in the twentieth century,
from the seeds of the May Fourth movement, through nearly fifty
years of repression, to the post-1978 revival of a unique femi-
nine literary voice. Chinese feminine discourse had a promising
beginning with May Fourth writer Lu Xun and Ding Ling’s fiction
of the 1920's and 1930's; however, Li Ziyun documents that
from the 1930’s to 1978, female discourse was largely neglected
in the literary circles of China. Due to the Japanese threat to
national survival, women’s consciousness was stifled by the
force of pressing social and political movements. Following the
fall of the Gang of Four, the proliferation of women'’s writing in
China became remarkable, rich and diverse, as demonstrated
by the diversity of women’s voices, including contemporary
women writers in mainland China who wished to distance them-
selves from the women’s movement in their desire to compete
with male writers on equal terms including Zhang Kangkang,
Zhang Jie, and Wang Anyi. Also noteworthy are authors Wang
Anyi and Tie Ning, whose writing focuses on sexual awakening
and sexual experience. A final development discussed by Li
Ziyun is in direct correlation with the growing economic boom in
China—that is the proliferation of women'’s fiction related to the
social changes instigated by economic development.
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In mainland China, quite a few critics of modern Chinese women
writers have noted that the awakening of women’s of self consciousness
since the May Fourth has witnessed a very tortuous process, that is, a
process of silence after awakening and a process of revival after repres-
sion. With the booming of the New Literature of the May Fourth was
born the first group of modern women writers, and most of them took
effort to reveal women’s awakening consciousness in their works.
However, in the course of its development, women’s discourse in China
suffered a series of setbacks. For almost fifty years after the 1930s, the
voice of Chinese women writers was hardly heard, and it was not until
1978 that women’s literary works, repressed for so long, began to re-
vive. Ever since then, women’s voices have become louder and louder,
and women’s literary works have secured a significant position in the
literary scene of the new period.

The historical course of women’s writing in China has been
unique for several reasons. First, women’s movement in China has al-
ways been attached to male-dominated social and political movements;
secondly, China’s new literature, from the outset, was closely associat-
ed with politics. In China, mainstream literature tends to orient itself to
political demands. Therefore, whenever the party in power has to sacri-
fice democracy, freedom, and individual rights for the sake of national
war or class struggle, the appeal for women’s rights and the demand for
women’s discourse are inevitably repressed and silenced. Women’s
voices did not begin to make themselves heard until the year 1978 when
such oppression was lifted.

The May Fourth period is sprinkled with the names of women
writers. The slogan of anti-feudalism, democracy, and liberation of the
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self produced the first group of modern women writers, who were in
league with men in their common struggle against the dark forces of
feudalism. From the very outset, they were concerned mainly with is-
sues special to women, such as freedom in love and marriage. Although
they sometimes proved even more courageous than men, they had their
own weaknesses. They were not aware of the predicaments of women
and the fundamental issues in the society; their opposition to patriarchy
was limited. What they were striving for was only the right to choose a
man to attach themselves to. At the time they did not realize the impor-
tance of economic independence, which was essential to ensuring their
equality with men. On this issue it was male writers who provided
deeper insights. From the inception of the democratic movement, many
male writers raised the demands for sexual equality and women’s lib-
eration. For example, Lu Xun in his short story “Remorse” indicated
that without the right to work, without economic independence, without
sexual equality, Chinese women would not get anywhere in their strug-
gle for independence. The Chinese Noras of the age were only trading
one form of patriarchy for another, and they could hardly avoid another
form of tragedy.

Among Chinese women writers of the 1920s, it was Ding Ling
who first expressed an awareness of the sexual inequality underlying
patriarchal oppression. She keenly realized that women’s issues were
not totally identical to those of men. Her stories from the late 1920s and
the 1930s, such as “Wei Hu,” “Miss Sophie’s Diary,” and “Shanghai
1930,” explained her position. All the female protagonists in the three
stories are found in their liberated spirits. After leaving their well-to-do
families, they come to cities for higher education and mingle freely
with young men. Whomever Ding Ling’s heroines fall in love with, a
socialist or libertine, their freedom in love gets them nowhere. The love
of a libertine is certainly unreliable. Being loved by a revolutionary,
however, is also risky. When there is any conflict between revolution
and love, women are always required to sacrifice for the former. The
male lovers in “Wei Hu” and “Shanghai 1930” both desert their lovers
for the sake of revolution. Having suffered enough, Ding Ling’s female
protagonists come to realize that love alone is not their whole lives.
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Therefore, Ding Ling might be said to be the first Chinese woman
writer who expressed women’s awakening consciousness. Besides, Two
points are worth noting in Ding Ling’s works. First, her works touch
upon the subject of sexual love, which other women writers of the May
Fourth period were afraid to approach. Secondly, her works implimply
that the New Democratic Movement in China was still dominated by
men, and consequently, women remained at the mercy of their male
partners both during and after the revolution.

The later development validated Ding Ling’s prediction. The
1930s witnessed women’s consciousness and their writing being stifled.
Even Ding Ling herself gave up writing for women. After the 1930s,
women’s consciousness was suppressed, and their discourse almost
vanished from the literary scene. From the 1930s to 1978, over a span
of almost fifty years, only two or three low moans of the female voice
were heard.

Such a phenomenon is understandable because, as is briefly dis-
cussed above, the women’s movement in China has always been subor-
dinate to social and political movements since May Fourth. It has be-
come customary that lliterature serves politics. In the 1930s, the Anti-
Japanese War became the most dominant theme. The issue of national
survival overshadowed all others. Every priority was given to the na-
tional war. Under such circumstances, the subordinate position of lit-
erature to politics was emphasized to an even greater degree. Conse-
quently, this emphasis on belligerence silenced women’s voices led by
Ding Ling. The communist bases established before 1949 had laid
down the policy of equality between the sexes. Under the communist
rule, women were encouraged to join the labour force and take part in
various social works. It must be pointed out, however, that the so-called
equality between the sexes was based upon the policy that everyone had
to be transformed into a worker-peasant “type.” Women themselves
took pride in being masculine accordingly. Gender differences were
eliminated. And the policy of culture and literature serving the interest
of the workers, peasants, and soldiers was further emphasized. This
situation was aggravated after 1949. The government of Communist
China made provisions for women’s political, economic, and legal
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rights. It provided employment for urban woren, with equal pay for
equal work, ensuring their economic independence. With one swift
stroke of the pen, Chinese women acquired the right to vote, which their
sisters in the West had spent decades, even centuries, fighting for.
However, such equality between the sexes required women to under-
take hard manual labour, or even to take up guns during the war. Even
in the postliberation years, women had to wear clothes of the same cut
and colour as men; and any expression of female impulses or feminine
sensitivity was invariably wiped out. Obviously, Chinese women ac-
quired their rights at the expense of their own femininity, On the liter-
ary scene, things became even worse: the policy that literature must
serve the interest of the workers, peasants, and soldiers was replaced by
the fact that only these categories of human beings could be chosen for
the protagonists in literary works. This state of affairs was pushed to an
extreme during the Cultural Revolution, when only the so-called eight
model operas were dominating the literary scene. In these operas, the
depiction of women was further distorted: women became mere vessels
of class ideology, sexually neutralized revolutionary militants. Under
the circumstances, women had to hide their femininity, and women’s
voices were silenced. Such an abnormal situation lasted until 1978.

Of course, during the fifty years in which female consciousness
and women’s writing were suppressed, there were still several talented
women writers whose moans or voices did break through the repression
of female consciousness. They were Xiao Hong from the 1930s, Zhang
Ailing from the 1940s, and Zong Pu from the 1950s. Xiao Hong started
her writing career in the leftist tradition, and on the whole her writings
were in line with the conventions of the literary left. Her The Field of
Life and Death and The Story of Hulan River describe the abysmal con-
ditions to which the peasants in northeast China were subjected before
and during the Japanese invasion. Writing from a female point of view,
Xiao Hong expressed her particular concern about the fate of women,
who, because of male cruelty and indifference, bore an extra burden of
suffering over and above what they shared with the men. As her works
conveyed a sense of sadness, loneliness, and helplessness, Xiao Hong
broke free from the inhibitions of the leftist literature. In the preface to
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The Story of Hulan River, Mao Dun, one of the best Chinese writers,
expressed his sorow for such derailment. As a consequence, for a con-
siderable length of time Xiao Hong’s works were neglected in mainland
China.

Zhang Ailing’s works were special products under special condi-
tions. Ke Ling has offered an enlightening insight on this issue. He said,
“On the literary scene, Zhang Ailing could not have thrived as a writer
in any literary period, except in the years when Shanghai was occupied.
Only in occupied Shanghai where literary writing was cut off from all
traditions whatsoever could Zhang Ailing find fertile soil and become a
successful writer . . . . Zhang Ailing’s splendid literary career lasted
only for two years, that is, from 1943 to 1945. Neither before nor after
that period could she have been recognized as a successful writer.”
Zhang Ailing emerged when the forces of mainstream literature had
withdrawn from Shanghai and left a vacuum on the literary scene. In
her works, she described the well-to-do daughters and wives of degen-
erate merchant and bureaucrat families. These women commit adultery
out of boredom, or use all their wiles to land a big catch. They muster
all their wits and wiles to play on men’s need for them in order to secu-
re their status in the family. Zhang Ailing’s stories smack of deadly
decay. These stories might be classified as “romances.” However,
Zhang Ailing’s pen touches the inner lives of her heroines, unveiling all
the humiliations brought upon them as sexual and reproductive tools
and the hate and resentment dominating them in their long struggle for
survival. Never before did any other writer offer such deep insights as
Zhang Ailing in her incisive and vivid description of the fate of women,
whose mentality is distorted and humanity stifled. She wrote about
women’s tragedies from a woman’s point of view. Under her pen, the
feminine discourse that Ding Ling had initiated revived. At the two-
year-long height of her brilliant literary career, Zhang Ailing produced
such stunning works as Jinsuo ji and Qingcheng zhi lian. Unfortunately,
when the writers of mainstream literature returned to Shanghai,
women’s voices were supressed again.

“The Red Beans” (Hongdou) written in 1958 by Zong Pu was in
fact the last low moan of the female voice. It is about a female univer-
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sity student, who sacrificed love for the sake of revolution in 1949.
When Zong Pu’s heroine later happened to see the red beans which
symbolized her love, all she did was to express some of the pain she felt.
But that was enough to invite accusations and attack in the Anti-rightist
Campaign. The writer was accused of propagating the bourgeois senti-
ments. After that, all expressions of female voices disappeared from the
Chinese literary scene.

For as long as fifty years, only very few women writers emerged
on the Chinese literary scene. And most of them wrote fiction according
to male standards. War, class struggle, and the eulogizing of war and
labour heroes were the dominant themes. When women’s conscious-
ness was stifled in the whole society by the official ideology, women
writers could only choose complete silence.

It is natural and logical that things will develop in the opposite di-
rection when they are pushed to extremes. With the downfall of the
Gang of Four, writers, old and young, began to take up their pens. They
raised various social issues in their works. On the literary scene,
shanghen wenxue (scar literature), zhiging wenxue (writing about the
“reeducated youth,” and fansi wenxue (introspective writing) appeared
one after another, denouncing the atrocities of the Gang of Four, de-
scribing the bitter experiences of the young people during the Cultural
Revolution, and rethinking the rights and wrongs of the immediate past.
At the time people occupied themselves with social and political themes,
not with women’s special issues. This was certainly understandable
because China was just emerging from social turmoil, and public atten-
tion was fixed upon larger issues concerning peoples’ very survival.
Women writers, like their male counterparts, wrote about the atrocities
during the Cultural Revolution. In their writing, they proved as coura-
geous as male writers. Their insights and social responsibility, based on
their long involvement with social and political issues, were expressed
in their works. Stories like “Melody in Dreams” (Xian shang de meng),
“Who Am I?” (Wo shi shui?), “A Wrongly Edited Story” (Jianji cu-
oliaode gushi), “The Black Flag” (Hei qi), and “The Everlasting
Spring” (Yongyuan de chuntian) were the representatives of the time.

From the end of the 1970s women writers began to raise questions
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and have their voices heard regarding women’s situations. They ex-
plored more widely and probed more deeply than those writers of the
May Fourth period. They came to realize that they were still the “Sec-
ond Sex.” Although the law ensured their economic independence, pa-
triarchy still dominated their whole lives. In society and in their own
families, inequality prevailed. In search for self-realization, they faced
sexual discrimination, sexual harassment, sexual abuse, and the perse-
cution of women under the old ethical code. Confronting such obstruc-
tions and frustrations, women writers initiated a general attack against
patriarchy, describing the rebelion of women against such repression of
human nature and appealing for their fundamental rights. It was against
this background that women’s discourse began to revive.

Before we discuss the revival and further development of
women’s discourse, we must bring our attention to a common feature
among contemporary women writers of mainland China. These writers
are traditionally concerned with social issues, not just women’s. There-
fore, even though the repression has been lifted, many women writers
still occupy themselves with social and political issues, not just
women’s special ones. They might be said to have two different “pens,”
one for women’s problems and the other for social and political issues.
Some well-known women writers, such as Zhang Kangkang, Zhang Jie,
and Wang Anyi, dislike being called female writers. Their position im-
plies that they are confident in competing with male writers on equal
terms. .
Standing at the forefront were Zhang Kangkang, Zhang Xinxin,
and Zhang Jie. They raised a series of questions: Do women have the
right to love? Is it fair to sacrifice women’s rights for the sake of a
seemingly happy family? Are women still discriminated against in their
pursuit of careers? Zhang Kangkang’s “The Right to Love” (Ai de
quanli) and Zhang Jie’s “Love Should Not Be Forgotten” (Ai shi bun-
eng wangjide) brought up the issue that love belongs to every human
being, not the bourgeoisie alone. These two stories shook the literary
world, for it was the first time that Chinese women, oppressed for so
long, stood up and appealed for their fundamental rights in the history
of China.
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At the same time, Zhang Xinxin asked whether it was proper for
women to lose their femininity. In her short story “How did I Miss
You?” (Wo zai nar cuoguole ni?) Zhang Xinxin chose a ticket seller on
a public bus for her protagonist. The young woman is also a talented
writer whose play has been accepted for performance by an amateur
dramatic group. She falls for the director of the group. Her job requires
her to fight and shout her way through the crowd on the bus. Wrapped
in a shapeless padded jacket, stamping about in her big clumsy boots,
she has lost almost all her traces of femininity. The director admires her
talent but is repelled by her aggressiveness and her rough masculine
manner. Describing her heroine’s feelings of frustration and hurt, the
writer asks, now who made her what she is in the first place? Is it not
men themselves, who make all the rules? Why did they “remold” her
into such a shape and then reject her for being what they have made of
her? There and then, Zhang Xinxin touches upon the essence of the
issue. Although the official policy of the male-dominated society
upheld equality between the sexes, such equality only served the polici-
es of the government, which encouraged women to meet male standards
and undertake hard manual labour. However, men did not want any
“masculinized” women. Women were required by convention to be
“womanly,” that is, to support their husbands in adversity, to give in to
their fits of temper, and to nourish them. When women were trying to
gain their own independence and succeed in their chosen careers, they
were neither encouraged nor supported. On the contrary, they could
only expect obstructions. Under the circumstances, many women find it
hard to choose between career and family. Zhang Xinxin’s “On the
Same Horizon” (Zai tongyige dipingxian), “The Dream of Our Genera-
tion” (Women zhege nianjide meng), and “The Last Haven” (Zuihoude
tingbo di) centre on such issues as women’s forced masculinization, the
awakening of women’s consciousness, and women’s frustration and
pain in their choice between career and family. For example, the couple
in “On the Same Horizon” has been through the rural reeducation or-
deal and are now back in the city, both looking for a chance to make
something of themselves. In the story the husband expects his wife to
make sacrifices. The heroine complains: “He expects me to love him,
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but what about me? Has he ever thought of loving me? . . . He wants to
enjoy family happiness and he expects me to give up everything else to
supply it for him.” She points out rightly that “when I have given up
everything for him, I will not be his intellectual equal anymore, and he
will lose interest in me.” She keeps asking, “What about me? Where do
I come in?” The questions Zhang Xinxin’s heroine raises are still valid
today, for many women still find themselves torn between career and
family.

Unlike Zhang Xinxin, Zhang Jie explores women’s issues from a
different angle. Her works describe the problems women face in the
family, and in the society as well. Her heroines are usually ten or even
twenty years older than Zhang Xinxin’s and have had richer experience.
Consequently, they have suffered more in their lives. Confronting the
male-dominated society, they are more aggressive than Zhang Xinxin’s
protagonists. The concern about the fate of women runs through Zhang
Jie’s “Emerald” (Zumu lu) and The Ark (Fang zhou), and the latter in
particular. All three women, Liu Quan, Liang Qian, and Jinghua, in The
Ark have problems in their marriages and their careers as well. All they
received from their husbands was sexual abuse in various forms. Their
collective message to these husbands is, “Women are human beings,
not sexual tools.”

These three women encounter problems in their pursuit of careers.
Liu Quan is not only sexually abused by her husband but also subjected
to harassment by her boss. Liang Qian is hedged in on every side by
male colleagues who do not want to work under a woman, as well as
male censors who find fault with her film. Zhang Jie’s heroines have
learned through hard experience that all men, whether husbands, lovers,
colleagues, or superiors, only want women to be playthings in their lap,
that no man wants an independent-minded woman. These women have
realized that equality on paper is not enough, that “one must fight tooth
and nail to assert one’s own value.” Zhang Jie sometimes sounds hys-
terical and tends to go to extremes. But her grasp of women’s predica-
ment is solid and clear-sighted.

Many women writers followed in the wake of Zhang Ji and Zhang
Xinxin and explored further the problems confronting women. Before
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the appearance of Wang Anyi and Tie Ning, many women writers con-
centrated on one basic issue concerning women, that is, the destructive
effect of traditional ethics on the lives of women. Zong Pu”s “Tragedy
of the Walnut Tree” (Hetao shude beiju) and Wen Bin’s “Silent Com-
memoration” (Xin ji) describe women as victims in the grip of the feu-
dal ideal of chastity. Chen Jie’s story “The Big River” (Dahe) presents
this issue in an extreme form. In this story, a woman middle school -
teacher is suspected of losing her womanly chastity, and in despair she
finally throws herself into the river. What makes the story unique is that
her death is described as a protest against the shameless hypocrisy en-
gulfing her and the insults to which she has been subjected.

Among the writers registering the sufferings of women, Zu Lin
deserves special attention. In her novel Female-Human (Nuxing ren),
she traces the universal fate of women in the lives of three generations.
In the novel, both the grandmother and the mother had tried to gain
their independence, but both failed. To bring up her daughter, the moth-
er supplements her income by prostitution. When the daughter discov-
ers her mother’s secret, she leaves home, outraged, and goes to settle in
a remote rural area. After undergoing countless sufferings in the coun-
try, she has to return hoine and marry a man she does not love. As she is
about to give herself to him, she realizes in a flash that she is following
in her mother’s footsteps. This story reconfirms the universal truth that
economic independence is vital to women. Once they fail to get it, they
are bound to find themselves in that tragic fate.

Wang Anyi and Tie Ning explore female issues from different an-
gles. They shift their attention from the relationship between women
and society to women themselves, that is, women’s sexual conscious-
ness, their sexual awakening, and their sexual experience. If it had not
been the male writer Zhang Xianliang, whose writing focuses on sexual
love, their works might have caused some serious problems. Different
from Zhang Xianliang’s women who are always submissive, sacrificing
themselves for the interest of their male partners and never complaining
about their humiliating fate, the heroines in Wang Anyi and Tie Ning’s
works belong to a new type of women: ones who endeavour to assert
their own rights, including their right to sexual love. Under Wang Anyi
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and Tie Ning’s pens, women are no longer men’s submissive sexual
tools. On the contrary, they usually take the initiative and play the ac-
tive role.

Wang Anyi’s trilogy “Love in the Small Town” (Xiaocheng zhi
lian), “Love in the Barren Mountains” (Huangshan zhi lian), and “Love
in a Beautiful Valley” (Jinxiugu zhi lian) portrays the sexual awakening
of innocent young girls. Although the author presents her heroines in
different circumstances, one common theme runs through the descrip-
tions of all these young women: once aroused, they are insatiable. All
her characters, cultivated or ignorant, derive unutterable ecstasy from
sexual experience, whether carried out under the veil of romantic love,
or thrust forward in crude and naked, even perverted form. They are
shameless, out of control, and care nothing for consequences; in their
search for sexual happiness, everything is swept away. Only pleasure
prevails. Wang Anyi’s trilogy attracted a lot of attention on the main-
land, because it was the first time that a woman writer brought bedroom
into view and presented sex as an instinctive drive born with women.
Like men, women are entitled to pursue their ultimate satisfaction and
happiness in sex. Like men, women have their right to sexual satisfac-
tion and happiness. It was the first time that a woman writer chose for
her protagonists women who were no longer a passive tool for male
satisfaction, but actually the active party in sexual love with their male
partners.

In her story “The Haystack” (Maijie duo) and novel The Rose
Gate (Meigui men), Tie Ning did not detach sex from social conditions.
She perceived sex as an unchanging part of human nature, modified by
social conditions. Her “The Haystack” describes sexual games through
historical changes. The Rose Gate portrays the varying responses to sex
across three generations of women under changing historical conditions.
The rose gate symbolizes the female genitals. Describing the grand-
daughter’s puberty, Tie Ning writes: “This year, the Spring is so rosy.”
Taking the author’s symbol of the rose for the female genitals one step
further, one could say that the war between the sexes is “the War of the
Rose.” Like Wang Anyi’s heroines, all of Tie Ning’s female protago-
nists take the initiative and never accept defeat.
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Wang Anyi and Tie Ning’s female protagonists are no longer tra-
ditional victims. They know how to assert their rights. They fight for
their rights at all costs. It must be pointed out, however, that their works
are also the products of the favourable political conditions, in which
people are allowed to write with a relatively free hand. Both Wang
Anyi and Tie Ning have inherited the tradition of the older generation.
Many of their works transcend gender limits and concern themselves
with broader issues, such as human conditions, human nature, and the
loneliness of modern men. Their position explains why they were able
to depict the relationships between men and women in a broader per-
spective.

Some women writers centre on the emotional world of women.
However, they are not as influential as the those mentioned above.
Among them, Lin Bei and Chen Ran are most active. Since they grew
up after the Cultural Revolution, these writers showed little interest in
politics and social reforms. Their attention is focused on the emotions
of women who undergo the defeat of marriage and who grow up in the
broken family. Their characters usually end up mentally distorted and
emotionally drained. Although these writers pay much attention to nar-
rative forms in their works, their writings fail to achieve their intended
effect because they limit themselves to their own personal emotions, the
contents of their works are often repetitious, and their narrative forms
do not properly fit the themes.

Finally, one particular group of literary works is worth our atten-
tion at the time when the market economy is booming in mainland
China. These works are concerned with the social changes and the im-
pact upon women the economic development has brought about. In
some of these stories, women become commodities; their lives are
men’s to dispose of. Other stories depict how women obtain their
economic independence and sexual initiative. Chen Danyan’s “Waitress
Linglian” (Ba Nu Linglian) is the representative of the former. The
latter group includes Liu Xihong’s “You Cannot Change Me” (Ni buke
gaibian wo) and “The Dark Forest” (Hei senlin). At the present time,
Zhang Xin is the most typical of this group. Her female protagonists are
successful merchants. Their experiences have changed their attitudes
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towards moralities. In their eyes, self-interest is above everything else.
However, these stories lack depth and insights, whether they are about
the dissolute life in night clubs, or about life-or-death struggles for
money. Significantly, many women writers emphasize self-reliance and
self-respect. In times of conflicts between self-interest and self-respect,
their protagonists usually sacrifice the former. This might be said to be
one of the women’s points of view that some Chinese women writers
take in their stories.






